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        To the Karens who keep reporting us on TikTok. Fuck yourselves with the brooms you rode in on.
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      If you thought book one was spicy (it was very tame in our opinion), you should understand that this book takes things up a notch. 

      If you’re not into group scenes or the phrase “good girl,” then this book isn’t for you. 

      If you hear “M/M content” and don’t immediately say, “Don’t threaten me with a good time!” this might be where you should get off the ride. The M/M in this book is pretty light, but we can’t promise anything about where it will go in book three. 

      Triggers include: graphic torture, dismemberment, blood play, kidnapping, imprisonment, character death, anxiety and PTSD.

      If any of this doesn’t sound fun to you, turn back now. Otherwise, proceed at your own risk.

      XOXO, K&J
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      My wife is staring at me.

      My eyes flashed between my mother and the patriarch of Mount Summer as they sparred over the bombing. I shifted slightly, already regretting this meeting. It was a good decision to have my mother facilitate, but one that I would have to pay for later. Giovanna Cesari Esposito never did anything for free.

      I tried not to watch Sophia, despite her obvious inability to do the same. She still wore her dress from the gala, though she’d thrown a jacket over it and seemed to want to blend in with her guards. I almost laughed. She would never blend in.

      Fuck, if I’d realized this was Sophia, I wouldn’t have spent the last five years avoiding her.

      I thought I was having a stroke when I spotted her across the room at the gala. She looked sexy as fuck in that backless dress, her hair the same color as in the photos I’d seen, but styled differently. Longer. It was definitely her, though.

      As she walked, Sophia’s dress swished open, revealing a gun strapped to her leg. I should’ve been furious she’d snuck a weapon past my security, but instead I felt my dick twitch. Jesus Christ, she might have just bombed my hotel. What the fuck was wrong with me tonight?

      “Told you,” Rush had muttered, obviously seeing the same thing. His tone was inexplicably angry. “I don’t know how the fuck Beck didn’t realize.”

      I blinked twice, staring after her. “That’s the part that surprises you?”

      It didn’t surprise me in the least that Beck hadn’t recognized her. What did surprise me was how they’d met, and that she was here now. What the fuck did that mean? Sophia O’Rourke was supposed to be a mid-level socialite. She was a princess. A bargaining chip. Fucking boring. She was not a goddamn world-class thief.

      Apparently, she wasn’t what she seemed, and I couldn’t stop thinking about it. About her.

      Now, abandoning all pretense, I raised an eyebrow at my thieving wife across the hideous, nouveau riche dining room. Her eyes grew wide, and she retreated behind one of her security guards and muttered a string of curses under her breath. I had to bite the inside of my cheek to hide a smile. She had a filthy mouth.

      “I came to say I think it’s time we move forward with our plans,” my mother said.

      I threw Giovanna a sharp look. She wasn’t supposed to say that. What the fuck was she trying to do?

      Giovanna wasn’t wrong. Merging with Mount Summer now would be beneficial. We’d need the numbers to take on The Trilogy. In fairness, I put off this whole thing for years. It was bound to catch up to me. Still, the merge didn’t benefit my mother directly. She must have had another motive for suggesting it now. I sucked on my teeth, thinking.

      Trying to stay ahead of my mother was a Herculean task. I couldn’t kill her and she knew that, but her ever shortening leash made her erratic. Deeply narcissistic and dangerously intelligent, Giovanna became more dangerous with every passing year. Not that I was much different, honestly. Maybe one damned soul didn’t have the right to judge another.

      Sophia asked a question, and her father barked at her. My attention snapped back to the table, and I tuned in on the conversation. Did he always talk to her like that?

      “For all you know, you were being targeted,” I said, just to challenge Jimmy. I could already tell we wouldn’t get along. Christmas with the family was bound to be a fucking treat.

      There was silence around the table as everyone stared at me. As it should be, really. I kept my eyes on Jimmy, refusing to watch Sophia for her reaction.

      For the first time in my life, the idea of Sophia O’Rourke wasn’t as horrifying as I always imagined, and now I had no plan for what to do with her. I wasn’t good at improvising. How did you explain to someone you were already married?

      I’d been married to Sophia since I was seventeen years old. Nearly ten years now. Of course, I’d only known for five of them. It was the last thing my father told me before I killed him. It wasn’t the reason I killed him—I’d already planned to do that—but I had to admit, if I held on to any shred of guilt about the whole thing, his last words burned it away.

      “She’s your job, not your wife. If you hate her, get a mistress. Fuck her until you have a kid to secure control of both sides of the city and then move her to one of the other properties.”

      “What do you mean, boy?” Jimmy barked.

      I blinked. Rage bubbled in my throat and my vision tunneled in on itself, banishing all other thoughts. Who the fuck did this arrogant simpleton think he was talking to? I had no time to be pretending to kowtow to over-confident morons who were lucky to still draw breath. Jimmy O’Rourke didn’t have two fucking brain cells to rub together. All the better, because he probably wouldn’t even be aware when I put a gun to his smug fucking face and—

      “You wouldn’t be sending your girl to attack us, would you, James?” my mother was saying.

      “Of course not. 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 blinked, the darkness on the edges of my vision fading. What did he fucking say? My eyes darted to Sophia. “Who the fuck is Raegan?”

      The door banged open, and my hand flew to my gun. I wasn’t the only one. The entire room had reached for a weapon and was pointing it at the newcomer. I found myself watching Sophia, who had pulled a pistol out of the holster on her thigh. Shit. I spun back to the door and frowned. Wait… I glanced from Sophia to the blonde woman in the doorway in confusion.

      “Jesus Christ, can you not?” the blonde woman shrieked, putting her hands in the air. Her expression was more annoyed than afraid.

      I rolled my eyes. Fucking idiot. There were fourteen weapons pointed at her, and all she had to say was, “Can you not?” This woman deserved to die for incompetence alone.

      Jimmy gestured to the blonde. “Everyone, this is my daughter, Sophia.”

      My stomach dropped out, and I lowered my gun slightly. I stared at the smiling blonde, my brain quickly catching up to what my churning stomach hadn’t quite understood yet.

      Sisters.

      There were two of them. How did no one know? How did I not know? My stomach sank further at the firm realization of what was about to happen.

      “Cute dress,” blonde Sophia whispered to her sister, loud enough for the entire room to hear. “Love the dust. Very disaster chic.”

      I closed my eyes, praying for patience. Of course, the redheaded thief wasn’t Sophia fucking O’Rourke. Nothing ever worked out that well in my life. I’d cursed myself the day we lost Dante, and now I was paying the price for all my sins.

      My mother glanced from the O’Rourkes to me and smiled in that mean way that meant she knew something. “Well, this has all been very entertaining.”

      I imagined grabbing the back of Giovanna’s head and smashing her face into the table until blood ran all over her theatrically white suit. Soon.

      The conversation buzzed around me while I looked from the blonde Sophia to the redhead not-Sophia. Aside from the hair, they were practically identical, and yet… not.

      Neither of the O’Rourke girls looked anything like Jimmy. Both were younger clones of their visibly trembling mother. They had the same heart-shaped face, the same green eyes. The redhead was a little taller, but would still barely reach my shoulder. Her hair was long, reaching mid-waist, while the blonde had cut hers to her shoulders. The real difference, though, was in the way they moved.

      Blonde Sophia looked delicate and walked like she was unaware there were other people in the room. She brushed past two of my men, completely ignorant of how close she was to her enemy, and then sat next to her father, directly in line, to be shot by at least four people. All that said to me was she was wildly naïve, untrained, and a potential liability.

      Meanwhile, the redhead had been standing angled, so she had a clear path to the nearest exit. When her sister had entered, she moved almost unconsciously to cover her blind spot. She now stood to the blonde Sophia’s right, her posture rigid, like she also recognized the problem with the seating arrangement. Fascinating.

      The redhead—Raegan—looked at my mother, then up to me with narrowed eyes, like she was calculating who was the bigger threat. I held her gaze. You should run now, Rabbit.

      I felt myself tuning in and out, speaking on autopilot. “The most pressing thing right now is that one of those laptops had information on it that could be problematic if it were to see the light of day.”

      “Problematic,” was shorthand for, “We’ll all fucking die by the end of the summer if that information gets out.”

      I couldn’t tell if Jimmy was following what I was saying.

      “So?” Jimmy sneered.

      He was not following. Shocking.

      “So, no other business is more important than that,” I snapped.

      My gaze found Raegan again, and I already hated myself. It was like skidding on black ice and bracing for impact, helpless to stop your car from plowing into a wall. I needed to stop. Why wasn’t I stopping? I don’t even know this girl.

      “She broke into our hotel without tipping off the security. Twice.”

      “And what of it?” Jimmy said.

      I was going to kill that asshole one day. Slowly.

      I directed my question to Raegan, ignoring her father. “Can you do that again?”

      She paused before answering, but not like she was afraid of me. More like she was weighing her answer. She tipped up her chin in defiance—definitely not afraid. “What, break into a hotel? Is it supposed to be hard?”

      Fuck me.

      I heard the words exit my mouth before I could stop them. “I need her. Name your price.”

      This is why I don’t improvise.
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      The word froze me to the spot. Wife.

      I met Nico’s black gaze, the walls of his room closing around me, hot and suffocating. I half expected the next words out of his mouth to be furious denial. He said nothing—just stared back at me, fists tight at his sides, chin held high like he was daring me to voice my rage. He’d said he was sorry before he kissed me. I guess that’s one mystery solved.

      I nodded while sucking on my front teeth and focused on Beck and Rush. Neither of them met my gaze.

      Of course they knew.

      The truth stung at the back of my eyes, and I blinked furiously. I refused to let a single tear fall, but I couldn’t help sniffling. Of course, Beck and Rush had known. Of course. For how much those three bickered, they were family. Closer than any family I’d ever had.

      Beck’s gaze snapped to mine, and he was up on his feet faster than I thought possible. He stepped into my space, mouth opening and closing. “Rae, you know I wanted to tell you.”

      My voice was sharp, and he flinched as if I slapped him. “Liar.”

      “Fuck.” He grabbed both of my arms, his eyes pleading with me. “It won’t happen again.”

      I barked a laugh and jerked free from his touch. “Well, at least that’s the truth. I won’t be trusting you again.”

      Rush stood, but didn’t get closer. “Firecracker—”

      “Don’t.” I held up a hand to silence him. “Don’t call me that.”

      I spun, heading to the door before my rage spilled out in tears, but my dad grabbed my arm, gripping hard enough to bruise. “Let’s go, Raegan. This game is over.”

      I blinked up at him. His voice was like ice, raising the hair on the back of my neck. He’d always been tough on me, but I’d never considered him cruel. The utter disdain in his eyes made it perfectly clear what he thought about my time here.

      I ripped my arm from his grasp, suppressing my wince as his fingers pinched my skin. “I’m not going anywhere with you. You were a part of this. You sold Sophie. She was your world. You were supposed to protect her.”

      Sophie. Fear lanced through my veins.

      My dad scoffed, like somehow I was the one being unreasonable. “Your sister was always going to be married off. She knew that. She serves a purpose sold to this jackass.”

      My stomach recoiled at his words. “But not married to our biggest rival. The family that has done everything they can to tear Mount Summer apart. They killed Marcus for fuck’s sake.”

      “Be quiet, Raegan.” He turned and glared at Nico, dismissing me completely. “Now that Sophie is his problem, he’ll get her back. If he wants our little arrangement to last, he’ll have her back safe and sound as soon as possible.”

      My head spun. What arrangement? Did it even matter at this point? Everything was going to shit.

      My father was a stranger—a fucking monster. The men I’d started to think I could care about were liars, and God only knew what The Hatter was doing to my sister right now. Rage and hurt warred in my middle, but I couldn’t dwell on it. All that mattered was getting my sister back.

      I went to step around my father, but he nodded to someone and large hands grasped my arms, pinning them behind my back. “Let me fucking go,” I growled.

      Then Connor’s familiar voice was close to my ear. “Let’s just go, Rae. Don’t fight back. The punishment will just be worse.”

      He had the advantage of size, but I had the advantage of years of training. I relaxed my stance, shoulders slumping in, and let Connor push me toward the door. Nico, Rush, and Beck barked out protests, voices raw with anger. Fuck them and their righteous indignation. Too little, too late.

      “Back off!” I shouted, daring them to protest. “This has nothing to do with you.”

      Connor loosened his grip as we moved into the hall. My voice dropped low, and ice made each word sharp. “Let me go, Conner.”

      Instead, he pulled me hard against him and practically lifted me from my feet. “Relax—”

      Rage crept into my vision, turning the world black and white. Relax? Wrong thing to say.

      I slammed my heel down on Connor’s foot and smiled at the sound of his bones crunching. Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to wait around to enjoy it. Connor screamed at me to stop, but I was already sprinting down the hall, heavy footfalls following me. I was good, but not good enough to fight all the Mount Summer men in the hall at once. I needed to get out of here, and I needed to do it fast.

      I ripped open the emergency exit to the stairwell, wishing there was a way to lock it behind me. This part of the hotel was completely utilitarian. No windows lined the boring white walls, and the stairs were basic concrete rather than the luxury carpeting of the guest areas. I grasped the black metal handrail, jumping several stairs at a time.

      Each landing jarred up my legs, and my hand stung from the bite of the metal as I spun around the corners between each floor. My legs burned, and my breath came in shallow pants as the sounds of my pursuers grew louder behind me.

      If Mount Summer caught me, I was fucked. I’d defied Jimmy O’Rourke, and I’d done it in front of his men. After this, there was no chance I could go back to Mount Summer. My dad would make me pay for my defiance and use my pain as a reminder of the consequences of crossing him.

      Three feet from the door on the third floor landing, hard fingers closed over my shoulder, instantly halting my momentum. I squirmed against the hold, but the grip held me firmly in place.

      “Rae!” Patrick’s familiar voice was more panicked than angry.

      I opened my mouth, ready to beg my longtime friend to let me go. Pat was my training partner and one of Sophie’s primary bodyguards. He was loyal to Jimmy, but he was loyal to me, too. At least, I thought he was. “Pat, come on, please.”

      His eyes darted back and forth, conflicted. “I—”

      Pat didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence.

      I gasped as the gray painted door in front of me slammed open and familiar hazel eyes met mine. My heart pounded in my chest, whether from anger or adrenaline, I wasn’t sure.

      Beck lifted his gun, pointing it at Patrick.

      Dammit. I couldn’t let Beck kill him, no matter what. He was one of my men. He was following orders. Exactly what I should’ve been doing.

      I took advantage of the distraction Beck created and slammed my elbow into Pat’s stomach. He groaned and folded over, letting go of my arm. Somewhere in the back of my brain, I wondered if he was really that hurt—I’d sparred with Pat enough times to know that a hit like that shouldn’t have taken him down. I didn’t have time to stop to consider. I ran into Beck’s chest, pushing him backward. We needed to leave. Now.

      The stairwell door dumped us out in one of the hotel halls lined with numbered doors on either side. Beck pulled his universal key card out of his pocket, making quick work of opening the nearest hotel room and trying to usher me through the door. Yeah, fuck that.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you. Give me your key.” I held my hand out for it and glanced back at the stairwell door, sure it would open any second.

      Beck’s warm hand closed over mine, and he easily tossed me over his shoulder. “Yes, you are, Little Thief.”

      I growled in frustration as I was flung into the air. I pushed down a shiver at the familiarity of the nickname. He’d lost his right to call me that. “Don’t call me that.”

      Beck groaned, clamping his arm down hard around my legs as my face practically bounced off of his ass. “We’ll talk about it later.”

      I laughed harshly. “There is no later.”

      Beck readjusted me, and I grunted out my breath when his shoulder dug into my stomach. “Yes, there fucking is.”

      Fuck. I struggled, but not as hard as I could have or probably should have. The man was at least two hundred pounds and well over six feet. I could get away, but only if I put all my weight behind doing some serious damage. I was pissed, but I wasn’t sure I was bust-his-kneecaps-and-break-his-arms-pissed.

      From what I could see hanging upside down, the room wasn’t as nice as ours. It resembled your everyday hotel room, except for the bondage hooks hanging from the ceiling. Sometimes I almost forgot the hotel was a front for a high-end prostitution ring.

      With one hand, Beck opened the sliding glass door to the balcony, then flipped me off his shoulder and tossed me unceremoniously over the railing. I screamed, fear lancing through me as I fell through the air. As I fell, all I could think was that I should have really committed and broken Beck’s arms.

      The fall couldn’t have been more than six feet before I crashed into something soft, knocking the wind out of me. I blinked, trying to get my bearings, and my hands dug into the thick fabric of the hotel restaurant’s patio awning.

      Chairs clattered, and diners jumped up from their seats to gawk at me, hanging precariously above them. The metal groaned when Beck landed beside me and pulled me over the edge with him. He landed easily on his feet like he did this every day, quickly steadying me beside him.

      “Are you insane?” I panted as we dashed for a set of exterior stairs on the side of the building.

      He grinned at me. “Yes.”

      Beck let go so I could grip both railings, practically flying down the last few flights of stairs.

      The second my feet hit the pavement, I took off into the parking lot, but Beck was already on me, lifting me in the air.

      “Let me go,” I snapped.

      I could admit he was helpful in getting out of the hotel, but I wasn’t planning to stay with him. I needed to get out of here, and the only place I was interested in going was to find Sophie. Every fucker that touched her was going to pay for it. I was going to enjoy extracting every ounce of revenge.

      “So what was your big plan?” he huffed, still holding me tight. “You won’t make it out of here on foot.”

      “Who says I’ll be on foot?” I snapped.

      He acted like I couldn’t steal a car. I’d be offended if I didn’t have much bigger things to worry about.

      Beck pulled open a service door on the side of the hotel, revealing a back entrance to the garage they parked their cars in. His black motorcycle stood front and center. He dropped me to the ground and jumped on. My first instinct was to take off, but he must have known that’s what I’d do, because he quickly snatched my wrist.

      He tugged me toward him and held out a helmet. “You don’t have to trust me, but we need to get the hell out of here, and this is faster than whatever you had planned.”

      A door slammed open on the far side of the garage and heavy footfalls stormed toward us. More than one guy chambered a round, the metallic click-click of the slide locking a bullet into place. Oh, fuck.

      A guy I didn’t recognize stepped out and pointed his gun at Beck. “Get the fuck away from her!”

      Fear lanced through me, and I stepped in front of him, blocking their shot. Why am I like this?

      Beck glared down at me, but I ripped the helmet from his hands and jumped onto the back of the bike behind him before he could say something stupid. We took off, going around the gate as the echo of gunshots rang out behind us.

      Wind whipped my red hair around my neck, and my arms wrapped tighter around Beck’s waist. We weaved in and out of gridlocked traffic at breakneck speed, sending my heart rate into overdrive. He didn’t slow for a second, driving like the bike was an extension of himself. I let out an unflattering scream and tightened my grip so hard I was amazed he could still breathe.

      A truck pulled out in front of us, and Beck turned sharply to the right. He jumped the curb and drove down the sidewalk, ripping screams from innocent pedestrians as they dove out of our way. We moved between the road and the sidewalk, taking whichever path provided the least resistance. My heart pounded in my throat as the world whirled by us.

      Beck didn’t let up on the throttle until we reached the highway, and had left the city completely. His hand dropped to mine, and I loosened my death grip around his waist. We both took steadying breaths, our pulses slowing with each passing mile. The smell of sandalwood filled my nose, and my head grew so heavy that I leaned against his back.

      Yesterday I would’ve killed for this moment. Today, being pressed up against him had bile rising in my throat. Liar. Liar. Liar.

      I ignored the way my heart pinched with each thought and looked directly ahead as a huge welcome sign, emblazoned with the neighboring state motto, whipped past. Fear pricked my skin, and I tapped Beck’s shoulder to get him to pull over. He ignored me for a few minutes until I was ready to physically dump him off the bike, even if it killed us both. I had to get back to Sophie, and we were going the wrong way.

      Beck pulled into a near-empty rest station just before we reached the tolls at the border of yet another state line. The red and white overhead lights reflected off his black helmet when he got off the bike and turned toward me. I flipped my visor open and glared at him.

      “Where the hell are you taking me?” I hissed as he took his helmet off. His crumpled expression made me turn my head away, unwilling to stare into his hurt eyes.

      “Look at me.” His voice was pained, a plea tipping up the end.

      His words pulled on the string I’d let him tie around my heart. A string that should’ve been ruthlessly severed the second I learned that he’d lied to me.

      Memories of last night flashed through my mind. The way he held me, owned me, let me believe it was all real. He’d let me trust him, knowing full damn well he didn’t deserve it. I stared at the ground and blinked away tears that burned at the back of my eyes. I didn’t have time for this. I needed to concentrate on Sophie.

      Beck must have gotten the point because he said, “Fine, don’t look at me. Whatever.” His voice was rough, edged with defensiveness.

      I snapped my gaze back to Beck, surprised to find him so close. His hands were poised, hovering above my shoulders, stuck there as if he didn’t know what to do next. I leaned away from him and forced myself to ignore the hurt that flicked through his eyes. “Don’t fucking ‘whatever’ me. This isn’t about you. I have to find my sister.”

      I reached for my phone in my pocket, only to realize I’d left it at the hotel. I had nothing. No keys, no wallet, no phone. Not even my beloved Baby Desert Eagles. I bit back a cry from how hopeless this all felt. How am I going to save my sister when I can’t even take care of myself?

      Beck crouched down in front of where I still sat on the bike until our eyes lined up. “We’ll find her. We can drive around town all night if that’s what you want to do, but we’re better off regrouping and extracting information to find out where they took her.”

      I chewed on my lip. “Extracting” meant torture, and a sick part of me flipped with the idea of having someone completely at my mercy. That was one way to take my control back, I supposed.

      Beck pulled out his phone, typing away. “I’ll have the guys meet us, and we can make a plan.”

      I wrapped my fingers around his wrist, halting his typing. “Just you.”

      His eyes raked over me before nodding and tucking away his phone. “Okay…” He rubbed a hand over his face. “I’ve got a place near here. We’ll stop there and figure this out.”

      He sounded so sure I let myself believe him, and I hated myself for that.

      He fueled the bike, got back in front of me, and pulled my arms around his waist. “Hold on tight. Your adrenaline is wearing off and you’ll be feeling the effects of it soon.”

      I tightened my grip, already feeling the loss of strength. He was right. Soon I’d be left with nothing but exhaustion and heartache.

      Beck pulled his helmet back over his face and took much more care this time as he pulled out onto the highway. Within minutes, the perfectly clear sky had clouded over and rain came down on us in sheets. It soaked through my clothes, racking my body with shivers as the cold sank into my bones. Beck’s warm hand dropped to mine, pulling me closer to him. I suppressed a moan when the heat of his back pierced through the chill of my breast and pushed further into him. My blood came alive, remembering how it felt to hold him, to have him. I shut down that train of thought. I was holding him because he was warm. These boys were dead to me now. That included Beck Bellamy.

      Now who’s the liar?
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      By the time I drove up to the lake house, Rae was trembling behind me. Probably freezing her ass off out of pure stubbornness. I grabbed her arms and pulled her against my back. I was a fucking idiot for driving all the way out here, but there was no way I was letting Jimmy take her back to Mount Summer.

      My hand tightened over Rae’s smaller one. I lied to her. Plain and simple. The way she looked at me after Jimmy announced Nico was married to Sophie would be burned in my memory forever. Complete betrayal.

      I’d gotten high off her trust last night, knowing damn well I didn’t deserve it. She soothed a deep, dark part of me I’d always hidden. She took my darkness and embraced it. Fucking danced with it.

      When I’d finished with Emilio, I could hardly look at her. It coated my skin with a layer of self-disgust I could never wash off. Even through the cold haze that flooded me while I worked, I could feel her eyes on my every move. She watched me take a man apart and make him scream. I was sure she’d never look at me the same after knowing who I was.

      I was wrong. She wanted me even after she’d seen all the shadows, and I wasn’t about to let her go now.

      I ground my teeth, making my jaw ache in my helmet. I was such a fucking asshole. My skin itched with pent up frustration.

      My tires crunched over gravel, filling the silence of the night as I parked directly in front of the door. The house was a simple two-story Craftsman with a wide porch and no neighbors for miles. The washed out green paint was almost gray in the moonlight, and the dark water of the lake was barely visible through the trees. I bought the house several years back and came here when I needed to get away from all the shit that went on in the city or needed the privacy to take care of someone with no one around.

      The second the bike stopped, Rae was up and off it, positioning herself in a defensive stance. If she had any trust in me before, it was gone now.

      I swung off the bike, removed my helmet, and shook off some of the water. It stopped raining several miles back, but the downpour soaked through our clothes. Rae worked to get her helmet unclipped, icy fingers fumbling with the clasp. I stepped closer to her, wanting nothing more than to haul her into my arms and force her to listen to me. She took another step back. Fuck.

      My lungs compressed until it was difficult to take my next breath. Watching her recoil was nearly enough to break me. Fuck that. She still needed me, even if she wouldn’t admit it, and so did her sister.

      I moved slowly, like I was approaching a wild animal, and she looked me over. My smart girl assessed my every move. I’d be impressed if her broken trust wasn’t shredding through my chest. Once I was close enough, I raised my hands tentatively, hovering just below her chin. “Here, let me.”

      Jaw clenched to keep her teeth from chattering, she nodded.

      I made quick work of the clasp, but also took full advantage to run my fingers down her neck. She shivered at the touch and I was sure it wasn’t from the cold. I might have broken whatever it was between us, but that constant electric pulse was still there.

      She yanked her helmet off, eyes flicking from thoroughly pissed to hurt, then pissed again. “Get the fuck away from me, Gentlemen.”

      She was hot as fuck standing there, all hellfire and damnation. Should I be concerned for my life? Maybe, especially as I stood here with a cocky grin on my face, but who fucking cared. Her feistiness was turning me on.

      I held up both hands in a sign of surrender. She was missing her guns, but I had no doubt she was still dangerous. “Easy now. Let’s get inside and I’ll make us something to eat.”

      “There is no way in hell I’m going in that house with you.” She looked around the open area surrounded by woods. “I’ve seen horror movies. I know this story.”

      “I never claimed to be a hero, babe, but I think you’ve got your wires crossed. All that’s going to happen in that house is food and a shower.” I wished it could be more than that, but I wasn’t going to press my luck.

      She popped her hip out and held out a hand. “Give me the keys to your bike. There’s got to be a hotel around here somewhere.”

      I immediately held out my keys, doing my best to hide my smile. “Here, do you know how to drive it?”

      Her cheeks glowed pink, and the rare sight of embarrassment was cute as hell. “I could learn.” She gritted her teeth, but didn’t reach for the keys. She knew when she was out of options.

      I gestured to the door. “Alright, then. Let’s get you inside. Hot shower and some food will fix you right up.”

      Her stomach growled loud enough for me to hear it, and she swayed on her feet. Exhaustion from tonight was catching up with her. “Over my dead body.”

      “Listen, Little Thief. We can do this the easy way or the hard way, but you’re getting in that house.”

      She spit on the ground in front of me. Fists tightened at her sides, rage turning her neck red. “I’m not going anywhere with you. I was an idiot for forgetting that you’re an asshole Gentlemen. Don’t worry, I won’t make that mistake again.”

      I laughed, giving her a wicked smile. “Oh, the hard way. I was hoping you’d choose that.” I flipped her over my shoulder again and ignored her fists pounding on my back. They dug into every sensitive spot, hitting harder than should’ve been possible.

      “Put me the hell down, Beck. You’re really testing my fucking resolve not to break your face.”

      “Oh, so you do remember my name.” My smile broadened as I hauled her higher over my shoulder. She was dead wrong if she thought I was going to leave her out here for no better reason than her own stubbornness. “Although ‘Asshole Gentlemen’ has a nice ring to it.”

      That earned me an elbow to my kidney, and I grunted, trying not to drop her. She screamed, her voice hoarse. “I’m serious. I will literally end you.”

      I ignored her as I walked up the four steps to the front door. It was solid steel, painted green to match with the house. I put in my six digit passcode before the loud click of the door unlocking had me pulling it open.

      I locked my place up like Fort Knox. There were things in here that would have even a thief running to the police. We didn’t need that, even if Nico would just pay them off. Better to keep my playground a secret.

      I flipped one light on as I walked through my home away from home. I could see straight through to the wall to wall glass at the backside of the house, looking out over an immense lake. The space had simple light gray walls and exposed beams, while the furniture was dark. I’d borrowed the same designer that Nico used for the hotels and basically said, “Less Park Avenue, more Stephen King.”

      I carried Rae up the stairs and directly to my bedroom, sliding her feet to the ground. She glared at me like she was seconds away from murder.

      She moved so fast and unexpectedly, I didn’t have time to react before her fist collided with my nose. “Mother fucker!”

      “Do not pick me up again,” she snapped, rubbing her knuckles. “If that’s not already broken, practice makes perfect.”

      I tipped my head back, pinching the bridge of my bleeding nose. “Right. There’s a shower in there. I’ll grab you something to sleep in.” I pointed to the en suite bathroom door.

      Her shoulders shook as she shivered where she stood, and her eyes roamed over me and assessed the situation. “Fine, but get the hell out.”

      I pressed the bottom of my t-shirt to my face to stem the bleeding. “Of course. Anything you say, Little Thief.”

      She growled in frustration as I walked back out into the hall. Oh, she was definitely going to murder me. Who knows? I might enjoy it.

      I waited until the bathroom door closed behind her, then snuck back into my room and pulled out a large t-shirt of mine that was sure to hang past her thighs. My chest tightened at the idea of her wearing my clothes, smelling like me.

      I frowned down at the shirt. I’d ruined any shot of her being mine. Ruined it before I could tell her I wanted it.

      Moving to the hall bathroom, I made quick use of the shower. Peering into the mirror, I inspected my face. A bruise was already blooming under my eyes. Good, I deserve it.

      I pulled on a pair of gray fitted sweatpants and headed to my kitchen, flipping on the lights. The back of the house was all glass, looking over a huge lake, currently hidden by the darkness. Before I moved in, I had the main floor updated with an open concept layout, and decked the kitchen out with industrial appliances. I pulled open the fridge, happy to see it fully stocked. While at the rest stop, I had sent a quick message to my housekeeper, a Gentlemen’s wife and one of the few people other than Rush and Nico allowed in here. Most people who came here didn’t get to leave. I needed to talk to Rae—the best way to soften her enough to do that was to feed her.

      I was finishing making our sandwiches when Rae came around the corner wearing my shirt, her tanned legs visible under the hem. Her wet hair hung in deep red strands down her chest, outlining her perfectly shaped breasts. The glint of a knife was visible in her right hand, and I racked my brain to think about where she might have found it. My bedside table, maybe? I had no doubt she wouldn’t hesitate to stab me. The idea sent energy buzzing through me, and I whistled as she walked up to the island counter. She was something out of a wet dream, and I had to restrain myself from pinning her to the wall.

      Her eyes narrowed in a glacial glare, but there was the slightest lift of her lip—barely visible as she tried her best to force it down. She stood with the island between us, making it clear I needed to keep my distance. Green eyes roamed the colorful images inked across my chest I’d purposely left bare, and her pink tongue slid over her bottom lip. She sat on the stool farthest from me and took a giant bite of her sandwich. She made a seductive, pleased sound, and her head tilted back as she chewed.

      I bit back a groan and raked my fingers through my damp hair, pulling at the ends. I really fucked up.

      She took a deep breath. “It’s been hours since Sophie was taken. Nico doesn’t have her implanted with a tracker or something? You know, since she’s just property.”

      I recoiled at her bitter tone. “Fuck, no. No trackers. Though, that would have been helpful. Maybe we should look into that.”

      She threw me a scathing glare. “You’re not serious?”

      “No.” My fist clenched at my side. “I was kidding. You’re in a great mood.”

      She took another bite of sandwich with the ferocity of a wild animal. “Gee, wonder why?”

      I winced. “Look. I get it, and I will spend however long it takes begging you to forgive me, but if you want to go find Sophie then we need to actually talk to each other.”

      She chewed slowly assessing me, then swallowed and crossed her arms over her chest. “And how are we going to do that?”

      I sighed through my teeth. “Eat the rest of that, then we can take a tour of the house.”

      “Are you fucking serious? I couldn’t care less about your house.”

      “Eat.”

      She growled, but took another bite of food. No doubt humoring me only because she was starving. She fidgeted in her seat, clearly ready to run, but with nowhere to go. At least not tonight. Not after the shit that went down with her dad.

      Her eyes turned hard on me, and she spoke between each swallow. “Spill it.”

      Fuck it. I was done hiding shit from her. I slid a coffee her way, and she looked at me with apprehension. Any trust we’d built was demolished with the word, “wife”.

      I hopped up to sit on the counter behind me. “Where do you want to start? I’ll tell you everything I know.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise, clearly not expecting me to agree. “You can start with Sophie being married to Nico.”

      I ran a hand over the back of my neck. I could fucking kill Nico. I really shouldn’t be the one telling this story. “Your parents married them by proxy a few months after Marcus and Dante died. An agreement to merge the gangs.”

      “Wait, merge? I thought it was an alliance?” Her brows rose, voice tipped up with the question.

      I nodded. “Yeah, well, it was an alliance while everything was still separate, but once they took over, it would be a merger. You know how that works.”

      “So you’re saying that Nico thinks my dad was willing to give up Mount Summer to him?” she asked, taking another bite of her sandwich.

      “Him and Sophie. That’s the deal.”

      Rae choked on a laugh, sucking back a giant sip of coffee before she could talk. “Well, that’s a joke. There’s zero chance Jimmy would ever give up control like that. You’re all a bunch of idiots.”

      “Hey, I don’t know. I didn’t make the deal. It must have been worth it to Jimmy at the time. I’m not sure if you noticed, but your sister’s twenty-four. That’s practically geriatric as far as arranged marriages go. No one was chomping at the bit to put the plan in motion.”

      She glanced down. “So… Sophie didn’t know, then?”

      Jesus. She sounded so unsure. My chest tightened. I needed to ease that frown off her face. “No. She doesn’t know. Your parents were supposed to tell her when she turned twenty-one. Nico’s dad told him on his birthday, but his dad was already dead by the time Sophie reached the age and it’s not like he wanted to come collect her, so it just never got dealt with.”

      Rae gave me an incredulous look. “There must be more to it than that. Two sons die in a gang war. Everyone hates each other, but then all of a sudden, the solution to the fighting is let’s merge? And never tell anyone that it’s going to happen? Fuck that, I don’t believe for a second it was that simple.”

      “Maybe, but that’s all I know about it. Ask Nico about it, I bet he’ll tell you if he knows more.”

      She scoffed, and I shrugged. If she really thought Nico wouldn’t give her anything she wanted, she didn’t know him as well as she thought she did.

      Rae let out her breath, shoulders folding in. “What do you know about The Trilogy?”

      My eyes snapped back to her. “Same as you. Out-of-state gang looking to move in on both of our territories.”

      She shook her head. “Again, that can’t be everything. It’s personal. They kept going after Sophie. Hell, they kidnapped her. Why?”

      “I don’t know Rae, but I’ll help you find out.”

      She was right to wonder about that. Hell, I’d wondered about it too, but we had a lot of other shit going on. Nico probably knew, secretive bastard that he was. If he didn’t feel like sharing the next time I saw him… well, I’d have to make him.

      Rae pushed her empty plate back across the kitchen island and gulped down the rest of her coffee. Her eyebrows pinched together as she threw me a defiant scowl. “That’s everything? No other nasty secrets you’re holding out on?”

      I put my hand over my heart, grinning. “Cross my heart and hope you kill me.” I jumped down from the counter and held my hand out. “Come on.”

      She got up, ignoring my hand like it was a poisonous snake poised to bite her. I dropped it to my side, my fist clenched, and a steel band wrapped around my chest. I looked at the hardwood floor, not willing to see the hatred and mistrust in her eyes. “Alright, Little Thief. Follow me.”

      I led us over to the basement door and punched a code on a keypad the same style as the one on the front door.

      Rae spoke from behind me, “Where are we?”

      Her voice was almost normal, and I had to hide my grin. “My house.”

      I peeked back at Rae as we walked down the narrow stairway. She rolled her eyes at me. “Yeah. I get that, but where are we? That drive felt like hours.”

      “It was hours. We’re at Lake Knottareel.” I answered anxiously.

      She blinked at the realization that we were now closer to Canada than to St. Adrian. We were in the middle of nowhere. Moose-country. Ski-country. No-one-to hear-you-scream-country.

      Nearing the bottom of the stairs, a small kernel of hope formed. Rae obviously still trusted me enough to follow me down to the basement unarmed. Granted, once she saw what was down there, she might change her mind.

      When I reached the landing, I turned left and paused in front of another door. I glanced back at her one last time before pushing it open.

      She made a choking sound when I flipped the switch on the wall. “What the hell is this? Your murder dungeon?”

      I barked a humorless laugh. “You could say that.”

      The room was like a cross between an operating room and a BDSM playroom. Along one wall were shelves of tools, knives, and various medieval looking weaponry. A meat cleaver and a power drill stood out and made me wince as I took in her wide-eyed expression. On another wall was a huge steel door—an industrial freezer. Two surgical gurneys and a chair with straps stood in the middle of the room over a drain on the floor. You didn’t have to be a genius to figure out the logic of that.

      “What are the ropes on the ceiling for?” she asked. Her voice was light, but shaky.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Think creatively, Little Thief.”

      “Hmm.” She pursed her lips. “So, what are we doing down here?”

      I shrugged. “You want to find Sophie, right? This is how we’ll find her.”

      My heart beat faster than I would have liked as I waited for her response. She hadn’t reacted badly to my… hobbies… before, but that was before everything. Fuck.

      She eyed me up and down. “Explain.”

      I let out half a breath. She wasn’t running. That was a good sign. “This is how we’re going to get information. Catch a member of The Trilogy and make him talk.”

      She bit her lip before asking, “How do you know they haven’t just killed her?”

      “I doubt it. You do too. If that was their goal, they would’ve killed Sophie on the spot. No, this is a message. They’re keeping her somewhere, that’s the point.”

      Her eyes sparked when she asked, “So you’re suggesting we just start kidnapping men and torturing them?”

      I blinked, worried I may have read her wrong. “Yes.”

      She swallowed and pulled her shoulders back, looking me straight in the eyes. “This doesn’t mean we’re okay,” she warned. “When we get Sophie back, I’m taking her and leaving.”

      “I know.” I couldn’t hide the pain in my voice.

      I should have just told her. Fuck Nico. The asshole bled secrets, and this wasn’t even the worst of it. I was done covering for him.

      She gritted her teeth. “When do we start?”
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      I slammed my laptop shut and raked my hands through my hair. Eight hours of this shit, and still nothing.

      It had been three days since The Trilogy took Sophie. By now, anything could have happened. I was trying to keep the idea that maybe we were searching for a body at this point out of my mind, but it was near-impossible.

      I’d scraped every stolen phone and laptop and we had gone over all the security tapes ten times each, but leads were slim. The Trilogy had wiped any trace of their location from the face of the earth. The amount of skill it would take for one person to disappear like that was already fucking crazy, but they made an entire gang disappear. Whoever The Hatter was, he was either smarter than we’d thought, or he had a top-tier hacker on his team. I’d be impressed if I wasn’t so pissed.

      On top of that, we couldn’t find Beck. When we found him, he was fucking dead. The asshole disappeared with our girl without a second thought, and I couldn’t decide what was worse—the anger or the jealousy. Wherever Rae was, she had to be crawling out of her skin.

      I wished I could be the one to be with her right now, but she would probably never speak to me again. I’d chosen loyalty to The Gentlemen, to Nico, over telling her the truth. Nico and I had never had a fight this bad—that was usually Beck’s job—and even then, they were rarely serious. Now, things were beyond tense. Fucking stubborn asshole thought he could take that shit to the grave. Like Sophie would never have noticed she was married.

      As if summoned by my dark thoughts, my phone buzzed.

      Nico: Outpost. Now.

      I rubbed my hand over my face. That’s fucking eloquent.

      I wasn’t surprised. Nico had been reduced to monosyllabic sentences for days now. He threw an apocalyptic fit in his room, trashing the entire place. Bedding was torn, bullet holes peppered his furniture, and a chair still hung halfway out of his TV. His mood was getting fucking old, fast.

      If Beck were here, and I wasn’t so pissed at him for taking Rae, the whole thing would have been more tolerable. Ranking Nico’s meltdowns was one of our favorite pastimes. Now, left on my own to deal with it, everything just seemed worse. Less like a neurotic eccentricity, and more like an actual anger management crisis. The fact that everyone around me desperately needed therapy was starting to make me wonder if I was only normal by comparison, and not by real world standards.

      We were no closer to finding Sophie, or Rae, and the wait was excruciating. I grabbed my keys from the counter and threw on my guns, not bothering to hide them. I dared anyone to say shit to me today.

      Twenty minutes later, I pulled up to the outpost and met Rick already outside waiting for me. His eyes drooped with exhaustion. Understandable—we’d been running his crew hard for days.

      I stepped out of the truck. “I’m guessing we’ve got some live ones?”

      Rick laughed, throwing his arm around my shoulder. He wore a black leather vest that exposed his Gentlemen tattoo, and a smoke hung from his mouth. “Not for fucking long you don’t.”

      I stepped into the small, nondescript building steeling myself. Whatever the fuck Rick meant, I was in no mood to deal with more shit.

      My eyes grew wide as we entered the room that Beck sometimes used for interrogations. Nico loomed above a man strapped to a chair. His normally crisp white shirt was splattered with blood and rolled up at the sleeves, exposing his rarely seen tattoos. He clearly hadn’t shaved in days, and I’d be surprised if he’d even changed his clothes since shit went down. There were three dead bodies littered the floor, all shot point blank in the head.

      I looked over at Rick for an explanation, but he just shook his head. “Don’t look at me, kid. Boss has fucking lost it. You need to do something. No one else is stupid enough to stop him, and I’m too old to get into this shit.”

      “Fuck. How many is it?”

      “He’s gone through three in the last fifteen minutes. We’ve got one more after this one.” Rick pointed to the man now spewing out information at breakneck speed while Nico just stared at him, clearly unimpressed.

      I stepped up to Nico before he could kill another one, but it was too fucking late. There was a reason that Nico didn’t interrogate marks himself, and it was laying all over the floor in front of us. He really didn’t have the patience for this kind of thing.

      The gunshot rang through the building, and Nico looked past me. “Next,” he demanded through clenched teeth.

      My hand tightened on his shoulder, trying to snap him out of it. “Cool it. You fucking suck at this.”

      He growled at me, pushing me back before grabbing the last Trilogy member by his arms and slamming him down on the chair. The guy was practically shitting himself in the middle of the surrounding bodies. He should’ve been counting himself lucky. If I was going to die, I’d pick Nico over Beck any day, at least it was quick.

      “Where the fuck is she?” Nico barked.

      “I told you. I don’t know,” the guy whimpered, brown eyes wide like a deer in headlights.

      The room echoed as Nico shot the guy in the leg, barely waiting for him to talk before shooting him in the other. Fuck. We needed Beck, or we weren’t going to get shit out of these guys with Nico rolling through them like cement.

      “I swear I don’t know anything,” the guy cried out, hands pressed into the bullet holes in his legs.

      Nico lifted the gun and pointed it directly at the Trilogy member’s face. “Then you’re no good to me, are you?”

      “Fucking wait,” I said.

      Nico didn’t seem to hear me. He pulled the trigger, splattering blood over the wall. “Next.”

      Jesus Christ.

      “That was the last one. What the hell, man? You’re fucking wasting them,” I hissed, and fought to keep the challenge from my voice. He was screwing up our only leads.

      Nico turned his psychotic, rage-filled gaze on me, swinging his gun sort of randomly as he turned and I jumped back, worried he’d shoot me by accident. When was the last time he slept? This was 2016 all over, but somehow one hundred times worse. One guess what made this time different…

      Anthony—one of our enforcers—came skidding into the room, halting at the scene in front of him. He wisely didn’t comment on any of the bodies on the floor. “Boss. We found Beck.”

      “Thank fucking Christ.” I leaned my head back and looked at the ceiling, letting my heart rate drop back to normal. We were getting nowhere at this rate, and no one was better than Beck at making people talk. I would think it was a goddamn gift if it wasn’t so sadistic.

      A small part of me perked up at the idea I’d probably be seeing Rae again.

      Nico turned all of his neurotic crazed attention toward Anthony. “Where?”

      Anthony didn’t even flinch. “He’s at the lake house.”

      I let out my breath in a whoosh. “Of course he brought her to his fucking murder lair. Of fucking course he did.”

      Beck’s moral compass was cracked, and he had highly questionable judgment. Then again, Rae wasn’t a normal girl, so maybe she would be fine playing house at a hitman hideaway. I hoped she didn’t have any inclination to go swimming.

      Nico spun and walked out the door, catching the towel Rick tossed to him on the way. He rubbed his face and neck, cleaning off the blood smeared there, before stripping off his shirt, and revealing all the hours he spent in the gym. Or used to spend, before Rae showed up and messed up our morning routine.

      I chased behind him. “Wait. Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

      Black eyes met mine, but he didn’t slow his pace. “To fucking get them back.”
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      “Can I talk to you?”

      I glanced up from the sink where I was filling my water bottle. Beck stood with his hands in his pockets between the kitchen and the living room. He looked a little deflated—like half his usual self.

      It had been three days since Sophie was taken. Three. Whole. Fucking. Days.

      By day two, I was crawling out of my skin. For some reason, when Beck said we should go find people to interrogate, I assumed he meant right then. Like, we were going to get on the bike and go capture someone immediately. I was dead wrong.

      Beck spent every waking moment glued to his cell phone—a luxury I didn’t have since I hadn’t brought mine. While he spoke to contacts and tried to figure out where we could find Trilogy members who might actually know something, I took to jogging around the lake. Partly to avoid him, and partly to burn off the nervous energy that was eating away at my insides.

      It was an enormous lake and I couldn’t literally go around the whole thing, but I could do a few miles in either direction. In all of my exploring, I had yet to come across another house.

      I put the water bottle on the counter and turned to him. “Yeah,” I said, a little stiffly. “What about?”

      “There’s an illegal street race down in New Forge tonight.”

      “Isn’t all street racing illegal?” I raised a brow at him as I reached for the bottle again and drank half in one gulp. I was going to drop dead from dehydration with all this running. Spite could do that to a person.

      “Yeah, whatever.” Beck frowned, less cheerful than usual. “We’re still going.”

      “O-kay.” I drew the word out into multiple syllables. “Why is that?”

      “There will be a racer there who’s known to be a higher up in The Trilogy. He apparently has direct contact with The Hatter.”

      My heart sped up, excited for the first time in days. I refused to show it, though. I kept my mouth in a thin line. “Oh. Alright.”

      Suddenly, the plan became very real. We were going to go to this race, presumably kidnap a man, and torture him. The ends justified the means, but still. I was about to tip over the edge into unfamiliar territory. After tonight, I couldn’t really hide behind the excuse that I only killed in self-defense or the defense of others. I would be an active fucking participant with my eyes wide open.

      I met Beck’s eyes over my coffee cup. He grinned at me. Despite myself, I allowed a small smile back.
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        * * *

      

      “Jesus, is that my Sex Pistols shirt?” Beck asked later that evening.

      I didn’t meet his eyes. “Yup.”

      I sat on the edge of the kitchen counter with a pair of scissors in one hand and a chopped up t-shirt in the other. I’d dug through Beck’s shirts until I found the softest, oldest looking one. As it turned out, I wasn’t above petty revenge. I wasn’t above any type of revenge, but starting with the petty shit seemed easiest. For how many times I considered murder, Beck should’ve counted himself lucky I was only cutting up his clothes.

      I peered through my lashes as he moved between my legs. My breath hitched in my throat, and my skin buzzed as I took in the bright details of his tattooed chest. He raised a hand to my face, tilting my head back. “I’m sorry.”

      I jerked away, hopped down from the counter, and pushed him back. “That’s nice. I’m sorry I trusted you too.”

      He flinched and glanced away, taking three deep breaths. When he looked at me again, a playful smile crossed his lips that didn’t meet his eyes. For a millisecond, I wanted to wipe his hurt away, but then I remembered he was a lying bastard, and waved cheerfully as I waltzed upstairs.

      His room was pretty standard. Nothing compared to the enormous suites we had in the hotel. The crisp white blankets on the bed were still a mess from where I tossed and turned last night. Crossing the bedroom, I tossed my newly cut-up shirt on the bed and groaned, rubbing my face. Beck was a means to an end. He’d help me find my sister and she and I would get the hell out of here. Away from the three lying assholes, and my sociopathic father who, if everything worked, would one day end up on the wrong side of my Baby Eagles. When I got them back, that was.

      I stripped off my shorts and t-shirt as I entered the en suite bathroom, then waited until the steam from the shower billowed in the air and fogged the bathroom mirror before I climbed under the hot water. The heat soaked my aching muscles, and I hummed. I rubbed small circles over my shoulder and neck, easing some of the tension that grew since The Trilogy took Sophie. Thinking of her had dread sinking in my stomach. What the hell was she going through right now?

      “Got everything you need in there? We have to head out soon. It’s at least an hour’s drive,” Beck said from way too close. I nearly jumped out of my skin, double checking that the shower curtain was properly closed.

      “What the hell, asshole? Get out.” I did my best to hiss at him, but it came out breathier than intended. Images of him stepping into the shower with me flooded my mind, and I took deep breaths to calm my racing heart.

      Beck stepped closer, and his fingers skimmed over the shower curtain. My hands twitched at my sides, practically begging me to meet his. “Rae—”

      I stood straighter and instilled sureness I didn’t feel into my voice. “Just leave.”

      His head dropped forward, and I could see the silhouette of his shoulders slump through the semi-opaque shower curtain. “I’m sorry.”

      I scoffed and hid my flinch as his words sliced through my chest. “How many times are you going to say that?”

      “As many as it takes for you to believe me.” The surety in Beck’s voice made my beat up heart clench in my chest.

      My voice dropped low, barely above a whisper. “If only it were that easy.”

      “It could be.” The plea in his voice nearly broke me. I had trusted him fully, and he knew it. He let me believe him, knowing all the while he was keeping a huge ass secret from me.

      I pulled myself together, instilled all the anger I had burning inside me and spit out, “Get out! You’re lucky I’m even talking to you. The second I find Sophie, I’m leaving, so you probably shouldn’t get too attached.”

      My breath hitched as I watched him step closer, his fingers skimming the thin curtain between us. Before I could say anything, he turned and walked out of the room.

      When the door closed behind him, I pressed my back against the cold tile wall, and reminded myself Sophie was the only thing that mattered.
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        * * *

      

      It took me forty minutes to shower, style my hair, and apply the perfect wing to my eyes with the new makeup from the CVS we had to go get for this outing. My green eyes shined brightly next to my glossy red curls. Perfect bait for our mark tonight.

      I skipped down the stairs. A crazed excitement pumped through my veins. We were going to catch the guy who would lead me to my sister.

      Beck waited for me at the foot of the stairs, and his gaze raked over me as I skidded to a halt in front of him. I had to admit he looked good too in his plain black t-shirt and dark washed jeans. Beck was almost always casual, but something about him tonight felt dangerous, and it was calling to a dark part of my soul.

      He held out his hand. “Let’s go hunting.”

      I stared at his hand, then pushed past him toward the garage without taking it. Nope. This wasn’t going to be that easy. I wasn’t going to just fall back into the swing of things—now, or ever.

      As we stepped into the garage, my mouth dropped open. There were three cars parked there, and oh, they were pretty. Red, black and, of course, orange.

      I turned disbelieving eyes on Beck. “Why do you have ridiculously expensive cars parked in your garage in the middle of nowhere?”

      He smirked at me. “You never know when you need to bring a pretty lady to a race.”

      That earned him a heavy scowl. I clenched my jaw, reminding myself I needed to stay firm. “Please don’t make the mistake of thinking that, because I haven’t literally killed you yet, this is some kind of date. I need you to find Sophie, but that’s it. That’s the only reason I’m here.”

      He sighed loudly and pointed toward the cars. “Pick your poison.”

      I didn’t know that much about cars, but the beautiful black Ferrari, all sleek lines, and sexy curves, caught my eye. I pointed at it. “That one.”

      Beck punched a code into a key box and with a push of a button, the multiple hundred thousand dollar car beeped open. I sat in the ridiculously soft leather seat that felt like velvet on the bare skin of my legs, and Beck plopped down beside me, making the car shift beneath us. The garage door opened and Beck gave me a wicked grin. “Hold on, Little Thief.”

      My stomach flipped at the nickname, and for some reason, I didn’t comment. Fuck me, I’m giving myself emotional whiplash.

      He peeled out of the garage and I damn near had a heart attack at the speed we were going. At this rate, there was no way it would take an hour to get there. I smiled. We were going to catch a bastard tonight, and I was going to hell for being so excited about it.

      We pulled into the New Forge industrial area. This place should’ve been a ghost town, while all the workers were home for the night. Instead, it was already crawling with people. Cars lined both sides of a two-lane road, speakers played loud music, while partiers danced. The majority of the crowd focused on where the race would be.

      Two cars were the center of attention. They lined up at the starting line and pointed down the long strip of deserted road. The cars were flashier than Beck’s, with large spoilers that looked like wings under the glowing lights. The scene in front of me was straight out of The Fast and the Furious.

      A tall, pretty blonde wearing a barely there mini skirt stood between them, and the surrounding crowd cheered when she flagged the start of the race.

      A man wearing a leather jacket over black jeans knocked on Beck’s window, startling me. I was pretty sure he was trying to be intimidating, but he had to be roasting in that jacket. He shifted, exposing a gun holstered at his side, confirming everything I needed to know about this spot. We might not be in official gang territory, but everyone here knew the rules. If you fucked around, you’d get shot, no questions asked.

      Beck opened his window. His demeanor was completely different from the one he used with me—the hard shell he wore while working firmly in place. He was scary as fuck and by the way the guy’s eyes bounced everywhere, but on Beck’s, I’d say he agreed.

      Leather jacket guy crouched lower. “This is a private event. Invitation only.”

      Beck held out several hundred-dollar bills. “Rick called in a favor.”

      I glanced at Beck, wondering who Rick was—not that it really mattered.

      Leather jacket guy nodded his head as if that made sense to him. “Fine, but you’ve got to race or you’re out of here.”

      Beck’s smile turned sharp. “Great, we’ll go next.”

      The guy’s gaze shifted between the next car in line and ours. “Good luck with that.” Disbelief was clear in his voice.

      The man tried to look through the window at me, but Beck closed it in his face.

      “Wait!” I choked. “We’re racing? I thought the plan was to find the guy and get out of here.”

      “It is. Just have to win a race first. Only takes a second. Well, ten to be exact,” Beck said in his usual relaxed, playful tone.

      I peeked over his way, and let my eyes trail down his neck, painted bright with sadistic tattoos. Beck cleared his throat and my eyes snapped to him. Oh, shit.

      He stared like he was going to devour me on the spot, and the look sent heat pooling in my core. I slammed my mouth shut and turned away. He chuckled, still watching me, and my skin turned red as a tomato from being caught drooling.

      Beck pulled our car up to the starting line. The beautiful blonde woman smiled at him, leaning over to show off her full assets, but he completely phased her out. All of his attention focused dead ahead.

      “What happens if we lose?” I asked, eyes darting between him and the car beside us.

      “We lose the car.” His voice was way too calm for that answer.

      “What! What the hell?” I screeched, turning wide eyes on him. This car was worth more than a house.

      He laughed and turned a wicked smile my way. “What did you think people were doing this for… fun?”

      “This is crazy. How are we going to get the guy back without a car?”

      His head tilted to the side, and he made a tsk sound. “You’re assuming I could lose.”

      I scoffed. “Come on, even you aren’t that good.”

      He placed his hand over his heart and feigned to be wounded. “Your low opinion of me hurts. I’ve got this.”

      “You better, or you’ll be carrying me back to the lake house.” I crossed my arms and faced forward, but couldn’t suppress my grin. As usual, Beck’s levity was contagious.

      Beck chuckled, and his eyes darkened. “Don’t tempt me.”

      I forced my expression back to neutral, washing off every tell I had. I couldn’t let him know just how much he affected me.

      “Or not,” Beck murmured and turned his head to greet the other driver. I took a moment to scan the crowd. Our guy was nowhere in sight, but it was clear we were a main attraction. Every eye was focused on us. Shit. If someone recognized me, we would be screwed. This was the best shot I had to find Sophie and get her back. My heart pounded in my chest as the seriousness of this job sank in.

      “You ready?”

      I rolled my eyes. “As I’ll ever be.”

      “Hang on.” Beck’s smile took up his entire face as he gripped the steering wheel.

      The blonde woman swished her flag through the air and my breath caught in my throat as the world around me flashed by in some of the most thrilling ten seconds of my life.

      One:  I was pinned back in my seat from the force of the car launching forward.

      Two: the salty metallic taste of blood filled my mouth—I’d bit my tongue. I reached out and dug my nails into Beck’s arm.

      Three: I held back my scream when Beck shifted and I was crushed to my seat.

      Four: our car turned a corner and sent me crashing into the passenger door.

      Five: I watched in horror as the car beside us took the lead. If Beck lost this car, I was seriously going to murder him. I highly doubted an Uber would let us bring a tied up hostage with us.

      Six: Beck shifted down, and this time I did scream when we cut directly in front of the other car while taking a corner, forcing them to slam on their brakes.

      Seven: I yelled at him, “I swear to God, Beck, if you kill us, you’re a dead man.”

      Eight: Beck laughed, and we pulled into the last straight. My heart thumped like it would break out of my ribcage. It was beating so hard, and every breath burned in my chest. I really didn’t want to die today.

      Nine: Beck put the car in high gear, sending us hurtling down to the finish line. We were leaps and bounds ahead of the car beside us by the time we crossed the finish line.

      Ten: Beck slowed the car to a stop, and I sucked down deep breaths, getting myself under control. The crowd erupted in cheers around us, some pissed, others ecstatic as money transferred hands.

      Beck laughed. “You can let go now.”

      I ripped my hand away from where I’d gripped his forearm so tight, I’d left halfmoon indents. It had to have made shifting harder, not that it affected his driving.

      “You’re lucky you won,” I panted.

      Beck winked. “Luck had nothing to do with it.”

      We circled back. The crowd engulfed us with curious people and Beck tucked me closer to his side. It only took a moment for his death glare to disperse the crowd enough to see the leather jacket guy and the driver of the losing car approach us.

      The dejected loser held out a slip of paper to Beck. “Here, it’s yours.”

      “Keep it,” Beck said, turning us away from them and ushering me into the crowd.

      The guy shouted out a surprised, “Thank you.”

      Beck slid his fingers between mine, sending sparks up my arm into my chest, and he pulled me along with him. We zig-zagged between the crowd, eyes wide, looking for our mark, and we ended up next to a double stacked speaker set, pumping out music so loud my ears rang. Beck lifted me up on top of one and silently handed me his phone. There was a picture loaded of the Trilogy member we were targeting. My job tonight was to get him to follow me behind a building. It didn’t take a genius to know how I was going to pull that off.

      I scanned the mingling people for the man whose picture was on Beck’s phone. The crowd was thick and loud—the girls all decked out like they were going to clubs surrounded by horny guys salivating over them. There were a fair amount of expensive cars here. This wasn’t your standard hometown street race. No, big bills passed between hands here.

      My fingers tightened on Beck’s phone as the minutes ticked by. I searched over everyone for the hundredth time and made a little whoop sound when my eyes finally landed on our mark. I pointed him out to Beck. He grabbed my hips, branding my skin as he lifted me down.

      I did my best to ignore the shiver that ran down my spine as we stalked the Trilogy member through the crowd. Beck threw his arm over my shoulder and I pinched his side. Hard. “Hands off. Liars don’t get touching privileges.”

      His expression went blank, and his gaze roamed over me and assessed my every movement. His mouth tipped in a playful smile. “I don’t have touching privileges… yet. You’ll come around.”

      I wanted to scream so badly I was probably beet red. Nothing pissed me off like a guy telling me what I was going to want. Right before I could lay into him, the mark walked by us.

      Fuck yes.

      We were nearly beside the Trilogy member when Beck let go of my hand and gave me a cheeky grin. “Better get to work, Little Thief, while the night is still young.”

      I turned to glare at him, but he’d already dissolved into the crowd. Fine, I’ll murder him later.

      I stalked closer to the Trilogy member, doing my best not to let my anger take control and jump the guy out in the open. There were more Trilogy in the crowd, and Beck and I weren’t looking for a fight. That didn’t stop me from wanting to kill him right here and now, though.

      My stomach dropped out, and nausea churned my stomach. I had to push down the thoughts of what might be happening to Sophie or I wouldn’t be able to complete my task. The only thing keeping me together was knowing Beck would make him talk and then we’d go get my sister back.

      The mark stopped to talk to a group of guys standing around a black souped up truck, and I placed myself within his line of sight. Music pounded through the car speakers and I let the beat move the tempo of my body.

      Sophie had taught me the drill. Pretend like he didn’t exist and he would appear. I moved my body like I had against Beck and Rush the night we danced at the club. I pictured how they felt against me, and closed my eyes, tipping my head back. Heat flooded between my legs and my movements became more uncontrolled, sexual. It wasn’t long before a new set of hands circled my hips. I opened my eyes and smiled wide as I stared into the bright blue eyes of our mark.
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      Beck hoisted the unconscious mark over his shoulder and kicked the car door shut with his foot. I ran ahead to open the door to the house, only to realize I didn’t know the key code. I glanced back, unsure if he would give it to me.

      “Um—”

      “Seven, two, three, four, two, six,” he called.

      “Aren’t you worried he’ll wake up and hear you?” I asked as I punched in the numbers.

      “Not at all.” Beck grinned. “I change it every time we come up here, and our friend here won’t live long enough for it to matter, anyway.”

      I gave a curt nod. Fair enough.

      My bait and switch technique at the race took no time at all. Men were stupid like that. It was all too easy to lure the blue eyed Trilogy member into our car where Beck was waiting to knock him out. Now, we were back at the lake house and ready to get some answers.

      Beck didn’t seem nearly as anxious about this mark as he had about working on Emilio, or when he’d thought we were going to have to interrogate the twitchy surveillance guy. Maybe it was because I’d seen this side of him before, or maybe because now he wasn’t alone in his depravity, but either way, his grin was barely contained. I wasn’t going to burst his bubble. I got the feeling a happy Beck was a more efficient Beck, and I wanted to get Sophie back.

      Yup, I’m going to hell.

      I let Beck and the droopy Trilogy guy walk in front of me down the basement stairs to the murder dungeon. Beck turned and gave me an appreciative look as I slipped into the room after them. I swallowed hard.

      The man from The Trilogy was in his late twenties, with chestnut brown hair and faded tattoos up his arms and across his chest. His eyebrow and nose were pierced, and he had a permanent line between his eyes, like he scowled a lot. In his unconscious state, he appeared less threatening, his mouth half open and neck hanging at an awkward angle. Beck hoisted him onto one of the metal surgical gurneys and strapped down his arms and legs.

      I wrinkled my nose. “Jesus, how is he not waking up?”

      “He will in a minute,” Beck replied darkly.

      I grimaced. That had an ominous ring to it.

      As with the last time I’d seen him work, Beck took his time choosing tools from the shelves on the far wall. I bit my lip, wondering how someone became an interrogator? You wouldn’t think Beck had the right personality for something like this. Granted, I wasn’t sure who did have the right personality to torture people. Didn’t they say that serial killers were charismatic? Like you would never know? Ooph. That’s a dark fucking thought.

      Beck returned to me, juggling a power drill and a box of wood screws in one hand, and some fairly normal two-by-fours in the other. I raised my eyebrows. “Do I want to fucking know?”

      “I don’t know, do you? You don’t have to stay.”

      I looked at the still unconscious guy on the table. This was the whole reason I was here, right? “I’ll stay.”

      Beck shrugged and walked over to the unconscious man, slid a two-by-four under his head, and lined a screw up with the top of his ear. My stomach lurched as the drill whirred. Beck had been right—the man did wake up. Abruptly.

      In his panic and pain, the man tried to sit up, tearing his own ear clean in half. He screamed loud enough to echo off the stainless steel plated walls as blood soaked the wood.

      “Hello,” Beck said calmly.

      The man’s eyes went wide, none of the bravado he’d shown at the race left on his face. He quaked, possibly in fear, possibly from shock.

      Beck cleaned off the end of his drill on his t-shirt. “We’re going to ask you some questions. For every answer you get wrong or don’t want to share, I’m going to put a screw through one of your fingers. When we run out of fingers, we’ll go to toes. If you’re still conscious after toes, then I’m going to get some railroad spikes and a mallet and get more creative. Do we understand each other?”

      The man nodded frantically, making terrified squeaking noises rather than words.

      Beck glanced back at me. “Do you want to ask the questions?”

      My heart pounded against my ribs. I wasn’t really expecting to participate. I stepped up behind Beck so the trembling man could see me better. I took a deep breath. “Do you recognize me?”

      “Yes,” he squeaked. “From the race.”

      Beck whirred the drill, but didn’t put a nail in the man’s finger. “Be more specific, babe. There’s no gray area in torture.”

      If anyone told me a month ago I’d be standing in a dungeon upstate getting torture lessons from a Gentlemen I would have slapped them in the mouth. I glanced back at Beck, nonplussed. He was grinning like this was the most fun he had in a long time. Come to think of it, maybe it was.

      I shook out my shoulders. “Do you recognize my face from before tonight? Maybe different hair, but someone who looked like me.”

      The mark stared at me for a moment, then recognition flared in his eyes. He had a shitty poker face, though that may have been due to the pain and terror. He shook his head, half mumbling something incoherent.

      Beck said nothing, just grabbed another screw and held down the man’s hand as he drilled directly into the nail of his right pointer finger. Blood and mutilated tissue splattered my face, but I refused to move out of the way, even as the screams echoed in my ears.

      “Let’s try again.” I wiped blood off my cheek. “Do you recognize my face?”

      The man nodded slightly at the same time as he said, “No.”

      Beck grabbed another nail, calmly speaking to me as he drilled into the mark’s pinky. “They do that. It’s an unconscious desynchronized reaction. Means he’s lying.”

      “Huh. The more you know.” I stared at the man more intently. “The girl who looks like me, where are they keeping her?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he whimpered.

      “Yes, you do. Where did they take her?”

      “I don’t know, you crazy bitch.”

      Bits of thumb caught in the drill bit, making an unpleasant squelching noise. Oops.

      Several more fingers met the whirl of the drill, but Beck never spoke to the mark directly, letting me ask all the questions. He had the patience of a saint. The irony wasn’t lost on me.

      “Give me that,” I demanded after an hour.

      I reached for the drill, my eyes wild. Blood splattered my clothes and hair. We had moved on to his thighs and were getting nowhere. This man was extremely brave or extremely stupid. He’d recognized me. He knew who Sophie was, and I was going to find out where she was if it killed both of us.

      Beck obliged, handing me the drill. Adrenaline pounded in my veins, hot and angry. It buzzed in my fingers, urging me forward. I grabbed a handful of screws and shoved them in my mouth to have access to both hands, then hopped up on the gurney where the man was still strapped down. He stared at me, looming over him with wide eyes.

      I pulled a screw out of my mouth and placed it tip first in the center of his crotch, lining up the drill. “Where’s my fucking sister?”

      “The old Mayfield State Hospital,” he spluttered, finally folding like a house of cards. “You know it? The asylum.”

      I did know it. Everyone knew about the abandoned hospital over on the East Side. The city had been trying to either sell or tear down the property for decades, but there was some issue with zoning or something like that. The thing just sat getting more and more run down with every passing year. “That’s where The Trilogy is based? At Mayfield?”

      The mark nodded fervently, his eyes flicking to my hand still hovering over his groin. “Yeah. Third floor of the East wing. At least, that’s where she was the last time I was there.”

      I glanced at Beck. “Can we work with that?”

      Beck nodded, a smirk crossing his lips. “Good job. Come’re, Little Thief.” He held out an arm for me.

      I eased myself off the gurney and the man let out a sigh of relief as I put the drill down. Then, without warning, Beck pulled out a gun and shot him in the head, covering us both in blood.

      My breath came in swift pants. “We did it. We found her.”
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      Beck peeked over at me as he wheeled the hospital gurney, body and all, into his industrial freezer and slammed the door.

      Unlike the last time I’d watched him work, he didn’t seem totally disconnected. I stared at the freezer door with flat, unseeing eyes. Maybe that was because now I was the biggest monster in the house.

      “Come on, let’s go clean up,” Beck said thickly.

      I nodded, following him out of the dungeon and up the stairs. As we walked, he reached for the hem of his bloody t-shirt and tore it off with one hand in a move reminiscent of a strip show. I groaned internally. The grinning demonic angel tattoo on his back laughed at me as I tried to stay focused. You hate him. You hate all the Gentlemen. You just tortured a fucking man for several hours. That is the least sexy thing in the world. Get your shit together, you deranged bitch!

      I was a raging ball of conflicting emotions. I probably should’ve felt guilty, but guilt was the furthest thing from my mind. I was grateful that we’d gotten the information we needed, still furious that Beck had lied to me, and hopped up on so much adrenaline it was all mixed together into this Molotov cocktail of hormones.

      Beck yanked open the door to the basement stairs and let me walk in front of him into the living room. My arm brushed his bare abs and he tensed, breath catching.

      My pulse whooshed in my ears, cutting off all sounds, and I bit my lip. I desperately wanted to run my fingers over him. Instead, I curled my hands shut tight enough to leave crescent moons indents where my nails bit into my skin. Jesus Christ, was this why Beck was always chasing an adrenaline rush? I could kind of understand it. I probably needed to stop dancing around it and accept the reality that, yes, I liked violence.

      I paused outside the basement door, suddenly unsure where I was headed. Beck stepped up behind me. “Did you want to wash that off?”

      His fingers grazed the back of my hand and I glanced down, realizing for the first time my hands were stained red. Well, that was probably inevitable—not just today, but in general. I didn’t even know who I was anymore. Since that night when Nico struck the deal with my father to move Sophie and me into the hotel, my whole life was different.

      I shrugged, turning back toward Beck. “I feel like I should be more horrified with myself.”

      “My advice is to ride that wave as long as possible, because the first crash is brutal.”

      I nodded. That made sense. The first time I’d ever killed anyone had been hard, but this was a different kind of fucked up.

      I looked up at Beck, my breath still uneven, my heart still twice its usual speed. My body ached to be touched, to burn with adrenaline, and immerse myself in this feeling. My skin heated, and a shiver ran down my spine knowing exactly who I could chase that high with.

      I took a deep breath, making the decision to trust his judgment. On this, at least. “Do you want to ride it with me?”

      Beck’s eyes went wide, pupils dilating as he stepped forward, reaching for me. “Rae…”

      I put my hand out. My fingernails were caked with blood. “To be clear, this means nothing. I’m still leaving as soon as we find Sophie. If you don’t get that, tell me now and I’ll go upstairs to shower alone.”

      Beck set his jaw, straightened his shoulders, and his eyes searched between mine long enough that I thought he might turn me down. “I get it.”

      The second the words escaped his mouth, I launched myself at him. He hauled me up harder, fingers digging into the back of my thighs, stealing every inch of space between us. He spun us, crashing my back into the closed basement door as my legs wrapped around his waist. I gasped as his hard length pressed into my core, and tangled my bloody fingers in his hair, staining the blonde tips a rusty pink. I ran my tongue up the side of his neck to his ear, tasting the salt of his skin.

      The last time we’d been together, it was different. Slower. More about acceptance and trust than anything else. This was not like that.

      Beck moaned, keeping one hand on my ass to hold me up. He used the other to push my ruined tank top over my head. With a wicked smile, he yanked the cups of my bra down so he could move his mouth to one hardened nipple and then the other. He nipped at the pebbled flesh, not taking care to be gentle. I hissed in combined pleasure and pain as he bit down on the top of my breast hard enough to hurt.

      Heat flooded my core, and my brain fogged high on adrenaline. This was the literal definition of “mad with power” and it was fucking awesome. I would crash soon, and all this insanity would be real, but not yet. I ground against his hardened cock, our jeans adding delicious friction. He groaned again and rocked into me, moving his mouth to my neck.

      I ran my fingers down his chest, finding the belt of his jeans. His stomach flexed under my fingers and he pulled back to look at me. “What do you want, Little Thief?”

      I met his hazel eyes for a moment and chose not to see that there was more emotion behind that question than I was ready for right now. “I want you to fuck me,” I panted.

      Beck slammed his mouth into mine, stifling any warning I had planned to give about how this didn’t mean anything. It couldn’t mean anything. He dropped me to my feet and made quick work of pushing my shorts and panties down my legs, never breaking our kiss. I leaned my head back against the door as he braced his arm on the wall above me and reached between my aching thighs to rub little circles against my clit with his thumb.

      “You’re so fucking wet.”

      “Mmm hmm,” I moaned as he rubbed harder, sliding two fingers inside me. I gasped, moving my hips against him, loving the feeling but needing more.

      He chuckled, chest rumbling into mine. “I’ve got you, Little Thief.”

      He drove his fingers in and out, keeping me so tortuously close to the edge he had to be doing it on purpose. I squirmed, trying to get him to go faster, but he held me completely at his mercy.

      I reached between us and fumbled again with his belt, this time managing to undo it. He bit down on my lip, sucking it into his mouth as I pushed his jeans down so I could reach my hand out and stroke his cock.

      Beck growled and flipped me around so I was facing the wall, his huge frame looming behind me. He swept my hair over my shoulder and sank his teeth into my neck, pressing my tits into the cool wall. I simultaneously loved his dominance and itched to get back in control.

      I sucked in a breath as his fingers snaked around and returned to my throbbing clit. I writhed against his hand, whimpering as he continued to tease, bringing me back to the edge of orgasm. “Beck. If you don’t fuck me right now, this offer will expire,” I panted, struggling to sound menacing over my own ragged breathing.

      He laughed in my ear and smacked my ass hard. I made a noise of frustration and braced my palms on the wall, adding more hand prints to the mess already smeared across the pale gray paint. No doubt my skin was also stained everywhere Beck had touched me. That should’ve revolted me, but I was beyond caring. My adrenaline high was building higher and higher, and I wanted to be screaming before I crashed back to earth.

      Beck nudged my legs wider and teased my entrance, working me up until I was practically crying in desperation. Obviously, he was adept at torture of all kinds.

      Finally, he slammed into me, and I screamed. The orgasm that had been just out of reach shattered through me and made my pussy clench around him as he plunged in again.

      Beck smacked my ass again, harder this time, and I yelped, all my muscles tightening.

      “Fuck, babe.”

      His fingers dug into my hips, and I pushed against the wall, arching my back. With every thrust, he seemed to go deeper, and I lit on fire. I hadn’t forgotten how big he was, but at this angle, the fullness was crazy.

      Beck grabbed a handful of my hair and tugged my head back so he could get better access to my neck, sucking hard on my pulse point. My scalp burned, and I moaned. “Harder.”

      Another orgasm built in my belly and I arched, trying to grind deeper. Beck massaged my nipple between two fingers, sending another shock of lightning through my body.

      “Come again for me, baby. I want to feel you.”

      His words were almost enough to tip me over the edge all on their own. I panted, focusing on the delicious throb of my pussy as he pounded against me, never letting up for a second.

      He reached around and pinched my clit and I shattered, slumping against the wall. His dick pulsed inside me and he groaned into my shoulder as he followed me over the edge.

      We stood there panting for what could have been a minute, or twenty. Finally, Beck slid out of me. Goosebumps rose on the back of my neck and I realized with a pang that my adrenaline had drained from me as well, taking that invincible high with it.

      I turned, not meeting his eyes, afraid of what emotion I’d find there. Afraid of what would be visible on my face.

      Before either of us could speak, a loud banging sounded at the front door. We both tensed, swinging around to stare at it.

      “Sounds like we’ve got company,” Beck said, suddenly alert.

      It was a testament to our lifestyle that neither of us took any time to change gears. We were both focused and pulling on clothes without any preamble.

      “Trilogy or my dad?” I asked, stepping into my shorts.

      Beck ran his shirt up my thighs, cleaning his mess, and smirked. “I’d bet you this house it’s neither.” He looked back at me and it surprised me to see he was grinning. “I doubt they’d knock.”

      Beck whipped open a drawer in the dark oak sideboard that stood in the hall and handed me a gun, taking one for himself as well. I bet that wasn’t what Pottery Barn intended the convenient storage for.

      The pounding on the door got louder as I pulled my bloodstained tank top over my head. I had no idea where my bra or underwear were, but at least all my important bits were covered.

      Beck pushed me behind him as he approached the door, but I noted that he hadn’t told me to go upstairs or anything. He really didn’t seem worried. Still, I lifted my gun as he flipped the deadbolt and swung the door open.

      I processed three things very quickly.

      One: Nico and Rush were standing on the other side of the door.

      Two: Nico was having a moment. He had ditched his suit for jeans and a leather jacket and hadn’t shaved in days. He could have been his own evil twin.

      Three: the moment the door opened, Nico raised his gun, and pistol whipped Beck across the face.
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      Beck grinned as blood poured from his mouth onto the porch, splattering my shoes. I narrowed my eyes. I should have known better than to hit someone who got off on pain.

      “I should have known you were here,” I said through gritted teeth.

      Behind me, Rush’s footsteps approached over the gravel driveway. He hadn’t spoken much during the entire car ride, and for that I was grateful. I was in no fucking mood to chat about my feelings. Or lack thereof.

      “Took you long enough, honestly. I expected you here days ago.” Beck wiped blood off his teeth.

      Rage buzzed in my ears and my vision swam, giving the impression he had two heads. I shook my head violently. Jesus, when was the last time I slept? “Do you want me to shoot you? Is that what this is?”

      Beck laughed. “You won’t.”

      I ground my teeth, considering that. Unfortunately, he was probably right. Still, if he was planning to take off… I’d have to think of something. I couldn’t just let guys leave, even Beck. “Should I assume you’re defecting, then?”

      Beck laughed again, despite his now swelling lip. He swung the door open a little wider, leaning on the frame. “Don’t be a dramatic prick. You know damn well I wouldn’t.”

      I nodded curtly. I probably should have known that. None of us could really leave The Gentlemen, or each other—we were all in too deep. The day Dante died, and I became the heir fucked all three of us for life. “You still chose her over us.”

      I wasn’t sure why I stopped short of actually mentioning Raegan.

      “First of all, you’re a fucking hypocrite.” Beck looked like he enjoyed saying that a little too much. “Also, I didn’t choose her over you. I chose to get her out of there and help find Sophie. Which is what you want too.” His smirk grew. “I just got to her first.”

      Rush stepped up next to me on the porch. “You could’ve contacted us.”

      “And have her hate me more?” Beck snorted. “Fuck no. I’m not going to keep lying to her, though, so, Nico, get your shit together.”

      I ground my teeth. As though they had any idea what they would have done in my position. It wasn’t just about Raegan as a person. It was about keeping both empires afloat. We still didn’t have any idea why Jimmy trained Raegan the way he did. I desperately wanted to just ask her, but hell would freeze over before she told me of her own free will—assuming she even knew. I’d have to find some way to make her tell me.

      That couldn’t happen until we found Sophie, though—all my other half-formed plans hinged on that. Until we got Sophie back and I divorced her, Raegan wouldn’t speak to me. Beck and Rush would still be pissed. We wouldn’t know where The Trilogy was, and we couldn’t focus on what Jimmy was doing. “Can you fucking move so we can go inside?”

      Beck frowned and glanced behind him into the shadows of the house. Something moved just out of my eyeline and my heart pounded in my ears.

      “Um,” Beck said. “Hold on a minute.”

      I had no patience for this shit. “What have you been doing?”

      “Actually,” Beck said, with a semi-normal smile. “We made progress tonight.”

      “Yeah?” Rush asked.

      “Yeah. We got—”

      “Don’t you dare.” Raegan’s voice rang out from inside the house. “Don’t tell them anything, Beck Bellamy, or I will put a power drill to your balls.”

      I blinked, caught between confusion at her words and shock as she appeared on the porch around Beck’s arm.

      My mind detonated.

      Blackness seeped in on the edges of my vision. I made a Spartan-like effort to lower my voice to an appropriate level so I wouldn’t scream and over shot it a bit, so my words came out in a hoarse whisper. “What the fuck happened to you?”

      She put her hands on her hips. “Excuse me?”

      Behind me, Rush made a choking sound in the back of his throat and somehow that was comforting—a confirmation that I wasn’t hallucinating from lack of sleep. “Tell me who hurt you. Now.”

      “Dude—” Beck began.

      “Shut the fuck up.”

      The glow of the porch light was more than enough to see that something had happened. Blood covered Raegan’s legs and her tank top was torn. I gaped at Beck, unable to fathom why he wasn’t upset. Was this why he was trying to keep us from going inside?

      Raegan gave me a long look, then threw her arms up and turned on her heel. “Alright, I’m done. Have fun assholes. I’m taking a shower.”

      Rage pounded in my head, drowning out anything else. Moving without conscious thought, I stormed after her, shouldering Beck out of the way to get inside the house.

      “Bro, chill!”

      I ignored him, following the incessant buzzing in my ears. At the foot of the stairs I spun, probably looking like a fucking idiot. Raegan was damn fast. I sprinted up the stairs and down the hall, peering into the bedrooms as I went.

      I’d always liked this house, despite its macabre purpose. Beck bought it a few years ago to deal with bodies that couldn’t be easily disposed of at the crematory. Internal affairs cases, public figures who might get recognized, people who would need to stew for longer. We couldn’t exactly hang someone upside down for days at the hotel, even in the workroom there. The possibility of discovery was too problematic.

      Throwing open the door to Beck’s room, I caught sight of Raegan heading into the en suite. I reached for her. “What the fuck happened?”

      She whipped around, red hair flying out like a cape as she spun. Her eyes burned with anger. “It’s none of your business.”

      I dropped her arm immediately, suddenly aware of my own hands. “Like hell it isn’t. Are you hurt?”

      She laughed, and my confusion deepened. Striding across the bathroom, she kicked off her shoes and placed them end to end on the edge of the tub. “I’m definitely not hurt.”

      “Then what—”

      “How does it feel?” she asked, cutting me off.

      I followed her into the bathroom and stood just inside the door. “How does what feel?”

      “Not knowing something. Isn’t that your whole thing? You like to know everything?”

      “You think that’s why I’m angry?” I counted backward from ten, teetering very close to losing my shit. Letting out a breath through my nose, I ran both hands through my hair. “Raegan, I swear to God. I am not playing fucking games with you. Tell me what happened right now.”

      She hopped up on the counter, now smiling, and my eyes immediately fixed on her bloodstained legs.

      Ten… nine… eight…

      “I’ll tell you what,” she said. “I want you to answer some questions for me. If you can do that, then maybe I’ll tell you what happened.”

      I raked my gaze over her, cataloging every possible injury. I didn’t want to play fucking games. But…

      The longer we stood in here and no more blood appeared, the more apparent it became that she wasn’t hurt. The blood wasn’t hers. Intellectually, I grasped that.

      For some reason, I was still unable to form a coherent thought, but that had to be a temporary problem. Had to be. I really needed to sleep.

      I sealed my eyes shut and tilted my back in frustration. “What do you want to know?”

      She bit her lip. “About my sister, for one thing.”

      I suddenly remembered how I’d ended up in this bathroom in the first place. She’d found out something about Sophie. Right. Jesus Christ, what is wrong with me? “You found her?”

      Raegan scooted back on the vanity so she was leaning against the mirror. “Even if we did learn anything, you don’t get to know. You don’t get to have anything to do with me or my sister ever again. Sophie isn’t your problem, and neither am I.”

      I leaned back against the tiled wall behind me. If only that were fucking true. Everything would be so much easier. All I wanted was for Sophie not to be my problem, but with Raegan… I had no idea what the fuck I wanted. I wanted her to go away and have never ruined everything. I wanted her to have been Sophie all along. I wanted to believe myself when I told her I wasn’t interested and I didn’t care.

      My heartbeat in my ears, so loud it drowned out everything else. I just wanted her, period. And I wanted not to want that.

      “I hate to be the one to disabuse you of that notion, Rabbit, but unfortunately your sister is my problem until divorce do us part.”

      She cocked her head to the side, her expression unreadable. “Okay. So how the hell did this happen in the first place?”

      I considered it before I answered. I didn’t want to talk to her about this. I especially didn’t want to talk to her in the bathroom at Beck’s fucking lake house after going several days without sleep. “I owe you one answer. Just one. Is that really the question you want to ask?”

      Raegan’s eyes went wide. Maybe in all the chaos she really had forgotten what I’d promised her weeks ago. One question. One answer. I rubbed the back of my neck. Would I have actually told her I was married to Sophie if she’d asked? Probably not, but it was a moot point, anyway.

      “Bullshit.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “You owe me way more than one question.”

      I nodded slowly, conceding the point. “What do you want?”

      She sucked on her teeth, thinking. My gaze caught on her mouth and I blinked a few times. I’m going to hell.

      “Six questions,” she said.

      I smiled in spite of myself and ran my hand over my face. “Two.”

      “Five.”

      “Three.”

      “Fine,” she said too quickly. I narrowed my eyes, realizing too late that she had only wanted three in the first place. Touché, Rabbit.

      “I would have given you the five if you pushed harder,” I told her, just to watch her get mad. She bristled, and I smiled. Since day one in her father’s dining room, Raegan had never been afraid of me. That was… novel. Fighting with her was like finally getting to stretch long-unused muscles.

      Raegan leaned toward me, her elbows on her knees, and I slid down the wall to sit on the floor. Did she recognize the novelty of this? Probably not. I never let my pets sit higher than me. Granted, Raegan wasn’t like the pets.

      “How did you end up married to my sister?” she asked.

      How much had Beck already told her? Maybe this was part of a test. She already knew part of the story—at least as much as he’d known, and was trying to see if our stories matched.

      That was something I would do in her position. Interesting.

      “The months after everything with Dante were chaos. I’d never planned to take over The Gentlemen, and as I was reminded over and over again, I had—have—the wrong personality for it.”

      Raegan snorted, which I took to mean she agreed. I couldn’t fault her for that.

      “Dante was born for it, though.” I looked up at her, wondering how much she knew about what had gone down back then. “He was born insane. He didn’t have to be taught.”

      “What does that have to do with Sophie?” Raegan said impatiently.

      I exhaled heavily. “Not much, except that my father wasn’t thrilled with suddenly being saddled with a new heir who was nothing like him. He understood what made Dante tick, so he was easier to control. Dad had to get more creative with me.”

      Raegan nodded and bit the inside of her cheek, like she was trying not to smile, then retrained her face into a scowl. I didn’t understand her at all. This conversation would be so much easier over drinks.

      “The year I officially became the heir to The Gentlemen I was sixteen. My father also just became the mayor of St. Adrian. The city had just been split down the middle in the aftermath of the war with Mount Summer, and as mayor Alessandro planned to bring everyone back together. Or, more accurately, to take control of everything. Jimmy was in a vulnerable position without a son to carry on his legacy. As a woman, Sophie wasn’t likely to hold power for long even if she did stay the heir.”

      Raegan made an angry sound in the back of her throat. “And then what?”

      I drew a deep breath through my nose. “I don’t know,” I told her honestly.

      She narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean you don’t know?”

      “I mean, I don’t know how it went down, Rabbit. I could speculate how the conversation went where your father sold your sister to my father. I arguably got sold in the same transaction, I might point out.” I raised an eyebrow at her and her eyes went wide. She hadn’t considered that. “We assume the agreement was something to the tune of ‘join us and we won’t kill you all’.”

      “Why would my dad even agree to something like that?” she mused.

      “You’d have to ask him. My guess, he was vulnerable without a solid heir that his men would actually follow. Defecting in a situation like that would be a serious concern. Also, at the time there were more Gentlemen than members of Mount Summer. Jimmy couldn’t afford more fighting.”

      “When did you find out?” she blurted out.

      “About the marriage? When I was twenty-one. My father told me. By that point I’d gotten much better at my job, so he probably felt it was safe to tell me.”

      I almost laughed at the irony of that. The timing was abysmal on my father’s part. By then, Beck and I had just begun our coup.

      “And then you just never came to collect her?” Raegan narrowed her eyes.

      I pursed my lips, trying to decide if it was better to lie or potentially offend her. “No,” I finally said, choosing not to elaborate. Thankfully, she didn’t push it.

      Sophie was a spoiled brat. A socialite, either too dumb or too narcissistic to care about anything going on around her. At best, she would be a liability to me. At worst, I’d strangle her myself out of sheer aggravation. Obviously, I wouldn’t want to come and collect her. There was also the small matter that I’d hated the O’Rourkes for years and with good reason.

      Somehow, I didn’t think saying any of that would endear me to Raegan. She seemed to like her sister—we did not have that in common.

      “I’m going to fucking kill my dad with my bare hands. I can’t believe he just sold her,” she said, more to herself than to me.

      “Good. Then our interests are aligned.”

      Her gaze traced the pattern of the floor. “I didn’t mean actually kill him.”

      I scoffed. “Keep telling yourself that, Rabbit.”

      Raegan looked up and met my eyes fully for the first time. “And you were just never going to tell me? Or her?”

      I stifled a yawn and ran a hand down my face. Her definition of “three questions” included a lot of clarifications and follow-ups, but I didn’t think I was in a great position to complain about that. “I don’t know how to answer that.”

      “Try,” she said coldly, but her tone didn’t match her expression. I usually had a hard time reading her, but I didn’t right then. She was hurt. Fuck.

      “I wasn’t planning to move you or Sophie into the hotel when we came to talk to you after the gala. We really were just there about the bomb. I thought your father might have planted the bomb, so we came to find out why. I made my mother lead in part because she knows your parents well, and in part because it was less threatening. Later, after you were already with us, there was no good time to bring it up.”

      It wasn’t a good answer. I didn’t really have a good answer. Maybe she was right. I was sort of planning to never deal with it. That sounded insane in retrospect.

      “Why the hell would you move me into the hotel with all of you and make me stay if all of this was going on? We both know you have your own thieves who could have gotten that laptop for you.”

      I met her gaze again. “You know why.”

      I’d blurted it out in that dining room, but I wouldn’t say it again. Because I needed her.

      Raegan shook her head, like she was clearing it of cobwebs. “Okay. Why was The Trilogy after my sister? We were shot at repeatedly and then you all seemed to think I was kidnapped because I kept getting mistaken for her. What did they even want with her?”

      I ran my fingers through my hair before answering—an obvious tell I wouldn’t have let slip if I was having this meeting with anyone else.

      I sucked on my teeth, thinking. “I suspect they wanted to prevent the eventual merger between The Gentlemen and Mount Summer…” I trailed off, choosing my words carefully. “There are nearly eight hundred Trilogy members that we know of, roughly half of which are living in St. Adrian and the surrounding suburbs. If we combine The Gentlemen and Mount Summer, we would have the advantage. In the event of a gang war, it would be in their best interest to keep our forces divided.”

      Raegan barked a humorless laugh. “Kidnapping her was really fucking stupid, then. That’s only going to give you and Jimmy a common interest.”

      I pursed my lips. I had thought of that as well. The two shootings and Raegan’s kidnapping made sense. They seemed to be trying to kill my wife to prevent the merger. Sophie’s latest kidnapping… the way it was right out of the hotel, the rabbit, that all seemed personal. Different.

      I’d been stewing on what the dead rabbit meant for days, indulging every paranoid and delusional thought, and still only came to one half-rational conclusion…

      “Last question,” I said, forcing myself to stay in the moment.

      Raegan chewed on her lip and her eyes flashed as she watched me. “No. I’m going to save it for a rainy day. Who knows when I might need something from you?”

      I blinked. Smart. Perfect.

      “Fine,” I said, clamping down hard on any reaction. “So where is Sophie?”

      Raegan took a deep breath through her nose, her eyes narrowing at me. “Alright, fine. You idiots can help me get Sophie back because frankly I think I’m owed that, but to be totally clear: as soon as I get her back, I’m gone.”

      My heart beat faster, but again, I refused to react. “Oh really? Where are you planning to go? Do you think your daddy is just going to forgive you?”

      She laughed. “I think you mean the other way around. Would I ever forgive him? I’m not going back to Mount Summer to trade you lying assholes for a different lying asshole.”

      “Then where are you going?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but I hardly need any of you to keep me safe. There are a lot of cities out there. It’s a big world, and if there’s one thing I can thank Jimmy for, it’s that I have a very useful skill set for staying off the grid.”

      My stomach lurched. I didn’t doubt that she was serious or that she could do it. She would really disappear, and then I’d have to turn over the whole world to find her again. That was fucking unacceptable. It didn’t matter. There was no way I was going to let her disappear anyway, so there was no point arguing about it. “Where is Sophie? Start there.”

      “The abandoned hospital on the East End,” Raegan said.

      My eyebrows rose, but I clamped down on any other outward show of surprise. “Really?” I said, mildly.

      “You know it?”

      “Yes. Do you know where that hospital is?” I asked Raegan. An innocent question, but a probing one. That hospital was either a wild coincidence, or an intentionally fucked up choice. I didn’t believe in coincidences.

      “Yeah, I’ve driven past there. Why?”

      I pushed to my feet. “Nothing. We’ll just need to get eyes on it before we can go in there to get Sophie.”

      “Hey,” she called after me as I strode to the door. “Don’t you care about the blood?”

      I faced her again. “You’re not hurt.”

      She blinked. “I don’t get it.”

      “I assume that means you killed someone, so no, I don’t care. My job is already done. Have a nice shower, Rabbit.”

      I made my way downstairs and found Beck and Rush sitting on the couch, drinking beers. Beck now had a black eye in addition to his split lip, which I ignored. Fucking asshole.

      “You good?” Rush asked.

      I nodded. “Call Anthony and tell him to head out to East End Harbor.”

      “Why?”

      “I want eyes on the old Mayfield State Hospital across the river. Anyone coming and going. Also, call Rick and pull his guys out of the outpost and have them patrol our side of the river. Make sure he goes too.”

      Rush widened his eyes at me. “They’re over at the fucking hospital? Isn’t that…”

      “Yes. Get Rick.”

      For once, they both sprang into action without any complaint or comment. I ran a hand through my hair. I had a bad fucking feeling things were about to get infinitely worse.
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      When I woke the following morning, I was ready for the silence.

      Growing up in a city my entire life, I was used to constant noise. Shouts and gunshots coming from the backyard. The hum of electrical wires and the buzz of appliances, distant sirens, and the rush of nearby traffic. The lake house was quiet, surrounded by nothing but trees.

      I lay flat on my back in bed, keeping my eyes closed, and tried to find something familiar in all the nothing. From somewhere, I could hear the bang of pots and pans—no doubt Beck making breakfast. Some part of me wondered if Beck would try to come in here last night now that we had sex. A bigger part of me wondered if I would’ve let him. I was more than a little relieved I didn’t have to find out how good my willpower was, ‘cause to be honest, I already kind of knew I was fucked.

      Images of his lips pressed against mine as he slammed between my thighs had my body igniting. My hand slid down the smooth skin of my stomach before remembering with a jolt I was pissed at him. I groaned as the sick feeling of fresh betrayal settled in my stomach, and pain pierced my chest. I had to keep in mind that anything my ridiculous heart thought was happening between us was all bullshit.

      I pulled on my slightly damp shorts I’d washed in the shower and tossed on one of Beck’s t-shirts, ignoring the warmth that filled me when I breathed in his sandalwood scent. If I didn’t get some new clothes soon, I was going to start a nudist colony. All consequences be damned.

      Jogging downstairs, I found the kitchen in motion. Beck was indeed making breakfast, but Nico was pacing the room, barking something into his phone while Rush shoved guns into a duffel bag.

      “What did I miss?” I said, casually leaning against the wall at the bottom of the stairs.

      All three of them turned to me in unison. I scowled, to make absolutely clear we were not cool. Not at all.

      “Nothing, Firecracker,” Rush said. “We heard from Anthony. They have eyes on the hospital where they’re keeping Sophie.” His two-tone eyes were hesitant. “I meant to tell you last night, I brought you these.”

      He nodded to the table where my cell phone and my two Baby Desert Eagles lay waiting for me. I grinned despite myself and immediately strapped the guns to my legs. The leather of the holster was a welcome and familiar weight on my thighs. Ah. A little slice of normalcy. “Nice, Thanks.”

      Rush’s large presence stepped in close, and every nerve in my body screamed to eliminate the distance between us. Tension snapped through me as his presence seemed to suck the air from the room. He slowly lowered his head, mouth an inch from my ear, and his breath fanned over the sensitive skin of my neck. I sucked in a breath as his lips barely grazed the curve of my neck, and a heat pooled between my thighs.

      My heart clenched painfully, and the back of my eyes burned. I’d missed him, but I was so fucking mad at him.

      “I couldn’t tell you, Firecracker.” His words were like a slap in the face, and I reared back, putting space between us with the sting of it.

      Fury coursed through me and I hissed out the words, “Thanks for the reminder.”

      “Fuck.” Rush’s hands lifted, but dropped when I stepped further away. The pain that swirled in his eyes nearly broke me, but fuck it. He knew what he did, and he clearly wasn’t sorry.

      I lifted my chin and did my best to look down at him. My face was blank of emotions as I met his gaze head on and pretended like nothing had happened between us. I wrenched myself back to the conversation at hand. “Who’s Anthony?”

      A muscle in Rush’s jaw clenched, but he didn’t step away at the coldness of my tone.

      “You’ve met him,” Nico said smoothly. Both he and Beck stared at us, from where they stood, with unreadable expressions on their faces. “At the warehouse, and a few times at the hotel.”

      I tilted my head and stared at him blankly, searching my memory for the name. In fairness, hundreds of tattooed American-Italian men in suits blended together. Sue me. “I got nothing.”

      Nico shook his head, eyes darkening. “Well, it’s irrelevant. He works for me.”

      I nodded, but my attention was diverted slightly. Nico hadn’t shaved or done his hair and was wearing a tight, black t-shirt that said, ‘DAYTONA SUPERCROSS 2019’. He’d looked kind of off last night, but I figured he would have gotten over it by now. It almost made me laugh. Or, it would’ve if I hadn’t been totally focused on the tattoos on his forearm and the outline of his abs underneath the thin t-shirt. I shook myself, undoubtedly looking like I was having a small seizure. Lying psychopaths were not hot, even with beards.

      “Are you, like, going through something?” I asked, crossing my arms and leaning against the counter.

      “Excuse me?” he said, taking a sip of his own coffee. He drank it black. Shocking.

      “Is there any reason you’ve gone from The Wolf of Wall Street to Sons of Anarchy overnight? I feel like I’m living in the fucking Twilight Zone.”

      He took a deep breath through his nose and schooled his features, his face returning to a flat, neutral expression. “As I just said, we have men watching the hospital where they’re keeping Sophie. We could discuss that, or you can continue staring at me. It’s your choice.”

      “Right. When do we leave?” My hands dropped to my guns, and my skin itched to get out of there immediately.

      “Not until tonight.”

      “So, we’re just going to let Sophie sit there for another twelve hours?” I snapped. “Who the fuck knows what they’re doing to her.”

      My words were a lie. I knew what The Trilogy were doing. Rape, torture, starvation. They weren’t keeping Sophie in some five-star hotel and feeding her bonbons. Best-case scenario, we got her back alive. Alive was really all I could ask for.

      My hands shook as I mindlessly powered on my phone, needing something to do other than freak out about my sister.

      The screen was slow to turn on, and the message that popped up had me dropping it to the table and a sick feeling coating my skin.

      “Holy shit,” my voice came out as a whisper.

      Beck appeared in front of me, hands lifting to my face. “You okay, Little Thief?”

      I didn’t step away, too stunned to move as shock and fear pulsed through my veins. What the absolute fuck?

      It wasn’t lost on me Beck had come to me and not the phone, which was now in Nico’s grip. A crease formed in the middle of Beck’s brows as my gaze met his clear hazel ones. I needed him, if only for a second, to collect myself, and he seemed to know that.

      Nico growled from beside us, breaking the moment, and Beck grunted as I turned away from him.

      I ignored the pull to go back to him and lifted a brow at Nico and Rush’s pissed expressions. They weren’t looking at me, solely focused on the screen of my phone, and the message written there.

      UNKNOWN: Catch a rabbit by the tail. If she hollers, make her squeal.

      Rush’s head snapped up, eyes pinning me in place. “Have you ever gotten anything like this before?”

      I shook my head and tried to ignore the fear skipping over my skin. My breath caught in my chest, burning my lungs. Beck’s solid chest hit my back, and I leaned into his strength, not giving a shit about anything else. Slowly, my heartbeat matched the calm rhythm of his own. He didn’t move to touch me further, and it took sheer willpower not to turn into his arms. The message was scary as shit, and for once in my life, I didn’t want to face it alone.

      “What the hell does it mean?” Nico barked out, not really a question. His grip was so tight it looked like he might crack the screen of my phone.

      The room fell silent. Whether the message was meant to threaten me, or it was about Sophie it didn’t matter. The Hatter had my number. He had my sister. He had the upper hand.

      I took a deep breath. “It means we have to hurry the fuck up.”

      Beck dropped his chin to rest on the top of my head. “Few more hours. We’ll get her back.”

      I rubbed my palms into my eyes and groaned. “I’m going to go crazy waiting here for a few more hours.”

      “Well, there is one thing we could do to take your mind off it.”

      I spun and glared at him. “Not the fucking time, Beck”

      He smirked at me. “I like where your head went, babe, but that’s not what I was talking about.”

      The back of my neck heated. “Fine. Well, what the fuck am I supposed to do until dark?”

      Beck pointed toward breakfast. “You can eat. Then, we actually have a job to do if you want to help.”

      I raised a brow. “What kind of job?”

      He grimaced. “Eat, then I’ll show you.” He paused. “Actually, on second thought, don’t eat. Work first, then food.”

      “Why?”

      Rush barked a harsh laugh. “He’s afraid you’ll throw up.”

      I grabbed the eggs anyway, gulping them down. I’d give these guys this: there was never a fucking dull moment.
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        * * *

      

      We all stood at the mouth of the freezer, staring in at the slightly frosted body of our buddy from the other day. He had taken on the look of chicken that had been left at the back of the freezer for too long. If that chicken was bloody and missing its toes… my metaphor fell apart the longer I thought about it.

      “What the hell are we doing here?” I asked after a minute.

      “We can’t just leave him here. We don’t come up here that often.” Beck rubbed the back of his neck.

      Rush groaned. “I hate lake disposal.”

      I grimaced at the missing toes. Somehow, while the whole thing was happening, it felt less… gross. “What? What about the crematory?”

      Rush laughed darkly. “No crematory up here, Firecracker. Hope you haven’t gone swimming since you’ve been here.”

      I shook my head in bemusement. Jesus Christ.

      “Right.” Beck clapped his hands, a sort of manic gleam in his eye. “Let’s get this show on the road. We need to get this done before he thaws out or shit’s about to get really messy.”

      I blanched as he pulled a saw out of nowhere and wheeled the frozen man out of the freezer and back into the center of the murder room. “Um, what exactly is the plan here?”

      “We’re chopping up the body and encasing it in cement,” Nico answered. “The cement is really just a precaution. Lake Knottareel is deep and cold enough that the body won’t be able to rise to the surface. Bodies need to get warm to float.”

      “You sound like you know a lot about that.”

      “The fact that you don’t know how to dispose of a body is baffling, Raegan. I can’t decide if you’re lying or it’s a glaring gap in your education.”

      I opened and closed my mouth a couple of times. There was a lot to unpack in that statement. “Well, either way, I don’t really want to slice and dice our friend here.”

      He glanced at the missing fingers. “Don’t you think it’s a little late for that?”

      Heat filled my face and crept down my neck. Still, I was pretty sure I’d just hit my limit for fuckery. Breaking and Entering? Fucking awesome. Murder? Sure. Torture? Apparently, I was good with that, too. Chopping up a body? Not so much. It didn’t have to be rational.

      Rush came up behind me. “Fuck off, Nico. She can mix cement.”

      I shot Rush a grateful look, and he smiled at me, his expression almost hopeful. I returned my expression to neutral. Did I need to take out a fucking billboard? Apparently, I couldn’t show any emotion other than total disdain or these assholes couldn’t get it through their thick skulls that I was leaving as soon as we got Sophie back. Well, fine. I’d just have to try harder to stay aloof.

      This seemed like the kind of thing that could have been avoided entirely by clearer communication. Not that I was the poster child for that. I had been spying on them for my dad, but at least I’d planned to tell them. It seemed like Nico was planning to stay secretly married to Sophie until the day he died. Like, what was the endgame there? Despite our conversation last night, I still had so many questions. The guy was like a broken magic eight ball—Ask again later.

      I knelt on the floor of the murder room and poured bags of cement dust and water into a huge plastic tub, mixing it with a big wooden dowel. Across the room, I tried not to watch as the guys dismembered our buddy from last night with little hand saws. At least he seemed mostly frozen, so not too much blood. Small mercies.

      I pushed my hair out of my face and glanced down at my cement tub. “Er, how are we going to carry this upstairs? It’s got to weigh a literal ton even before we put the guy in.”

      “You have so little faith in us, Little Thief,” Beck pouted as he wiped something pinkish off his forehead.

      “Or you’re overestimating yourselves.”

      “We have a wheelbarrow and a back door,” Rush said, coming up behind me, a saw in one hand and what might have been a chunk of an arm in the other. “He can’t lift a thousand pounds of cement, ignore him.”

      “Fuck you guys, maybe I could,” Beck grumbled.

      I recoiled from Rush as he dropped the chunk of flesh into my cement with a wet plop. “Ew. Thank you for that.”

      Beck carried over a leg and part of a torso. “Just keep stirring and make sure everything is covered.”

      “Got it,” I said dryly. “Pass the bicep please.”

      An hour later, I had gotten mostly used to the process, and that honestly worried me.

      “This is the last of it,” Rush said, dropping what looked like part of a shoulder next to me.

      “Great.” The potent smell of industrial bleach hit my nose, making me cough. “Jesus.”

      “Sorry.” Rush glanced behind him for the source of the smell.

      I followed his gaze to see Nico walking by with a mop in one hand and a spray bottle in the other. It was a bizarre visual, like watching the Queen of England wash her own car. So weird.

      As I watched, he put the mop down, pulled off his bloodstained shirt, and strode over to drop it in the tub of cement with the rest of the body parts. I gaped, open-mouthed, at his tanned, muscled chest. My eyes bugged out of my head, and I prayed for him to open his mouth and say something hateful to remind me of how literally fucking evil he was. He didn’t.

      Fuck me.
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        * * *

      

      The choppy waves lapped against the side of the boat, bumping us every which way as we sped across the deserted lake. Freezing air whipped at my face and tugged at the strands of my hair, which had come free from my ponytail. I shivered, and Rush moved closer, slid his hoodie over my head, and pressed his chest into my back. Warmth soaked through me, and I promised myself I’d move as soon as I thawed. I ignored the fact I knew that wasn’t likely to happen anytime soon.

      Lake Knottareel was virtually the size of a small ocean, and the water was far from calm. Too bad, since it had become clear the moment we stepped off the dock we’d finally found something the guys were not experts at. I almost found that satisfying. Driving fast cars and motorcycles didn’t directly translate to boating, apparently.

      Beck could drive a boat—at least better than any of the rest of us—but we still seemed to be rocking a bit more than was strictly normal, even with all the waves. Beck glanced at the darkening sky and lay on the throttle, urging the little speedboat forward despite the wind’s insistence on blowing us off course.

      “How many people are down there?” I asked, glancing over the edge into the black water.

      No one answered for a minute. I whipped my head up to find the guys all glancing at each other. Beck had a hand up, putting down fingers like he was counting. Oh, for the love of…

      “Less than thirty, more than fifteen?” he said finally. He didn’t sound sure.

      I didn’t push it. At least that was an answer.

      We anchored a safe distance from the shore and turned off the engine. The wind quieted, but the cold barely lessened as we peered into the fog surrounding the shoreline.

      “Grab the box,” Nico directed.

      I watched as the three of them lifted the plastic container of cement and body parts and dumped the whole thing over the side of the boat. Rushing to the side, I peered over the edge and watched it disappear under the water. Within seconds, it was no longer visible—lost to the lake.

      “So, now either sixteen or thirty-one?” I asked blithely.

      Beck laughed hollowly. “Sure, Little Thief.”

      I glanced at the time on my phone, then at the sun, still too high in the sky. “Well, how many more bodies have you got for me?”

      Four hours later, time was moving in slow motion. I was one hundred percent sure someone had turned the clocks back. Fucked with a Tardis. Groundhog day’d the shit out of me. I was about to pull an Outlander and start screaming at rocks.

      I rubbed at my wrist and paced around the dock, picking apart every possibility The Hatter might be doing to Sophie. Each passing minute took a little more of my sanity with it. I was good at a lot of things. Waiting wasn’t one of them.

      “Rae?”

      Rush watched me from down the deck. His brows pinched together, and his eyes round as he took me in. He set the two beers he held on the table near the Adirondack chairs before he stepped toward me. “Rae?”

      His fingers gently wrapped around my wrists, his thumb smoothing across where I rubbed the skin raw. Rush’s gaze met mine, and jaw clenched as he inspected the damage I’d done. He released them and reached a hand up to cup the side of my face, tracing my cheekbone and jawline with his fingers. “Fuck, Rae. You need to stop.”

      “Stop?” I scoffed and pulled back as anxious energy pounded through me.

      My muscles ached to keep moving, like each second I paused was a second I wasted getting Sophie back. I rationally knew I had to wait until nightfall, and it didn’t matter if I was physically moving or not, but tell that to my body that crawled with energy. I did another lap around the deck and took deep, calming breaths. Calming my ass… If I kept this up, I’d be hyperventilating. But, Fuck. We knew where she was, and each moment to get to her was excruciating.

      I snapped when he took another step toward me, “Just back off, Rush.”

      He ran his hand through his hair. “Fucking Christ.”

      Beck walked through the back patio doors. “Rush, is Rae out here with you?” Spotting us, his brows furrowed as he took in the scene. “What’s up, man?”

      Rush’s eyes narrowed as he scanned my face one more time before stepping back and walked toward the door. He reached Beck’s side, looking between us. “Fucking fix it.”

      Rush punched the door as he walked inside the house, and it rattled behind him.

      Beck came toward me, a small twisted smile on his face, and his eyes dark with heat.

      “What the hell, Beck. Not the time.”

      He took measured steps, gaze never leaving mine as he stalked me like prey. And like a wounded animal, I froze in place in the deck’s corner. “Little Thief?”

      The nickname snapped me out of my daze, and I dodged him, bolting to the side. A thick arm bound my waist, and he lifted my feet off the wood planked floor as he dragged me back in front of him. “You can’t do this to yourself, Raegan.” His words should’ve been soothing, but they were edged in warning.

      “Oh sorry. Am I bothering you? You know I’m out here losing my mind because it’s fun. Let me just turn it off.” I glared at him and waited a moment before saying, “Nope, still fucking there, Beck.”

      A muscle ticked in his jaw, and his arms caged me against the railing. I shifted from foot to foot, energy pinging through me. It was like someone had turned on my fight setting and I couldn’t turn it the hell off. If I kept this up, I’d be useless by the time we left.

      Beck’s lip brushed mine, and his words vibrated through me, “You want to play a game, Little Thief?”

      I felt a line from his mouth to my core tighten and heat flooded through me. My body stilled as anxiety and anger swirled into something dark inside me. I cocked a brow at him, but didn’t say a word as I took in the hard lines of his face, and slowly worked down his very naked chest, following the V of muscles until they disappeared into his shorts. My mouth watered, and my core pulsed as my eyes moved to the outline of his cock visible through his shorts. It twitched, and I swallowed. “Back off.”

      Beck ignored me and dropped his mouth to my ear. “The game is you run, and I’ll catch you.”

      Fuck. Every nerve in my body burned with his words, with the need to fight, and run, and scream for release. I flipped them over in my head, tasting them in my mouth. He was promising to chase me, fight me, then fuck the anger and anxiousness out of me. My breaths came out in shallow breaths. No doubt he was capable of doing it.

      He bit the side of my neck, and a shiver ran through me. “So… Do you want to play a game?”

      Heat soaked my core, all my attention focused on him. His eyes were dark as they searched mine. He wasn’t going to make this easy on me. I went to dodge under his arm, but he held me in place. “Answer the question.”

      My nipples hardened against my shirt, energy vibrating between us. I met his gaze dead on.

      “Yes.”

      His smile curled on one side, looking fucking devious. He released his arms from where he held me. “Run.”

      Adrenaline spiked through me as every competitive instinct switched on, and I booked it past him, moving chairs in his way as he chased behind me. His hand caught the back of my shirt just as I was jumping over a deck chair and I lifted my arms, letting it slide over my head. The rapidly cooling air licked at my overheated skin, and my breath came out in pants from the force it took to outrun him.

      I kept the chair between us, mirroring his movements. We circled slowly, and his gaze dropped to my exposed stomach, and traveled up my lace covered breast. His eyes darkened, and his tongue snuck out, wetting his lips before sinking his teeth into the bottom one. He made a deep, rumble sound in the back of his throat, and lunged for me, like an animal primed to attack.

      I spun out of the way and barely escaped his grasp. My chest rose and fell rapidly as I panted with anticipation—if he could catch me, that was.

      I was nearly on the other side of the deck. If I could get to the railing, I’d launch myself over it, and there’s no way he’d catch me if I made it to the woods. He was fast, but I was nimble.

      Success pulsed through me, with a hint of disappointment, as I planted my hands firmly on the wood railing and went to jump over the edge.

      My breath stuck in my throat when he caught me midair and hauled me back to the deck. He braced at the last second so my back didn’t hit the floor as hard as it should’ve from the force of it. He kneeled over me where I was laid out of the decking. A dark, menacing presence. My heart pounded in my chest, and heat coursed through me as he bit the ring, pierced through his mouth. “You look fucking delicious, Little Thief.” There wasn’t a hint of playfulness in his voice, and the low rumble vibrated through me.

      My skin pebbled as his gaze shifted over my lace covered breast. “I’m going to enjoy every second of fucking you.”

      I shifted and used my feet to get out from under him. He let me for a moment, not moving to get off me, but not pushing further. His eyes met mine, waiting what felt like an eternity for my consent. I nodded, and he smirked at me, all teeth, and lunged. Beck landed on top of me, knocking my air out in a whoosh. My muscles strained as I worked to move him off me. I used all my training to push with my heels and try to get him off balance, but he was so fucking strong I needed more leverage. I gasped when his legs slid between mine, and his hard cock pressed against my soaked pussy. This shouldn’t be turning me on, but it fucking was.

      I scratched, punched and pinched, but he just laughed into my neck, and dropped his weight further against me, taking every single punishment I gave to him. He managed to pin both of my wrists above my head. His rough fingers rubbed against the skin there, and my shoulders let out a small bark of pain as he pushed my hands harder into the deck. I jerked in his hold, eyes meeting his near black ones. “Get off me.”

      He scanned my face, and I lay perfectly still, no hint of resistance, worried he’d stop. His eyes searched mine, then his lips tipped up. “I don’t think so, Little Thief. We’re not done here.”

      Beck lifted on his forearm, and I shivered as the night air replaced the heat of him. Already missing his warmth, I was about to say screw the game and tell him to fuck me now when his free hand made quick work of my pants button and pushed them down my legs in jerky movements.

      He wasn’t being gentle with me, his grip pinched, his weight too heavy. He was overloading all of my senses.

      I gasped at the sound of tearing as he ripped my panties right off me. I bucked my hips up in a last ditch effort to get him off me, but he cupped my sex, and dipped two fingers into my core. Holy shit.

      My head pressed into the hard floor, and I lifted my chest into him, needing more contact. He chuckled against the sensitive skin of my breasts and sucked and nipped at them until he’d left me covered in marks. His fingers thrust into me hard, not holding back. He sank a third finger inside and my eyes rolled back in my head. Jesus Christ.

      Tension filled my body, and I stiffened with each thrust of his fingers. I fought against his hand, pushing into him instead of away. I made needy whimpering sounds as I chased my release. He caught them with his mouth, thrusting his tongue in deep and his thumb pressed hard against my clit. Pleasure rippled through me, and I screamed as I came apart beneath him.

      Beck dropped over me, and I hissed as his hard cock rested over my sensitive core. The sensation quickly turned to pleasure. His grip loosened on my wrists and he slowly dragged his hand down one of my arms, over my shoulder, and then cupped my neck. “Fuck, babe. You’re going to ruin me.”

      My body heated with his words, and I was ready for more. I pushed his shorts down. “Fuck me, Beck.”

      He growled into my neck and helped get his shorts the rest of the way off. Not slowing for a second before sinking into me. We both groaned as he stretched me wide. He took a moment, letting me adjust, before he pulled out and slammed into me in long, hard thrusts. Pleasure built inside me, and he pulled my hips off the ground so he could reach so deep I could practically feel him in my stomach.

      “Oh, fuck.” He groaned and his hips crashed into me harder.

      I scratched my nails down his chest. I fucking loved it when he lost all control. He sat all the way back, until he was kneeling, while pounding into my aching core. He bit his lip as he watched his cock thrusting in and out. My body ached. It all became too much and not enough. I whimpered and started to shift in his arms, desperately searching for my release. Beck growled, and his thumb made quick circles over my clit, working me higher and higher until a wave of pleasure crashed over me.

      His speed picked up as I pulsed around him, and he screamed out his release before dropping.

      He nuzzled my neck, breath fanning over the sensitive skin. “How do you feel now, Little Thief?”

      I huffed out a laugh, because I felt fucking amazing.

      Nico banged on the window. “Get the fuck in here. Time to go.”
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      I hope they get someone hot to play me in the Netflix special about this.

      The thought floated across my mind—just one of many things I’d never thought I’d have to consider. Somewhere along the line I’d gone from terrified to bored, and now I was running through a list of celebrities Netflix might cast. It was better than focusing on the ache in my wrists, or the scratch of my blindfold. Or, you know, my impending death.

      The only glimpse I got of my attackers was in the seconds before a sack was thrown over my face. Three masked men, huge and muscled, looming over me.

      I wasn’t like Rae. She’d have broken her attacker’s ribs, or slit their throats. Rae would’ve run the second her feet hit the ground, not clung to the kidnapper like he was her savior when he’d been the one who jumped out of the window in the first place.

      Before I had time to process any of what was happening, the men tossed me in the trunk of a car. I was so pathetic I couldn’t even say how long we drove. I was too wrapped up in fear to notice. Later, I realized I should have tried to keep track of turns or something.

      Once the adrenaline wore off, and I had nothing to do but sit with myself, I realized that I had very few options but to wait.

      You always think you know what you’re going to do in a bad situation, but you don’t. You think you’re going to remember all that shit you saw on the true crime show, or heard on that podcast, and you’re going to be smarter than your kidnappers. You won’t. You think you’re going to be like agent Gracie Hart and S.I.N.G. your way away from the 250 pound wall of muscle who just grabbed you out of your bed, but then you remember that you’re just a regular person.

      I’d come to terms with being a regular person. Regular people don’t escape from bad situations—they wait to get rescued, or they die. I was really hoping for door number one.

      The first day or so, my body was tense to the point of trembling and I flinched at every new sound, sure they were going to hurt me. After that, it became clear nothing was going to happen, and I was going to stay tied to this chair until they got what they wanted from my dad. Left to my thoughts, I was going to go out of my mind.

      Time started to lose meaning.

      I tracked the days by how often the guards rotated shifts and when they would let me use the bathroom. Twice a day, one of the masked men would come and take me down the long hall to an old, multi stall bathroom—like the kind in a school building. Otherwise, I sat in complete silence, bound to a wooden chair.

      Waiting.

      The sharp scrape of a chair shifting on the floor caught my attention. At least one of the masked men was always present in the room. This one sat in front of me to the right. He’d been writing for the last few hours. When I quieted the pounding of my heart, I could make out the sound of soft pencil scratches on paper. Who even writes on paper anymore?

      There were three men who took turns to watch me. This guy was the quietest and least intimidating of them. He generally just sat there and wrote while I slowly went mad in front of him.

      Then there was the one that I would swear stared at me the entire time. He barely made a sound, but I could feel the intensity of his gaze branding me.

      The worst one was the third. He had an almost ominous presence when he sat in the room. Without him saying a single word, I could tell he hated me. Loathed me.

      Not that anyone ever answered when I asked why.

      They barely ever spoke, and when they did, it was in hushed whispers I could hardly make out.

      “Whatcha writing?” I asked for what had to be the one-hundredth time. I didn’t expect an answer. None of them ever spoke to me.

      “Or are you reading? Making notes?” I continued rambling while I shifted my weight to my left, trying to relieve some of the pressure on my shoulders from being bound. “I bet you’re reading some kind of bloody torture book, where the bad guy wins and the world goes to hell.”

      I whimpered, breath catching in my chest when the rope moved on my sore wrist. I clenched my teeth and breathed through the pain.

      My voice came out as a hiss. “Oh, I know. It’s a BDSM how-to book. Is that it? Do you get off on hurting people?”

      The man’s chair scraped the ground as he stood up, coming directly to me. He lifted my wrist. “Fuck,” he murmured under his breath.

      He walked away, his footsteps becoming harder to hear by the moment. The door opened, then closed, and I let out a breath. Am I alone?

      The door swung open again, and my heart hammered in my chest. Footsteps, and then I could feel the warmth behind me as he stepped closer. Something metal banged off the floor next to me.

      Shit, shit, shit. I didn’t mean to actually piss him off. Did he go get a weapon? Some form of crazy torture device like Beck had?

      I wasn’t supposed to know about Beck’s job, but The Gentlemen weren’t great at keeping secrets. It was easy to learn things about Rae’s guys when they forgot I was there, especially through the paper-thin walls between mine and Nico’s rooms. All organizations had an interrogator. What if the writing man was one?

      I’d gotten too used to my captors, and now I was going to pay for that bit of stupidity. “Please. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it. Read whatever you want,” I begged, no way to protect myself.

      The guy huffed out a breath. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was laughing.

      “I’m not going to hurt you. Don’t move.” His voice was breathy, barely over a whisper, and sent a thrill down my spine. He smelled like salt and tobacco, and it was almost soothing.

      I nodded and straightened as much as I could. Rough hands slipped under my ropes, loosening them the slightest bit.

      “Fuck. Why didn’t you tell us your wrists were jacked?”

      “Oh, because you’ve been such a generous host? Kidnapping me and tying me to a chair?” I hissed out through clenched teeth, fighting back an overwhelming need to spit on him.

      The sound of ripping fabric filled the room. His voice was rough as he said, “You know, at first I thought you were pathetic, but there’s some fire in you. Maybe one day we’ll get to see it come out.”

      “Untie me and you won’t have to wait long.”

      He barked out a genuine laugh and gripped my forearm tight. Electricity shot up my arms, pinging through my chest at the feel on his hot hand over my skin. “Stay still.”

      I pulled away from him as far as I could while being glued to the chair.

      He chuckled under his breath. “Listen, if you don’t let me do this, your wrists are going to turn to shit and scar.”

      Scar? Did that mean I was going to live long enough for that to happen? A trickle of hope ran through me at the knowledge that at least this guy didn’t want to kill me.

      I vividly pictured Rae busting in and killing them all a million times over. Maybe I’d leave this salt and tobacco man tied to a chair instead. See how he liked it.

      I sighed when the rope over my wrist unraveled. The air hitting them was my new favorite feeling. I hissed at the sting when he rubbed a cool cream over each wrist with care.

      “Don’t be such a baby,” he said, voice dropping low.

      The words sent rage through my veins. They had tied me to a chair for days, and I was a baby?

      “Listen, you kidnapped me from my room, flew me down a forty-seven floor building, and tied me up for days. The fact that I’m not completely insane proves I’m not a baby.” The words came out sharp through my teeth, filled with as much venom as I was capable of.

      My anger had distracted me long enough for the sting of the cream to dissipate. Soft fabric slowly wrapped around my skin.

      “Here.” He thrust a tray in my lap. My arms were free enough to pick up the sandwich he’d brought me and eat it without help. I hummed as the sharp taste of salami and mustard filled my mouth. I was fed every day, but the usual fair was bland microwave meals.

      He was the first one to talk to me, and I was determined to learn everything I could.

      “Why me? Why did you kidnap me?” I asked. The man didn’t reply. I took another bite and mumbled around the mouthful. “Is it because I’m the heir to Mount Summer? Are you ransoming me to my father?”

      “Don’t pretend you don’t know why we picked you up. Don’t play stupid. You’re better than that.” His tone was dark, sharper than it had been.

      “First, you don’t know me, and second, I wouldn’t be asking if I knew.” Confusion drifted over me, and the slow realization that I should know why they chose me sank in. “If I wasn’t for ransom, what could you possibly need me for? If you wanted to start a war, you should’ve just killed me.”

      Nice. Tell your captor to kill you…

      “We aren’t killing you. We can’t.”

      “What?” I said quickly. “What do you mean you can’t?”

      “Fuck,” he swore loudly. “Shut up.”

      “What the hell are you doing?” An ominous voice full of poison cut through the air. Immediately I knew it was the menacing one. The one who hated me.

      The quiet guy tightened my ropes, but moved them up my forearm so they were no longer over the raw skin, and there was a fabric buffer between them. If he wasn’t the reason I was tied to this chair in the first place, I might be grateful.

      His presence lifted and stepped away from me. “Forget it man, I was just getting her something to eat.”

      “I told you not to fucking talk to her,” the menacing guy barked.

      “Yeah, I heard you loud and clear. She’s been here for days. A few words aren’t going to make any difference.” The quiet guy sounded almost exasperated. Not scared of the other. It was impressive, considering I was practically trembling in my seat.

      I didn’t want him to be anywhere near me, not in any way sure he wouldn’t shoot me for the fun of it. I stayed perfectly quiet as they dropped their voices to barely above a whisper and did my best to make their words out.

      “She’s a tool, not a plaything.” The man’s voice was even scarier when he spoke quietly.

      “How long are you going to wait for this plan to work? It’s been days. Did you ever think he might not care? Are we going to keep her tied up here forever?” the quiet one said, a bite in his voice.

      The menacing one barked out a laugh. “What, do you think we should just let her go?”

      “Yeah. That’s exactly what I think.”

      Okay, it’s official. The quiet one can live.

      A third set of footsteps appeared as the door opened and shut again. A new voice spoke, so low I couldn’t make it out, but the two others immediately followed him out the door.

      For the first time in days, I was sure I was completely alone, and tears burned behind my eyes. I’d been holding myself together by strings, but refused to break in front of them. I let the tears flow and shifted slightly, thrilled that the burning pain was nearly gone. The quiet guy must have put a numbing cream on them. He’d also made the mistake of leaving the rope loose.

      My pulse pounded in my temples as I did my best to channel Rae. Strong, fearless, skilled. I slowly worked my arms free near to the point I could reach my feet to untie them. It might have been my only chance of escaping. My fingers barely loosened my legs when the door opened again and hard footsteps walked directly to me.

      “Fucking idiot,” said an unfamiliar voice. He sounded irritated, but it wasn’t at me.

      This had to be the brooding one who stared at me. Not the angry, hateful one, but not the one who’d brought me the sandwich, either. He yanked on the ropes until they held me firmly in place. I let out a yelp at the pinch.

      “If we leave them loose, they’ll rub against your skin. It’s better to keep them tight. You aren’t getting out of here. There’s no reason for you to hurt yourself.” He sounded calm, sure of himself, and I was seconds away from screaming. He’d just dashed any hope I had of escaping and acted like he was doing me a favor.

      The brooding one is definitely on my kill list.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter 9]
        

      

      The East End River went by several names. Technically, it was part of the Seconsett River, which ran all the way from New Brunswick to Providence, but all the kids called it The Black Canal because the water was so polluted from factory runoff you could get sick just from falling in.

      The old Mayfield State Hospital overlooked the river and was probably once kind of pretty. Or, as pretty as a nineteen forties hospital for the criminally insane could be. It was an enormous brick building covered in ivy with a big lawn and a little gazebo in the front—now mostly dilapidated. The hospital closed in the seventies due to mistreatment of patients, and the city could never sell the property. Mostly because of the proximity to The Black Canal.

      I leaned my head against the window in the backseat of the Range Rover, watching the dirty water flash by the light of flickering street lamps.

      Rush and Nico spoke in low, urgent tones, going over the plan for what felt like the umpteenth time. I had long since given up trying to listen. I knew the plan, and I couldn’t concentrate anymore, anyway.

      We’d decided to try a stealth approach. Once you declared a war, you couldn’t end it nearly as easily. We’d be signing the death warrants of hundreds of men without ever trying a simpler solution.

      Beck reached across the back seat to squeeze my leg, and I didn’t have the energy to do anything about it. I sighed, appreciating the small physical contact. He was going to be so confused, what with how I kept fucking him and then telling him to fuck off. I couldn’t really explain it even to myself, and I didn’t feel like trying. It was so far from the most important thing going on right now.

      Guilt rocked me, creeping through my middle and settling in my bones. I should have been able to get to her sooner. I should have tried harder. I would never forgive myself if they hurt her.

      “We’re almost there,” Beck muttered.

      Rush and Nico stopped talking in the front seat, clearly listening. Nico glanced up, meeting my eyes briefly in the rearview mirror.

      “I know,” I said. My voice sounded tired even to me. I needed to get it together. A lot of our plan hinged on my being on the top of my game. “I’m just nervous.”

      No one had time to answer. Rush stopped the car and immediately a rough-looking man in a leather patch vest appeared at the driver’s side window and knocked on the glass. Rush rolled down the window. “Rick. How’s it going?”

      “To hell, son,” the man said. His voice was like gravel. “Glad you’re all here.”

      Nico opened the passenger door and jumped out of the SUV. I followed suit, glancing around the dark, nearly deserted parking lot where we’d stopped. There were a couple of trucks—presumably belonging to Gentlemen—parked along the chain-link fence to our right, and on our left the only thing separating us from The Black Canal was a grassy bank and a small railing. Shadowed figures milled around the cars, their features impossible to make out in the dim light. In the distance, the abandoned hospital loomed along the skyline—the largest building in this forgotten, derelict part of the city.

      I followed Nico around the back of the car, coming to stand in front of the man who had knocked on the window. Even in the semi-darkness, I could see his eyes flash as he assessed us. He had reddish-blonde hair—going gray—and a short beard. Heavy set, he had probably been good looking when he was younger, but now seemed very stressed. As his eyes darted through the car, he lingered on me for a second, an expression of alarm crossing his lined face.

      “What the fuck happened?” Rush asked, glancing at the hospital.

      “Calm your tits, son. I said it was going to hell, not that it was already there. You’re starting to sound like this one—” he jerked his head toward Nico “—and I can’t handle two of you.”

      I choked on a laugh. Whoever this man was, I loved him. I made a mental note to send him a thank you note.

      “Rick.” Nico used his dangerous honey voice that meant he was trying not to scream. “Explain.”

      The man—Rick—gave an aggrieved sigh, but answered anyway. “I’ve had men patrolling the street along our side of the river since last night. In the first hour after we got here there were people coming in and out along the west entrance.” He pointed vaguely in the hospital’s direction and I peered at it. I couldn’t tell which the West entrance was from this distance if my life depended on it. I’d have to take his word for it.

      “And then?” Nico prompted, clearly impatient.

      “And nothing. There has been no movement since. They must know we’re here. They all went on lockdown.”

      Rush came up behind me and his woodsy smell filled my nose. “I assume you weren’t obvious about the patrol?”

      Rick scoffed. “Son, I’m offended.”

      “So they have cameras on this side, right?” Beck asked from Rush’s other side. “So? They were going to know we were here, eventually.”

      “I can knock out the cameras with my app,” I offered, pulling out my phone.

      Rush leaned over to look at my screen, and I nearly pulled it away so he couldn’t see, but then didn’t bother. The app was of Brian’s invention. He was good with stuff like that—a decent hacker and an even better coder. Too smart to be constantly kicked around by my father.

      “I want to take a look at that later, Firecracker,” Rush said, a little too close to my ear.

      “No promises,” I muttered. “The point is, I can knock out the cameras. They’re bound to notice, though. The footage will loop on whatever the last thirty seconds were, so we can usually get a couple of minutes before anyone notices. Longer if it’s not a high security area. But with something like this, they’ll be watching. If the same person walks across the frame every thirty seconds, they’ll know something happened.”

      Nico closed his eyes and tilted his head back, thinking. “Alright.” He looked over toward The Gentlemen by the trucks. “This is what’s going to happen—”
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        * * *

      

      Rush, Nico and I raced down the dark street along the river, heading away from the parking lot where we’d left Beck to direct The Gentlemen. I was mildly surprised when Nico told Beck to stay rather than Rush, but then I noticed the wide berth The Gentlemen were giving him. I almost forgot that everyone was nearly as afraid of Beck as they were of Nico. Fuck, I sort of forgot sometimes that people were afraid of them. I wasn’t, and I’d grown alarmingly insulated in this bubble where I could mouth off and know with absolute certainty that nothing was going to happen. I didn’t have time to analyze what that meant right now.

      The street was still lined on the left with the river, but there were shabby looking town houses on the right. I kept glancing in the windows, as though someone was watching us. That probably wasn’t as paranoid a thought as it would have been under normal circumstances.

      Nico kept turning his head from side to side, like he was watching for something, too. I’d never seen him so twitchy. I had the weirdest urge to grab his hand. “Are you okay?”

      He looked down at me, his expression a little lost. “Excuse me?”

      “You seem weird.”

      His lip curled. “Why do you insist on projecting emotions onto me, Raegan? Could it be, perhaps, that I’m looking for a sniper between the houses and not that I’m ‘being weird.’”

      “Fine, sorry I asked,” I muttered. Jesus Christ, this is what I get for giving a single fuck.

      He let out a long breath through his nose, somewhere between a sigh of resignation and an angry huff. “Not everything is about you, Rabbit. I fucking hate it here.”

      I narrowed my eyes, now doubly confused. Rush threw me an apologetic look over his shoulder, but didn’t comment.

      Up ahead, the bridge that connected the two sides of the river loomed against the skyline. As we approached, a weird, anxious feeling settled in my chest.

      “Is it strange to you that there isn’t a single car in sight?” I asked.

      Rush glanced at me. “Not really. It isn’t a busy area.”

      I hummed. “If The Trilogy saw Rick’s guys, wouldn’t they assume that eventually we would come over there to get Sophie?”

      “Yeah,” Rush replied, when Nico was uncharacteristically silent.

      We’d left Beck and all the guys back in the parking lot so hopefully it would appear that we were all still planning. Beck had my phone, and exactly twenty minutes after I left with Nico and Rush, he was going to jam The Trilogy’s cameras, making it appear that we had come to the hospital from a mile in the opposite direction. The only problem was, there were only two bridges within walking distance to get across the river, so clearly, we had to take one of them either way.

      “If it were me, I’d put someone on the bridge.” Nico ran a hand through his hair. “Or just blow it up.”

      The three of us glanced at each other. It wasn’t like the Trilogy hadn’t used bombs before. They’d blown up the lobby of the new Hotel Esposito the night of the gala.

      Rush furrowed his brow. “Alright, plan C?”

      I bit my lip. We didn’t have time for this shit. I wasn’t willing to wait around for a new plan. I wanted to get my sister back tonight. Now.

      My eyes fixed on the dilapidated hospital across the river. It wasn’t even that far away—it was just the water in the way.

      “Wait, it’s just water,” I said, my voice rising in excitement. “No one is going to expect us to swim. It’s perfect.”

      Nico rolled his eyes while Rush reached out, putting a hand on my shoulder, the way you might try to calm a wild animal. “Firecracker…”

      I shook him off. “Do not fucking patronize me.”

      “Raegan, do you know what’s in that water?” Nico’s expression of disgust was almost comical. “You’re going to get tetanus. Or radiation poisoning.”

      I rolled my eyes. Fucking rich people. “It’s probably mostly urban legend, but either way, I don’t care. I’m going.”

      I took a deep breath through my nose and began stripping off my jacket. I glanced sadly at my Baby Eagles, then pulled them out of their thigh holsters and lay them on the grass next to the river. Wet guns had a pretty high risk of jamming. A knife would have to do.

      Rush threw me an alarmed look. “What the fuck are you doing? This isn’t decided.”

      “Yes, it is. Every moment we discuss this is one that Sophie could be being tortured.”

      “No.” Nico gave me a hard look. “The current is too strong. Even if you don’t get sick, you can’t swim across it. We’ll go.”

      He didn’t look happy about that offer, but I appreciated the gesture. Still, there was a roadblock. “Sophie won’t go with you. If you break in there, it will be like kidnapping her all over again.”

      “Your sister has no reason to hate us more than The Trilogy—” he broke off, the ‘yet,’ heavily implied. “—she’ll just be happy to get out of wherever they’re keeping her.”

      “I am going with you or I’m going alone. This is not a discussion.”

      Before Nico could bark any more orders at me, I swung my leg over the side of the railing separating the bank from the river and slid down the grass into the freezing water. Shouts followed me, but I barely heard them over the screaming of my skin. As I hit the water, a million nerve endings cried in protest, and it took me a moment before I could move my limbs. I gasped as my head popped above the surface again, nearly crying from the pain of the cold.

      Two huge splashes sounded next to me and suddenly I wasn’t alone in the water.

      “I’m going to kill you, Firecracker,” Rush chattered next to me. “Come on.”

      Numbly, I somehow moved my arms, swimming after him toward the opposite bank. Nico hadn’t been kidding—the current was strong, and even using all my strength, it still drifted me downstream faster than I could move forward. Vaguely, I recalled Sophie telling me I would make a good Navy Seal. That was clearly bullshit. I couldn’t wait to tell her as soon as we all got out of this.

      Rush scrambled out of the water and up onto the opposite bank, reaching out a hand to pull me up. I took it without question, letting him haul me out of the freezing water. At the same time, hands found the backs of my thighs, helping to push me out. I turned back, seeing Nico climb up behind me. His face had morphed into something feral. “Never ever do that again.”

      I didn’t have time for one of his temper tantrums. I was completely zeroed in on finding Sophie. Well, that and the cold seeping into my bones making me vibrate like a live wire. Rush looked at me with concern, but I pushed past him, striding toward the huge brick building. I tried to ignore the fact that I couldn’t feel my feet. The sooner we found Sophie, the sooner I could get dry—double incentive right there.

      Nico’s scowl remained fixed on his face as he marched after me. I tried to hide my answering smile. “What, are you afraid you’re going to grow gills or something? Get radioactive powers?”

      He just grunted in reply, shaking dirty water out of his hair. “For the love of God, just take better care of yourself.”

      I blinked in surprise. “I mean, as far as this rescue goes, I make no promises.”

      Rush ran ahead, quickly getting swallowed up by the darkness. A moment later, he returned to us. “I don’t see anyone outside from here, but that doesn’t mean anything.”

      I bit my lip. Leaving the rest of the Gentlemen behind and just going in with the three of us already put us at a severe disadvantage. Now, with our guns on the opposite side of the river and no phones or other tech. Well… if I was watching this as an outside observer, I’d think we were all suicidal.

      I squinted at the old hospital, looking for any sign of movement. “The room that the mark thought they were keeping Sophie in is on the third floor of the East wing,” I mused. “We’re on the wrong side I think.”

      Rush glanced at me. “This is the east side.”

      “But is it east like if you’re looking at the building from the front, or east like, in the world. Those are two different things.”

      He blinked at me, surprise crossing his face. “Fuck. I don’t know.”

      “I agree, we’re on the wrong side,” Nico said, already striding away. “We want to be in the back of the building. Hurry up.”

      I did hurry, but not to appease him, just because I wanted to reach Sophie as fast as humanly possible. We darted ahead until we reached the shadow of the brick building. Staying close to the wall, I crept along the side, heading around the back.

      The second I turned the corner, I regretted all my life choices.

      The hospital wasn’t as deserted as we’d assumed. Not surprising, I supposed, but still unfortunate. A single muscled guard stood by the back door. He raised his gun at me, a leering smile crossing his face.

      I’d never missed my own guns so much. I’d literally brought knives to a firefight. Well, I wasn’t just going to stand here and wait to die. I reached for a knife in my belt.

      A whistle sounded in my ear as something flew past the side of my head. I blinked as the guard fell to the ground, a knife lodged in his throat. I whipped around, gaping. Nico casually stepped around me to go retrieve his knife.

      Rush and I made eye contact in the darkness. Rush shrugged. “Don’t play darts with him, you’ll lose.”

      I allowed myself half a smile. “I’ve never in my life felt the urge to play darts, but now we absolutely have to.”

      I turned to the door the man had been guarding. Like everything else we’d come across, it was almost too easy. Too open, considering The Trilogy knew The Gentlemen were watching them. “How much do you want to bet if we try to go in any of the doors, there will be dozens of men on us in seconds?”

      Nico nodded sharply, clearly having come to the same conclusion. “And your suggestion is?”

      I peered up at the ivy covered side of the building. My heart pounded against my ribs, but for once it wasn’t from fear—this was my element.

      I glanced down at my wet Vans sneakers and sighed. The flat soles weren’t ideal for climbing. At least I was wearing shorts and a t-shirt this time, so all my clothes would probably stay on.

      Kicking off my wet shoes, I grabbed hold of one of the larger vines and pulled myself up onto the wall.

      “Raegan, what the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Nico hissed.

      I reached for another vine above me, pulling on it to test if it could take my weight before hauling myself a few feet higher. “Solving world hunger,” I snapped. “What does it look like I’m doing, Nicolai? Jesus.”

      “Get down, we can find another way in.” Nico reached up and grabbed for me, but even with his impressive height, he could only reach my calves.

      I kicked him in the ear. “Do you want me to fall? Don’t touch a climber, God.”

      “Firecracker, come on,” Rush called in a stage whisper.

      I didn’t look back at them because vertigo was a real concern. “Are you coming or not?”

      There were rows upon rows of windows on the levels above us, none of which looked like the type that could be opened from the outside. I wished I had any type of tools on me—magnet, screwdriver, literally anything. Fortunately, though, as the building was old as fuck and falling apart at the seams, several of the glass panes were visibly cracked or missing. Breaking a window a couple of stories off the ground was a good way to fall, but if the window was already mostly broken? Well, I guess we’re about to find out.

      I spidered my way across the side of the building, using the heavy vines as hand holds. The ivy made this climb much easier than some I had done in the past, but my nervous energy and freezing, wet clothes added an extra level of complexity.

      Reaching the nearest broken window, I held on with my left arm while reaching for the sill with my right.

      “Raegan, stop,” Nico barked. He’d made pretty quick work of the wall, and the top of his head was now near my ankle.

      “What?” I hissed as the wind whipped at my hair, spraying droplets of foul water everywhere.

      “We’ll go first.”

      I rolled my eyes. His demanding over-protective orders were just as erratic as his mood swings. What the fuck, it was like all three of the guys had suddenly forgotten that I was just as capable as they were. More capable in some areas. “Shut up, I got it. You’re distracting me.”

      I eased myself gingerly through the window, wincing as the ragged edges of the glass scraped against the skin of my palms and my stomach. I’d suffered worse, but it was still never fun to slide across broken glass.

      Landing catlike inside, I took stock of the room. It was dark and deserted—an old patient room, judging by the stripped gurney and wires hanging from the wall. I shuddered. Fucking creepy.

      Rush climbed through the window, followed closely by Nico. I pressed my finger to my lips when the latter opened his mouth—no doubt to scold me.

      I eased open the door a crack and peered into the hall. I froze.

      Long, eerie shadows of two figures rose up the wall ahead. Rush glanced back at me and pressed a finger to his lips. He darted in front of us, staying close to the wall. His shadow was visible in the low light, but would only be noticeable if you were watching for it.

      Rush pulled a knife from his belt as he crept around the corner, dripping water along the floor as he went. I watched in awe of the macabre puppet show on the wall as Rush had reached around and slit one of the men’s throats.

      Nico stepped around me, striding around the corner, and I chased after him. Rush had a second man trapped up against the wall. He was short, probably only an inch or two taller than me and wearing a colorful neon mask. He trembled, and his eyes went wide behind the holes in his mask. Ah, a coward. We loved cowards in this business.

      “They’re keeping a woman in one of these rooms,” Nico spat. “You know which one?”

      The man seemed to deliberate, then nodded quickly.

      Rush pointed his knife at the man. “Good. Lead us there.”

      Nico paused and grabbed a gun from the man’s belt before we started walking. The last of the trembling Trilogy member’s energy deflated. I almost pitied him. Even with the gun, he was fucked. There was no way he’d get a clean shot shaking like that.

      We followed him up the hall, and his finger shook as he pointed to another unmarked door. “There.”

      “Thanks.” The knowledge that we never would have found this room in time without this man’s help sat heavy in my chest. I grabbed the back of his head and pulled off the mask with a sharp tug. He stared at me—he was just a kid, only maybe seventeen or eighteen.

      Nico lifted his gun to the back of the kid’s head, but I put an arm out to stop him “Don’t.”

      “We should kill him, Rabbit.”

      I grabbed the kid’s head again and smashed it into the nearest wall, letting him slump to the floor. Knocked out, but alive. Looking up into Nico’s black eyes, I set my jaw. “Nah. Waste of a bullet.”

      “Your morality is incredibly inconsistent.” His brow tipped up almost like he was interested. “That kid saw us.”

      “I’m not interested in killing teenagers because they’re on the wrong side of a gang rivalry they don’t understand. You of all people should get that. Anyway, what the fuck is he going to say? That he saw us rescue Sophie? The Hatter already knows who we are.”

      Rush spoke over Nico before he could reply. “We’re wasting time, let’s fucking go.”

      Nico turned and pointed the stolen gun at the doorknob and shot three times, then kicked in the door right where he’d broken the lock. I’d seen him do that once before, but that time the door had been cheap wood. This was metal, and far stronger. It took two firm kicks with his expensive—now ruined—leather boots before it popped open.

      I rushed past him inside—a move I only realized was stupid after the fact. Something I never would have risked in any other circumstances.

      The room beyond was a dirty, one-room office. I immediately spotted Sophie tied to a chair in the corner, her wrists bound behind her. Her head whipped up when we came in despite her blindfold—so not drugged, just detained. The only other occupant of the room stood as soon as we entered. My eyes darted from him to Sophie and back, trying to figure out what the hell was going on here. Unlike the kid in the hall, this man wasn’t wearing a mask. He was tall and blonde with wide blue eyes that were strangely familiar. Actually…

      “Do I know you?” I spluttered.

      At the sound of my voice, Sophie whimpered, crying into her blindfold. She wasn’t even coherent, but my throat burned as I edged around the side of the room to get to her. The blonde man didn’t answer my question. Instead, his eyes darted back and forth from Nico to me, to Sophie. His expression was oddly relaxed. “Huh,” he said. “This explains a lot.”

      “Just shoot him,” I snapped.

      I reached for Sophie and nearly gagged when I saw her wrists. They were raw and bloody around the ropes where she’d obviously tried to escape. I was going to stab these motherfuckers in the fucking throat. Peel off their skin like Beck and watch them suffer for days on end.

      I bent over and pulled Sophie’s blindfold off, smoothing her hair out of her face. “Hey. It’s okay, we’re here.” She cried harder, no actual words coming out.

      “Wait,” Rush said sharply, reaching for Nico’s arm. “We still need to get out of here, don’t kill him yet.”

      Nico looked back at us and made an angry noise in the back of his throat. “I don’t give a fuck. Move, Rush, or I’ll go through you.”

      The blonde man quirked an interested eyebrow at Nico. “Yo, that’s fucking scary, man. You’re exactly how I thought you’d be.”

      Nico paused. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      “Doesn’t matter, kill him,” I barked as I cut the binding off Sophie’s wrists.

      Sophie’s eyes went wide. “Don’t. Don’t do that,” she mumbled, the first intelligible word she’d spoken. “He wanted to let me go.”

      I glanced back and forth between the guy and my sister. She was clearly traumatized. The last thing we needed was to make it worse by killing this guy in front of her. I leveled the blonde man with a death stare. “You wanted to let her go? So how do we get out of here?”

      He seemed to consider me for a second. “Take a right, then a left at the end of the hall. There’s a back staircase.”

      I nodded. “Fine. If you follow us, we’ll kill you slowly.”

      The blonde guy smiled, now watching Sophie with interest. As I ushered my sister into the hospital hallway, I prayed we hadn’t just made a huge mistake.
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      Sophie clung to my arm as I led her through the hotel. Even though it had only been a few days, it was weird being back in my room. Everything was exactly as I left it, but nothing felt the same.

      Turning on the shower as hot as it would go, I didn’t bother undressing before sitting on the floor of the giant granite shower stall and pulling Sophie in with me. Blood from her wrists and dirt from our clothes ran into the drain for what seemed like hours as she cried into my shoulder.

      “How long has it been?” she said, eventually.

      I racked my brain, realizing for the first time I wasn’t sure. Time had blurred somewhat. “Uh, about four days.”

      She nodded numbly. “Where’s mom and dad?”

      My heart ached for her. She actually liked our parents—had a good relationship with them. Or as good as one could have. She didn’t realize yet what Dad had done, and when I told her, things were going to get so much worse. “Listen, we need to talk about some things, but let’s do it tomorrow, okay? You need to go to sleep.”

      She pulled back, the water from the shower hitting the back of her head and soaking her filthy pajamas—clearly just what she’d been wearing when they took her. Her expression was hard, though. Clear.

      “I’m not a child, Raegan. You can tell me,” she snapped. “Did something happen to them too?”

      Oh. Of course she’d assume that. “I didn’t say that. I just want you to get some rest. I’m tired too. Nothing happened to mom and dad, they’re fine.”

      Her shoulders relaxed. “Okay.”

      I stood and went to pull her to her feet, then realized her wrists were still a disaster. I needed to find a first aid kit. “I’m going to fucking kill them for that,” I said, nodding at her hands.

      “I don’t think this was on purpose.” She got to her feet. “It’s a long story. I have stuff to tell you too.”

      I burned with curiosity, but she really needed to sleep. “Come on. Let’s get you something else to wear.”

      I pulled a t-shirt and sleep shorts out of my suitcase and handed them to her. Her color had returned somewhat, and she was clean, but her face held a sadness that she hadn’t had before.

      There was a soft rap on the interconnecting doors between Beck’s and my rooms, and Sophie jumped, startled by the sound.

      I glared at the door, hoping whoever was behind it would burst into flames for spooking her like that. Sophie’s delicate hand rested on my shoulder and her lips tipped up in a small smile. “I’m fine. It’s cute how much they get under your skin. Go find out what they want. Try not to kill them, kay?”

      Annoyance crawled over my skin. I just wanted to take care of my sister and deal with all my other problems later. Now one of those problems was knocking at my door, demanding attention. “Whatever.”

      I swung the door open, ready to rip whoever it was a new asshole, but my mouth fell open and no words escaped. Beck stood there shirtless, his muscles on full display as he ran a hand through damp hair. The world tipped at the sight, and I found myself leaning toward him. My gaze followed a drip of water that slid off a golden strand, landed on his peck, slid down his abs, and disappeared into the waistband of his low hung gym shorts. My tongue slipped out, wetting my bottom lip, suddenly feeling parched.

      Beck chuckled. “You’re staring, Little Thief.”

      My mouth snapped shut, and embarrassed heat quickly rose up my neck. Fuck. I crossed my arms in front of me and straightened my shoulders. “What do you want, Beck?”

      His eyes dimmed as his eyes raked over me. He nodded, then handed me a metal tin with a Red Cross on the front. “Thought you might need this. It’s got all the basic field medic stuff.” He leaned around me and waved to Sophie. “How’re you hanging in there?”

      She gave a non-committal gesture back, but her shoulders relaxed. The air whooshed out of my lungs. God, it was hard hating him when he was thoughtful.

      I met his gaze slowly. He stared back, searching for something. He wasn’t going to find it. I couldn’t let him in like that again.

      “Thanks.” I took the tin from his hands and went to shut the door between us. Beck’s hand darted out and held it open. He tipped his head up to look at the ceiling, his entire body rigid, as if bracing himself for what came next. Pain swirled in his hazel eyes when they met mine.

      “Will you be here in the morning?”

      Fuck. A small crack formed in my chest. I glanced over at Sophie, who was watching us intently. She was okay. So there was no reason left to be here.

      I nodded without looking back at him. “Yeah, but then we’re gone.”

      “Rae—”

      I cut off Beck’s words with the door, and leaned my back against it, desperately searching for that hard trained part of myself that can shut it all out. I sighed; out of relief or something else, I wasn’t sure.

      “What was that about?” Sophie looked between the closed door and me.

      Dismissing her question, I pointed toward the kitchen counter with the tin. “Hop up on the counter I’m going to take care of your wrists.”

      She raised a brow, but let it go. Good thing too, because I wasn’t sharing. Telling her why I was pissed at them meant telling her she was married, and I needed to ease my way into that.

      I worked in silence. She barely flinched as I cleaned her wrist. Proving, she was tougher than she’d been letting on. I finished bandaging her wrists and finally met her eyes. “Did they… did they hurt you, you know, did they—-”

      “Did they rape me?” Her words were harsh, sharper than I was used to. She took a deep breath before continuing. “No, besides the raw skin on my wrists, they treated me… decently.” She frowned down at her raw wrists. “I don’t think they did that on purpose, though. When they noticed, they almost seemed pissed at me for doing it, or at least not telling them sooner. Don’t get me wrong, that chair was uncomfortable as shit.”

      I let go of the breath I was holding, counting my blessings that it went the way it did, but her next words cut through me.

      “The bastards stole me from my room, tied me to a chair, and there was nothing I could do about it.” Her voice wavered, catching on the words. “They may not have hurt me physically, but it was the feeling of helplessness that got to me.”

      I hopped up beside her and pulled her into a hug, squeezing as tight as I could. “I promise you’ll never be that helpless again. Next time we run into The Trilogy, you’ll be ready to gut them.”

      She laughed out a breath. “I’ll take you up on that. Especially the brooding one. He’s going down.”

      My voice dropped low, venom filling it. “They’re all going down.”

      “My turn, Rae. What the hell is going on between you and your guys?”

      I hopped off the counter and strode into my bedroom, pulling her with me until we sat on the edge of the king-sized bed. “You sure this can’t wait until tomorrow?”

      Her brows pinched together. “No, now.”

      I rubbed both palms over my face. Suddenly, more uncomfortable than I had been in years. “Okay. So. Let’s talk about why you got kidnapped.”

      Sophie’s eyebrows rose further and further up her face as I spoke, giving her the look of  The Tootsie Pop owl. I debated holding back some details, but decided it was better to just get it all out now. Like ripping off a band-aid. Or a bikini wax. She was going to have a complete fucking nervous breakdown, or we were going to move forward with teaching her to defend herself, but I couldn’t really see a scenario in which I got her a divorce and never told her she’d been married in the first place.

      When I got to the part about our dad showing up at the hotel right after the kidnapping, she sunk down on the bed in a crumpled heap. I sat across from her, hoping I hadn’t just turned her brain to jelly.

      “Is that it?” she said after a minute.

      I bit my lip. “Er, yeah, I think so. Do you want graphic details on how we found you?”

      She gave me a shrewd look. “Is that about how Beck tortures people for fun? I’m good, I get the picture.”

      My mouth fell open slightly. “Um, yeah. How do you know that?”

      “This hotel has the thinnest walls ever. It was total bullshit. I don’t know if Nico was trying to cut costs, but it’s weird.” She paused for a second, frowning. “Not on your floor, though.”

      I smiled despite myself. “Yeah, I think that’s just the top floor, and I don’t know why he did that. Good thing though, or we wouldn’t have realized you were gone for who knows how long.”

      “Hmm.” She chewed on her lip, a quirk I shared. “Maybe he usually keeps his girlfriends in there or something. Could be like a kink thing, who knows.”

      I picked at a loose string on the comforter absently, choosing not to respond to that comment. She wasn’t losing her shit, and it was freaking me out. In fairness, Sophie wasn’t like me. She didn’t get explosively angry that often, but if there was ever a moment to start… maybe she was in shock? She was too calm about this. It couldn’t be healthy.

      “What are you thinking?” I said finally.

      “About what?”

      I laughed harshly. “Soph, come on.”

      She plucked at one of her pajama shirt buttons. “What do you want me to say? I assume we’re not sticking it out, right? I can’t imagine Nico is thrilled about this. I mean, have you met him?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Once or twice. And no, I mean, it’s not like we had a heart-to-heart, but I’d say he’s not happy.”

      “Well, of course not.” She made a face that seemed to say ‘duh.’ “So then, that’s not really an issue.”

      Not really an issue? She has to be in shock. I should have waited longer after we rescued her to talk about this. “You’re not mad that dad sold you though? Sold you Sophie, you get that right?”

      She sat up and glared at me. “Of course, I understand what’s happening, Rae, oh my God. You could at least pretend you think I can keep up with you.”

      I reeled back. “That’s not what I meant. I’m sorry. I just don’t get why you’re not mad.”

      Sophie let out a long breath through her nose. “Look. I always knew I was going to get used for some kind of political marriage. At least this way I’m not getting sent off to a drug lord twice my age or something like that. I actually thought I was going to get married the second I turned eighteen, and then I just kept getting older and nothing happened. This explains so much.”

      I gave her another incredulous look. Of all the ways she could have reacted, this was not even on my radar. “Okay…”

      “Look. I’m not like you, I don’t really care about Mount Summer.”

      “I don’t care either,” I blurted out. “Not anymore.”

      She laughed, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Yes, you do. Not about dad, maybe, but you care about Mount Summer. You like your job.”

      I shrugged, not sure what to say. “I don’t think I have a job anymore.”

      “Well, me either. See?” She gestured around as though introducing an invisible audience. “I’m married, I’m done.”

      I quirked a brow. I guess that was one way to look at it.

      “This marriage is actually great for me,” Sophie continued with a ghost of a smile. “Nico doesn’t like me—”

      “That’s not true,” I interrupted. “I think he’s just like that. I don’t think it’s personal.”

      She laughed for real. “Um, yes, he’s just like that, but it’s also totally personal. You think I can’t tell when someone hates me? Which is totally fine, by the way, it’s mutual. I wish you luck with that one. But the point is, he’ll be more than happy to end this, and then I can go wherever I want. I actually just won the fucking lottery as far as arranged mafia marriages go.”

      I grinned when she swore. Sophie almost never said fuck. She was probably really serious. “That’s a pretty fucking dismal lottery.”

      “Literally think about it from my perspective,” she countered. “Just for a second. Imagine what my alternatives would have been.”

      I pondered that, and my stomach rolled. I’d never put much thought into the kind of marriage Sophie was likely to end up in, but she was right. A drug lord twice her age would have been on the better end of the spectrum. Fuck. Every day lately a little more of the fog I’d grown up under cleared, and I realized what sick motherfuckers our parents were.

      Sophie’s head tilted as she said, “So, this is why you’re mad at your guys? Because they didn’t tell you?”

      When she said it so plainly, it sounded stupid, but there was more to it than that. They’d made me trust them, despite so much evidence that I shouldn’t. I’d trusted them so much so that I’d been willing to tell them all about my dad’s plan for me to spy. The night before I’d sworn to Beck I trusted him, and he’d let me. He’d known and let me, anyway.

      I cleared my throat before responding, “It’s more than that, but basically. Yeah.”

      Sophie gave me a sympathetic smile. Like she was the one that was supposed to console me instead of the other way around. “They’re idiots.”

      I barked out a laugh. “Tell me something I didn’t already know.”

      She moved over, leaning her head on my shoulder. “You’re really not going to forgive them for not telling you?”

      Pain lanced up my chest. If it were only that easy. You can’t just fix trust. That shit had to be earned. “Doesn’t matter. We’re out of here tomorrow.”

      She gave me a long look, and then finally smiled. “Where are we going?”

      “Wherever we want. So long as it’s the hell away from here.”
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      I woke the following morning and had no idea where I was.

      I sat up abruptly and looked around, calming when I saw Sophie in bed next to me, still asleep. We hadn’t shared a bed since… actually, I was pretty sure we’d never shared a bed. We hadn’t really been the sleepover type growing up. Huh.

      I swung my legs over the side as slowly as possible and tiptoed across the floor, trying not to wake her. I probably didn’t need to worry. She had to be exhausted. She didn’t even stir as I slipped into the attached bathroom of my hotel suite.

      Standing in front of the vanity mirror, I took stock of my appearance. Jesus Christ, the stress of the last week had really taken its toll. I looked like I had not only been run over by a truck, I’d been dragged behind it for several miles in the snow. Maybe wherever Sophie and I went next, I could con our way into a spa for a few days or something. I’d never actually been to a spa, but it seemed like something my sister would like, and I couldn’t imagine I would hate it. What’s there to hate about being rubbed and scrubbed into blissful oblivion?

      I grabbed a clean pair of shorts and a band t-shirt from my suitcase—my things hadn’t been touched while we’d been at Beck’s lake house—strapped on my guns, and tiptoed out into the living room. I needed to make a plan.

      First priority was getting the fuck out of St. Adrian. In order to do that, I needed money and a car—or car and then money? Hmm. Car first.

      I walked around the suite, pulling open drawers and cabinets, searching for paper and a pen. Didn’t most hotels have one of those little notebooks so you could scribble down take out phone numbers or whatever? Eventually I found a pen and some stationery in the desk under the flat screen TV. The paper was stamped with HOTEL ESPOSITO and the Main Street address. Underneath was a little gold skull wearing a crown surrounded by filigree swirls. Kill me. Nico literally can’t help himself, can he?

      Uncapping the pen, I sucked on the end for a moment. The closest major city was New Forge, so that would be an easy first stop, but that was also the first place anyone would look for us. My father had a lot of contacts there because of his weapons supply line. Nico owned a hotel in that city—though I’d never heard him talk about it. The best plan after that was to disappear completely. I didn’t have a passport, nor did Sophie, but we could get some made with false names. That would take some time. We needed somewhere to hide out in the meantime.

      I pulled my phone out and started scrolling through my contacts—virtually all of them were Mount Summer, of course. I sighed. Disappearing without any help was easier said than done.

      I glanced up at a sharp knock on the door. Looking back down at the clock on my phone, I frowned. It was 6:53AM. Who the fuck… never mind.

      I knew exactly who was up at this time. I stood, already annoyed, and strode to the door, swinging it open. “Good morning, Grumpy. I would say it’s good to see you, but we both know that would be bullshit.”

      Nico raised an eyebrow at me, pausing a moment before speaking. He’d finally reverted to his factory settings—his hair was back to its normal coiffe, and he’d shaved the unsettlingly attractive depression beard. Gone were the borrowed t-shirts and tight jeans, and in their place was a standard designer suit. Too bad, I was almost getting used to the opposite day version of Nico. Not that he didn’t still look unfairly good. For whatever other faults Nico had, he did look a lot like a an evil Disney prince.

      “You’re still here,” he said.

      I scrutinized him closely, trying to find meaning in that statement. I couldn’t decide if he was happy about that or not. Not that it mattered. I didn’t care. “Well, it is the ass crack of dawn. Not all of us like to rise with the sun.”

      “Productive people wake up early.”

      “Pretentious people talk about their productivity, but whatever.” I tapped my foot against the door. “Was there something you wanted? I’ve got packing to do.”

      A vein throbbed in his neck—the only outward sign he had any opinion on my statement whatsoever. “Yes. Come downstairs with me.”

      I frowned. There was nothing downstairs aside from forty-five floors worth of prostitutes and one really under-used gym. Yeah, no. “I’m good. I’ve got shit to do. Don’t worry, we’ll be out of your hair in a few hours.”

      His jaw clenched. “I wasn’t really asking, Raegan. Let’s go.”

      “No.”

      He closed his eyes for a moment, like he was praying for patience. “You do realize that you are the only person on earth who does this?”

      “Does what?”

      “Says ‘no’ to me.”

      I laughed. “I doubt that. I’ve seen Beck and Rush tell you to fuck off on multiple occasions.”

      He leveled me with a look. “Sure. And then they follow directions.”

      I thought about that for a moment. I supposed that was true. “Fine. Make me.”

      He raised his eyebrows, his lip curling into a half smile. “Don’t throw down the gauntlet unless you’re prepared to fight, Raegan.”

      My heart beat against my ribs. Fuck. I wasn’t prepared to fight—at least not when I was ninety-nine percent sure I would lose and like it.

      “Oh, for the love of…” I glanced down at my guns, reminding myself they were still there, and stepped out into the hall. The door closed behind me with a soft click. “Get a long look, because I’m not doing this with you again. Let’s go.”

      Nico blinked at me, and I could swear there was something like disappointment in his expression, but his face quickly returned to neutral.

      “If this is a trap to lure me in and then murder me, I’m on to it,” I said, as we set off down the hall toward the elevators.

      Nico rolled his eyes in that way that always made me want to laugh, no matter how furious I was. It was the most bizarrely unguarded and childish expression for someone so closed off. “If I wanted to kill you, I would have done it already.”

      I raised a brow, fully aware I was taking the bait. “Oh, yeah? And how would you possibly do that?”

      Nico’s black eyes widened slightly as he thumbed the down button on the elevator. “I’m a better shot than you.”

      I laughed, running a hand along one of my Baby Eagles. “Doubtful. Maybe if you were using a sniper rifle, but with a pistol? Not a chance. I’d hit you before you ever got your arm up.”

      His lip curled and some insane part of me hoped we’d get to test that at some point—then I remembered that I shouldn’t be thinking like that. I wasn’t about to casually go to the gun range with any of the guys. I didn’t exactly know where we stood, but it was much closer to general animosity than friendly hang out territory.

      Plus, I’m on the fast track out of here. Definitely leaving. Today.

      He leaned toward me, putting an arm up against the wall. “I’m stronger than you.”

      I blinked a couple of times, my pulse pounding in my neck. “So basically you’re saying you’re bigger and slower. Yeah, huge advantage.”

      He ran his thumb over his bottom lip in that universal hot guy gesture that had to be intentional. No one just did the thumb thing by accident. “I’ve never gotten any complaints about going slow before.”

      My eyes widened in surprise even as heat flooded my whole body. He was definitely body snatched.

      We stepped into the elevator, and the doors closed. Suddenly the space was impossibly small. “None of this matters if you keep letting me get close enough to slit your throat. I could do it right now.”

      I spoke without thinking, but then realized what I’d said was completely true. Granted, it was a two-way street. Being this close, having a casual conversation without guns on-hand, it was all actually really fucking stupid. For both of us.

      He stopped smirking, turning fully to face me, his expression intense. “Then do it, Rabbit. If you really want me dead, why haven’t you done it yet?”

      I pondered that. “Honestly? No idea.”

      The door chimed, and I glanced up. We were on the thirty-fifth floor. Innocuous enough—not one of the floors I could remember going to, except maybe on my first day here when I’d explored with Sophie and Connor. I gave Nico a curious look. “What are we doing here?”

      “My office is on this floor.”

      I blinked in surprise. Obviously, I knew he had an office in the same way that I knew hamburgers came from cows. Like, the dirty work happened somewhere. It just wasn’t anywhere I wanted to go.

      Nico led the way down the seemingly normal hotel hallway. I found myself straining my ears, wondering if he also had—uh—business on this floor. I’d never asked much about what the hell The Gentlemen did. I was such a shitty spy.

      To be fair, I wasn’t trying that hard. Or, at all.

      “Is it just offices here?” I asked tentatively.

      He glanced at me, seeming to consider before answering. “Mostly. Not that there are many employees that need a physical office in the building.”

      “So just you and…”

      “Finally getting around to actually spying, Rabbit?” He paused in front of a normal-looking hotel room door and turned to look at me.

      “Um, what?” I spluttered. “What—”

      He looked back at me and I shivered involuntarily, suddenly realizing why everyone else was afraid of him. “Don’t think I don’t know. I just don’t care.”

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      He used a key card to open the door and stepped out of the way so I could walk ahead of him. Instead of the hotel room I’d been expecting, the room beyond was, in fact, a very large office, with a huge mahogany desk and a couple of leather armchairs. The artwork was dark and abstract—similar to that in his suite upstairs—and the huge floor to ceiling windows along the back wall gave the impression we were floating over the city.

      “It means exactly what I said.” Nico shut the door behind us. “Don’t overcomplicate things.”

      I ground my teeth. He was being intentionally vague, and I didn’t fucking appreciate it.

      I need to break that habit, or this will never work.

      I shook my head violently. That was an idiotic thought. I was leaving. It didn’t matter, anyway.

      Nico strode to one of the leather chairs and pulled it out. “Sit,” he said firmly.

      “I’m good,” I replied, glancing from him to the desk warily. “I hope you realize this is coming off deeply weird. I’ve never had a meeting across a desk that didn’t start or end with my getting punished in some way.”

      He stared at me, uncharacteristically speechless, and I could have fucking kicked myself. What the fuck would possess me to say that out loud? I had no idea. I needed therapy.

      “I’m going to choose to disregard that comment for the moment because I know we don’t have a lot of time to have this conversation, but rest assured, Raegan, we will be revisiting this topic.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Sure. Whatever you say.”

      He leaned against the desk and looked me up and down and I got the distinct feeling of being x-rayed. “I have a proposition for you.”

      “Oh, not this again,” I groaned. “Whatever it is, I don’t want it. There is nothing you can give me or alternatively, nothing you can threaten me with that will make me do whatever fucked up thing is about to come out of your mouth.”

      He smirked. “Don’t you want to hear the offer?”

      “Not really,” I lied. I kind of did, if only for macabre curiosity. “But I get the feeling you’re going to tell me, anyway.”

      “I can’t let you leave.”

      My traitorous heart squeezed, and I cursed myself. “And why is that?”

      “For one thing, you can’t take your sister away before I’ve had a lawyer go over that bullshit marriage contract. I’m going to need her to sign paperwork.”

      Any idiotic emotion that had just swelled in my chest—misplaced or not—deflated. Of course, this wasn’t about me. It never was. It was about Sophie. “If you need Sophie to do something, why aren’t you talking to her? She’s upstairs.”

      He paused before answering, as though choosing his words carefully. “The whole point of this alliance between The Gentlemen and Mount Summer was that combined, we occupy more of the city and have larger numbers than The Trilogy.”

      I sucked on my front teeth, mulling that over. “Okay… so what?”

      Nico eyed my mouth before saying, “I’m just trying to point out why this marriage happened in the first place. If it wasn’t The Trilogy specifically, it would have been someone else, eventually. This is a good political decision.”

      I sank into the chair that I’d just refused, gripping the arms. My stomach rolled hard, and I had to push out the question, “So you want to be married to my sister?”

      He gave me a sharp look. “What? Fuck no.”

      Relief washed over me. Still, it didn’t seem like we were on the same page. “I don’t understand what we’re even talking about?”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I want to keep the alliance with Mount Summer. We both know that Sophia knows nothing about how your business works. The men won’t follow her. Even if I killed your father today and technically owned all your businesses and property on paper, I’d have to stay married to you sister and I’d have a mutiny on my hands.”

      I bit my lip. That was completely true. “That feels like a you problem.”

      He made a noise of frustration in the back of his throat. “With the amount of Gentlemen defecting to The Trilogy and our alliance weakened, we’re both fucked.” He ran a hand through his thick hair and looked at the floor before meeting my eyes. “The Hatter will be powerful enough to chew through this city in a matter of weeks. Do you really think he cares who gets killed to control it?”

      Dread sank in my stomach and my world started to tilt with the memories of what a gang war looked like. The death they cause. An image of Marcus picking me up, swirling me around, flashed through my thoughts and I pressed a palm to my chest to fight the pain there. “Okay, fine. So what do you want from me?”

      “I don’t understand why Jimmy trained you with the Mount Summer men. Why he let you play the part in the organization you have, but I know what I saw. Those men respect you. They’ll follow you.”

      It was my turn to laugh. “I am not marrying you. You are completely delusional.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I wasn’t asking.”

      Heat crept up the back of my neck, burning my skin. “Um, well good, cause I wouldn’t.”

      “Glad we cleared that up.” He rolled his eyes. “To be clear, I am saying I want to take down The Hatter. To have any chance to do that, I need the alliance with Mount Summer, which fell apart when Jimmy turned on us. You can help get Mount Summer to work with us again, and in return I’ll support you to take it over.”

      “So another merger.” I crossed my arms.

      Nico’s sharp gaze landed on mine. “More of a truce.”

      I lifted a brow. “A truce you can leverage?”

      “Yes.”

      I paused, thinking. “Just to play devil’s advocate, is this really the easiest option?”

      “Yes.” His eyes bore into me. “Believe me, if I thought we could just hire men, I would do that. If we could go to my mother’s family instead, I would do that too, but you’ve met Giovanna. They are a different breed of gangster. Getting involved with them would end up being worse than The Trilogy.”

      “Worse than everyone being murdered? Who the hell is Giovanna’s family?”

      Nico just stared at me, a bored expression coating his features. “Do you really want to sit here and discuss my family tree, Rabbit? Why do you care? I thought you didn’t want to get married.”

      I huffed out a breath. That was a deflection if ever I’d heard one, but I let it go. The most important thing at hand was: did I want to run Mount Summer? It wasn’t something I’d ever really considered. It wasn’t on the table for me, so why wish for it?

      I stalled for time, running my hands down the arms of the chair as I examined the office. Maybe I’d get an office like this. My dad’s office had hideous furniture and looked like something out of The Sopranos, but Nico’s wasn’t terrible. “There’s one huge problem with that plan…” I said slowly, my mind racing. “My dad is still alive. He’s not going to just give up Mount Summer to Sophie and sure as hell not to me.”

      Nico smiled. His real smile. “Oh, that’s not a problem, Rabbit. I have lots of experience with killing fathers.”

      I raised a brow. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “Ask Beck and Rush what happened to their fathers sometime. Anyway, that’s beside the point.”

      I sucked on my bottom lip, thinking. It wasn’t like I couldn’t see what Nico was doing. Every time I tried to get away from him—from all these guys—they found some way to reel me back in. I felt like I was walking into a trap. Like I was the fly, and there was this huge spider web being spun all around me, but for the life of me, I couldn’t see where the spider was.

      “That’s all good and great, but we aren’t killing Jimmy,” I said, and straightened my spine, not looking away. Let Nico think I was weak for not wanting to take out my own father. Who knew? Maybe I was.

      Nico raised one eyebrow over his dark as night eyes. “You sure about that?”

      I nodded and broke his gaze. “Yeah.”

      “Fine. It’ll take some adjustments to the plan, but with The Gentlemen backing you, we will flip Mount Summer the slow way.” He practically rolled his eyes, but I smirked. He hadn’t pushed me on it, which was very un-Nico.

      “I’ll have to ask Sophie…”

      “Fine,” he agreed. “I imagine she’ll be fine with staying long enough to get divorced. If you leave now, we can’t do the paperwork.”

      I had to give him that one. That was probably true. This plan seemed remarkably well thought out. I met his black eyes over the desk. His expression was flat, but I got the feeling he knew he’d won.

      Granted, he was losing Mount Summer in this deal, so what the hell he thought he’d won, I wasn’t sure.

      “If I stay, I’m not here as a bargaining chip or an employee. You clearly need me or you wouldn’t keep finding ways to make me stay, so you’re going to start treating me like it.”

      His smile was almost feline. “And what does that mean?”

      “Stop ordering me around.”

      “Stop giving me a reason to.”

      “No,” I said smoothly.

      He thought about that for a second, his smile finally reaching his eyes. “I will stop giving you orders in public.”

      I stood from the chair and was glad to find that my knees didn’t wobble. “Fine. Good enough.”

      It was only later that I thought through the specificity of his promise and I realized I’d technically agreed to let him order me around in private.

      Oh my God.
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        * * *

      

      “Where are you going?” Sophie stared at me with round eyes from the open bedroom door. I’d just finished sliding the last of my knives into a thigh strap that fit perfectly beside my Baby Desert Eagles. I’d pulled my long red strands off my face into a high ponytail, and wore pants for once. I wasn’t messing around for this one, fully decked out for battle.

      It was the day after Nico’s proposal, and I’d put a plan together to connect with Mount Summer. Neither Beck nor Rush looked happy about it, but they’d have to suck it up.

      To effectively confront The Trilogy, we needed Mount Summer on our side. Patrick was the best person to find out if they were willing to follow me.

      I glanced Sophie’s way and softened. Her back was straight, chin tilted up, but there was still that haunted sorrow in her eyes. A look of someone who’d changed on a cellular level, never to recover the innocence she’d once had.

      “I’m visiting the Mount Summer boys.” I smirked when her brows hit her hairline.

      “Isn’t that a bit risky? They’re no doubt ordered to bring you in.”

      I choked on a laugh, barely able to get my next words out. “Yeah. Yeah, it’s totally risky, but that’s pretty much my thing. Besides, I’m only going to speak to Patrick, not Jimmy, and my gut tells me he won’t turn me in.”

      She rolled her eyes. “He always had a soft spot for you.”

      “Listen, Soph. I’ve got to tell you something.”

      “Umm. Alright. What’s up?” Her brows pinched together. I couldn’t exactly blame her. I wasn’t known for being hesitant.

      I shook my shoulders out. “Shit, yeah, okay. I made a deal with Nico. One that’s going to affect you.”

      “Spit it out, Rae.”

      I let out my breath in a whoosh. I needed to just get this out there. Like ripping off a Band-Aid. “Nico’s going to help me displace Jimmy.”

      “Okay… then what?”

      I stilled, meeting her gaze, ready if she started to freak out. “And help make me become the leader of Mount Summer.”

      I watched every minute detail of her reaction. Her eyebrows shot up so high they were nearly in her hairline and she tensed, blinking at me with large owl-like eyes. She stood there quietly, not saying a word for several moments. I was pretty sure she wouldn’t care about any of this. She’d wanted nothing to do with Mount Summer, but what if I was wrong?

      “Fuck, Sophie, I should’ve talked to you—”

      She gave me a soft smile. “I expected this to happen, eventually.”

      How the hell did she do that? I barely had time to process it. “So, you aren’t mad that I’m taking it from you?”

      She tilted her head sideways and lifted her shoulders before dropping them. “It was never mine in the first place, Rae.” She chuckled. “It’s always belonged to my husband. They tied my entire worth my whole life to the ability to give some man power over me and the rest of the crew.”

      She looked away for a second before meeting gaze. “I’d rather it be you.”

      “You’re taking this better than I expected.”

      “I love you, Rae. It’s going to work out.”

      Fuck, it felt like a vice squeezed my chest. I’d never heard those words uttered by a single soul. Definitely not by my parents. I sucked a breath in through my nose, calming myself enough to respond. “I love you too.”

      She hummed to herself, eyes dancing over my weapons. “Sure, Rae. Just take care of yourself, kay?”

      I gave her a cheeky grin and patted her shoulder as I walked by. “Always do.”

      It was her turn to blurt out a laugh. “Whatever you say. You seem to be a magnet for danger.”

      I shrugged as I walked backward to the elevator, leaving her in the room’s entrance. “What can I say? It’s a talent.”

      Beck’s door opened. His hair stood up at the back, like he’d been running his hand through it, and he had circles under his eyes. Of course, he was shirtless again, showing off his bright tattoos. Images of horror scenes inked over every inch of him. I glanced Sophie’s way and smiled as she looked everywhere but at him.

      Hazel eyes met mine as he took a step forward, causing me to take a step back. His face tightened, and he rubbed both hands over it.

      “Just take care of yourself, okay?” his voice was strained, and his mouth opened and closed like he wanted to say more.

      “What’s with you two worrying about me?” I asked, but only looked at Beck, wanting to hear his answer. A small part of me still wanted to hear he cared.

      His brows pinched. “You know exactly why. You’re just too scared to admit it.”

      My usually playful Beck was too serious at this moment. As if it physically pained him to stay where he was. My heart clenched and took my breath with it. My Beck. I needed to stop thinking of them that way.

      “Whatever you say,” he grunted.

      I quickly got into the elevator, not looking back. I didn’t want to see the look in his eyes. He’d made it crystal clear he wanted to mend what went down between us. Something I wouldn’t be able to do. Not after my heart cracked in two, and I’d built a wall between us brick by brick.

      His words from the night on the roof burned my throat. Do you trust me?

      Every single second of hurt that came after that was because I really had trusted them.

      The trip up to Nico’s room was painfully familiar. An ache formed in my chest at the dozens of times I’d done this before, each one getting a little closer to Beck, Rush, and even Nico, as much as it pained me to admit.

      Each time one of them got close the sneaky questions flitted through my mind. What if they really had wanted to tell me? What if pride was the only thing in my way?

      As soon as the elevator doors opened, Rush appeared, black and gray tattoos visible above his collar. Like me, he was fully armed. We both knew the job could go either way. His gaze roamed from my booted feet, up my leather clad legs, finally meeting my eyes. Heat swirled in his, and warmth pooled between my thighs.

      I glanced back at Nico’s closed door and back to him, brow furrowed, wondering what other secrets they were hiding.

      “Don’t look at me like that, Firecracker. Nico’s out, trying to dig up more info on The Hatter just like we are.” His voice was low as he stepped closer while I’d been distracted by my thoughts. His woodsy smell wrapped around me, and I moved toward him.

      Rush met my gaze, his two-toned eyes intense, serious. “We need to talk—”

      The elevator door started closing effectively, breaking the moment.

      “There’s nothing to talk about,” I murmured, stepping back into the elevator and situated myself as far from him as possible.

      He followed, crowding my space, and lifted his hand to cup the side of my cheek. His eyes narrowed. “Like, fuck there isn’t.”

      I placed both hands on his chest, with full intention of pushing him back, but you know what they said about good intentions. The road to hell was paved with them. The heat of his skin branded my fingers as I left them against him for longer than necessary. Lost in the fog of lust from the feel of his muscles through his thin shirt. Why did they have to be so hot?

      He went to drop his head to mine, suddenly reminding me of the times he had before, and my mind cleared enough so I could push him back. “You can’t just do that anymore.”

      Rush practically growled in his throat as he let me move him back. I say ‘let’ because there was no way I’d be able to move over two hundred pounds of muscle on my own.

      He glanced at the ceiling, hand raking through his hair. A look of frustration near identical to the one Beck had given me the other night. “This isn’t a choice, Firecracker. We’re talking no matter what.”

      The door dinged, signaling we arrived on the parking garage level, and I smirked, weaving my way around him. “You keep telling yourself that.”

      He huffed out a breath of exasperation, but he caught up to me by the time I reached the passenger side of the Range Rover. His breath sent goosebumps up the back of my neck as his rough voice vibrated through me. “We’ll see.”

      I closed my eyes briefly, letting the promise soak in. A part deep down wished they could fix it, but the rational part of me knew all about broken trust, and the impossibility of mending it.

      I yanked the door open, getting in, and I pretended like I wasn’t affected by him in the least. He chuckled, eyes bright as he shut the door behind me, not looking like he believed a second of my bullshit. It was almost like he forgot who I was—stubborn to a fault, and not likely to give in just because of some pretty words and bright smiles.

      I kept my gaze firmly out the window as we drove and ignored the tingle on my skin every time he looked over at me. I shifted in my seat, the air thick with unsaid words, and he practically radiated tension.

      Rush pulled into a lot a few miles away from the Mount Summer auxiliary post. Far enough, we wouldn’t be spotted. Neither of us said a word as we walked through the back alley, gazes bouncing in every direction. My skin was slick with sweat by the time we stopped just outside of the camera’s range, and the loose strands near my face curled with the heat. It wasn’t much of a building, only made up of a few rooms. Its sole purpose was to keep an eye out for anyone entering our territory and report back to our main units.

      The building was guarded by men walking in rounds. We were going to have to play this perfectly or our little secret would be blown to smithereens.

      A guard wearing a semi-automatic rifle across his chest walked around the back of the building. His eyes fixed on his phone screen, and he hadn’t looked up in several minutes. Perfect—a bored guard was a useless one. I held my hand, signaling to Rush, and counted down. Three, Two, One.

      We took off to the side of the building, Rush letting me lead.

      I’d known Patrick for so long. I’d practically memorized his schedule. His daily rounds included checking in here every afternoon. He wasn’t as high in our organization as Brian was, but he’d earned the respect of the men who worked for us, and this was our best shot at getting him alone. I pressed my back firmly into the brick building, hot through my t-shirt after soaking in direct sunlight for the last several hours.

      Rush looked at me every few seconds, practically begging for the conversation he wanted to have.

      My hesitance to hear him out was worrisome. My chest pinched at the idea he could somehow explain away that he slept with me while he continued to lie. A nagging voice formed in my head, whispering that I was a hypocrite who’d been lying too. The thing I kept getting hung up on was I’d decided to tell them I was supposed to spy for Mount Summer. I was lucky I only had to suffer that shame alone, and they didn’t know what an idiot I’d been.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter 12]
        

      

      I didn’t like this at all.

      I scanned the area for the hundredth time, knowing I wouldn’t find anything. Waiting for a Mount Summer guy who’d helped chase Rae down for Jimmy was one of the stupidest plans I’d ever heard. Even if she thought he’d secretly let her go, I wasn’t so sure. I would lose my ever-loving shit on all of them if Patrick stepped a single foot out of line.

      I searched Rae’s face for a reaction as she watched for Patrick’s car to turn the corner. Her sharp green eyes darted back and forth, just as mine had a moment before. Rae had known the perfect spot tucked in an alcove on the side of the brick building, barely visible to the outside. We could easily watch the guards as they walked by through the small entrance, but the chances of them spotting us were slim to none. My smart girl had clearly been to this outpost countless times before.

      Rae wasn’t sure exactly when Patrick would show, only that he’d be here sometime after lunch. I sighed heavily. According to my phone, we’d been here for over thirty minutes.

      My hands twitched at my sides, wanting to touch the perfect red strands hanging over her shoulders, curled slightly from the humidity. She’d gone back to wearing oversized t-shirts—did she realize she was currently wearing one of mine? I certainly did.

      Fuck, being so close to her for the last half hour was torture. I had to talk to her. Even if she didn’t immediately forgive me, she had to know where I was coming from. I stepped in closer and dropped my mouth millimeters above her ear. A smirk tipped up the corner of my lips as a shiver ran through her. She wasn’t fooling anyone with her unaffected front.

      I risked being found by talking, but I couldn’t waste the opportunity. Rae had developed an uncanny knack for avoiding being alone with me, and I’d already wasted thirty minutes of forced proximity.

      I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly over her now pebbled skin, and said the words I should’ve said the second our lies had come out. “I’m sorry, Rae. I’m so fucking sorry.”

      Her breath hitched, and she seemed to collapse further into the wall, but didn’t move away. I took it as a sign to continue. “I wanted to tell you so many times. Fuck, I nearly did.”

      She turned her head to face me, eyes narrowed. She was so close all it did was enable me to drop my forehead to hers, lips so close they nearly brushed her mouth. Her chest rose and fell at the same pace as mine, a buzz of energy coursing through us.

      Before she could get a word out, I said, “I need you to hear something. I’m not saying it excuses me, but it might help you understand why I pushed Nico to tell you himself instead of breaking my loyalty to the Gentlemen.”

      She leaned back, shifting her face away, and looked through the small entrance, scanning the area for anyone that might hear me. She stood stiff, jaw clenched, waiting for my next words.

      God, I hoped this was enough. “I grew up with Nico and Beck. We’re more like brothers than friends.”

      She let out an unimpressed breath. “Yeah, I get that. You definitely fight like siblings.”

      I nodded, pushing this next part out. “My dad beat the shit out of me most of my childhood. Not giving a single shit about me. He was constantly pissed off that I was his bastard kid, and my mom was a drug addicted prostitute for one of the Esposito’s hotels.” Was. Both were long gone now.

      Her brows shot up and eyes went wide. “I didn’t know.”

      “Yeah, it’s not something I share around. Nico took care of that asshole when we were eighteen and never brought it up again.”

      She gazed at the ground, making it impossible to read her expression, but she didn’t pull away. A grain of hope formed that she would understand why it was the way it was. Why it was so fucking hard to go against Nico, even when I didn’t agree. “We took care of each other after that. There was nothing that could break my loyalty to Nico, or Beck. I owe them, Firecracker.”

      She looked at me, eyes narrowed. “Would you tell me now? If you could do it over?”

      “I’ll tell you anything you want to know. Nico knows that.”

      A sudden tug of energy pulled us together as her gaze roamed over my face, and she leaned toward me. My eyes drifted down the pulse in her throat, and the way her throat moved with her swallow.

      I couldn’t fucking help myself. I traced the soft skin from her shoulder, up the curve of her neck, and cupped the side of her face, holding her there as I ran my nose along hers. Each breath we shared felt thick with the tension straining between us. Her clear green eyes widened as I pressed in close enough my shirt brushed hers.

      A band tightened around my chest as her gaze searched my face. Her chin tilted until her bottom lip brushed mine. That was all the encouragement I needed. I crushed my mouth to hers, eating every pleasured sound she made. Fuck, she tasted as sweet as I remembered. I devoured her, and poured every ounce of what I felt into that kiss, willing her to feel how fucking sorry I was. I nipped at her lips, and her fingers tightened into my hair, her mouth turning desperate.

      My arms banded around her, not letting her move an inch. She was mine now, and I wasn’t letting her go. I licked up her neck, sucking as I went, and pulled long whimpering sounds from her. My teeth grazed the shell of her ear and a shiver ran through her. “I fucking missed you.”

      Her body stiffened, all traces of heat vanishing with my words. She tried to pull away, but my arms tightened. I didn’t want to let her go. To lose her heat pressed against me. Fuck.

      I let my hands fall to my sides and flinched as her cold words cut through me. “I don’t want you, Rush.”

      Pain lanced through me, and I had to fight for each breath. I’d lost her. Really fucking lost her. My gaze skimmed over her—at the way her chest moved rapidly, at her peaked nipples, and her parted mouth. My lip tilted up in the corner. “Liar.”

      She gasped and reared back, but I caught her before she could move away, crowding her space until her back was pressed into the brick wall. My forearms caged her in and I dropped my face to peer directly into her rage-filled eyes. Her gaze was full of fire, and hate, but it was the fucking hurt that had me pausing. She was so fucking stubborn she wouldn’t get out of her own way.

      I flipped her until her chest pressed into the brick and brought my mouth to her neck, breath fanning over her sensitive skin. “You’re angry, but don’t lie. You want me. Hell, your body fucking craves me. Mine sure as hell craves you.”

      She trembled, and her head tipped back to rest on my shoulder as I pressed my hard cock into her ass. I slid a hand up, cupping her exposed throat, and whispered dirty things I wanted to do to her in her ear. Her hips ground back, practically begging me to touch her. I slid a hand down over the smooth skin of her stomach and paused just below her waistband. “What do you think?”

      “Hmm?”

      I smirked at her inability to use words. “I think your body’s going to call you a liar. I think you’re soaked for me and that aching pussy of yours wants nothing more than to have me drive into you.”

      She whimpered and her entire body shook against me as I slid my hand under her panties, cupping her core. “So fucking wet, Firecracker.”

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket, interrupting the moment. Fuck.

      I cupped her, trying to bring her attention back to me, but the hiss that escaped her lips was terrified. I ripped my hand away, disgusted that I’d taken something she didn’t want me to have. My stomach flipped, and bile rose in my throat. “Jesus, Rae. I’m sorry—”

      She turned to me, and her face leached of color. Something was wrong, and it had nothing to do with me. Adrenaline spiked in my chest, and I stepped around her, trying to spy what the fuck had caused her reaction.

      When everything was clear, I looked back at Rae. Her hands trembled on her phone, eyes glued to the screen. Every instinct in me went on high alert, screaming at me to do something.

      The upset look in her gaze was the only thing that held me back. I dropped my voice, making it as soothing as possible, “Firecracker, tell me what it says.”

      Her head snapped up as if she’d forgotten I was there. When her eyes met mine, they were unguarded. Scared. “It’s from The Hatter. Again.”

      UNKNOWN: Here, little rabbit. Come out, come out wherever you are.

      I gripped her chin in my hand, keeping my voice calm but firm. “They’re fucking deadmen.” When she looked away, I tightened my fingers on her jaw, drawing her attention back to me. “You hear me, Firecracker? They signed their death certificate the second they fucked with you.”

      The sound of tires crunched into the parking lot stole her attention, and I squeezed Rae’s chin, not ready to let this go. She had to know we had her. Her gaze searched mine, and I only released her after she gave a barely visible nod.

      Patrick stepped out of a black sedan. He wasn’t much older than us, and the look that Rae gave him had hot jealousy rising up my neck. She trusted him.

      She whistled almost exactly like a bird and Patrick’s head turned in our direction. Clearly not the first time they’d done that.

      He looked around, making sure no one watched, earning some points with me. He came around the corner, a line formed between his brows. “What the hell are you doing here, Rae?”

      His tone had the hair on the back of my neck standing up, but his next words settled me down. “It’s not safe. If Jimmy gets his hands on you…” He tilted his face to the sky in a familiar sign of exasperation. “Fuck, Rae. The punishment would be unreal.”

      She just smirked at him. “It’s a good thing you’re not going to turn me in. Right?”

      He huffed out a breath and shook his head, clearly familiar with her attitude. “What are you doing here?”

      She hesitated for a brief moment, but her shoulders pinned back and chin tipped up when she said her next words, “I want to know if any of the guys will follow me instead of my dad.”

      Patrick’s eyes shot wide, as if he’d expected to hear anything other than that. His mouth opened and shut several times before he got his next words out. “What the hell?”

      She stared him down, looking every bit the leader of her own army. “It’s a yes or no question, Pat. Will they defect to me or not?”

      I smirked when he hopped to attention. He clearly saw her as a voice of authority. “Yes, at least some of them. No one’s been happy since Jimmy ran you off.” He paused for only a second before continuing, “Actually, I think the majority will follow you. Things have been changing here.”

      She nodded, a hint of a smile on her mouth, but she kept her air of authority. “What about Brian?”

      He was a major player in the Mount Summer gang. If he went against her, he’d be a major obstacle. On the other hand, having him on her side would help shift things in our favor.

      Patrick’s brows raised, and his head tilted to the side, looking her over. “Brian’s been gone since the warehouse gun job.”

      “What?” she hissed a little too loud, and all three of us looked around, making sure no one had heard.

      She lowered her voice, a sadness sinking into each word. “Was he killed?”

      “We don’t think so, he’s been legitimately missing. Our best guess is he’s gone over to The Hatter.”

      “Holy shit.” She glanced at me. “That’s bad. He’s a good hacker. Wipes cameras, gets rid of shit online, stuff like that. Could be why they were hard to find for so long.”

      I set my jaw. That’s all we needed, another defector. Brian was the first one I’d heard about going over from Mount Summer. Hopefully, he would be the last.

      “Do you have any information on The Trilogy? Any way to track them down?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

      Patrick turned my way, hate in his eyes. He was loyal to Rae, but definitely still held animosity against me. Good—the feeling’s mutual.

      His eyes danced between Rae and me, finally settling on Rae. “We found an outpost at the intersection of McKay and Manning. It’s supposed to be lightly guarded.”

      Rae perked up at the lead, a smile broadening her mouth. “Perfect. We’ll hit that next.”

      He held up a hand. “Be careful, we got that information from a Trilogy member we caught. Our interrogator isn’t quite as talented as yours.” A shudder ran through Patrick, and I smirked. Beck was a scary son of a bitch.

      Rae’s smile widened more. “Oh, dangerous. My favorite kind of job.”

      Pat and I both groaned. I glared at him. He was way too damned familiar with her.

      The realization of what would happen once Mount Summer was under Rae’s control slowly sank in. She’d have no reason left to stay with us. Not with her own men to look after. My stomach flipped, suddenly wanting to drag her back home. Somehow, I’d found myself helping her secure her way out of our grasp, and the thought made me sick.

      I grunted under my breath, and they both stared at me, confusion clear on their faces. I grabbed her hand, determined to get the hell out of here. “Let’s go, Firecracker. We got what we needed.”

      “I’ll dig around here quietly. Figure out exactly who’s on your side.” Patrick’s gaze dropped to where our fingers were entwined, and his brows pinched together. “Be careful, Rae.”

      This time, he wasn’t talking about the outpost. A dark sound formed at the back of my throat. “Don’t worry, we’ve got her.”
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        * * *

      

      My gut clenched in the silence on the ride back. “Rae.”

      Tension radiated in the car, but her eyes kept slipping back to me as I drove. I grunted and squeezed the steering wheel tight enough my knuckles turned white. I didn’t really have an answer to that.

      Our elevator ride was quiet, and she immediately went to her room the second the doors opened on our floor. I watched her disappear as they closed and continued up to the top floor.

      I stormed into Nico’s room, not bothering to knock. Beck lay on the couch staring at the ceiling, while Nico paced around the island. Both of their eyes snapped to me the second the door slammed behind me.

      “Well, how the hell did it go?” Nico asked and dropped onto a club chair.

      I opened the liquor cabinet and poured myself a double whisky, throwing it back in one swallow.

      Nico glared, his black eyes somehow even blacker than usual in comparison to his reddening face. “By all means, help yourself,” he snapped.

      I fought down my smirk. This must be how Beck felt all the time, annoying Nico just for the sake of it. I could see the appeal. “As far as Patrick goes, it went well. He’s definitely on her side and will help get others on board.”

      Beck rubbed his eyes, clearly frustrated. “And what else happened? You look like absolute shit, man.”

      “I don’t think she’s going to get over it.”

      “What?” Beck’s alarm was all over his face, but I wasn’t focused on him.

      I glared at Nico, and he ground his teeth. He was clearly sick of everyone being pissed at him all the time, but I didn’t care. I’d never really thought about it until this past week, but I never pushed back on anything. Ever. “This is your fucking mess, you fix it.”

      “Explain to me what you would like me to have done.” Nico stood and took an aggressive step forward. “You were fucking there when I found out about Sophie. It had already been done for five years at that point. Raegan was a fucking child when those papers were signed, and no one knew she existed. She was never a factor in the equation.”

      “You should’ve told her when she moved into the hotel,” Beck argued.

      “At what point?” Nico’s neck started turning red, not a good sign. “At what point should I have explained to Jimmy’s younger daughter, our literal fucking enemy, information that I had no idea what she would do with? Sophie clearly didn’t even know. We didn’t, and still don’t know why Jimmy trained Raegan while keeping Sophie essentially useless. We don’t know why Jimmy was so happy never to tell Sophie about the marriage—”

      “Well, you didn’t tell her either,” Beck interrupted.

      “Yes, but I had a reason not to. I don’t want to be married to her. Jimmy had no reason not to tell her, unless he has other plans. So again, explain to me why I would spontaneously give all of that information up to Raegan the second she moved into the hotel?”

      Beck faltered, and even I had to agree I could kind of see Nico’s point.

      “It was the right thing to do, though,” Beck said. “We lied to her.”

      “Which wouldn’t have mattered if she just stayed the enemy like she was supposed to,” Nico snapped. “I didn’t fuck that up, you both did, so whose fault is this, really?”

      “Don’t twist this around,” I said flatly. “Don’t pretend you didn’t care. We were both there.”

      “You’re all idiots, you know.”

      I glanced up and was surprised to see Sophie leaning on the door frame, watching us. It was actually strange—for a second, I didn’t recognize her voice. I realized then that the high-pitched, sweet voice she used was fake. Some kind of act she felt she needed to play.

      Sophie was wearing a too-big set of pajamas and her bleached hair was wet, turning it yellow. She clearly hadn’t been able to bleach it again since she was here, because she had about two inches of red hair growing in. Aside from when we’d rescued her from the hospital, which didn’t count, I’d never seen her look so casual.

      “Oh, do enlighten us,” Nico drawled at her, his expression dark.

      Sophie didn’t shrink back, which also surprised me. “I’m just saying, you can fight amongst yourselves or you can actually do something to fix it. Moping around and not addressing the issue is getting you absolutely nowhere.”

      “So you’re suggesting what?” I asked.

      “Apologize, talk about it, and move on?” She shrugged.

      “If only it were that fucking easy,” Beck groaned.

      Sophie, apparently over this conversation, wandered back into the hall. Over her shoulder, she yelled. “Stop giving up so easily. God, men are stupid.”

      The three of us stared at the now empty door where Sophie had exited. Her words repeating themselves in my head.

      Beck spoke first, his voice coming out on a chuckle. “She thinks we’ve got a shot, man.”

      I ground my teeth, not looking forward to this next part. “Nico, go put your guns in the other room. There’s something that went down that we need to talk about and there’s no reason to buy another coffee table.”

      He grunted, not moving from his spot.

      “Fuck, whatever. Just don’t shoot me.”

      The look Nico gave me wasn’t reassuring.

      Beck glanced between us. “What the hell is it, man? You’re freaking me out.”

      “The Trilogy sent Rae another text. It was creepy as fuck.” I took out my phone and sent them both the screenshot I made her take.

      Nico’s teeth ground so hard I thought they’d crack, but it was Beck’s reaction that had me worried.

      He’d turned stone cold, slipping into the darkness that’d earned him his reputation.

      I knew exactly how he felt. “Don’t worry Brother. We’ll let you have the first crack at them.”

      Beck’s smile was twisted, light, not fully reaching his eyes, but that seemed to calm him a bit. “Well, let’s go hunting.”
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      “Rae, I can’t do this.” Sophie plopped down in the middle of the ring, panting.

      This was the first time I’d been back in the gym since Rush and I were here, and I had to force down the memories of what he did to me right here. It didn’t help that the three of them were all watching our little grappling lesson.

      We couldn’t go through any of the ways to break an arm hold because of the dismal condition of her wrists, so instead we were working on held-at-gunpoint scenarios. She’d done decently on the first few drills, but was struggling with the back hold.

      “Get up.” I held out my hand, hauling her to her feet. “No one is perfect the first few times. You’ve gotta keep doing it.”

      Beck chirped from the sidelines, “Speak for yourself, Little Thief. I was born perfect.”

      I rolled my eyes hard and focused back on Sophie. An idea formed and my lips tipped at the corner. Maybe she just needs a live opponent? “Okay, Beck, get your ass up here.”

      He hopped up immediately, a grin plastered on his face, and winked at me. “You’ve got it, babe.”

      I huffed out a breath, choosing to ignore his pet name, and directed him to stand behind Sophie and hold her exactly like I’d been when the guy had grabbed me, trying to escape from the warehouse with the laptop. What I didn’t expect was the sharp anger that spiked through me the second his arm wrapped around her.

      “Yeah, no. That’s not going to work…” I cleared my throat. Sophie’s head tilted to the side, and they both gave me knowing looks. Whatever. “Beck, I think we should demonstrate it. Then I can do the hold on Sophie.”

      Beck came up behind me, and his lips grazed my ear. “My pleasure.” His words rumbled through my back and I bit back a whimper. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea.

      Before I could say as much, he pinned me in the hold and my instincts kicked in. Going through the motion until I just barely stopped myself from snapping his wrist.

      Beck nipped at my ear. “Easy there, that was close.”

      His touch sent tingles down my spine, and he chuckled as I shivered against him. I stepped away and glared at him. “You can get down now. I think she’s got the point.”

      We ran through the drill countless times until my wrists ached and Sophie managed to consistently get me to drop my unloaded gun. I tossed a towel at her, hitting her square in the face. “Not bad for your first day, Soph.”

      She huffed, and used the towel to wipe her sweaty face, now a splotchy red and white color. This was probably more exercise than she’d done in her lifetime, let alone one day.
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        * * *

      

      I took a long shower before heading up to Nico’s room, then worried that I was wasting time. We needed to act on Patrick’s lead, and it was late enough that if we left now, it would be dark by the time we got there.

      I opened the door and spotted Rush alone, sitting at the dining table, crouched over his laptop. His gaze followed me as I walked into the room.

      I cleared my throat, trying to break the tension. “Where is everyone?”

      “Beck left to go do a job.” His face scrunched up in a wince.

      I smirked. Rush definitely wasn’t into torture.

      I strode over to the couch and plopped down, putting my feet up on the heavy metal coffee table. Being back in Nico’s suite going over plans for a difficult and potentially life-threatening mission was giving me serious Déjà Vu, and not in a good way. It wasn’t like I had much else to do.

      I glanced up as Nico’s bedroom door swung open and he came out, fully dressed but rubbing a towel over wet hair like he’d just gotten out of the shower. I blinked in surprise. “Have you been in there this whole time?”

      He gave me an appraising look. “Yes?” He turned his attention to Rush. “What did you find out?”

      Rush turned his screen toward us. “There’s no real information on the building. The surveillance on the street has been cut for months.”

      “Sounds perfect, let’s go.” I said, standing back up and crossing the kitchen to stand between them.

      “You’re not fucking going,” Nico barked, putting both palms flat on the table.

      “Excuse me?” I raised my eyebrows. “Why are we yelling? Who needs to be yelling right now?”

      “You don’t need to go, Firecracker,” Rush said, in a much more reasonable tone.

      “Um, okay, but I want to go. That’s the whole point of me being here.”

      “No.” Nico stared me down.

      If Rush and I were currently at a five out of ten on the emotional regulation scale, Nico had somehow gotten to a fifteen all on his own for no reason at all. I kind of wanted to laugh, but that didn’t seem helpful.

      Beck walked in, interrupting our conversation, and looked between the three of us. I turned Beck’s way and stifled a gasp. “God, what did that poor shirt do to you?”

      Nico tossed the towel he’d been using on his hair at Beck. “Do not get blood on my floors.”

      Beck grinned. “Yeah yeah, I know.” He started unbuttoning his shirt and threw it in the sink, then used the towel to wipe blood off his hands and face. “Sorry. The guy was a runner. I fucking hate that.”

      I nodded in understanding, then wanted to kick myself. Literally, who was I right now? Oh, how was your day at work, Honey? So sorry to hear that pulling out eyeballs didn’t go perfectly. Did you catch and murder the son of a bitch that ran from you?

      It wasn’t the torture that bothered me, or that now we were all planning this mission to the outpost, which would also undoubtedly include murder or any of the other insane shit. It was the fact that my crazy fit right in with their crazy, and I barely even questioned it anymore. If anyone noticed my internal battle, they didn’t comment.

      “What are we talking about?” Beck asked. My eyes lingered over his tattooed, muscular chest. That shit just never got old.

      “Rae’s fighting with Nico about whether or not he can tell her to stay back from the mission,” Rush said, a smirk crossing his mouth.

      Beck laughed merrily. “How’s that going for you, man?”

      Nico ignored him. “I’ll go. You stay here.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “What happened to you treating me like an equal, Grumpy? Couldn’t even last twenty-four hours?”

      Nico raised a brow at me. “I don’t think I ever agreed to that, Rabbit. I’m not sure what meeting you were at.”

      Anger bubbled in my stomach, but was quickly quieted as Beck cut in. “Ignore him, Little Thief. Nico was born angry. It’s not personal.”

      “At least I’m not a sociopath,” Nico snapped, giving Beck a sharp look.

      I laughed. “Oh, I don’t know about that. Don’t sell yourself short, Grumpy.”

      “Can we please focus?” Rush asked, exasperation written all over him.

      “As I was saying,” Nico said pointedly, his tone dangerous. “I’ll go to the outpost myself.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “Take me with you. If I’m not going to get used effectively, then I may as well leave now. I don’t know what meeting you were at, but I did not agree to just stay safe in the hotel.”

      “You went to talk to your guy,” Rush chimed in unhelpfully.

      I glared at him from across the room. “Do you guys like this table? Because I swear, Nico isn’t the only one who can shoot furniture, and you guys are giving me a lot of reasons to express my displeasure.”

      Rush raised both his hands in front of him. “Easy. I’m not the one telling you not to go. Just pointing out facts.”

      “Fine,” I snapped, swinging my focus back to Nico. “This is no different from stealing the laptop at the warehouse. So unless you’re saying there’s a reason why you give a shit now when you didn’t then, I don’t see a problem.”

      Beck barked a laugh and crossed the room to flop on the couch. “Yeah, Nico, is there a reason?”

      Nico’s eyes narrowed, and he looked like he was fighting a vicious internal battle. Finally, he walked across the kitchen, pulled open a drawer, and took out a gun longer than my entire forearm. “Fine. Take this.”

      My stomach did a little dance. I was only thirty percent sure he’d agree. “I’m good, I have guns.”

      “Those are not real guns, Raegan, they’re the size of my palm.” He glared at my Baby Eagles.

      “Shhh! They can hear you,” I hissed, ignoring the gun he was trying to hand me and practically dancing toward the door. “Are you coming?”

      I could tell without having to look he was rolling his eyes, but it didn’t matter because we were out the door and on our way. I was calling this a win for equality.
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        * * *

      

      “Why do I never see you drive?” I asked as he pulled out of the parking garage.

      He tapped his fingers against the steering wheel. “Do I need to point out the obvious?”

      “Whatever. You know what I mean, Rush always drives.”

      He raised his eyebrows at me in the rearview mirror. “Do you ever stop asking questions?”

      “For you? Never.”

      “Stop that,” Nico growled as I flipped through the radio stations, trying to find something other than static and terrible pop-country.

      “Oh, excuse me, Your Highness.”

      “Pick something or leave it off.”

      I flipped back to the country station and turned it up as loud as it would go, singing loudly, lyrics I didn’t really recognize. Within seconds, Nico was swerving at random as he tried to push my hand off the radio button, nearly flipping us into a ditch on the side of the road at ninety miles per hour.

      “Ah, I see now why you don’t drive.”

      He made a noise in the back of his throat that I’d come to recognize as frustration combined with contempt. I was turning into the Esposito Rosetta Stone.

      Far too soon, Nico exited the highway at a speed that should have put us in jail, and turned on to a dark access road. “Get out your gun, we’re almost there.”

      “Sir, yes, sir,” I said sardonically.

      He glanced at me, his lip curling, but didn’t comment.

      The GPS shrieked at us that we’d reached our destination, and then to make a U-turn when we blew past it without stopping. Nico parked alongside the road a quarter mile from the mouth of the long gravel driveway to the outpost, and we got out of the car. The air was sticky with humidity, and the summer night buzzed with the sound of crickets and humming telephone wires. Quiet, and yet, not.

      I walked around the back of the car, falling in step with Nico as we headed down the road toward the outpost. As with the night of Sophie’s rescue, I had to practically jog to keep up, as his legs were twice as long as mine. He glanced down at me, seeming to notice this for the first time, and slowed to half speed.

      I stashed my phone in my back pocket and lifted my gun in front of me. Our pace slowed as we made our way through the rest of the path. When the house came into view between the thinning branches, Nico reached out for me, hand closing over my arm, and halted my momentum. “I’ll go first.”

      I wanted to point out I was more than capable of handling myself, but his black gaze met mine and I relented. Arguing with him over trivial shit was starting to feel like more of a game than anything else, and I wasn’t sure it was one I should keep playing.

      The house was more of a cabin. It was one story, with a large back porch and weathered white vinyl siding that had faded with age. There was a well-built wooden shed to the left, and a giant fire pit to the right of the backyard. It surprised me there were no cars out front. No lights. Nothing. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but the total silence wasn’t it.

      I tucked further behind Nico and scoped out the surrounding terrain. There was no noise except the chirping of birds in the trees. It wasn’t an eerie quiet. It was a lonely one.

      Nico clearly realized no one was in the house at the same time I did. He stopped short and turned around. “It looks fucking abandoned. What did your guy say we were looking for?”

      I raised a brow. “Whatever we can.”

      We stood in silence for a moment, staring at the abandoned house. Finally, I took a few steps toward it. “We may as well take a look since we’re here.”

      Nico seemed to agree, walking in front of me again up the back steps. They creaked under our weight, but nothing seemed to be out of place. The back door was locked, but it took me less than two minutes to pop the lock open. “I need to get myself one of these heavy credit cards,” I said, trying to pass Nico his card back as I leaned against the now unlocked door. “They don’t break in the doorjamb.”

      He didn’t hold his hand out for it. “You can keep that one, I don’t care.”

      I glanced down at it, unsure if he was joking. I frowned. Just giving me stuff took all the fun out of stealing.

      I pocketed it anyway—I was not one to lose out on a good opportunity—and followed him into the house. I ran my fingers over the TV console and it came back with a thick layer of dust. If anyone had been here, it wasn’t recent.

      We stepped further into the house, but any adrenaline that I’d been holding on to dissipated the longer that nothing happened. Everything was quiet. Calm.

      Nico opened a door in the shabby hallway and poked his head inside. “Basement,” he said flatly.

      He took a step beyond the door and onto the stairs. I followed, sticking close behind him, though there was really no need. We were clearly alone. I felt along the wall for a light switch as we descended the dark stairs. Fumbling blindly, I flipped the switch.

      Light flared at the same time as I pulled my hand back sharply, shocked. Sparks burst from the ancient light switch, crackling in the dark air. A loud slam had me whipping around to find the basement door closing behind us. Electricity burned through my veins as the lock clicked.

      Fuck.
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      Sparks exploded overhead, and I threw an arm out instinctively as Raegan tittered at the top of the stairs. “Are you hurt?”

      “No.” She stuck her fingers in her mouth and sucked.

      My eyes zeroed in on her mouth. I shook myself almost violently. There was never a good time to be thinking like that, but especially not now. Raegan was like a cancer in my otherwise functioning brain. She was eating away at every rational thought, and she didn’t even know it.

      I retreated back up the stairs and stepped around her to try the door. Locked.

      What fresh fucking hell…

      The light switch on the wall was ancient, just like everything else in the house. It was probably once white, but now the plate was stained yellow and hanging by only one screw. I narrowed my eyes. Wires snaked out from the switch and along the wall in multiple directions.

      Turning back to Raegan, I found that she’d climbed down the stairs—likely following the path of the wire. She bent down at the foot of the steps, peering under the bottom step. “Just curious, do you know how to disable a bomb?”

      My stomach jumped into my throat, and I dashed down the stairs to kneel next to her. Uncharacteristically, she made no smartass comment as I did my best to avoid the bottom stair while not stepping on her head. That wasn’t a good sign.

      I peered at the nylon duffle bag shoved under the bottom step, wondering for half a second what would make her assume it was a bomb. My skepticism vanished as I recognized the telltale ticking emanating from inside the bag.

      Raegan reached for the zipper, but I grabbed her hand to stop her. “Don’t. If the switch tripped, it’s going off anyway. Don’t fuck with it.”

      “So that’s a no then? You don’t know how to disable a bomb?” Her voice rose in both pitch and hysteria.

      I ran through the catalog of various drills my father inflicted on me as a teenager. The Gentlemen had our own explosives guy—Riccardo—but he’d never taught me how to disable a bomb. In all likelihood, if I fucked with it, the thing would just explode faster.

      We were already wasting time as it was.

      I glanced around the basement for a back door. The room was filled with old shit—furniture, boxes, holiday decorations. Someone clearly lived here at some point. When I didn’t immediately see a back exit, I grabbed Raegan’s arm and pulled her to her feet more roughly than I’d intended. “Come on.”

      Dashing back up the stairs, I aimed my gun at the basement door and fired five shots into the general vicinity of the doorknob. The lock exploded, but there was a hydraulic arm holding the door firmly shut. Fuck.

      Raegan made a panic sound behind me, and a black haze took over my vision. A growl started low in my chest, and I rammed my shoulder into it, breaking the device.

      The door swung open and Raegan let out a relieved breath behind me as we ran out into the upstairs hall. I wondered suddenly what would have happened if we tripped any other light switch in this place. Is the whole damn house rigged?

      As if to put an exclamation mark on my thoughts, a piercing alarm sounded from downstairs as the bomb picked up its pace. Who the ever-loving fuck had access to explosives like that? And who knew how to rig bombs in shitty old houses? If we died in here, I would rise from my fucking grave to hunt down the bastards, just to know for sure.

      I shoved Raegan ahead of me toward the front door. “Run!”

      She didn’t pause to question it, sprinting for the door. I tore after her, the beeping ringing in my ears. There was no fucking way to know how long before that thing went off, or how large of an explosive it was.

      We might be fucked no matter what if it’s big enough, it could take out the entire surrounding mile.

      The front door clattered behind us and I heard more than felt our feet hitting the porch. Raegan’s hair fell out of its ponytail and fanned out behind her as she ran in front of me on to the grass. She stumbled, and I grabbed her.

      Then, there was a bright, white quiet.

      If you are close enough to an explosion, there is a moment where it sounds like nothing. Because sound travels slower than light, you can see the explosion before you can hear it. Then comes pain.

      Fire raced up my back as the heat of the blast reached us, a fraction of a second after I registered the sound of dozens of windows shattering at once. Glass and shrapnel rained down on top of us. I pushed Raegan down onto the lawn, covering her from the remainder of the deluge.

      She landed with an “oomph” and I had half a second to worry if I’d crushed her before a second blast went off behind us. Through the ringing in my ears, I noted that yes, the house was rigged with more than one explosive.

      Our breathing synced as the ringing in my ears became a dull roar. I rolled off her, wincing as my back hit the ground. Next to me, Raegan groaned and my attention snapped to her. “What is it?”

      “Nothing,” she said shortly. “Fuck.”

      I zeroed in on her eyes, illuminated in the light of the burning house. Her expression was awed. Haunted.

      I was numb. Vibrating with too much adrenaline and nowhere to put it. I bit back a thousand comments about how she shouldn’t have come tonight. I told her she should have stayed at the hotel. I fucking knew something needlessly dangerous would happen.

      “Let’s get out of here,” she said hoarsely.

      I nodded, though I was pretty sure she wasn’t watching, and got to my feet, ignoring the way my shirt stuck to the skin of my back. She paused on the ground, seeming to struggle to get up. A jolt of panic hit me. “What the fuck is that, Raegan?”

      She didn’t reply, but she didn’t have to. She had sat up and was leaning over to inspect her right leg.

      I growled involuntarily. Her thigh was burned in places and bloody in others, like she’d been hit with a piece of flaming shrapnel. I couldn’t even tell how bad it really was in the dim lighting. When I found out who set us up… I’d make Beck’s torture look like sympathy.

      “I’m fine,” she said, but her voice betrayed a quiver.

      “You are not fucking fine.”

      Flames were beginning to engulf the cabin, licking up the sides, lighting up the yard. Huge plumes of smoke billowed into the sky. Fuck. Within minutes, this place would be swarming with cops—you could probably hear that blast for fifty miles.

      I bent to scoop Raegan into my arms. As expected, she immediately protested. “Put me down,” she groaned. “I can walk by myself.”

      I ignored her, striding away from the burning house to where we’d parked the Range Rover. I usually enjoyed arguing with Raegan, in sort of a fucked up self-deprecating way, but not right now.

      Most of the time, I couldn’t read her as well as other people—she was full of contradictions. Now, though, I didn’t have to be a good reader of people to tell what she was thinking. Fuck, just looking at her leg made my own skin burn. Rage simmered in my chest at a constant low-level hum.

      I glanced back as we reached the car and I fumbled with one hand for the trunk latch. The dark sky had lit up behind us with an orange glow from the fire, and the smell of ash and tar hung in the air. C4 probably, if I had to guess, based on the smell and the size of the explosion.

      The trunk of the Range Rover swung open, and I deposited Raegan on the edge, her legs hanging over the back bumper. She gritted her teeth at me. “I’m fine, can we just go?”

      I peered at her leg, finally able to get a good look, and the anger in my chest surged white hot. “This is not fine, Raegan. Stay right there.” I wanted to scream, but the only person here was Raegan, and I couldn’t scream at her.

      Rush usually kept some kind of first aid kit in the cars. Striding around to the passenger side, I rifled through the glove compartment, finding only a bottle of water and a small kit filled with band aids, Tylenol and Neosporin. I growled in frustration.

      I took the bottle of water, thinking vaguely that we could at least clean off the blood, and returned to Raegan. She had taken out her phone and was pointing the flashlight at her leg. There was a several inch long piece of metal poking out of the top of her leg. My stomach rolled, and the cognitive dissonance of that reaction hit me. Anyone else—literally anyone—and I wouldn’t have blinked an eye at an injury like this. “I can’t tell how bad it is if you don’t let me get a better look.”

      She groaned again. “Fine. Do whatever you want to me.”

      My blood pulsed at that careless phrasing, but I shook it off. I dumped the water over her leg, hoping to see the injury better. She hissed at the contact, but didn’t protest as I ran my fingers over her thigh, the skin smooth, and red with blood. She shrieked when I touched the metal. “Son of a bitch, don’t fucking do that!”

      I glanced back at the burning house in the distance. The flames were so big now that they were visible over the treeline. We really needed to leave.

      I pinched the skin between my eyes. Medical shit was not my strong suit. We actually would have been better off with Beck around for something like this. In order to kill people effectively, you had to have a good understanding of the human body. It was like having our own EMT.

      At least she didn’t seem to be losing a lot of blood. If nothing else, it wasn’t a deep cut. Reaching for the bottom of my shirt, I pulled it off and handed it to her. “We can’t just leave the shrapnel in there.”

      She took the shirt with a shaking hand. “Um, what the fuck are you doing?”

      Her eyes bugged out of her head and I tried not to smile. Focus. “I’m going to pull that out of your leg and then you’re going to use that to stop the bleeding.”

      “Oh,” she said, swallowing a few times. “Right. Okay, just do it.”

      I gritted my teeth. I had no idea what was wrong with me. I was risking more than she probably realized by lingering at the site of a bombing this long. I should have made her pull the shrapnel out herself and we should be halfway back to St. Adrian by now.

      I supposed I should stop trying to convince myself I didn’t know what was wrong with me—some part of me did, but I couldn’t wrap my head around it.

      Raegan whimpered as I grasped the shard of metal in two fingers. “Ready, Rabbit?”

      Her bright green gaze bore into mine before giving a quick nod. “Yeah, I guess”

      Good girl.

      I ripped it out in one swift motion. She yelped, dropping the t-shirt and leaned forward, pressing her face to my shoulder in apparent exhaustion. “Fuck me, that hurts.”

      I tossed the metal shard on the ground, grabbed the dropped shirt and pressed it into her leg. “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” she moaned into my shoulder. She paused for a beat. “Okay, fine. It’s bullshit, okay? It really fucking hurts. Are you happy?”

      “Why the fuck would you think that would make me happy?”

      Far from it, I was livid. Mostly with whoever had set the bomb, but also partly with myself for bringing her here. I should have told her no and forced her to stay at the hotel. Of course, short of literally locking her in my room that would have been difficult, and even then, I’d give it ten minutes before she picked the lock. I needed better locks.

      She pulled her face back far enough to peer up at me, shivering despite the crackling heat of the evening.

      Ever since the morning of Sophie’s kidnapping, I’d been trying to erase the memory of Raegan from my brain. Raegan’s lips on mine, her legs around my waist, her hot little body completely mailable in my arms.

      I was turning into a masochist. I wanted her to be pliant and writhing again, regardless of what that would ultimately cost me. She looked like she wanted it too, as I stepped in infinitesimally closer. Her breath caught.

      “Why is it that since meeting you I’m constantly almost dying?” she asked. “That cannot be a coincidence.”

      I laughed hoarsely. “I could say the same thing you know.”

      She bit her lip. “True.”

      I was wary of her leg, but not enough to stop me from grabbing the nape of her neck and tilting her face up to meet mine. “I thought we’d covered this. If we wanted to kill each other, we just would.”

      She met my gaze, head on, unafraid. “Isn’t that what we’re doing?”

      Touché

      We moved simultaneously, closing the remaining centimeters between us in a violent, hungry kiss. I held back a groan as she rocked against me, just as perfectly responsive as I’d remembered.

      She bit down on my lip hard, punishing, and then sucked on it, soothing the sting. Flames licked up my skin, just as hot and nearly as painful as the ones from the explosion. A good kind of pain.

      I moved my mouth from the bottom of her chin, down the column of her neck to suck on her pulse point. She groaned and moved closer as my teeth grazed her collarbone. It would leave a mark and some part of me rejoiced at that idea.

      I wanted to both possess her and be possessed by her. Mutual symbiotic imprisonment.

      She moaned as my fingers trailed her stomach, finding the waistband of her shorts. She wrapped her legs around my waist, my shirt getting caught between us.

      I glanced down at the fallen shirt, suddenly remembering she was hurt. Badly. And we were standing outside the site of a bombing.

      Her expression had shifted as well, like the pause had made her come to her senses. “Fuck. I can’t do this. You’re literally married to my sister.”

      I pulled back further, staring at her. The irony wasn’t lost on me that despite her statement, she was still gripping my hair, and her legs were still holding me hostage.

      A spark of amusement cut through the haze, fogging my brain. “Maybe technically speaking. If you’re going to make excuses Raegan, at least use something believable. I can think of dozens of reasons this is a bad idea, but your sister never crossed my mind.”

      I really didn’t care at all about a piece of paper. I didn’t think Raegan did either. It wasn’t a real marriage. The real moral issue was that double proxy child marriage was entirely legal and binding in multiple states.

      Raegan opened her mouth to speak, and I was appalled with myself to realize I was waiting with bated breath for what she would say. If I hadn’t killed my father already, I would now, just for fucking me over in this exact moment. He was probably looking up at us right now from whatever spit he was roasting on and getting a good fucking laugh.

      “No, this is some toxic shit right here. Technically married is still married, and it’s fucking weird.” She leaned back and groaned, her expression pained, and started feeling around the trunk of the car. She threw my shirt at me. “For the love of God, put that back on.”

      “What? No.” I tried to hand it back to her. There was no universe in which I was putting that back on. She needed it, and it was covered in her blood.

      “This is not fucking fair,” she said, more to herself than to me. “Why can’t things that are bad for you look bad?”

      Sirens screamed in the distance, and I jerked my head up. “Fuck.”

      Raegan scrambled off the trunk of the car and hobbled around to the passenger side, not meeting my eyes. I waited for a quippy joke or even a scathing remark. Anything normal, but she said nothing.

      I closed my eyes and tilted my head up to the sky. I could still feel her everywhere.
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        * * *

      

      We stood in the elevator as the floors ticked by on the way to the penthouse. Well, I stood.

      “I can walk myself,” Raegan muttered for roughly the fifth time.

      “Fine,” I snapped, exasperated. “Walk.”

      I made to put her down, and she dug her fingernails into my neck, refusing to let go. “Never mind, I lied. Do not drop me.”

      I glanced down at her injured leg, wrapped in what was left of my torn t-shirt. Jesus. Beck and Rush were going to lose their shit.

      The elevator doors opened, and I made my way down the hall to my suite, walking quickly to hopefully avoid running into anyone. Not that many people came up here, but this was not the moment I wanted to get blocked by a housekeeping cart.

      I stopped in front of the door. Fuck—I couldn’t reach my key. “I either need to put you down or you need to reach into my pocket and get my wallet.”

      She raised her eyebrows at me. “Don’t you think you’ve gotten enough spontaneous action tonight?”

      “Jesus Christ, Raegan, I need you to unlock the door.”

      “Oh. Right, okay.”

      She fished out the key and unlocked the door. I shouldered it open as a wall of sound hit me.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Beck barked, sprinting down the hall to meet us.

      “Oh, fuck,” Raegan said, echoing my own thoughts. “I’m fine. We’re both fine, see? All intact.”

      I stepped into my suite and he chased after us, followed closely by Rush. How the fuck they even knew Raegan was hurt, I had no idea. I’d hoped to get her to see my physician before they found out and lost their collective minds.

      “Not now,” I growled.

      “It sure as hell is going to be now.” Beck’s eyes darted over us, from her leg, to my bare chest and visible burns, back to her leg.

      He tried to reach out and take Raegan from me. Not going to fucking happen. I elbowed him in the stomach. “Back the fuck off.”

      “I really am fine,” Raegan said, but her statement was undercut somewhat by her inability to walk on her own.

      “What happened?” Rush said, his voice quivering with the effort of staying calm.

      I deposited Raegan on the couch and pulled my phone out of my pocket. Where the fuck was the doctor? He should have met me at the door? “Have you seen Dr. Sommers?”

      “No. What happened?”

      I groaned. They were not going to let this go. Not that I had a single fucking leg to stand on, but they didn’t need to know that. I explained in hushed tones the CliffsNotes’ version of what had happened.

      Rush’s eyes grew wide at the explanation of the bomb. “So, her guy set us up.”

      I stopped breathing. Fuck. How did I not immediately think of that? My vision tunneled in on itself, the roaring returning to my ears. “Don’t say anything right away. We need to make sure.”

      Rush narrowed his eyes. “Fuck no, I’m not lying again.”

      I growled in frustration. Jesus, it wasn’t lying. I just want to check before upsetting her. Fuck it. I shouldn’t fucking care, anyway. “Fine. Do whatever you want.”

      Someone rapped on the door and I whipped my head around. Fucking finally.

      Beck leapt up off the floor where’d he’d been sitting next to the couch to let Dr. Sommers in. The Doctor nodded to me as he passed. “Boss.”

      The doctor worked quickly, declaring it looked worse than it was. It annoyed me how relieved I was about that. “Call me when they finish up.” I said to Rush when it became clear that there was no point standing around and watching anymore. “I’m going to take a shower. I’m covered in ash.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”

      “Yes. She’s fine, see?”

      In reality, I just needed a fucking second to process. I strode across my suite to my bedroom door, throwing it open and retreating inside. I leaned against the closed door, already well aware I wasn’t really taking a shower and I was beyond sleep. There was no amount of sleeping pills that could take the edge off the buzzing in my head.

      Climbing into bed with my shoes still on, I reached for my laptop. I pulled up a new search window and stared at it blankly. I typed “Raegan O’Rourke” into the search bar.

      What the hell am I even doing?

      There was no reason to be searching for Raegan online. At all.

      Well, we still don’t know why Jimmy trained her.

      I latched onto that idea like I was drowning and it was the last life jacket on earth.

      There were a lot of Raegan O’Rourke’s in the world and even more Regan’s without an A. Narrowing down the geographic area made no difference at all, so I tried googling: “Sophie O’Rourke,” wondering if Sophie’s social media would lead me back to her sister. Nothing.

      Grinding my teeth, I searched: “Mary O’Rourke,” “Jimmy O’Rourke,” “O’Rourke family Mount Summer St. Adrian.” Nothing, nothing, nothing.

      Finally, forty minutes later, on the fourth page of image results for a search for: “Marcus O’Rourke Murder Mount Summer Mob St. Adrian Family,” I found something. A thrill of excitement hit me as I scanned an inane article about city social life. Sophie was mentioned, but more importantly, there was a photo and there was Raegan next to her, holding a wine glass.

      Before I could second guess myself, I saved the picture on my desktop. Then, after a moment, I moved it to a folder marked “August budget projections,” — like I was hiding a body or some shit.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” I asked out loud.

      Hell if I know.

      This was not healthy. Not that I had a lot of experience with healthy, but I was positive this wasn’t it. I minimized the folder, resolved to never look at it again, and slammed my laptop shut. Staring at the ceiling, I listened to the sound of my heart beating in my ears.

      “Technically married is still married, and it’s fucking weird.”

      I sat up, opened my laptop again, and typed in, “Divorce attorney St. Adrian.”
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      “Okay, but like, hear me out,” Sophie said, shifting on the couch across from me. “Logan and Jess are clearly just supposed to be the parallels to Christopher and Luke and that’s weird, so Rory should maybe just move on altogether.”

      “Um, no.” I gestured wildly at the TV. “I like Logan. I don’t even get Jess.”

      “That’s because you didn’t watch season two.”

      “And who’s fault is that?”

      Sophie and I lay curled on the couch in my suite in the same position we had been in for the last several hours. We were watching a later season of a show she liked and I had never seen until today. It wasn’t like I spent a lot of time watching TV growing up, or had any understanding of the pop culture stuff she was into, but hanging out was nice. Different. It was like we were getting to know each other better for the first time.

      The savory smell of roasted chicken drifted under Beck’s door, and my stomach growled as I breathed it in, effectively breaking the moment.

      Sophie shook her head. “When’s the last time you ate?”

      I shrugged. I wasn’t great at the basic necessities. Always focused on the bigger picture.

      She made a disapproving sound. “Get dressed, we’re going to see your guys.”

      I changed out of my pajamas I wore all day and pulled on my typical outfit. Short shorts, and a large t-shirt tied at the side. It wasn’t completely lost on me. I still wore their clothes, but whatever they were comfy. At least that’s the excuse, I kept telling myself.

      I knocked on Beck’s door, and was met with his seductive smile. My breath caught in my chest as I took in his low-slung gray sweatpants that did nothing to hide the outline of his cock. I bit my lip hard and made myself meet his smiling hazel eyes. “I knew you couldn’t resist dinner.” His tone was lighter than it had been for days, and I wasn’t sure if I could trust it.

      He’d been trying to get me alone since we had sex at the lake house, and I’d been avoiding him like it was my job. My skin warmed at the thought of him pinning me to the wall, kissing me like his life depended on it. I had returned every single one of his desperate kisses and let it take over me. I let myself forget everything that happened and got lost in needy lust. My cheeks grew warm with the memory.

      Beck’s smile turned into a wicked grin, as if he could read my thoughts perfectly.

      Great. That was just fucking great.

      Rush cleared his throat, and I finally saw him standing there. Hands in his pockets. We’d definitely left words unsaid between us, and for the first time since my dad blew their secret, I wanted to hear him out. He was absolutely devastating, as usual, and I worked to suppress my groan. He was dressed as casually as Beck, and something about it made me want to curl up between them on the couch. Jesus Christ, I need to get laid.

      My heart skipped, and heat pooled between my thighs as I looked between them. I definitely had the opportunity to do that.

      Sophie tapped me on the shoulder, making me jump. I’d forgotten all about her. She slipped past me, smiling to herself, and settled at the large wooden table. “Nice place you have here,” she called over to Beck. “Seems familiar.”

      Beck grinned at me when my stomach rumbled loudly and sent me a wink. “You hungry, Little Thief?”

      I nodded. Dammit, playful Beck was back. I wondered if he figured out I couldn’t resist him that way.

      I sat beside Sophie and scanned his room. It was a carbon copy of mine, but I hadn’t paid it much attention before. This was clearly a space he loved. Everything about it, screamed Beck. From the moody paintings on the wall to the fully decked out kitchen. His stove took up half the back wall, like something you’d see on top chef, not in this building. It suited him.

      Rush sat down directly across from me and stole all my attention. His intense mismatched gaze met mine before roaming over the outline of my breast, barely visible through Beck’s band t-shirt, up the column of my neck, and finally landed on my parted mouth. He looked famished, and it wasn’t because of dinner. Before I could do something stupid, like climb over the table, Beck sat beside me, handing me a plate. The heat of his leg pressed against mine and traveled up my body.

      “What’s wrong, Little Thief? You look a bit flushed.” He shoveled a forkful of pasta into his mouth and I followed suit, ignoring his question. The second it touched my tongue, an involuntary moan escaped.

      I felt both Beck and Rush’s gazes brand into my skin, but I kept my head firmly pointed to my plate.

      That was, until Beck’s hand slipped beneath the table and slowly rubbed back and forth on my thigh, getting closer to my core with each stroke. I tried to catch his gaze, but it was his turn to look at his food as if he wasn’t driving me nuts. Against every instinct, I tried to shift away, but his grip tightened, holding me in place. I’ve never been so happy to be restrained before.

      Sophie looked oblivious to what was happening directly beside her, except for the sly, knowing grin on her face. Whereas, Rush didn’t hide the intensity in his gaze. Mine were glued to his as Beck worked his hand higher. I should be fucking embarrassed, but it was hard to concentrate on anything.

      Sophie got up from the table, clearing her throat. “Thanks for dinner, Beck. I’m going to head out.”

      She didn’t invite me, and I didn’t offer to follow her. There wasn’t a single chance I was leaving this room.

      Jesus Christ, is it hot in here?

      I bit my lip as my gaze traced over every detail of Rush’s exposed tattoos, landing on the skull wearing a crown.

      I couldn’t pinpoint when the image that marked him as a Gentlemen stopped bothering me. It was just part of who he was, and the stupid part of me didn’t care to make him anything different.

      His thumb traced over his bottom lip and my pulse raced and heat flooded between my thighs.

      “You look thirsty, Firecracker.” His words were full of innuendo as he grabbed his glass of water and got up from the table. His free hand reached back and pulled his shirt over his head with one arm in a move I thought only strippers could do.

      I spun on my seat and faced him. My gaze traveled down his gray-scaled inked chest, and I wiggled in my seat, unable to stop myself from moving. He was cut to perfection, and I followed the dips and valleys of his muscles, all the way down to his V-cut abs that disappeared into his low-slung black shorts. I made an incoherent sound at the back of my throat and crossed my ankles to help relieve my aching core.

      Beck’s hand tightened on my thigh, impossibly high, and pressed his chest against my back. Rush groaned in the back of his throat and moved directly in front of me. “You keep looking at me like that, Firecracker, and I won’t be responsible for what I do to you.”

      My panties soaked at his words, and I bit my lip hard, meeting his gaze. He raked his hand through his chocolate brown hair and took another step. Close enough that I could lick the valleys of his muscled stomach. My mouth watered, and my breaths came out in pants as I debated doing just that.

      He hummed and slid his fingers into the back of my hair, loosening my ponytail. A liberty I shouldn’t have given him, but I gave zero fucks in that moment. My mouth dropped open as his grip tightened.

      His dark, two-toned gaze met mine, and he tipped the glass to pour a slow stream of water into my mouth. Jesus fucking Christ. I swallowed hard, and he put the glass down. His thumb lifted and wiped the excess water from the corner of my lip.

      I opened my mouth further and moaned as he slid his thumb across my teeth, salt coating my tongue. A groan slipped through his lips, and his body shuddered as I swirled my tongue around him and sucked it in deeper.

      His eyes rolled back, and he tilted his face to the sky as if searching for will power. The muscle in his jaw clenched, and his grip on my hair tightened one last time before letting go. He stepped back, and I made a needy sound as his thumb slipped from my mouth.

      He must have lost the battle to keep his distance, because he bent down until he was at eye level and dropped his forehead to mine. Mouth so close, I could reach out and taste him.

      He gripped my shoulders, holding me in place, and my heart thundered in anticipation of what he’d do next. An electric current pulsed under my skin, and I gave up trying to keep any distance between us. I wanted nothing more than to drag him over me.

      A slice of anger mixed with the lust that took control. I wanted to punish his mouth for the hurt he caused and make him show me just how sorry he was.

      Rush noticed the shift in me and placed a lingering kiss on my forehead.

      “I’m sorry. I will fix it.” His pained voice pulled on every single one of my heartstrings. Deep down I knew that he and Beck had been trying to do what they thought was best, but fuck, the realization that they’d been lying to me while I’d been eating it up stung like a bitch.

      Rush’s eyes searched mine for a second before he stood abruptly. I instantly missed the buzz of having him so close, and my overheated body begged to be touched.

      Beck groaned and slid his hand up my back, drawing my focus from Rush. When I met his eyes, I found no jealousy. If I had to put a name to his expression, I’d call it “hungry.”

      Rush glanced between us and walked over to Beck. His mouth dropped to his ear. The image of their closeness damn near had me coming in my shorts. These two were dangerous to my sanity.

      Beck’s smile turned mischievous at the whispered words.

      “What’s going on?” My heart thundered as two sets of hooded eyes met mine.

      “We just need to take care of something, Firecracker.” Rush’s voice was deep and rough, sending a thrill through me. Jesus Christ, I’d need to jump in a shower if they kept looking at me like that.

      Beck grasped my hips, easily turning me on my chair to face him. His hands landed on my thighs, spreading them to make a spot for himself.

      When the hell did he take off his shirt?

      He was covered in a mosaic of horrendous images inked in bright colors on his skin. They fit him perfectly, a mix between playful and psychotic.

      His fingers wrapped around my jaw and tightened until I met his gaze. There was a mix of heat, need, pain, and regret swirling in the hazel depths. I held my breath when his tongue slipped out, wetting his bottom lip, and played with the silver hoop pierced through his lip.

      Fuck, why is he so hot?

      Beck brought his mouth just above mine, the cool metal smooth against the sensitive skin. I whimpered at the touch, wanting more. Beck’s eyes searched mine. “Do you want me to stop, Little Thief?”

      Goddamn it, no, I really didn’t. I closed the distance between us and we both groaned into each other’s mouths. His hand wrapped around the back of my head and held my mouth to his.

      I bit his lip hard, drawing blood, and Beck made a feral sound at the back of his throat. His mouth devoured mine, fighting to control me. He dug his fingers into my hair, causing a bite of pain that sent heat to my already wet core. I was still mad at them. They fucked up something I didn’t know I needed, but I couldn’t stop my traitorous body from wanting more.

      Beck easily lifted me, switching our position so I straddled his lap, and I gasped as I settled on his hard length, a solid ridge beneath me. The only thing separating us was the thin fabric of our clothes. The sensation made me rock greedily against him. His hands dropped to my hips and pulled me down harder, encouraging me to move faster.

      Everything with Beck was always so much more than I’d expected. He demanded complete surrender with every touch.

      I met his eyes, saw the need there. The magnetic energy that was always between us crackled as my lips found his. The kiss was rough, needy as we bit, sucked, and licked each other.

      Rush kneeled behind me and electricity sparked through me as his chest skimmed my back. So close his breath fanned over my neck and my skin pebbled in anticipation of his touch. Each breath drove me a little crazier until I was barely grasping at my sanity.

      I sucked in as Rush’s hands dipped under the hem of my shirt and dragged it over my head. Beck groaned when my black lace see-through bra was exposed inches in front of him. His lips dropped to my nipple, sucking it through the sheer fabric, drawing a whimper from the back of my throat. I arched my back and chased the feeling of his mouth. I needed more, craved it. He thrust his hips into mine, and his strong hands controlled the speed of our motion.

      Rush unclasped my bra and peeled it off, knuckles skimming my spine. A frustrated, needy feeling coated me.

      “I know I said we were done, Rush, but I take it the hell back. I need you right now.” My voice came out in a plea.

      My head tipped backward to look at him. He watched over my shoulder as Beck took his time, tongue flat as he licked up the underside of my breast, tasting my skin.

      Rush bit his lip, his attention never leaving his friend who was driving me out of my mind. We both groaned when Beck sucked my nipple and my fingers dug into his hair. He lifted my breast in his hands, and gently ran his thumb over my nipples until I trembled against him. Rush’s hands replaced Beck’s on my hips, and my eyes rolled back as he rocked my clit over Beck’s hard cock.

      I whimpered at the feeling of being caught between them. I wanted Rush too. “I want you both right the fuck now.”

      Rush cleared his throat. “Ask me again, when you aren’t half driven out of your mind, Firecracker.”

      I growled, not happy with that response, but Beck bit the tip of my breast, distracting me. All three of us groaned.

      I made a pleading sound and ground harder onto Beck’s cock. The intensity of the moment taking over my body. Everything was hotter knowing that Rush watched our every move. Edging me harder. Rush leaned in closer, his voice a command. “Lie her down.”

      I moaned, feeling the breath of Rush’s words on the back of my neck.

      “Gladly.” Beck lifted me until I was laid out on the table, leaving my ass at the edge. When the hell had Rush cleared it?

      Beck placed languid kisses up my leg, taking extra care where it was bandaged. He lifted himself over me and settled his cock where I needed him most. He groaned and bit my neck as he thrust into me through our clothes. The rhythm possessed my mind as his playful control broke, letting out his darker side.

      Rush fisted his cock through his shorts. Not having his hands on me felt like I was punishing myself instead of him.

      Beck backed up, and worked my shorts off, careful not to touch my cut, and exposed me to them both. My thin, soaked panties did little to conceal me.

      He shifted lower, and dropped his mouth to my stomach, trailing open mouth kisses from my navel to my panty line until I gasped for breath.

      “Off,” I pleaded with him.

      Beck’s head lifted, until I could see his starved hazel eyes, his thumbs dipped beneath my underwear, and slid them off. He handed them to Rush, who shoved them into his pocket and smirked at me. No plans of giving them back.

      I dropped my legs further apart as Beck sank to his knees, lowering his mouth until it brushed over my throbbing clit. My body became a live wire, buzzing with every touch.

      Rush watched every movement, and his tongue wet his bottom lip when Beck licked up my slit, humming at the back of his throat.

      He lifted his head to look at Rush. “She’s so fucking wet.”

      Goddammit, that was hot.

      I squirmed beneath him, needing him to touch me again. He chuckled before he dropped his head and swirled his tongue around my clit, sending sparks flying through me. My fingers grasped the edge of the table as I desperately tried to anchor myself.

      Arousal flushed through me, soaking my core, as I unabashedly pressed myself against Beck’s face.

      Rush was completely focused on Beck devouring me while his hand worked his cock faster through his shorts. I whimpered when he licked his lips and bit down. I wanted him to touch me. No, I needed them both to touch me.

      “Rush. Now.” My voice was a plea. The image of them both taking me overwhelmed my senses.

      His eyes rolled back in his head and he groaned. “Not yet, Firecracker.”

      I whimpered at his words, but before I could protest, Rush fisted Beck’s hair and pulled back hard. Beck stared at me with intense eyes and a wicked smile on his lips. He was fucking loving this as much as I was.

      I nearly came just watching them.

      Rush moved in closer, eyes hot on my wet core. “Push two fingers in her.”

      I shifted at the command, but Beck already traced his fingers around the entrance to my pussy. I sucked in my breath as he filled me, then slowly dragged them out. I was a writhing, uncontrolled mess, and made desperate sounds when he thrusted his fingers in the same rhythm as Rush stroked his cock.

      Rush hadn’t let go of Beck’s hair and he gripped him harder, earning him a groan from the tattooed interrogator.

      Rush’s voice was coarse. “Let me taste her.”

      Beck’s grin turned sinister as he pulled his soaked fingers from my core and lifted them to Rush, who met my gaze as he sucked Beck’s fingers into his mouth, drawing a groan from his friend. Beck slid his fingers in and out of Rush’s mouth as his tongue licked him clean, never lifting his gaze from mine.

      Holy shit, holy shit. Holy fucking shit.

      I moaned when Beck moved his hand back to my core and worked his fingers inside me, sending me into an uncontrolled frenzy. He sucked my clit hard, and finger fucked my needy core.

      Rush’s mouth dropped to my breast, sucking in long pulls, and my breath caught. He palmed the other one and pinched my nipple between his fingers. I teetered on the edge, desperate to fall off. Beck growled in the back of his throat and bit down on my clit. A mix of pain and intense pleasure rocked through my body and I crashed over the edge, chanting their names, until they became one on the tip of my tongue.

      Beck’s movements slowed, but he didn’t stop until he wrung out every ounce of pleasure.

      I was a liquid puddle beneath him when he crawled up and laid his head on my stomach. We were both immobile as we panted to catch our breath.

      Rush groaned and moved back from me. His voice was rough. “Fuck, Firecracker. You’re going to fucking kill us if every time is like this.”

      Heat flooded through me, and I was instantly ready to go again. I needed to feel both of their cocks push into me and take all that I have. Screw being mad. This is what I wanted.

      Rush stepped back from us and pulled Beck with him as he went. Beck’s eyes were hungry, but he lifted off the table without complaint.

      “What are you doing?” My words echoed from earlier, my voice was rough from screaming.

      Beck’s next words sent a thrill through me. “New plan, Little Thief. We’re going to drive you crazy until you forgive us.”

      Hell, I liked everything about that. I met Rush’s gaze, and he nodded in agreement. I dropped my head back before pushing myself up on my elbows, looking for my clothes. Beck had kindly gathered them beside me. “Where the hell were my underwear?”

      Rush smiled. “They’re mine now, Firecracker.”

      I just finished pulling on my clothes when my phone buzzed on the table, and Rush grabbed it. His brows pulled down, anger contorting his face.

      My heart sank knowing The Hatter had sent another text.
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      It took me a moment to fully register what was happening in the picture. Broken bricks and shards of metal covered a parking lot like some kind of deranged confetti popper had gone terribly wrong. Flames at least twenty feet high engulfed what was left of an unfortunate building in the background. I flipped through to the next picture. It was a closeup, and my stomach dropped at the slow realization of what exactly I was looking at.

      The Mount Summer outpost where Rush and I had met up with Patrick.

      I coughed, my breath getting caught in my throat. The spot where we’d hidden wasn’t just on fire, it had evaporated into a cloud of dust. What the hell was it with The Trilogy and bombs?

      The next photo had bile rising in my throat, my eyes closed tight on their own, and I forced them open to face what was in front of me. My fingers trembled so hard I could barely hold the phone as I looked through the familiar faces of my men’s bodies all across the parking lot. I stumbled back, unable to support myself as the full weight of what happened sunk in. They didn’t die in the explosion. They had executed each one of them with a bullet to the head.

      My breath caught in my throat, lungs caving in on themselves. Patrick lay there next to his men. Vacant gaze pointed up to the sky.

      I trembled as I stood frozen to the spot. Pain lanced through my chest, and my legs gave out. I hardly registered Beck’s arms wrapping around my middle, catching me before I could hit the ground. My voice shook, “They’re all Mount Summer.”

      I took in a shaky breath and flipped to the next photo. It was an aerial view. Red… blood? No. Spray paint, meant to look like blood, was splashed across the parking lot, beside my men.

      So focused on the scene, Rush surprised me when he swore loudly in my ear, “Run Rabbit Run?” he said incredulously, reading the painted words over my shoulder. “That’s fucked. What does that even mean?”

      I stared over the faces of the men strewn over the ground, not giving a single shit at the message obviously directed at me. I went rigid in Beck’s arms, my next words a whisper, “This is my fault.”

      He tensed and pulled me tighter against his chest. His voice came out pained against my ear, missing its usual lightness. “None of this is your fault.”

      I collapsed fully into him, wishing that was true. They were killed. No, slaughtered, because they agreed to follow me. Patrick had been a part of my family since I was a kid. Even more so once he became one of Sophie’s personal guards.

      Shit. Dread sank, forming a hard ball in my stomach at the thought of showing her these photos. I wasn’t sure how she’d take it.

      There was a knock on the door and I fully expected Nico, but Sophie stood there, already ghost white. Who told her? As if she read my mind she said, “It’s on the news.”

      Of course, a scene that large couldn’t go undetected. Hell, you’d be able to see the smoke from a mile away. Panic set in as I pictured everyone swarming the area. “We have to go there. We have to go get him.”

      Beck turned me in his arms, pressing his chest against mine. His thumb brushed a tear from my cheek, and he dropped his forehead against mine. “I’m so sorry, Little Thief. The cops will already be there. The medical examiner would have packed the bodies the second pictures and evidence was collected.”

      A sick feeling coated my stomach at the word “bodies.” They weren’t just bodies to me.

      He leaned back just far enough to place a kiss on my temple, then reluctantly passed me into Rush’s arms. I didn’t know he’d gotten so close. I buried my face into his chest and took heaping breaths of his familiar scent as his fingers stroked the back of my hair.

      I’d given myself exactly five minutes to be weak, and they were almost up. I pushed off Rush, his hold tightening for a second, and a low, unhappy rumble vibrating through his chest before he let me go. His gaze roamed over my face. “You okay, Firecracker?”

      I met his eyes but said nothing. No, I wasn’t okay, but I wasn’t going to admit that in front of my sister. I’d spent my entire life learning how to protect her—it was autopilot.

      Instead, I turned to Sophie. She leaned against the counter, expression blank. At one point, each one of the dead men had been assigned to her personal security detail. She knew them better than anyone. I wrapped my arms around her and she peered up at me, tears streaming down her cheeks. “They killed them all.”

      I nodded, her words cutting deep. “Yeah, they did.”

      Rush’s phone buzzed and my hair stood on end, worried what they could send us next. He must have sensed my unease, because he immediately held his phone up. “Nico’s upstairs with my laptop. Maybe, I can spot something the police wouldn’t.”

      Time was officially up on my pity party, and I slowly built my walls, letting ice fill my veins. Comforted by the knowledge I would hunt every single member of The Trilogy down, even if I died trying. Beck stepped toward me, eyes cold and full of promise.

      I squeezed Sophie’s hand on the brief elevator ride up to Nico’s room. She was holding herself together better than I thought. Her skin was pale, back ramrod straight, but she wasn’t screaming. The death grip she had on my hand was the only thing that gave away what she was thinking.

      Nico had left his door open. When we all filed in, it was to find him pacing around the kitchen island, head buried in his phone. Volatile energy pouring off of him, in angry waves you could practically feel across the room. His head snapped up the second I took a step in, and his gaze showed a hint of pain before shuttering off all emotion. He’s even better at this than me.

      Sophie stared at the TV showing full coverage of the scene, unable to look away, and I grabbed the remote, shutting it off, breaking her gaze. It wouldn’t matter though, the images were already burned into her head, just like mine.

      Now that I’d let rage take over, I didn’t need the guy’s support anymore. Still, I didn’t stop Beck from pulling me onto his lap on the couch. Sophie collapsed hard on the chair nearby as if her body gave out beneath her. Her eyes brimmed with silent tears as she tried to absorb what happened.

      Rush came over with two glasses of amber liquid. He passed one to Sophie, then thrusted one into my hands before sitting on the coffee table directly in front of me. The look in his eyes was a war between royally pissed and worried.

      The words “Run Rabbit Run” flashed through my mind, followed by a barrage of questions.

      What the hell did that mean? Why were they after me?

      My voice held an edge as I asked the one question I wanted answers to most. “How did they find out they were defecting to me?”

      “I don’t know, Firecracker. After the explosion we thought maybe Patrick set you up, but he was clearly loyal to you.”

      My brows pinched together, Sophie gasped, and I glared at him, trying to lift myself off Beck. “You fucking what? I said he was loyal.”

      Beck’s arms tightened on me and he spoke softly into my hair, trying to calm me. “It wasn’t like that. We just had to consider the possibility, considering he was the one that gave us the location.”

      That made sense. It’s what I would’ve thought if I were them, but I knew Patrick. I tried to calm my breath, rubbing my palms over my face, and leaned into Beck briefly. Not willing to be vulnerable for long.

      Sophie met my gaze, something new in her eyes. “The Trilogy weren’t the only ones with motivation to do this.”

      Shock at the realization that it could’ve been Jimmy. A message to me not to fuck with his guys.

      Guilt rocked through me. “It’s all my fault.”

      “That’s enough, Raegan,” Nico barked from where he stood in front of the tv, drink barely touched in his hand.

      I looked at Sophie, scared to see what I’d find in her eyes, but all I saw was anger that matched my own.

      My jaw clenched as I spoke directly to her. “We’re going to take every single one of them down piece by fucking piece.”

      Beck’s hands dug into my sides. “That’s my girl.”

      It felt like minutes, but an hour passed with us trying to piece together what happened. I shifted from my spot on Beck’s lap and hauled myself onto my feet, unable to sit here and do nothing. There were two things I needed to figure out right now. First, where was the funeral being held, because there was no way I would miss it. Second, I needed to know if my dad had anything to do with this. “I’ve got to call Jimmy.”

      Nico leveled me with a stare. “Fuck, no.”

      “I’m not in the mood to get into a pissing match with you, Nicolai.” I snapped. “I wasn’t asking your permission.”

      I turned on my heel and stepped quickly into the only real option for privacy—Nico’s bedroom. Shutting the door behind me, I leaned against it. His head is probably about to explode out there.

      The room was a little less put together than the last couple of times I’d seen it. The bed was unmade, and he’d left clothes strewn across one of the black leather armchairs by the floor to ceiling window. My eyes caught on his laptop and wallet lying on the desk. Jesus, the fact that stealing them held zero interest to me really should have worried me more. Maybe I’m losing my touch?

      A soft knock came through and I ripped it open, ready to tear into whichever guy followed me. I settled, seeing Sophie there. She was as much a part of this as I was. I stepped back, letting her in, and locked the door behind her.

      My phone shook in my hand, but I tightened my grip, squeezing the life out of it until it was steady. “Are you ready?” I asked. Sophie hadn’t spoken to them since the night she was kidnapped. Hell, they didn’t know she was alive yet.

      She nodded, and I dialed Jimmy’s number, hitting the speakerphone button.

      He answered the phone on the first ring. “I expected you to have called already. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised considering you took off.”

      His words stung, and Sophie threaded her fingers through mine. It gave me comfort I didn’t deserve. “I’m coming to the funeral.”

      “Like hell you are.”

      “Patrick meant more to me than he ever did to you,” I hissed.

      I could hear the smile in his voice as his voice turned sharp. “Stupid girl. Don’t forget who you’re talking to.”

      I took a deep breath and pulled out my trump card. “I’ll bring Sophie with me.”

      She stepped closer to the phone. “Just tell her when the funeral is, Dad.”

      Jimmy choked on the other end of the phone and his genuine surprise shot satisfaction through me. He paused for a long moment. “It’s in three days at Pierce Hill Cemetery. I look forward to seeing you, Raegan.”

      A shiver ran up my spine at the words. There was nothing welcoming about them. I cut him off before he could say anything else, hitting the end call button.

      “Now what?” Sophie asked, voice firm.

      I smiled as an insane plan formed in my head and flopped back onto the black silk bedspread. The bed was actually very comfortable.

      “You look like you’re scheming something, Rae.”

      “I have an idea. The guys aren’t going to like it. Hell, you might not like it.” I shook out my head. “It’s an enormous risk.”

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “That’s the tricky part. You can say no if you don’t feel ready.”

      Her brows furrowed. “That’s not very comforting. Spit it out.”

      “I honestly think this is too far even for Jimmy, but he has motivation to do it. I want you to go back to Mount Summer. See if they’re the ones behind this.”

      She looked at me, stunned, before her gaze hardened. “Like a spy?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, exactly.”

      Her lips tipped up at the corner, a bit of her natural light returning to her face. “I can do that. I might not be able to take a guy down with my bare hands like you can, but I can definitely spy on Dad.”

      “The problem is, I don’t know if he’ll just take you back. It’s not like he’s been overly nice lately.”

      She blinked doe eyes at me. “Oh, please Daddy. It’s been so hard. They took me.” She smiled after knowing her plan would work.

      There wasn’t a hint she was lying in her voice, and I wondered how much of it was true. She and Jimmy were close, a part of her must want to go back to him. Shit. Maybe this was a horrible plan.

      “Soph, you can go back without spying. I’ll understand.”

      She met my gaze full on. “That man sold me off without telling me. Sure, I always knew it would be my role to marry someone, but I thought I would have some say in the matter. Instead, I found out the sick bastard did it when I was like fifteen. Besides, we need to know if they had anything to do with this.” Her nose scrunched up as if her words tasted sour.

      “I think you should let those three know,” she said and pointed in the kitchen’s direction where the boys were. “I think you’d be surprised how far they’re willing to go for you.”

      I stared up at the light hanging from the vaulted ceiling until it burned into the backs of my eyelids. “That’s the problem. I’m not sure I would be surprised at all and I’m not ready to put that kind of trust in them.”

      Sophie’s eyes flicked from the door to me on the bed. “There’s more there than just fooling around.”

      I took a deep breath in as my chest squeezed around my heart. “Yeah, maybe, but it’s scary as hell.”

      She stood and held out a hand to me, pulling me to my feet. All three guys stood from the kitchen table when I walked into the room with varying degrees of displeasure crossing their faces. None of them liked being kept out of the loop.

      “Well?” Nico barked at me, angrier than he’d been in weeks.

      “I needed to know when the funeral was. It’s in three days.”

      His voice lowered, barely above a whisper, a dangerous edge to it. “You didn’t need to call him. You aren’t going to the funeral.”

      I tilted my head to the side, not liking that he thought he could decide that for me. “What did you think would happen?”

      He took a deep breath through his nose, obviously trying to calm his freak out enough not to lose it on us. “Don’t be stupid, Raegan. It’s suicide—exactly what The Hatter wants.”

      “Oh look, Mom and Dad are fighting again,” Sophie said almost cheerfully. She stepped out from behind me and sashayed over to the kitchen table and sat down. “Do you think this means we’ll all get two Christmases?”

      Beck laughed and sat back down next to her, apparently deciding he didn’t want to be a part of this conversation. I scowled at the pair of them.

      Rush approached me, hands up. “For once, Nico’s right. They’ve been trying to get you out in the open.”

      I ground my teeth and forced my face to appear neutral. “If you have a problem with what I’m doing, don’t watch.”

      Nico took a few steps toward me, looking like he wanted nothing more than to shake some sense into me, before he abruptly turned and paced around the kitchen island. “That funeral is a trap. It’s not about you, it’s about me.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Oh my God, you are the most self-absorbed asshole I have ever met. Not everything is about you.”

      He crossed the room, backing me into the far wall by the windows. “No,” he said with half a smirk, his large frame crowding my space. “But this is. What The Hatter clearly wants is control of St. Adrian. I’m currently the biggest obstacle to that. I have The Gentlemen, and I could have Mount Summer too if I wanted.”

      I heard the subtext loud and clear. What he really meant was: I’m giving you Mount Summer because I want to, not because I have to.

      Wrong thing to fucking say.

      Rage burned through me, and I vividly imagined ramming my fist into Nico’s face. “I think you’ve forgotten I don’t need your permission to do anything. You don’t own me.”

      We stared at each other, locked in a battle of wills I was determined to win. Nico was clearly used to getting exactly what he wanted, and that just wasn’t going to work for me.

      Game on, motherfucker.
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      I sighed in the back of one of Nico’s identical, battle-ready Range Rovers, and Sophie threw me a look, squeezing my hand.

      “Let it go,” she muttered.

      “Never.”

      We—and by “we” I meant me and the controlling psychopath I was currently humoring for some fucking reason—had come to a compromise. The Gentlemen provided incredibly conspicuous security, and I got to go to the funeral. No one was exactly thrilled with the arrangement.

      I was still going to call it a win. Nico certainly seemed to feel that he had lost, and that was really all I could ask for. Point to me.

      We pulled into the cemetery and I practically jumped to get out before the car had even come to a full stop.

      “Wait,” Nico snapped as he got out of the front passenger side, umbrella in hand.

      “Move faster. I don’t like waiting,” I retorted, echoing one of Nico’s favorite catchphrases. I could practically hear him grinding his jaw.

      I’d agreed to his idiotic terms exclusively because I sort of agreed that my dad was likely to shoot me on sight, but I didn’t have to like it.

      Light rain beat against the top of my oversized black umbrella as Sophie and I strode up the grassy lawn of the cemetery. Nico walked directly to my right, wearing dark sunglasses despite the dismal weather. Beck and Rush marched on the other side of Sophie, boxing us in like literal bodyguards. Most ostentatious, though, were the twenty or so suited Gentlemen following close behind us, guns visible on the outside of their suit jackets.

      If I watched this scene—watched myself pull up in a motorcade of matching Black Range Rovers with Nico at my side and more security than the fucking president—I would’ve assumed that I was a kept woman. That’s what my parents and everyone else here would think, and it made my skin itch.

      “There’s more people here than I expected,” Sophie whispered nervously, tugging on the sleeve of her black dress.

      I nodded but didn’t reply. She was right. There were probably one hundred and fifty people standing on top of the hill—now one hundred and seventy-five. My parents stood apart from the rest of the crowd, speaking to a white-collared priest. I rolled my eyes. I wondered if that priest knew how many people my dad had killed in just the last year alone. Not that I had a single leg to stand on, but at least I wasn’t a hypocrite.

      Rain crept around the edges of my umbrella to spray my face, cold and unwelcome. I looked up and my mother met my eyes. Her eyebrows lifted, like she was having a stroke. Okay, I have to admit that reaction almost made this whole thing worth it.

      Mom elbowed Dad hard in the ribs. His eyes darted from me, to Sophie, to Nico and across the huge crowd of Gentlemen. His lip curled.

      Unsurprisingly, my mother didn’t seem to notice Dad’s reaction. She dropped the bouquet she was holding and ran—well, trotted in her heels—down the hill to meet us. For one heart-stopping moment, I thought she might actually be glad to see me.

      “Sophie!” She threw her arms around Sophie’s neck and immediately began to sob into my sister’s bleached white hair. Sophie threw me a helpless look as she patted our mother awkwardly on the back.

      “I’m fine,” Sophie said, sounding more annoyed than anything.

      “Why didn’t you call? What happened?”

      “This probably isn’t the place for this conversation,” I jumped in—ever there to save Sophie before she even asked.

      My mother spun to face me. “You knew your sister was safe and didn’t tell us? I’m ashamed of you, Raegan.”

      I took a deep breath through my nose, rocking back so my heels sunk into the grass. “I’m fine, thanks for asking.”

      She glanced around at the twenty or so suited men, her eyes lingering on Nico, then darting to Rush and Beck in turn. “Clearly.”

      I bit back a groan. This was fucking pointless. All I wanted was to see Patrick’s service, say goodbye, and get out of here—hopefully with as little interaction from my parents as humanly possible.

      I made eye contact with my father across the crowd, and he smiled. Not like he was happy to see me, more like he was planning something. I knew that look. He started walking toward us and Nico leaned close to whisper in my ear. “I beg you, Raegan, don’t make a scene.”

      I gave him a heavy side eye. “You’re worried about me? You brought half the cast of The Godfather.”

      He paused for half a second. “Have you seen The Godfather?” he asked out of the corner of his mouth.

      “No, but I don’t have to see it to know there are a lot of Italian men in suits.” I adopted a bad accent vaguely reminiscent of Giovanna. “And here you are making a scene, on this, the day of my bodyguard’s funeral.”

      Nico made a sound that might have been a chuckle, but it was hard to tell. My mother threw us a curious look, and I quickly hid my smile.

      My father reached us on his own for once. I glanced behind him, searching for Brian, Kyle, and Connor among the crowd. I found Connor easily, and Kyle, before remembering that Brian was missing.

      My Dad came to a halt in front of Nico and I. He had dressed up today—by which I meant he had removed his leather jacket and was wearing his nice jeans. It was almost funny compared to Nico in his custom cut suit.

      “Esposito,” Dad addressed Nico, ignoring me and Sophie.

      I gaped in surprise. He’d ignored Sophie. The fact that Dad could ignore her was just… I didn’t even know. Out of character, only because he typically treated her well, but cruelty wasn’t unlike him at all. I didn’t know what to think. Nothing surprises me anymore.

      Even through his sunglasses, you could tell Nico was giving my father one of his withering looks. “O’Rourke.”

      “I’ll tell ya, boy, I’m confused.”

      “That must be a familiar feeling for you,” Nico said lightly.

      My father’s eyes narrowed, but he surprisingly didn’t rise to the bait. “Well, that’s the thing. We were always told you were smart like your mama, but this right here?” He nodded to The Gentlemen behind us. “Are you stupid or suicidal?”

      I raised an eyebrow. Not at the insult—my dad insulting Nico was par for the course—but at the backhanded compliment to Giovanna. “Smart like your mama,” might have been the nicest thing I’d ever heard my dad say about a woman that had nothing to do with appearance. That wasn’t saying much, but still.

      “Your daughter—” Nico said the word ‘daughter’ like he doubted we were related “—wanted to say goodbye to her friend. Death at a funeral is cliche, even for you.”

      My father finally flicked his gaze on me, then to Sophie briefly before turning back to Nico. “Which daughter? I didn’t realize I’d sold two for one, or is Raegan giving it away for free?”

      Beck literally growled low in his throat like a wild animal. I turned at the sound—if I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have missed what happened.

      Beck had stepped forward, but he was so far back from my father it didn’t matter. Sophie and my mother stared in horror at a point over my shoulder, and I watched as their mouths fell open in twin expressions of shock. Rush lurched forward, arms outstretched—

      Bones audibly cracked.

      I whipped my head back around and realized a split second too late that Beck was the least of our concerns. Nico had punched my father—my father, the former pro boxer — in the face.

      Any hope of a dignified ceremony died right there.

      As if in slow motion, blood sprayed, splattering across my cheek as Nico’s fist slammed again and again into my father’s stunned—now broken—face. My mother screamed, high and terrified, as the two men went tumbling across the grass.

      Fuck.

      I was reaching for my gun before my brain consciously registered that’s what I was doing—I definitely wasn’t the only one. Out of the corner of my eye, Beck spun a gun in his hand, grinning like a maniac.

      I didn’t share his excitement.

      I fired a few shots into the air, hoping to jolt everyone to their senses, but no such luck. My father was fighting back now, as he and Nico rolled past flat grave markers and scattered bouquets of flowers in a flurry of limbs.

      The crowd on the hill swarmed toward us and the Gentlemen fanned out. Rush screamed directions, and we were met with full force by an entire funeral procession of Mount Summer men. Pure. Fucking. Chaos.

      “Get out of here!” I barked at Sophie.

      “But—” she pulled a gun out of the thigh holster I’d lent her.

      “Not now,” I insisted.

      I made eye contact with Rush and he immediately understood, darting toward Sophie and extricating her from the thick of things.

      The sounds turned deafening, shots and screams interrupting the dignified quiet. I whipped my head back and forth, taking in the scene. Across the lawn, Rush was ushering Sophie to the car. I could see Beck near Nico, covering his back… but what about Mount Summer?

      My dad didn’t give a fuck about them. He’d make them fight to the end, no matter what, for no fucking reason. This had to end before it could really begin.

      My gaze sought my mother. I found her cowering behind the priest, as though he could help her. It would have been funny if it weren’t so fucking sad.

      I sprinted across the grass, dodging grave markers, and skidded to a halt in front of her. I almost felt bad. Almost.

      “What—” she started, her huge green eyes wide.

      I grabbed my mother around the neck, holding her tight to my chest, and pushed the barrel of my gun to her temple.

      She whimpered. “Raegan, what are you doing?”

      I ignored her.

      “Dad!” I screamed. He either didn’t hear me or didn’t care. I yelled louder. “Dad!”

      “Jimmy!” Mom joined me.

      That did it.

      “Everyone shut up!” Dad screamed. “stop.”

      Mount summer stopped, but The Gentlemen hadn’t gotten the order. They were still moving. Still fighting.

      I locked eyes with Nico, but he wasn’t seeing me. He wasn’t going to make them stop.

      “Stop!” I yelled, hoping against hope The Gentlemen would listen to me.

      They did.

      Either because Nico had stopped moving, and the men were just following suit, or for some other reason, I wasn’t sure, but all the Gentlemen turned to look at me, immediately falling in line.

      My dad and I stared at each other, fifteen yards apart. Blood still poured down his face where Nico had punched him and he was breathing heavily. He looked from me, to my mom, to the suited Gentlemen with wide eyes. He gave me a curt nod.

      “Stop this,” I called. “We shouldn’t have come here. I see that now. Let us walk away.”

      “Or what? You’ll shoot your mother?” He sneered.

      I blinked at him, almost wishing I could see his face when something actually hurt him. Hurt him like he’d hurt me and Sophie. I pushed the gun harder into my mom’s head. “You think I won’t? You trained me, Dad. What do you think?”

      My mom struggled, and my breath came faster. Please, please I silently pleaded with my father. If he called my bluff… even as furious as I was, I wasn’t sure I could actually do it.

      My dad’s eyes flicked to my mother one more time, then back to me. “Fine. Go.”

      My mom and I let out identical sighs of relief. I shoved her forward toward my dad and raised a hand, beckoning the Gentlemen, “Let’s move!”

      I refused to turn back to look at my parents or Mount Summer as I marched back to the car.

      “Don’t think this is done, Raegan!” Jimmy yelled after me. “Send our love to your sister.”

      My fists shook with the effort not to reach for my weapon again, but I didn’t. I didn’t turn back. Someone fell into step next to me as I stormed back to the car.

      After a minute, he spoke. “I thought we discussed not making a scene, Rabbit,” Nico said, with surprising clarity.

      I looked up at him and was suddenly lost. My whole body burned, scorched by the intensity of his expression. I’d seen it before, that time when he stabbed that man who’d tried to attack me in the Trilogy apartment complex.

      My heart slammed against my ribs. The weight of everything crashed down on me at once and I couldn’t breathe. He’d just shown his hand back there, and he damn well had to know it. I knew it too. I’d have to be blind not to see it.

      “You enjoyed that, didn’t you?” I said, my mouth dry. “Just a little.”

      He ran a thumb over his split lip, wiping away the blood. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
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        * * *

      

      I stood next to the car as Beck ran his hand along the back of my arm in a way that meant “I’m glad you’re safe,” but refrained from any further PDA. It was unlike him and immediately put my guard up. We were still being watched.

      The smell of rain mingled with the residual gunpowder in the air, nearly choking me with the intensity of the burn. I blinked against the mist coating my face. God, we never should have come here.

      “Everyone’s fine,” Rush said in a tone that said he was skeptical. “We need to get the fuck out of here.”

      “Let’s move,” Nico agreed.

      The rear door of the nearest Cadillac opened, and Sophie jumped out, dashing toward me. Rush audibly groaned, but I smiled.

      “Oh my God.” Sophie slammed into me, her heels sliding on the muddy grass.

      “I’m fine,” I grunted as she hit me.

      “Now what?” she whispered, her breath tickling my ear. “That wasn’t part of the plan.”

      “Don’t worry,” I whispered back, keeping my eyes fixed on a point straight ahead. “I think it still might work.”

      She didn’t let go for a beat too long and I didn’t mind. This was all so fucked up, and I wasn’t sure I even believed myself when I reassured her. There were too many factors here. Too many ways things could go wrong.

      Sophie held onto me tighter, crying something incoherent. Making a scene. Drawing attention. Just like everyone expected her to do. I’d never really thought about the power she held in the role of the assumed princess.

      “Rae! Sophie!”

      I tensed as a voice rang out right behind us. Sophie peered over my shoulder, and I let go of her, turning to face the familiar voice.

      “Connor,” I said flatly. “I noticed you weren’t anywhere to be seen during that fight.”

      I bit back my bitterness. I still wasn’t over the fact that he had no idea how to use a gun. Unless maybe he’d taken some lessons in the last couple of weeks, but good lord—how I’d never noticed, I had no idea.

      Connor ignored me. He came to a halt a few feet back from us, eying the three guys warily, his eyes lingering on Nico. “Glad you’re okay, Soph.”

      “Thanks.” Sophie said.

      I had to admit that wasn’t the worst thing he could have said. I had to remember that Connor was our friend. Had been, at least. I wasn’t sure when I started to think of him as the enemy.

      Probably sometime around when he called me a slut and tried to capture me for my father.

      “You should come home.” Connor kept his mouth tight.

      I laughed. “Were you watching what just happened? Um, no thanks.”

      “I didn’t mean you,” he said, giving me a scathing look. “Sophie should come home.”

      “Um, Sophie is married,” I snapped. “Or did Jimmy not tell you that part?”

      “Um, Sophie can speak for herself, thanks,” Sophie said, throwing me a sideways glance. “And I don’t think anyone is fooling themselves that it’s me who’s the queen of this empire, Rae. I mean, you’re the one giving The Gentlemen orders.”

      Someone behind me cleared his throat and I couldn’t tell if it was Beck or Rush without looking. I refused to look.

      “Fine, so you want to go home and pretend nothing happened?” I said.

      Sophie glanced at Connor, then at me. “Yeah, maybe I do.”

      Connor smiled and held his hand out to her.
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      Nico, Beck, Rush, and I piled into the heavy black Range Rover at the front of the motorcade. Nico got into the driver’s side and turned to look at me with narrowed eyes. “Explain.”

      “You first,” I snapped. “What the fuck was that?”

      The guys glanced at each other. Rush and Beck were being uncharacteristically silent, and it was particularly weird to see Rush in the passenger seat of the car. He was eying Nico like a live grenade that might blow up at any second.

      “Just don’t kill us,” he muttered, inexplicably.

      “You could have just let that play out,” Nico said to me, ignoring Rush. “Your father is a piece of shit.”

      Confusing anger bubbled in my stomach, and I had to pause to take a breath. I needed to sort out my feelings. My inevitable future therapist was going to fill several notebooks on today alone.

      “I will be the one to deal with my parents,” I said after a moment. “I don’t need you—any of you —to fight my battles for me. It makes me look weak.”

      Beck shifted next to me in the backseat. “No, it doesn’t. It makes you look like you’ve got backup. No one thinks you need help Rae, you clearly don’t, but you don’t have to do everything alone either.”

      A surprise lump formed in my throat and I swallowed it, refusing to give in to this insane emotional deluge.

      Nico tore his eyes away from me in the rearview mirror without comment and started the car. “Tell me what the fuck just happened with Sophie.”

      Before he turned his head, I got a good look at his split lip. That had to hurt.

      Fine. I guess I would’ve had to tell them, eventually. “Sophie and I decided she would spy on Mount Summer. She was the easiest and most logical choice to sneak in.”

      “You decided, did you?” Nico barked out, and rage contorted his face as we drove out of the cemetery and onto the main road. “When did you have time to ‘decide’?”

      Faced with Nico’s full rage, I should’ve been intimidated. Instead, I smirked.

      Rush was the first to catch on. “You planned this in advance? Before we even got here?”

      “Yup,” I said, popping the P.

      Grunts and curses of disbelief filled the SUV. Oh, they didn’t like that I’d given princess Sophie a job? Fuck them. “She’s capable. Just because she’s never had the opportunity to show it doesn’t mean she’s less able.”

      Beck met my gaze. “You sure? She’s never done anything like this.”

      “And you think I had before my first mission? Did you? No, we were thrust into the action. She can take it.” I glared at them one by one. “Sophie figured out that Beck is your interrogator just by listening through your wall. Did you know she was spying on you then?” I was met with silence, so I continued. “No, you didn’t. Because she’s the innocent unassuming princess, and she’ll use that exact assumption to spy for us. We need to know what’s happening. If Mount Summer is playing a part in these attacks.”

      No matter how much they didn’t like it, it was a sound plan. I’d started going out on runs for my dad when I was barely ten years old. I was doing solo trips by twelve. Sophie was hardly running weapons across the border or robbing a bank. She could spy on my parents, no problem.

      A trickle of unease ran through me. Even having these thoughts meant I had well and truly switched sides. If the guys realized it, they didn’t say anything.

      A sharp turn had me shifting in my seat, and the normally calm Rush barked at Nico. “I said, not to kill us.”

      Nico just grunted, but eased off the gas, taking us to a cool 85MPH in a 40MPH zone. Typical.

      The buildings whipped by us. The houses got closer together with each mile. I hadn’t even thought to ask which of the hotels we were headed for. That was another bad sign. Bad in the sense that clearly, even if my brain still knew I had reason not to trust the guys, my gut instinct had forgiven them.

      Well, fuck. That was… something to think about.

      Maybe it was how they’d backed me up against my dad. Or, maybe it was just the obvious fact that if I had to pick a side, it sure as hell wasn’t going to be the same side as my parents. That funeral had put into sharp perspective how my dad viewed those who were loyal to him as nothing more than tools to be used.

      I wouldn’t let myself be used anymore.

      I jumped in my seat as my phone buzzed in my pocket. Without having to look, I had a sinking suspicion who it was. Dammit.

      All three sets of eyes met mine. Nico even managed to glare through the rearview mirror.

      UNKNOWN: Your luck’s ran out, little Rabbit

      My phone buzzed again in my hand.

      UNKNOWN: Look behind you.

      On the screen was a picture of our car, taken from directly behind us. In the corner of the photo, the long barrel of a gun was pointed at our rear window.

      Dread flooded me and I turned in my seat to look out the back window of the car. It was growing dark, so it was hard to tell who was behind me with their lights so bright.

      “Who the fuck is texting you?” Nico snapped.

      “Who do you think?” I spit back at him. “We’re being followed. You need to move. Now.”

      My warning came too late.

      Glass shattered, and I screamed as the rear windshield of our car exploded. A bullet whizzed past my ear with a high whistle, and landed in the center of what a moment ago had been the navigation screen of the tricked out Range Rover.

      “What the fuck!” Nico screamed as he yanked the wheel to the right, only narrowly avoiding flipping the car.

      In a matter of seconds, I had undone my seatbelt, crouched on the floor of the backseat, and had a gun in each hand. Beck’s wide hazel eyes met mine as he crouched next to me. He opened his mouth to say something, but was cut off as Nico swerved again and we were slammed into the seats in front of us.

      “The window!” Rush yelled, his voice somewhere between anger and confusion. “What the fuck happened to the window?”

      It took me a moment to process what he meant. All their cars were bulletproof. Not just bulletproof, practically bomb resistant. Why the hell did the window break?

      Wind whipped through the car, and I peered up to look out the back window as Nico jerked the wheel to the side and shifted lanes. I braced my back against the passenger seat, as our speed climbed higher and higher. I was going to be fucking sick.

      “How did you know we’re being followed?” Rush had turned around too and also had his gun out, aiming through the shattered back window.

      “Not important right now,” I barked, willing myself not to throw up.

      The car behind us was gaining. They had obviously planned for this and brought a car with a little less bulk and a lot more speed. Meanwhile, we were on possibly the worst road on the planet to have this sort of confrontation.

      If you were going to be followed, you were better off either on a large interstate highway with multiple lanes of traffic and lots of room, or in a city with traffic and obstacles you could use to help you block your pursuer.

      We were on a long, empty stretch of a two-lane highway. The exit for the hotel wasn’t for another few miles. Granted, at the speed we were going, we’d probably get there in a matter of minutes, but that was assuming they didn’t shoot out our tires. Just fucking great.

      Nico switched lanes again, but the car matched us. He made a noise of obvious frustration, but there wasn’t really anywhere for him to go with barriers on both sides of the road. They had boxed us in.

      Another deluge of bullets rained down, and this time one whizzed through the car, taking out the front windshield. Rush and Nico swore loudly as glass rained down on them and we swerved out of control.

      Rush spun in his seat, aiming a gun back at the car behind us. “Stay down, both of you,” he barked at Beck and I.

      I growled in frustration, but I understood his point. He and I couldn’t both shoot at once—he’d hit me if I popped up at the wrong moment—but the helplessness was almost too much.

      He fired off several shots of his own, but the car kept coming. They obviously had the bullet proofing we were used to traveling with.

      “Do something.” Rush gave Nico a look I’d never seen before, like he really was saying, “You’re the boss, now what?”

      I saw Nico’s eyes moving rapidly in the rearview mirror, thinking. “We’re coming up on the exit for the hotel,” he said.

      “Okay,” I called. “And?”

      “Get back in your seats and buckle, keep your heads down.”

      I chose not to argue, or ask any questions, just did exactly what he said. My heart pounded and my breath came in shallow pants as I sat half crumpled, trying to keep my head out of view of the back windshield. Beck looked twice as uncomfortable as I felt, as he was far too big to keep his head down in any normal position.

      The exit sign loomed ahead, but we didn’t slow down. Nico kept his foot firmly on the gas—I couldn’t see the speedometer, but we had to be going well over 120MPH.

      The sign kept coming and the car behind us didn’t slow, either.

      “What are we doing?” I finally asked.

      We blew right past the exit ramp and kept going down the deserted highway.

      “Brace yourselves,” Nico growled.

      Abruptly, he swerved into the left lane and slammed on the brakes, pulling up the emergency brake at the same time. We jolted forward so fast my seatbelt cut into my neck, fully winding me. I gasped for breath, involuntary tears streaming down my face.

      The pursuing car shot past us, unable to stop in time. Nico threw the car in reverse, and backed down the highway in the wrong direction, then turned and flew up the exit ramp we had just passed.

      I sat up, gasping, and turned to look behind us to see if the car had managed to follow. If they were, they weren’t doing it fast enough, because I couldn’t see their headlights.

      “Holy shit,” I spluttered. “Holy shit.”

      Beck turned to me, looking completely shell shocked. You knew it was bad if Beck was overwhelmed. “Are you okay, Little Thief?”

      “We need to switch cars,” Nico said sharply, cutting me off before I could answer. He met my eyes in the rearview mirror. “Raegan, how fast can you steal a car?”

      “I don’t know, two minutes?” I breathed. “Pull over somewhere.”

      We stared at each other for a moment, before he nodded and broke our gaze. I was going to take that prolonged silence as Nico for, “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      We dropped the ruined Range Rover on a dark side street and within minutes I had lifted a new ride from some suburban driveway. Guilt crept up my spine, but I ignored it. We would leave the car in a public parking lot later for the police to find and return to the family.

      Rush ran his hands over my face before we got in the new car, as though checking me for injuries. “Are you okay, Firecracker?”

      I glanced around, nervous to be out in the open like this. It was dark, but the sky was hazy and the air smelled like someone in the distance was having a bonfire. “I’m fine.”

      “What the fuck did they text you this time?”

      I sighed. “I’ll tell you guys about it back at the hotel.”

      He gave me a long look, then nodded and climbed into the driver’s side. Nico didn’t protest, climbing into the passenger side and closing his eyes. If I were him, I’d never drive again after that.

      We were only about five minutes from The Hotel on Main, but I closed my eyes for a minute, leaning my head against the rear window of the very normal Toyota Civic. I was fucking exhausted.

      No one spoke as we drove and I was just about to fall asleep, when —

      “Motherfucker.”

      My eyes popped open. It was either Beck or Nico who had spoken, my dead-to-the-world brain wasn’t sure. “What?” I said, confused.

      I looked up out the front window and gasped.

      Fire. Smoke rose into the air, and flames licked up the sides of The Hotel on Main. Police and camera crews were already parked outside, helicopters hovering overhead.

      Shit. My luck really has run out.
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      Beck hadn’t let go of my hand in three quarters of an hour, and I was secretly glad of it. His constant presence was the only thing grounding me. The bright lights of the police cars, the helicopters, strobe lights, and the flames licking up the hotel were burned on the backs of my retinas, reappearing with every blink.

      In the front seat, Nico breathed evenly through his nose, his knuckles white on the center console. I didn’t have to see his face to know he was planning something. Meditative plotting was definitely one of his top five most obvious moods. Right between screaming and quiet contempt.

      “It was a distraction. Right? It had to be,” I muttered to Beck, referring to the car that had followed us.

      He grunted in the affirmative and squeezed my hand. No one else reacted to my statement.

      “First priority is getting to one of the safe houses,” Nico said suddenly, as though picking up a conversation we’d already been having. “I want to know what the fuck is happening at the hotel. I want Rick on the phone, and Anthony.” He ran a thumb across his bottom lip, and for once, I believed it was completely unconscious. “And then I want someone to find whoever approved the cars for today.”

      “And do what?” Beck sounded hopeful.

      “Use your imagination.”

      Rush, who had been scrolling through his phone, seemed ready to pick up this conversation—like he’d already anticipated what would happen as soon as Nico emerged from his mental fortress of solitude. “Already with you on the safe house. I’m thinking the downtown apartment? Anthony can meet us there.”

      Nico glanced at me in the rearview mirror. “No. Just have Anthony check in by phone. I don’t want anyone in that apartment except us.”

      Rush nodded without looking up. “What about your mother?”

      “What about her?”

      “She’s in the hotel on Lexington.”

      Nico gave Rush a stony look, which I took to mean he didn’t care where Giovanna was. Their relationship baffled me.

      “What’s the downtown apartment?” I asked.

      Rush was the one to answer. “The hotels aren’t safe, Firecracker. We’re open targets there.”

      I tilted my head at him in question. “What I don’t get is why they wouldn’t just attack at the funeral where we were out in the open?”

      Nico spun around to face me. “Don’t fucking remind me how stupid it was to go there.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re acting like I haven’t been in a perpetual state of danger my entire life. You know, like being forced to move in with my family’s sworn enemy? No defenses other than praying you didn’t decide to kill us in our sleep.” I shifted in my seat. “You mean that kind of stupid danger?”

      From the sounds of disgruntled murmuring, they didn’t like that response. Beck shifted closer to me and gave our entwined fingers a squeeze. “You were never in danger.”

      I kept my gaze averted. “Maybe, but I didn’t know that.”

      He didn’t reply. There was nothing he could say. We all knew it was the truth.

      Rush leaned around the seat, and his serious, mismatched eyes met mine. “Whoever so much as hurts a hair on your head is a dead man.”

      A shiver ran through me, and heat pooled between my thighs. I swallowed and deflected from my reaction. “So, back to where we’re going…”

      “We have an apartment in the city,” Beck said. “It’s a shithole so no one will expect us to be there.”

      I nodded, just happy we had any sort of plan at all.

      He wasn’t kidding about the apartment being a shithole. It was above a 24hr laundromat that looked like it could use a paint job. We abandoned the stolen Toyota in a nearby parking lot, and I vowed to call in a tip to the police later.

      We walked up the black exterior metal stairs that led to a solid steel apartment door that had clearly been installed custom because it looked like it was worth more than the whole building. Rush punched in a code and held up a hand for us to wait. Five seconds later, he was back with a smile on his face. “All clear.”

      I gasped, freezing in my tracks. My heart skipped in my chest as I took it all in. Holy shit.

      It was a studio. One tiny room, with hardwood floors and large windows. That was the nicest thing about it. The walls were devoid of any art or personality. There was a tiny kitchenette in one corner and a closed door I assumed led to a bathroom in the opposite one. The only furniture was a couch against the far wall, a coffee table, a large TV, and two queen-sized beds with a charcoal-gray comforters and two pillows each.

      I spun around to the guys. “We can’t live here.”

      Nico didn’t bother to look at me as he passed, entering the space. He looked as unimpressed as I felt. “It’s the safest spot.”

      I placed both hands on my hips and followed him two feet further into the space—there wasn’t really anywhere to go. “Why do you even own this? It’s like the size of your bathroom at the hotel.”

      He seemed to deliberate before answering. “We got it about six years ago. My father had a mistress who lived across the street. It was a good vantage point to set up a sniper.”

      “For the mistress?”

      “No, for my father, fuck. We set it up to potentially stay here for a few days or plant a team here. The mistress died anyway, though, with no help from me, so the apartment became pointless.”

      I narrowed my eyes. There was a lot to unpack there. Nico wasn’t really a sharer, but whenever he did bring up something personal, it was always deeply fucked up. Granted, the same could be said about me, so I wasn’t judging.

      Rush walked in and dumped an armload of extra guns on the bed. Fuck the beds. They had metal headboards made up of thin spindles that looked like something you might find in one of the kink floors at The Hotel on Main. I had to admit, they looked comfortable as hell, but there was no chance I was getting on one.

      “We couldn’t go anywhere else?” I asked incredulously. “Anywhere? How many properties do you own?”

      “Most of them are public knowledge, Firecracker,” Rush replied, leaning against the bed frame. “All the hotels, the summer houses, the ski cabin—people all know about those.”

      “What about the lake house? Let’s go back there.” I knew I sounded kind of like a bratty child, but really, this place was not going to work for all four of us. Not unless we wanted to literally sleep on top of each other.

      Without warning, strong arms lifted me from behind, and the smell of sandalwood instantly enveloped me. Beck slid my back down his chest until my feet rested on the ground. His arms remained firm around my middle as he dropped his mouth to my ear and sent a ripple of shivers down my spine. “The lake house is too far away. Come on, Little Thief, it’s not that small. You afraid to stay with us?”

      “It’s absolutely that small,” I said, half-laughing. I ignored the second half of his question. Yes, I was a little afraid to stay with all three of them. In one room. For God knew how long.

      “This conversation is over,” Nico snapped. “This isn’t a democracy, Raegan.”

      “What is it then? A dictatorship? Go fuck yourself.”

      His eyes danced with mischief. “I was going to say a monarchy, but that works just as well.”

      I spluttered, unsure if that was supposed to be a joke. Nico didn’t really joke, so it was hard to tell when he was just being a genuine dick. Before I could ask, he reached out and grabbed my phone off the counter and I had a whole new issue. “What the fuck are you doing? Put that down.”

      “Show me the messages.”

      As with every direct order, my brain rebelled, insisting that I tell him to go fuck himself. That wouldn’t be productive, though. “Fine. Give it to me.”

      I unlocked the phone and handed it back to him. He scanned the messages quickly, Rush leaning over his shoulder. Both their expressions darkened as seconds ticked by.

      Without warning, Nico pulled out his gun, dropped the phone on the counter and shot it at point blank range. The glass of the screen exploded, spraying everywhere, and I ducked instinctively.

      “What the fuck!” I screamed. “You can’t do that.”

      Nico ignored me, stepping lightly over broken glass like nothing had just happened. I gaped, somewhere between shocked and furious.

      Beck made big eyes at me. “It could have been bugged, Little Thief.”

      I glared at him. Typically, he was on my side of this kind of insanity. “Et tu, Beck? How hard is it to give a warning? Oh my God.”

      I took a couple of steps to get out of the way of the glass and broken plastic and sunk onto the floor against the wall. I was exhausted. The insanity of the day hadn’t fully caught up with me yet. I hadn’t even processed the funeral before I had to deal with the car chase, and now another bombing, and actually, I hadn’t eaten anything in like twelve hours. As if on cue, my stomach growled.

      Rush looked down at me with concern, then turned to Nico and muttered something rapidly under his breath. I tuned them out, leaning my head back against the wall. I hoped Sophie was doing better than we were.
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        * * *

      

      Nico finally relented and let someone other than us come by the apartment, upon the realization that we needed clothes and food and he wasn’t willing to leave to get them. Within the hour, the same man who we’d met the night of Sophie’s rescue, Rick, knocked on the door carrying a bag of groceries and wearing a scowl. He took two steps in and looked around, his brow furrowing even further. “Can’t say I’m impressed.”

      I snorted a derisive laugh from the corner. This guy and I were on the same wavelength,

      Beck jumped up, grinning, and took the grocery bag. “Thanks, old man.”

      “Are you coming to the Lexington?” Rick asked Nico quietly—not that it mattered. We could all hear everything in the tiny room. “The men are getting restless.”

      “Tomorrow,” he said shortly.

      “Son…um, boss…” he trailed off, and turned to look at me, sizing me up.

      I picked at my thumbnail. “Don’t be formal for my sake, I call him ‘asshole.’”

      Rick laughed and Nico made an exasperated sound in the back of his throat, but didn’t comment.

      Rick relaxed. “Nico, come on, son. Giovanna is getting loud.”

      Nico rolled his eyes. “I’m sure she fucking is. I’ll talk to her after Beck does some recon tomorrow.”

      Beck had begun pulling food out of the paper grocery bag, not asking for further explanation. I spotted some steak, canned ravioli, and a handle of vodka. I got the impression that Rick wasn’t used to shopping for anyone but himself.

      Rick spoke to Nico without looking at him. “I’m coming back to the city if you don’t mind, shit’s obviously more interesting here.”

      “Fine.” Nico’s expression was back to neutral. “Wear a damn suit.”

      Rick snorted. “I’ll see you at the Lexington tomorrow.” He glanced over the room again, his gaze lingering once again on me. “You all take good care of that one.”

      He slammed the door as he left.

      I waited a full beat for anyone to comment. When no one did, I crossed the two feet to the kitchen counter and leaned against it. “Who is that guy?”

      “Rick,” Beck said, as though that was an explanation. “You’ve met him, remember?”

      “Yes, I remember, but who is he?”

      “Probably the only Gentlemen from back when Nico’s dad was in charge that we know for sure we can trust,” Rush said, flopping on the bed.

      “Why?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Nico said darkly. “That’s not a story you need to hear right now, Rabbit.”

      “Why not?” I narrowed my eyes. If this was another fucking secret, I was going to lose my shit.

      He seemed to realize where my mind had gone because he actually answered. “Because it’s long and not something I feel like reliving. If you want to ask me your last question, go ahead, but otherwise just trust me that it doesn’t have anything to do with you.” He paused, then amended, “Directly. It doesn’t affect you directly.”

      I considered that carefully for a moment. The tense silence hung heavy, thicker somehow in the tiny apartment. “Fine. Beck, are you cooking? I’m starving.”
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        * * *

      

      My hesitation to sit on the bed quickly died as soon as I accepted that my options were pretty limited. I sat at the foot of the bed eating ravioli out of the can, sipping vodka out of a paper birthday party cup I’d found in the cabinet and washed four times. The vodka and I had a heart-to-heart, and I now felt much better about the whole situation.

      There wasn’t anything on TV except basic cable, and Rick hadn’t remembered to bring us a phone charger, so we were about to have virtually nothing to do except stare at each other.

      Well, that wasn’t the only thing we could do trapped in here together. I couldn’t possibly be the only one thinking about it. Right? Right?

      I glanced toward the bathroom door, where I could hear the shower running. Nico had disappeared ten minutes ago, insisting he felt revolting. In fairness, he had been rolling around on muddy ground of the cemetery. It was a bad day when Nico punching my father barely cracked my top five most insane moments.

      Rush looked at me from where he sat on the floor, leaning against the couch, texting. His brow furrowed. “My phone’s about to die.”

      “Sorry.” I gave him a sympathetic look. “I’d lend you mine, but…” I jerked my head toward the bathroom door.

      “He was right, you know.” Beck lay flat on his back on the other bed, speaking to the ceiling. “That phone could have been bugged.”

      “When would it have been bugged?” I asked—not because I disagreed exactly, more for academic curiosity.

      Beck shrugged. “We’ll get you a new one when we get a chance to get out of here.”

      My answer was cut off as the bathroom door opened and Nico came out in a billow of steam, hair wet, wearing his suit pants with a white t-shirt.

      Well, that’s just fucking unfair.

      No matter how angry I was or what hell we’d just been through, he always looked like he’d just walked off a photoshoot for a ‘hot guys holding baby animals’ calendar. It had to be some sort of cosmic joke. It was like how on the nature channel all the pretty colored animals were poisonous.

      I flopped back on the bed with a groan. Do not lick the colorful frog, Raegan.

      Several hours later, I woke up as the bed creaked beside me. I rolled over to see Rush sitting up and slipping his shoes on.

      “Where are you going?” I whispered.

      He glanced at me, the light from the streetlamp outside the huge windows casting a line across his face and reflecting on his blue eye. “Don’t worry, Firecracker. I just need to check something out. Go back to sleep.”

      I glanced at the other bed where Nico was sound asleep. “Don’t you need to wake him up?”

      Rush looked conflicted. “No. It’s fine.”

      I wasn’t really sure what to think about that, but then again, Rush was in charge of security and ran the Gentlemen day to day for Nico. Maybe this was just part of his job. “Um, okay. Be safe I guess.”

      He leaned over and gave me a quick kiss—the kind of goodbye kiss like if we’d been in a relationship for a while and I blinked in surprise. I didn’t comment, because he immediately left, closing the door quietly behind him.

      Flopping back into the pillows, I stared at the cracked ceiling. Energy buzzed through me, making it impossible to fall back to sleep. The only sounds in the apartment were Nico’s breathing and the traffic outside.

      Actually—I glanced over at Beck laid out on the couch, only to find him wide awake and staring at me. He grinned.

      “Come here,” he whispered.

      “You come here.”

      He glanced at Nico, before rising and stepping toward me. My eyes fixed on his tattooed chest and my mouth watered. I never got tired of staring at these guys—they were just unfairly perfect looking.

      I sat up as he approached, coming to stand on the edge of the bed. “Are you sleepy?”

      My eyes darted to the outline of his dick against the fabric of his boxers and I swallowed, licking my dry lips. I reached up to pull him to me. “Fuck no.”

      His hazel eyes darted from my bed to the other one, where Nico was still asleep. “No way, Little Thief. Too much noise.”

      I shifted, and sure enough, the metal bed frame creaked. I bit my lip. “What’s plan B?”

      Beck’s grin was bright, even in the dim light. He grabbed both my hands and pulled me to my feet. Jerking his chin toward the hardwood floor, he raised an eyebrow as if to say, “You in?”

      My heart fluttered, and I grinned, hooking my thumbs into the waistband of his boxers. Pushing them down, I bit my lip hard as his long, thick cock bobbed. “How long have you been planning this?” I rasped, not able to take a full breath.

      He pulled me to the ground where he sat back, resting on the side of the bed. Boxers kicked off in a surprisingly graceful move. “Oh, hours.”

      I snorted a laugh, but all humor immediately left me as I straddled his lap. With nothing but my panties between us, there was barely anything keeping me from sinking down on him. Grinding on his hard cock, a moan escaped my lips.

      He clapped a hand over my mouth, then wove his fingers into my hair, gripping the back of my head while kissing up the column of my neck to my ear. “Shhh, Little Thief.” He jerked his head toward the other side of the room. “Someone will hear us.”

      I smiled at those words—a callback to our first meeting. It surprised me he remembered. “I think that’s inevitable,” I murmured into his palm.

      “You underestimate me.” He pulled his hand from my mouth, but put one finger to his lips, reminding me to be quiet.

      ‘No promises,’ I mouthed.

      Beck ran his hands up my sides, pushing my over-sized t-shirt over my head, and smiled when he realized I’d gone without a bra. I arched my back as his mouth closed over my right nipple, the metal of his lip ring cold against my skin.

      “Promise,” he whispered against my skin.

      I shook my head and stifled a moan as his hand found my core, pressing against the outside of my panties, then whimpered as he nudged the fabric to the side, teasing me with his fingers.

      “Promise or I won’t stop doing this.” He ran one finger slowly over my clit, not quite rubbing.

      I leaned closer and ran my tongue up his neck to his ear. “Don’t threaten me with a good time.”

      “Touché.” He laughed quietly.

      I pressed on his shoulders, lifting myself up slightly, begging for his fingers to reach deeper, but as I met his eyes, his expression turned serious. He moved his free hand to my cheek, pressing his forehead to mine as he held me poised above him. His hazel eyes flashed with some unnamed emotion.

      I bit my lip, and my heart pounded against my ribs in a violent rhythm. As we stared at each other in the near complete darkness, suddenly this felt more important than the timing or the location warranted.

      With a shuddering breath, I leaned in and pressed my lips to his in a bruising kiss as he moved us until his back was flat on the floor, not releasing my mouth. I pressed my chest against his, and I dragged my tongue over his lip ring, the metallic taste sharp and familiar. I pulled back, fully displayed above him, and Beck moaned as I sank down, impaling myself on his hard shaft.

      A shudder rocked through my entire body as he filled me. Like the feeling of someone blowing on the back of your neck. Beck stared at me as I began to move, his expression completely open and vulnerable. I pressed my palms into his shoulders, leveraging myself to move faster. As I rocked my hips to pull him deeper, my breath caught and my chest felt like someone was sitting on it. Oh my god.

      He pushed my hair away from my face, holding my cheeks in both hands as he brought my mouth back to his. It was slow and gentle, but still spoke of owning every part of me. My heart beat against my ribs, reaching a crescendo.

      “Rae…”

      Suddenly afraid Beck might say something I didn’t have an answer for yet, I nipped playfully at his lip ring and pushed back, breaking the moment. As I began to move again, rolling my hips, I looked up.

      My heart stopped.

      Nico’s black eyes flashed in the darkness as he sat up, blinking against the remnants of sleep, and looked right at me. So much for being fucking quiet.

      Heat flooded my entire body as we stared at each other. Nico looked utterly shocked for half a second. Then his eyes traveled from my face down my body, to Beck on the floor still inside me, and back up, taking in the whole thing with military precision.

      I gasped for breath. It was impossible to tell if Nico even gave a shit about what was going on. He shook his head as though clearing it and the shock was replaced with his practiced, bored expression.

      Well, if he didn’t care, then neither would I. I raised an eyebrow at him, refusing to stop or be embarrassed. “Join in or fuck off, Nicolai.”

      Beck jerked under me, surprised, and craned his neck to see what had pulled my focus. I whimpered at the feel of his sudden movement, and bit the inside of my cheek to try to stifle the noise.

      Nico swung his legs over the side of the bed and took a single step toward us. He moved slowly—either still half asleep, or undecided what to do, I couldn’t tell. He came to a halt right in front of me, feet directly over Beck’s head. “Is that what you want, Raegan?”

      I choked. I’d been bluffing. Despite a couple of very confusing kisses, and some arguments that didn’t exactly feel like arguments, I wasn’t really expecting Nico to join us. He didn’t seem like the type who played well with others. I met his hooded gaze, and the haze of lust washed away the voices in the back of my head whispering why this wasn’t a good idea.

      I started moving again, rocking my hips almost involuntarily. “If you think you can keep up.”

      He raised a brow at me. “Oh, I’d love nothing more, Rabbit, but I don’t think you’re ready for that.”

      Nico kept his eyes firmly fixed on mine, refusing to look down at my naked body. I raised an eyebrow. I almost had to admire his control, but judging by the outline of his cock and the vein throbbing in his neck, he wasn’t as unaffected as he wanted me to think. I really wanted to break that perfect control.

      “Try me.”

      Beck’s breath caught, and he dug his fingers into my ass as I rode him. “Fuck. Slow down, baby.”

      In answer, I rolled harder, not caring—no, loving—that we had an audience. I didn’t want to slow down, I wanted more. Beck glanced up at Nico upside down, and a silent communication seemed to pass between them.

      Nico moved lightning fast, his arm darting out to grab my chin. He held my face in a vice-like grip and forced me to look up at him. Not that he had to do much—I was already looking. “Raegan.” His tone was quietly dictatorial. “Good girls do as they’re told.”

      I froze. Words failed me as I was simultaneously flooded with so much arousal and indignation it short-circuited my brain. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard him, Little Thief,” Beck said hoarsely.

      My gaze snapped to Beck’s, and I found him looking up at me with a mixture of lust and interest. Suddenly, I wondered if this wasn’t totally spontaneous. If they’d done this kind of thing before… whatever this was.

      I ran my tongue over my bottom lip, and I glanced between them as I said, “Make me.”

      “Fuck,” Beck swore loudly as I dug my nails into his shoulders, turned on by the idea. He sat up and spun us around so I straddled him, my back to his chest, and my entire body on full display.

      “You sure this is what you want, Raegan?” Nico asked, still refusing to look at me or come any closer.

      I panted, not totally listening. Beck shifted slightly, seating me on his cock, and grinding my hips down onto his lap. I moaned at the deeper contact.

      Nico snapped his fingers in front of my face. “Answer me, Rabbit. You always answer when I ask you a question. I don’t like waiting.”

      “Yes, I want it.”

      “Good girl.”

      I watched with bated breath as Nico stripped his shirt over his head with one arm and tossed it on the bed. I reached for him, wanting to run my hands over his abs to see if they were even real. Instead, he stepped out of the way of my hands.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Wasn’t it you who said that technically married is still married. I’m not interested in your hypocrisy, Rabbit.”

      I blinked, caught off guard. Oh. Right. Jesus, I was all over the place. I tipped my chin up. “Then what the fuck is this?”

      He stepped closer, looming over us, and my heart beat faster with nervous excitement. He bent down and spoke centimeters from my mouth. “I’m not going to fuck you, but I have no problem making you beg.”

      Beck reached around and palmed my breasts, bringing his mouth to my ear. His hot breath fanned across my skin, raising the hairs on the back of my neck. “You still good with this, Little Thief?”

      I writhed against him, while he ran his tongue along the dip in my collarbone. “Mmm hmm.”

      Beck bit down on my neck, reached down and ran his fingers over my throbbing clit, making tiny circles as he began fucking me again from below. A shiver ran through me and I reached around to grab his hair, rocking against him.

      “Eyes on me, Raegan.” Nico spoke like we were in a business meeting. Negotiating. “Are you going to be good for me?”

      I kept my mouth firmly shut.

      “Beck, stop. Raegan doesn’t understand how to answer a basic question.”

      Beck chuckled, pausing all movement. “I’d just follow the directions, Little Thief.”

      I scoffed. “Or, what?”

      “Put her on the bed.”

      It was like a synchronized dance. Something they’d practiced, and damn, if I wasn’t grateful for that.

      Beck scooped me up and handed me off to Nico on the bed. He leaned back against the headboard, pulling my back to his hard chest. For once, I didn’t protest, my body going languid in his arms.

      Nico ran his hands down my stomach to my thighs, leaving my skin burning in his wake. I gasped when he wrapped his hands around my thighs and pushed them wide as he rested his chin on the top of my head.

      “How does she look?” he asked, and I felt him speak against my back.

      Beck grinned, somehow managing to maintain his mischievous demeanor as he made his way toward me across the bed. “Edible.”

      My heart pounded, my pulse throbbing. Holy fuck.

      “Play with your tits, Raegan.” Nico pushed my hair out of the way to speak against the shell of my ear. “Run your hands up your body and find your nipples. Good job.”

      I whimpered, writhing as Beck licked and sucked his way up my inner thighs, finally pressing his tongue flat against my core. Worshiping me with long, slow licks. He inserted three fingers into me, stretching me wide, and white spots appeared on the edges of my vision.

      My body began to tremble as Nico sucked on my neck and reached down to grab Beck’s hair, pushing his face harder into me.

      “Now stop.”

      I growled in shocked protest as Beck lifted his head, scooting backwards away from me. “What the fuck?”

      Nico didn’t let go of my legs. “That’s what happens when you don’t follow directions, Rabbit. Now, are you going to answer my fucking question?”

      I spluttered. “What was the question?”

      “Are you going to be good for me?”

      I ground my teeth. “Yes.”

      “Yes, sir,” he corrected.

      “Don’t fucking push it.”

      There was a long pause, and tension pulled tight in the room. My heart pounded with excitement. We’d been fighting this battle of wills for months, and I had a feeling if this was the final showdown, round one had barely begun.

      “Get on your knees, Raegan,” Nico barked from where he knelt behind me. “Beck, get back here. Give Raegan’s filthy mouth something useful to do.”

      I bit back a moan of approval as Nico wound his hand into my hair like reigns, guiding me to my knees and then pressing my head to the tip of Beck’s cock. I licked my lips, looking up to meet his hazel eyes. If Nico thought he was punishing me, he really didn’t know me very well.

      I leaned forward, running my tongue up the side of Beck’s shaft, then opened wide so he could fuck my mouth fully. He groaned as he hit the back of my throat, helped by Nico holding my head still.

      “Rae…” Beck leaned his head back, and his fingers joined Nico’s in my hair.

      Nico leaned his head back down to my ear. “Do you want to come now, Rabbit?”

      I arched, pressing back against him. Nico could lie all he wanted about how he didn’t want me, but I could literally feel the evidence otherwise. I ground my ass into the thick bulge straining against the fabric of his pants. He made a noise that was anything but controlled, and satisfaction washed over me.

      “Mmm hmm,” I moaned around Beck’s shaft.

      “Fuck,” Beck whined.

      “Have you learned to be good?”

      In answer, I ground into him again, leaving it up for interpretation. All I knew was if someone didn’t touch me and soon I was going to combust from all the pent up lust coursing through my body.

      Nico reached his long fingers around and ran them through my dripping core, rubbing in time with my head bobbing up and down. He plunged two fingers inside me, and I let out a needy whimper.

      I rocked against his hand, very close to actually begging. Goddammit.

      “Now, Rabbit.”

      My scream was muffled by Beck coming down my throat, and I choked, swallowing every drop.

      I flopped backwards onto the bed in a tangle of sweaty, exhausted limbs. We all lay there for a full minute, silent, except for our heavy breathing.

      Holy shit. I couldn’t even process any of what we’d done it was too complicated. Potentially too disastrous.

      Without warning, Nico let go of me, rolled over off the bed, and strode across the room to the window. Yanking it wide open, he swung a leg over the sill.

      I sat up, alarmed. “Woah! What the fuck are you doing?”

      Beck pulled me back down. “Shhh, Little Thief. there’s a fire escape out there.”

      The window slammed shut again and Beck and I were alone in the apartment.

      “What the fuck was that?” I said to the ceiling.

      Beck paused before answering. “Yeah… I don’t want to get involved in that. That shit’s between you guys.”

      I gave him a sharp look. “What is?”

      “Whatever it is that you’re trying to pretend isn’t going on.” He shrugged, looking as resigned as I’d ever seen him. “You can really only keep tension like that going for so long before you have to fight or fuck.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I grumbled. “All we do is fight, and it’s still really fucking tense.”

      Beck rolled me over so I was tucked against his chest. “Then try something else,” he yawned into my hair. “Lucky for you, Little Thief, I’m great at sharing.”
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      I took a bite of my burger and slid my tongue over my bottom lip. Rae’s cheeks heated every time she looked at me and I was loving the shit out of it. I especially enjoyed how she squirmed in her seat every time her gaze drifted to where Nico was sitting on the nearest bed. It wouldn’t be long before she was too addicted to us to consider leaving. She better, since I had every bet riding on her. I wasn’t playing around anymore.

      Nico looked up from his phone to watch Rae. His eyes flashed with heat, before he clamped down on it, expression going black again. I smirked at him. Caught ya.

      I stood and leaned over her, grabbing her empty plate off the kitchen island, purposely lingering too long. “Finished?”

      She glanced up and her cheeks heated. “Uh, huh.”

      The door banged open and Rush stepped into the apartment, slamming the door behind him with more force than needed. His hair stood on end and the circles under his eyes were darker than if he’d broken his nose. I grimaced, stepping back from Rae. “You look like shit, man.”

      We’d been waiting hours for Rush to get home. He’d been out all night doing God knew what. Nico seemed to know, but of course, hadn’t bothered to explain. Fucking typical—and he wondered why everyone accused him of keeping secrets.

      Rush collapsed on the couch, and his brow lifted as he looked between the three of us. His eyes darkened as he put two and two together. “What the fuck? I was barely gone for eight hours.”

      I smacked my lips in exaggerated satisfaction. “Maybe, don’t sneak out next time, and you’ll be allowed to play.”

      Rae choked on air, before turning a glare my way, cheeks flushed pink. I winked at her, and she shook her head, tilting her gaze to the ceiling.

      Her eyes slid to Rush. “How did your thing go last night?”

      Rush met her gaze and shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Didn’t work out, anyway.”

      “Now that some of us have chosen to make an appearance.” Nico threw Rush a scathing look. “Rush and I will go to the Lexington. Clearly, I haven’t been as present as I need to be to make it crystal fucking clear that this is my fucking city.”

      Rae looked at him, head tilted to the side. “You think you’ll find who did it?”

      He laughed. “We know The Hatter did it, Rabbit. This is about sending the right message.” He glanced at me. “Go see Jared.”

      I nodded. “Fine.”

      Nico paused for a moment, eyes darting back and forth rapidly. He was working through scenarios. “Take Raegan. Don’t kill anyone unless you have to, aside from that I don’t care.”

      I grimaced. The subtext of that was basically, “I’m worried you will slaughter our contact. I’m hoping Raegan will keep you calm enough to simply maim them.”

      “Who’s Jared?” Rae asked.

      I squeezed my arms around her, gently lifting her off her feet. “You’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      Rae looked through the several inch thick bulletproof window, watching as the familiar highway whipped by, and sank deeper into the comfortable leather seat of the Range Rover.

      “Where are we going?” she asked, not bothering to look my way. Her long red hair curled around her shoulder and my fingers itched to run through it. Instead, I circled her bare thigh below the hem of her jean shorts, and ran my thumb in gentle circles over her sensitive skin, now covered in goosebumps. She closed her eyes, head tilted back, and her mouth parted. My grip tightened. What was my girl thinking of? Images of her splayed on the bed, Nico holding her legs open wide in front of me while I tasted her, flashed through my mind and I groaned. Rae’s gaze shot to mine, eyes hooded over with heat.

      Fuck. What did she ask again? I cleared my throat, “You’ll see, Little Thief.”

      “Yeah, that’s not cryptic or anything.”

      She shifted back, doing her best to break my hold on her leg, but like fuck, I was letting her pull away. I tugged her closer until she was pressed against the console that separated us.

      She squirmed against my grasp, and I chuckled. “Relax, we’re here.”

      Her face scrunched up in confusion as she focused on the large stadium ahead of us. “You really think this is the right time to play motocross?”

      I barked out a laugh. “No one ‘plays motocross’ and no, that’s not why we’re here.”

      She glared at me with crisp green eyes that narrowed when I didn’t explain further.

      We pulled in the back entrance and drove around the side to a gravel parking lot, packed with cars. Clouds of dust billowed under our tires, smattering my windshield with sand and gravel as we slid into a parking spot near the entrance of a concession building. Rae’s brows lifted, taking in the people milling around the cars smoking and talking, despite the fact that there was no race today.

      She turned to face me. “What is this?”

      My lips tipped up in the corner. “You’re so impatient. We’re already here.”

      She huffed and jumped out of the car, barely giving me time to put it in park. I jogged after her down the line of cars and wrapped my arm around her shoulder, enjoying the soft sigh that escaped her mouth as I tucked her into my side. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      She waved vaguely toward the concrete building at the edge of the parking lot where a crowd of people were hanging around by the side door. “I don’t know. That way?”

      I took a deep breath, her fresh scent of vanilla and honey filling the surrounding space, and pulled her closer. She was fucking intoxicating, but honestly, sometimes her bravery was an actual problem. “Don’t wander off.”

      Her face tilted, gaze catching on the silver hoop pierced through my lip, and my chest rumbled when her teeth bit down on her bottom lip. “No promises.”

      I forgot what we were talking about. “You keep looking at me like that, and I’m going to take you right here where everyone can see us.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Heat filled her gaze, and her tongue wet her lips, looking more than pleased with the idea.

      My dick hardened, straining against my pants, and I used every ounce of willpower I had to stop myself from pinning her against the nearest car. I fisted my hands. My brain was barely able to register how bad of an idea that was—not least because some of the guys here were really particular about their cars. Her pupils dilated until only the thinnest rim of green showed, and I bent down to kiss her temple, breathing against the sensitive skin of her ear as I spoke, “Later, Little Thief. We’ll make you forget everything that’s happened. Hell, we’ll make you forget your own name.”

      A shiver ran down her spine, and she turned to Jell-O in my arms. I pulled her in front of me, dropping my forehead to hers, and met her gaze. She took in deep breaths, the moment heavy with the words left unsaid between us. There was more to us than she’d admit, and I was doing my goddamned best to prove it to her. “Rae—”

      The large steel gray door to the adjacent building opened, and a giant of a man smiled broadly from just inside. “I was wondering when you’d show up. Although I thought it would be tomorrow.”

      Worst fucking timing.

      I groaned, pulling away from Rae. “Awe, Tom, you missed me, man?”

      Tom was huge—bigger even than me—but sported a beer gut to go with his muscles. He was around forty and had a dark brown beard streaked with gray. He crossed his arms and looked at Rae, leering as he skimmed up her tanned, bare legs, only covered by black jean shorts, and up to her bare stomach. The way he looked at her had anger boiling up the back of my neck, and I took a step closer to him. It wouldn’t take much to guarantee he’d never look at her again. A few cuts, and he’d never see anything again.

      I stepped in front of her, voice dark, losing all taste of humor. “She’s mine.”

      Rae’s gaze met mine, hot with desire. She liked that. That’s right babe, you’re mine.

      He raised his hands in front of him, fear dripping from his tongue, “S-Sorry. Of course she is.”

      I slid my hand down her side, happy to feel a shiver run through her at the barely there touch, and intertwined our fingers as I stepped through the door, leaving Tom to shit his pants behind us. I could take a quick trip to circle back to him later. I had other things to handle tonight.

      We entered a narrow hallway, painted a soft gray barely big enough for us to walk side by side. A mix of music, some sort of clanking, and people talking filled the air the closer we got to the opening.

      “Ready to have fun, Little Thief?” My fingers clung to hers, and I gave her one of my signature smiles that broadened when she matched it with one of her own.

      “Why do I think your idea of fun is more trouble than mine?”

      I winked at her, and stepped through the hall opening, and watched her expression while she took it all in. Her mouth dropped open, and eyes went wide as the energy of the room came to life. It looked like some kind of banquet hall, but it was missing the charm of luxury.

      There were gambling tables set up around the space full of rowdy patrons, smiling or grimacing depending on the direction of their luck. Girls dressed in barely there black outfits that showed off their ample assets, served drinks or danced with patrons. A heavy haze of cigarette smoke and perfume hung over everything, giving my skin a hot, sticky feeling the moment we walked in.

      Rae took a step forward, but I slipped an arm around her waist, halting her progress. “Stay close to me,” I nearly screamed over the deafening music.

      She narrowed her eyes on me. “Do I really need to tell you again I’m more than capable of taking care of myself?”

      I ran my nose up the curve of her neck, chuckling when she gasped. “I know damn well what you’re capable of. I still want you close to me. Call me selfish.”

      A tremble ran down her spine, and she whimpered in my arms. Groaning, I grabbed both her hips, pulling until she lined up against me. Her head dropped back and to the side, leaving her neck exposed. I grazed my teeth over her sensitive skin and nearly came undone when a moan slipped past her lips. Fuck, I had to get a grip on the situation before we became the main source of entertainment.

      My body screamed at me as I pulled back, wanting nothing more than to lose myself in her. The spark in her eyes told me she knew exactly what she was doing. I broke my gaze from hers and moved my hand in a sweeping gesture, as if displaying the surrounding scene. “You didn’t think I was in motocross just for the sport, did you?”

      I tilted my head, and my mouth tipped up in the corner. “Yeah, I kinda did.”

      I huffed out a laugh and shook my head. “We wouldn’t risk the exposure unless it was really important. We let these guys come through every couple of weeks. They provide gambling entertainment and a drug chain, and we get a decent kickback. Win-win really.”

      Her head tilted, brow raised. No doubt wondering how she’d never heard of the place. This place was firmly in Gentlemen territory, and we’d spent a significant amount of time hiding things from Mount Summer. From her.

      Motion in the corner caught her attention, and her eyes widened as a man plowed his hips into one of the waitresses, only semi-hidden behind the bar. The stranger’s head was tipped back, mouth open in pleasure with each thrust. I bit down on Rae’s ear, and she jumped in my arms.

      “If that’s what you want, all you need to do is ask, but like fuck, I’m standing here while you watch some other guy.” My words held an edge to them.

      “You jealous?” she asked, voice coming out raspy with the question.

      I pulled back, searching her gaze, and licked my piercing as a pink flush climbed her skin. “Always.”

      She swallowed, looking fucking delicious standing before me, interest written clear across her face. “You could’ve fooled me with the way you acted with Rush and Nico.”

      My eyes hooded as they roamed over her face. “That’s different, Little Thief, and you know it.”

      Her teeth worried at her lip, gaze meeting mine head on, “Why, cause you guys have shared women before?”

      Was she really worried about that? I raised my eyebrows at her. “Um, no. We’ve fucked the same woman before, but we’ve never shared. Not like this. This is different.”

      I was just about to say fuck it and drag her home and show her what I meant when a massive blonde man wearing a green velvet jacket stepped in front of us and cleared his throat. “We weren’t expecting you until tomorrow.”

      I turned on him, letting the cool mask of the interrogator slide into place. I let menace slip into my words, “Is there a problem?”

      Unease skated over my skin, and I glanced at Rae. What would she think pressed up against a Gentlemen? Because in this moment she couldn’t ignore that’s what I was: a shot-caller. Inner fucking circle. A crime lord king. Heat pooled in her eyes, my darkness looking back at me. A muscle pulsed in my jaw, need coursing through me. She fucking liked it.

      Even though the guy in front of us had several inches on me, he took a small step back. “Hey, man. You know you’re welcome here whenever you want. I was just surprised to see you.”

      I didn’t soften until the guy was practically shaking, and a hush came over the hall as all eyes turned toward us, worry written across their faces. Good, they needed to remember who I was. When I caught every last person’s attention, I relaxed, and a broad smile showed off my teeth. I tucked Rae firmly to my side, obviously claiming her—a warning for him, and everyone else.

      “Jared, this is Raegan.” I tipped my head towards her, but didn’t show more than a hint of affection. She cocked her head to the side, no doubt surprised by my use of her full name. This was business, and this guy didn’t deserve to call her anything else.

      “You here for pleasure? You know you have full reign over the space. I can clear some tables if you want to play a round.”

      Rae scoffed, “Something tells me Beck would have no trouble clearing a table on his own.”

      There was my feisty girl. I had to fight down my smile and keep my voice bored. “Not this time. We’re here for information.”

      The guy’s mouth tipped up, sensing a shift in the power dynamic, but one look at me had the look wiped from his face. My smile turned dangerous. “You wouldn’t want me to mention the girls to Nico, would you?” I nodded toward the couple still fucking in the corner. “You know they aren’t part of the deal.”

      If possible, Jared paled further. “Anything for you. You know that. Come to my office. I’m sure this conversation needs some privacy.”

      His office wasn’t much more than a bare space with a plain desk and two chairs for guests. The walls painted the same boring gray as the hall we walked through to get here. The room, just like the rest of the hall, smelled of cigarettes and perfume, and the only personal item was a mostly dead plant on top of the outdated computer monitor. I glanced at the yellowed plant. Not a great omen, really.

      Jared’s voice was unsure as he gestured to two chairs near his desk. “Sit.”

      “We’re not staying long.”

      His shoulders dropped, and he seemed to relax at the words. If I had to guess, he couldn’t wait to get rid of us as soon as possible. Probably bad for business to have his patrons scared to death. He got straight to the point, not wanting to drag it out a second longer. “What can I do for you?”

      “I’m sure you heard about the explosion,” I deadpanned. Rae went rigid at my side, sucking in a breath.

      The blood leached from Jared’s face, and his voice came out weak, “I don’t know what you’re talking about. What explosions?”

      Oh, he knew alright, but the fucker was trying to play it off like he didn’t. A smile broadened across my face. “You really think it’s a good idea to fuck around with me?”

      Jared trembled and took two steps back, drawing my attention in closer with each one. The primal coldness of the interrogator slipped over me like a well-worn coat. I liked it when they resisted. They always broke harder if they had a bit of a backbone.

      Jared glanced toward Rae, and a low angry sound escaped me. “Don’t look at her. She’s not going to help you.”

      Rae stepped up beside me and leaned her head on my shoulder, smiling like the Cheshire Cat. “You should really answer the question, Jared, or you’ll get blood all over your office. It’s hard to get it out. You may even need to replace the carpet.”

      Her words made my cock twitch. My girl stepped into the darkness with me and it was hot as fucking hell. I would make sure to take my time thanking her for it later. “Either answer the question or sit in the chair, Jared.”

      The idiot shook his head no.

      “That’s too bad. I normally liked to work with you,” I said, and stepped away from Rae. “You might want to step back, babe. Wouldn’t want to wreck your clothes. I know how pissed you get every time we cover you in blood.”

      Jared made a whimpering sound as I stalked toward him. The fucker was about to learn first-hand exactly why everyone feared me. I grabbed him by the back of the neck and slammed him into his leather office chair. The big man fought me, but this wasn’t my first time doing this and a simple pressure point had him squealing and sitting down. “You should’ve picked the easy way.”

      I hadn’t brought any tools with me. Honestly, I expected my reputation to be enough to encourage this conversation. I smiled down at him. It was better this way.

      Tension had built in me over the last few weeks. People kept trying to hurt my girl, and I’d been itching to let that anger out on someone. Today was Jared’s lucky day. I pulled brass knuckles from my pocket and slipped them over my right hand. A hint of relief peaked through his fear. He knew how to take a punch.

      I cracked my fist into the fragile bone of his eye socket and watched it immediately swell. Jared’s head snapped back with the force and lulled to the side, but I didn’t give him a second to recover. Instead, I drove my hand back into his face, until the blood poured from his nose, soaking his shirt. I pounded into him over and over, letting the rage flow from my fist into him. I was lost in the rhythm until Rae shifted in my peripheral vision.

      “Not to disturb you, but he’s out. Probably won’t be able to tell us anything if you shatter his jaw.” There was no judgment in Rae’s tone, she was just stating facts.

      I looked at Jared’s limp body. I never lost control while interrogating. “Okay, you may be right on that one. Don’t worry, I’ll wake him up.”

      I wiped the brass knuckles off on his shirt, and tucked them into my pocket, sliding my favorite knife out instead. A few long slices along his arm jolted Jared awake.

      I smirked down at him. “Welcome back. You ready to tell me what you know about the bombs?”

      “I don’t know. I’d tell you if I did,” he replied, resisting even as blood poured from his face and arm.

      Rae stepped up beside me and pinned me with crisp green eyes. I nodded, knowing what she was asking. Her voice was firm when she said, “I don’t believe you. You should really tell us. This next part is going to hurt.”

      Jared jerked in the chair, a flash of fear in his eyes. “You don’t want to do this. We have an agreement. Ask Nico.”

      She chuckled low, not a hint of humor. “Who do you think sent us?”

      Fuck, I loved the word us.

      I stabbed his leg with my knife, sliding through fat, muscle, and tendons. Careful to miss any major arteries. When he didn’t immediately start talking, I twisted the blade to the right.

      “Fuck. Okay, okay, okay. I’ll tell you, just stop.”

      I stopped turning it, but I didn’t remove the knife. Not until he squealed all his information.

      He looked everywhere but at me, eyes landing on Rae, then bounced off like he knew that was a way to end up dragged home with me. His words shook, “The word is Riccardo did it.”

      My muscles clenched in an effort to stop myself from rearing back at his words. “Are you sure about that?”

      Fear entered his eyes, for good fucking reason, he’d been holding out on us. “Yeah, we’ve been monitoring the situation to make it easier for us to stay away. He turned sides a while ago.” His words came out in pants as he fought going under.

      Ice burned in my veins as my vision blurred. I was going to rip him apart, but Rae’s fingers entwined in mine, lifting me out of my rage. She shook her head and moved out the door, taking me with her. Jared was fucking lucky. I’d follow her anywhere.

      The second we cleared the exit, she asked, “What was that?”

      I shook my head. “Not until we’re in the car.”

      We’d barely closed the doors when she turned to me, eyes narrowed into a glare.

      I met her gaze openly. “I told you no more secrets, and I meant it.”

      The breath whooshed out of her and her eyes softened. If the shit we just learned wasn’t so important, I’d spend all night keeping that look on her face.

      She righted herself, and asked, “Alright, who’s Riccardo?”

      I shook my head and rubbed my palms over my eyes. “He’s The Gentlemen’s lead bomb expert.”

      She sucked in a breath, surprised by that answer. “How do you know Jared was telling the truth?”

      I smirked, “Because he knows we’d kill them all if he wasn’t.”

      She nodded to herself, working through everything. “So what? You lost your bomb expert. Guys have been defecting for months. What’s different about him?”

      “Riccardo is Giovanna’s brother. He’d have had access to pretty much everything. The fact that he turned on us puts everyone in question. Plus, he’s great at making bombs. Like, the kind of shit that would take out an entire city block.”

      “Oh, shit.”

      I put the Range Rover in gear and took off out of the parking lot. We needed to regroup. Shit was about to go down.
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      The next day, I pressed my nose to the window of the Range Rover, watching trees whip by on the way to Giovanna’s waterfront house. The sun stood high in the sky—one of the nicest days we’d had in a while. Of course, it didn’t matter. It wasn’t like we would get to enjoy the weather.

      The tint of the bullet proofing on the glass turned everything outside kind of blueish. I’d personally taken out my gun and shot every one of the car windows twice before we left the little apartment, just to make absolutely sure our car hadn’t been switched again. The bullets bounced off, just like they were supposed to. That was comforting, as well as disconcerting. We still had no idea who had switched our car the day of the funeral. Nico hadn’t said anything about it directly, but it was clearly pissing him off. That, among other things.

      “I don’t want to spend any more than fifteen minutes here,” Nico said to Rush in a low tone. “This is fucking ridiculous.”

      I bit my lip. He’d said roughly the same thing at least four times in the last hour. Rush had the patience of a fucking saint. Beck and I had stopped responding several complaints ago.

      Rush nodded. “Agreed. What do you think, bribe or threat?”

      Nico laughed harshly. “Bribe. My mother doesn’t respond to threats. That would require a basic comprehension of her own mortality.”

      I ran the tip of my fingernail over my bottom teeth. “What is the deal with your mother exactly?”

      He met my eyes in the rearview mirror and seemed to struggle with how to answer. I got the feeling that was more due to the fact that he wasn’t used to sharing basic information on command, then that he actually didn’t want to tell me. But maybe I’m reading too much into it. What the fuck do I know?

      “My mother is the only daughter in a family of eight. She has seven brothers,” Nico said shortly. “Her brothers are all just as difficult as she is, if not more.”

      “Okay,” I said. “But that’s not really an answer.”

      He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “It’s complicated, Rabbit. Sometimes she’s useful, but the long and short of it is I can’t kill her because I don’t want to deal with my uncles. Killing her would set them all off and they make better allies than enemies… for now.”

      I mulled that over. The fact that I didn’t immediately ask why he would want to kill his mother really spoke to the world we lived in. For one thing, he’d already killed his father and that didn’t even phase me. I wanted to kill my own father half the time. Murder really wasn’t a hard limit for me anymore—maybe that should worry me more than it did.

      “And your mother knows where Riccardo is?”

      There was a long pause, where I felt like I was missing something. Finally, Beck answered. “Maybe, Little Thief. If she doesn’t know, we’ll have to go talk to the head of her family. Her oldest brother, Lorenzo, but we’d rather avoid that.”

      I bit my lip. I didn’t know a lot about Giovanna’s family. They weren’t from around here. “Why?”

      Rush ran his hand through his hair. “We’ll cross that bridge if we come to it.”

      We parked at the end of the long driveway, and my stomach rolled as I peered out of the window. The last time we’d been here, I left the party tied up and unconscious in the back of a van.

      Rush was apparently recalling the same memories of that night. He met my eyes in the rearview mirror. “Don’t worry, Firecracker. We’ve got you.”

      A balloon swelled in my chest. It was a strange feeling, not being alone all the time. I was working on letting them have my back without feeling weird about it. Still, I did believe, at the very least, they wouldn’t let anything happen to me—whether I liked it or not.

      “I’m not worried,” I said truthfully.

      I hopped out of the car and straightened my shorts, making sure my guns were properly fastened to my legs. “Maybe I should have worn something fancier,” I said to no one in particular. I looked more than a little out of place next to the guys. Even Beck had bothered to put on a suit, though unlike Rush and Nico, he wasn’t wearing a tie.

      Beck came up behind me and swatted playfully at my ass. He grinned. “Never change, Little Thief. If you stop wearing these shorts, I will drop dead.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.” I winked.

      A jacketed doorman let us into the house, like we were in some kind of old movie. I grimaced. Every time I was reminded how stupid-rich Nico was, it was so bizarre. Like, sometimes he acted like it, but then other times it was easy to forget. Jacketed doormen made forgetting really hard.

      “Where is she?” Nico said flatly.

      “On the back patio,” the doorman replied.

      The guys strode through the house with purpose. Clearly, they knew where they were going. I trotted after them, waving to the doorman. “Thank you!”

      The guy gave me an odd look—obviously not used to being acknowledged. Fucking rich people.

      The back patio was big enough that ten cars could have comfortably parked on it with room to spare. It overlooked a yard the size of a golf course, with a pool built to look like a natural lagoon complete with waterfalls.

      Giovanna sat on a large wicker lounge chair, wearing a blinding green sundress and a hat the size of North America. Her sunglasses took up most of her face, but her lipstick was still visible—pink today, rather than her usual red. On the wicker coffee table to her right stood a stack of romance novels, a monogrammed YETI tumbler, a bottle of 2004 Pino noir, and an AR-15. It was a whole mood.

      She looked up as we approached, lowering her book slightly to peer down her nose at us. “Darling, I wasn’t expecting you.” Her eyes darted from Rush to Beck in turn. “Beck, Sebastian, it’s been far too long.”

      Rush scowled when she called him by his first name. I couldn’t recall ever hearing anyone call him ‘Sebastian’ before—it sounded weird. Beside me, Beck said nothing, but he did move his hand to the small of my back.

      “Good morning, Mother,” Nico said in his smooth, business voice. He glanced down at the gun on the table. “Who were you expecting?”

      Giovanna laughed and removed her sunglasses before she bent over to give Nico a kiss on each cheek. “One never knows.”

      Nico sat down on the wicker chair across from her, looking absurd next to the pool in his suit. I glanced at Rush for some kind of indication of what we were supposed to do, before lowering into one of the chairs several feet back.

      “I’m glad you aren’t taking the problems with the hotels too hard,” he said sardonically.

      Giovanna took a sip of her wine. “I see no reason to be concerned, my home wasn’t affected. Do you have any idea what’s behind the issue with the Main St. location?”

      Nico leaned forward. “Possibly.”

      “Well, do elaborate.”

      “I would, but we haven’t been able to get a legitimate analysis of the explosives from someone in the family.” Nico paused as though deciding how to proceed. “You haven’t seen Riccardo, have you?”

      Her eyebrows raised in what I thought might have been genuine surprise. It was hard to tell—her forehead didn’t allow for much natural movement. “Is he missing?”

      “It appears so.”

      She took off her gigantic hat and fanned herself with it. “And you decided to come here before going to Lorenzo? Why?”

      “I wanted to check in, anyway.”

      “Please. Don’t lie, darling, you’re painfully bad at it. I blame myself for that honestly, I was far too good of a mother. There was no reason to learn to lie.”

      Next to me, Beck choked, and I looked up at him in alarm. He turned it into a cough and waved me off. “I’m fine,” he rasped. “It’s nothing.”

      Giovanna’s eyes darted between the four of us, finally lingering on me. After a moment, she smiled like a satisfied cat. “I’m surprised you’re still here. Are you blackmailing them?”

      Nico’s shoulders went stiff, but his tone was flat as he answered for me. “Ignore Raegan, Mother. She’s irrelevant.”

      My stomach sank at those words. Even though I knew Nico had a very strained relationship with his mother, knew he probably didn’t even mean that, knew it shouldn’t matter anyway, it still hurt. I also knew my face must have shown my reaction, but Giovanna beamed like Christmas had come early.

      “Oh, Darling. Don’t tell me, you’re avoiding your uncles because of her.” Giovanna looked like she’d just won an Oscar. “You have to realize that’s not only stupid, it’s ultimately pointless.”

      Nico ground his teeth. “Do you know where Riccardo is or not?”

      She turned and looked at me as she replied. “Even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you. Careful when you take your venomous little whore to meet with Lorenzo, though. He always loved breaking other children’s toys.”

      Beside me, Rush shifted ever so slightly, trying to push me backwards toward Beck. Giovanna’s sharp eyes missed nothing, and her smile broadened.

      “Alright.” Nico turned on his heel, and when he faced us, I could tell he was struggling not to yell. “This was fucking pointless. Let’s go.”

      “Raegan,” Giovanna called to me as we strode back across the lawn.

      I paused, mostly out of surprise that she was actually using my name. I turned around to look at her. “That’s ‘Venomous Whore’ to you.”

      Her laugh was high and genuine. “Good, Dear. You’ll need that humor. I just wanted to tell you to send my love to your mother.”

      I furrowed my brows, confused. “Excuse me?”

      “Mary was also very popular in our day. I can see where you get it from. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tramp, apparently.”

      Nico put his hand on the small of my back, steering me toward the door. “Let’s go, Rabbit.”

      “What the fuck was that supposed to mean?” I hissed.

      “Who cares,” Rush said under his breath. “Giovanna hates everyone, and it’s rarely relevant. Ignore her.”
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        * * *

      

      We drove back downtown, the car ringing with painful silence. Any time any of us tried to speak, Nico glared at us.

      Finally, as Rush turned onto a ramp headed toward the interstate, I couldn’t take it anymore. “What’s your damage?”

      Nico turned in his seat to face me. A muscle ticked in his jaw, and his brows pulled down over his black gaze. “Listen, Rabbit—”

      I leaned forward and sent a glare his way. “Yeah, no thanks.”

      He growled and ran a hand through his dark hair. “Listen, these men…my uncles. They don’t fuck around. That means you need to keep your mouth shut, stand in the back, and keep your eyes on the floor. Do not draw attention to yourself, Rabbit. Are we clear?”

      “I’m not an idiot. I’ve grown up in this life too.” I shifted my gaze out the window and did my best to ignore him.

      “Raegan. I’m not fucking around.”

      My gaze snapped back to his, but there was fear where I expected anger. My muscles relaxed a bit before saying, “What is it? What am I missing?”

      Rush cut in, “Lorenzo doesn’t follow any rules. The business they’re in is… dirty.”

      I scoffed. “We aren’t exactly saints.”

      Beck squeezed my thigh, and heat flushed between my legs. I met his serious gaze. “They traffic women.”

      “W-what?” I felt like all the air was sucked out of the SUV as my mind tried to wrap around Nico being okay with his uncle trafficking women.

      My gaze shot to his hard one, daring me to judge him. “What the hell, Nico. You knew about this?”

      He focused on me, and a sardonic smile tipped his lips. “I’m flattered, Rabbit, that you think there’s anything I can do about it. Why do you think they married my mother off to my father?” He leaned as close as the front seat would allow him. “This is how things are done. There’s an arrangement between our families, and breaking it would be a slaughter.”

      “Okay, but you trust them?”

      He turned and looked out the front window. “As much as our agreement allows.”

      I blew out my breath and met Rush’s two-toned gaze in the mirror. “Well, that’s not very comforting.”

      Beck wrapped an arm around my waist and tugged me against his side, and placed a kiss on the top of my head. I relaxed against him and breathed in his comforting sandalwood scent.

      Nico spoke from the front, words edged with warning, “When we get there, stay close to Beck and Rush. Don’t come near me.”

      “What?” My brows pinched together in confusion, as my gaze bounced over them.

      “You’re a liability.”

      Nico’s words landed like a kick to the chest. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      Rush huffed out an exasperated breath and shook his head at Nico. “What Nico is trying to say is we don’t want anyone knowing you mean something to him. We wouldn’t put it past Lorenzo to use that to his advantage.”

      I rolled my eyes but didn’t disagree. God knew I already had enough hate directed my way from my own men.

      As if he was reading my thoughts, Nico quickly added, “Don’t tell anyone your name, either. Don’t mention Jimmy or Mount Summer. And for fuck’s sake, don’t mention Sophie. In fact, it might be best if you just don’t speak at all.”

      I growled as Beck’s hand tightened on my hip in what I’m sure he thought was a reassuring way. In reality, his arm around my waist was the only thing that kept me from leaning between the seats and slapping Nico’s stupidly handsome face. I was no one’s silent arm candy. Fuck, this better be worth it.

      “Can you at least tell me where we’re going?” I asked as I watched the exit signs whip by on the highway.

      “New Forge.” Nico said shortly. “Get some sleep if you want. It’ll take a couple hours to get there.”
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        * * *

      

      Night had fallen over the downtown streets by the time we arrived in New Forge. The quick talking office workers had transformed into loud twenty-somethings all dressed for the clubs, and flashing lights from billboards sparkled through the car windows. I stared at a group of girls in cocktail dresses as we drove past. It had been ages since I’d been able to do anything normal, and even when I was allowed to go out back at Mount Summer, it was really just to watch Sophie from up close.

      God, I could use a simple night out. Beck smirked at me, eyes heated, and I flushed at the memory of the last time we went dancing. Rush cleared his throat. “We’re here.”

      We pulled up to a glass four-story building located in a busy downtown area. It was an expensive piece of real estate, with a well-deserved price tag. Wall to wall windows all the way up the sides, an extra wide front door, and a bellhop already waited for us as we pulled into the U-shaped parking lot.

      We all got out, and a valet immediately drove off to park our vehicle. I raised a brow at Rush, who was staring at where the Range Rover disappeared. Neither of us were happy to lose our escape route.

      As if he’d been waiting for us, an extremely handsome man in his mid-fifties strolled out of the building. His black suit was tailored perfectly to his lean build, and he wore a crisp white shirt without a tie. His brown alligator shoes snapped on the sidewalk and planted firmly in front of the door.

      The man didn’t fidget under our hard gaze. He met us head on with dark black eyes that matched Nico’s. “To what do I owe the honor of a visit from my favorite nephew?”

      Nico didn’t respond for longer than was strictly polite. Finally, he pulled his phone out of his own suit pocket and glanced at it, checking the time. “That was less than two minutes. A new record, I think. Did you happen to be in the lobby, or do you have people stationed on the street corners now?”

      Lorenzo laughed, and I could see his resemblance to both his sister and his nephew in the way he smiled without his eyes. “I have eyes everywhere. You know that.” He nodded in greeting to Rush and Beck before his black gaze traveled over me, starting from my booted feet and worked their way up. His brow raised in interest. “And who’s this sweet piece of—”

      “Cut the shit,” Nico barked.

      I went rigid behind him. Jesus, that was one way to say hi.

      His uncle laughed again, but it was almost eerie how the upper half of his face stayed immobile and unaffected. He stood there, shoulders relaxed, a confident smile on his face. His salt-and-pepper hair showed off the years he’d spent doing this type of work. He looked between Nico and me, the corner of his lips tipping up at what he saw there.

      Lorenzo nodded at Nico. “No need to get upset, Nicolai. Gigi already called and explained the situation.”

      Nico’s voice returned to a flat neutral. “And what situation is that?”

      “You have something to ask me?” His eyes turned cold, and a chill ran down my spine. “Is that right?” Condescension dripped from his lips, but Nico didn’t jump to the bait.

      Nico put room between us and approached his uncle as if the man didn’t look scary as shit. “Where’s your brother?”

      “You’re going to have to be more specific.” Authority wrapped around him, and the air seemed to sizzle with building tension. This man was a leader in his own right, with an ability to have us disposed of, and he clearly didn’t like to be pushed.

      “As if my mother didn’t tell you, but fine. Where’s Riccardo?”

      Nico moved closer to his uncle, putting a good fifteen feet between us. Beck and Rush adjusted until they stood in defensive positions on either side of me, and a crackle of unease crawled up my skin. The longer we stood here, the more uneasy I became.

      “Now why would I tell you that?”

      “He’s switched sides to The Trilogy. Blowing up our buildings. Fuck, he nearly killed me.”

      Lorenzo’s smile broadened. “It’s a shame he didn’t succeed.”

      In a flurry of movement, everyone had their guns out. Beck and Rush crowded my sides, clearly trying to help but in reality making it harder for me to shoot straight. Nico’s gun firmly pointed at Lorenzo’s head. Proof that Lorenzo was just as good. His gun pointed directly at me.

      “Wrong move, Uncle.” Nico glared at him, eyes narrowed.

      Lorenzo laughs. “You’re too far behind. It’ll be over before you catch up.”

      Too far behind what? What the hell were we missing?

      “Fuck.” Rush and Beck said in unison.

      “Drop your guns,” Lorenzo said calmly. He knew exactly how much control he had of the situation.

      Nico glared at him, jaw clenched, but lowered his gun.

      “Move away from her.”

      Both Rush and Beck stepped closer to me, but Lorenzo cocked the gun, still pointed directly at me, his voice level. “I said move away from her.”

      They did as he said, but neither moved fast enough.

      Lorenzo’s voice dropped lower. “Don’t push your luck, boys. She’s just another body to me.”

      All three of my guys sneered at him. Nico looked like he was picturing ripping his uncle’s head off with his bare hands, but Beck and Rush followed orders and stepped away.

      A second later, an all too familiar van came flying through the parking lot, its door swinging wide, and fully armed men rushed out. In theory, I knew it couldn’t be the exact one I’d been pulled into before. That had definitely been totalled, but the sick realization of where they’d been taking me sank in.

      I snapped out of my thoughts as a thick arm wrapped around my waist, pinned my arms to my sides, and lifted me from the ground. His hot breath heaved against my ear. “Gotcha.”

      I wiggled, shifted, and kicked, doing everything I knew to break his hold. He chuckled, backing toward the car, not even flinching when I rammed my heel into his shin.

      Shit, shit, shit. I would not get into that van.

      I slammed my head back, and his nose made a satisfying crunch. He grunted behind me, and his knife cut through the shirt covering my stomach. It should’ve gone straight through my skin, but Beck had a grip on the man’s arm.

      His glare was hard. No humanity left in it, as he twisted and broke the man’s wrist. I slipped out of his grasp and Rush stepped between me and a half-dozen men holding guns. They outnumbered us, but still hesitated to attack. I couldn’t blame them. The rage on Rush, Beck, and Nico’s faces gave them a deranged, dangerous edge, making them unpredictable.

      I glanced behind me, to see glimpses of Beck, pounding his fist into my would-be kidnapper’s face, who had gone limp in his arms.

      Shots rang out through the space, one buzzing by my ear, and Nico shouted from the other side of the parking lot, “Get her the fuck out of here.”

      Rush grabbed my hand and pulled me behind him, but my eyes were on where we’d left Nico standing, surrounded by men. “We can’t leave him.”

      Beck caught up. “They can’t kill him. They can hurt you, but Nico and Lorenzo are at a stalemate as far as actually hurting each other.”

      Trepidation filled me, “But Riccardo—”

      “—Isn’t acting on Lorenzo’s orders. Let’s move.”

      I took one more glance back, but Nico already faced his uncle, face contorted in rage.

      A bullet whizzed by, and instinct kicked in. Blood pumped in my ears as I ran through the streets. The farther we got from the building, the more crowded the sidewalk became until we were surrounded by partiers.

      A quick glance back showed that at least four men still followed close behind us. A few feet ahead of us, there was a packed bar with a line halfway down the block. I hopped the velvet rope and rushed to the doors. A giant of a bouncer went to block me but thought better of it when Rush and Beck crowded my back.

      Once we were in, we wove through the crush of bodies on the dance floor, making our way to the back. Men were yelling outside, then they busted through the front door, trying to make their way to us. Beck spun me into a dark alcove, just big enough for the three of us.

      When Lorenzo’s men turned to search upstairs, we slipped out the back exit, not wasting a second to get the hell out of there. We ran until the streets thinned of people, and quiet took the place of people partying. My lungs burned in my chest when we finally turned into a small alleyway hidden from the main road.

      Beck’s hands were on me instantly. His fingers lightly traced where my shirt was cut. He didn’t hesitate to rip it apart, exposing me to the cool night air. I gasped as he backed me up into the wall, but the crazed look in his eyes kept me from saying anything.

      His breath didn’t calm until his fingers traced every inch of me, sending goosebumps over my skin. His head dropped to the curve of my neck, and his breath fanned over me. “Jesus Christ. They almost fucking took you.” His body shook against mine as his hands dug into my hips, holding me against him.

      “I’m okay. I’m here,” I whispered to him, not wanting to spook him more.

      He placed kisses up my neck, and heat pooled between my thighs. The high of adrenaline coursed through me.

      Rush paced back and forth, phone to his ear. “We’re out. Where the fuck are you?”

      The Range Rover came barreling around the corner, the driver’s side door opened, revealing a furious Nico. “Get the fuck in.”
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      A knock sounded at the door, and I groaned, keeping my eyes firmly shut. The haze of sleep was pulling me under, and irritation crawled over my skin. “It’s way too early for visitors.”

      The bed shifted, and I went board stiff. I wasn’t the only one in here. Jesus. Memories of last night pummeled my brain. Lorenzo was a real piece of work.

      A hand tightened on my thigh, and a different kind of memory crashed through me. I was awake enough now to recognize the feel of two warm bodies. I let my body momentarily melt into theirs. The feeling of being protected, of not being on my own, was like a warm blanket sinking heat into my bones.

      Rush must have checked his phone to see who was outside the door because he chuckled. “This visitor’s for you, Firecracker.”

      My brain was in a fog and still felt worn out from everything that went down last night, making it difficult to process the situation. He sounded further away than I expected.

      I met Beck’s soft, hooded gaze directly in front of me. His fingers grazed my cheek as he tucked a stray strand of hair behind my ear. “I like waking up like this, Little Thief.”

      A shiver had my skin pebbling down my neck. God, he was fucking dangerously gorgeous.

      He licked his lips and memories of what he, Nico and I had done in this bed the other night flooded my head. Panties already soaked, I squirmed, wanting nothing more than to press myself against Beck. Arms tightened around my waist from behind, effectively pinning me against a solid chest.

      Wait a fucking minute…

      “Quit moving, Rabbit,” Nico spoke into the back of my neck, voice gravelly, as if barely awake. My entire body lit from within when his hand slid up my shirt and splayed out across my bare stomach. My eyes went wide, and Beck smiled as the heat of Nico’s palm sank into my skin. Tired, Nico was fucking lethal to my sanity.

      Oh, shit.

      As the fog of sleep lifted, I panicked. I may have forgiven Beck and Rush, but I was nowhere near ready to let everything with Nico slide. No matter how good his hand felt on me.

      Beck’s smirk broadened, and he leaned in to nip my bottom lip. “Stop thinking.”

      My control snapped when Beck’s tongue licked mine, and I moaned into his mouth as heat pooled between my thighs. My hips pushed back involuntarily into Nico’s hard ridge and he groaned against my neck, hand tightening to hold me in place.

      A light chuckle snapped the moment. Sophie’s voice was nearly lyrical. “Well, this looks comfy.”

      Nico flew off me like he’d been burned, and I ignored the little dip my heart made.

      Sophie’s gaze flicked between us, and her lips tipped up in a knowing smile. “At least this explains why the hell you didn’t answer your phone any of the million times I called. You look pretty busy.”

      Guilt flipped my stomach. I’d have murdered her if she’d done the same. “Sorry, Soph.” I snapped a hard gaze over my shoulder toward Nico. “Someone shot my phone.”

      Her smirk turned devious. “Why am I not surprised?”

      Sophie looked better than she had the last time I’d seen her. She’d gotten around to dying her roots and was now back to platinum blonde, rather than the yellowed blonde with two inches of red root she’d been sporting lately. It was also nice to see her wearing something other than pajamas, even if I was pretty sure she’d borrowed her black Chloe dress from our mother.

      Beck pulled me into his chest, “Go away, Sophie. We were just getting to the good shit.”

      Sophie put her purse on the table and turned back to me. “No matter how much I want to talk about this whole development—” she gestured around the room “—we have other stuff to talk about. I have info for you and I need to get back before Connor gets suspicious.”

      The sound of Connor’s name had my skin crawling. The asshole had ulterior motives following her around like a puppy.

      I swatted Beck’s hands away, and he groaned. I had to pry myself free of his hands to get out of bed while he laid there, shirtless and pouting. All three men stared at me as I climbed out of bed, wearing only Beck’s shirt.

      Rush still stood by the door, also wearing just his boxers. I could barely repress my moan as my gaze raked over his corded abs, the deep V cutting into his waistband. Dragging my attention to my sister, my cheeks flamed with embarrassment.

      Sophie was grinning like a loon, perched on the edge of the couch, watching us as if we were her favorite TV drama. “I have to tell you, I love this for you. It has very main character energy.”

      I gave her a flat look. “I don’t have any idea what that means.”

      “Is it like a poly thing? Like are you guys with each other too? Or Rae, are you just dating all of them?”

      I pointed toward the window, even as the back of my neck burst into flames. “That’s it, out on the fire escape. Now.”

      “Fine, but one day you’ll have to teach me how to land a harem of my own,” she said, eyes raking over my guys.

      The heavy feeling of possessiveness filled me and the only thing that stopped me from jumping her was that her eyes held no heat. She looked vindicated, if anything. Like she’d won some bet with herself.

      I yanked a pillow off the bed and barely missed her as she escaped out the window. She was fast when she wanted to be. Probably all the Yogalates.

      I went to follow her, bending down to get through the window, but Nico threw out an arm. “Pants, Rabbit. Why can’t you wear fucking pants?”

      “Alright, that’s it. I’m going to need you to back up a good ten steps and calm the fuck down.” I spit out the words, but grabbed a pair of clean boxers from the duffle bag on the floor. I was all about comfort today.

      His eyes narrowed on me, and I wasn’t sure if he wanted to kill me or kiss me. By the looks of the twitch in his jaw, he didn’t know either. He made a very un-Nico like sound, and walked into the kitchenette, grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and came back, thrusting it into my hand. “Drink it. If you’re going to keep almost getting yourself killed, you should at least stay hydrated.”

      “Are you having a stroke?” I raised my brow, but cracked the seal on the bottle. “Tell me honestly if you smell burnt toast or something, you’re freaking me out.”

      His eyebrows pinched in, and his jaw ticked. “Don’t be a brat, Raegan. You are obviously not responsible enough to take care of yourself.”

      Anger coursed through my veins. I’d been taking care of myself for too damn long to put up with this bullshit. Rush must have been able to read minds, because he wrapped an arm around my waist and hauled me off the ground milliseconds before I attacked Nico.

      “Let me fucking down, Rush.” I shifted in his arms and dug my nails in his hand as I tried to break his hold.

      He grunted, but didn’t let go. “Can’t, Firecracker. I’m pretty sure you’re going to try and kill him if I do.”

      “Beck!” I called him for help.

      He just walked up, nearly fucking naked, and placed a kiss on my head. “Just drink the water, Little Thief.”

      “Traitor,” I murmured under my breath, mostly kidding. I broke my gaze from him, and my nose scrunched up. I tilted my head to the side and looked at Nico.

      Fuck, was that a mistake?

      He was standing there in just his boxers, hair a mess, black eyes daring me to comment.

      I squirmed again and Rush let me go, but I still leaned into his chest, not ready to leave the heat there. I tipped my head back and stared at the ceiling. Jesus fucking Christ. I’m in over my head.

      Instead of dealing with the three dark gazes that searched mine, I quickly dipped through the window to sit with Sophie on the fire escape. I closed it behind me, making sure they couldn’t overhear.

      Well, at least I hoped so.

      I could definitely hear their groans of disapproval that they’d been cut out of this conversation, but this was family business. There was no way I was getting into the inner workings of Mount Summer while the three of them drank in every word. I was like ninety-five percent certain they wouldn’t use it to attack us, but it’s that other five percent that had us outside.

      I sat down close to Sophie, knees bent to my chest, and I pulled my extra-large shirt over them. It wasn’t exactly cold, but the morning air held more of a bite than was strictly comfortable without pants. The fire escape was still damp from dew, and the sky was hazy. Almost pretty, despite the dismal street below us.

      Sophie immediately leaned her head on my shoulder, and worry trickled through me. Had I pushed her too far, sending her to spy on Mount Summer?

      Her voice was barely above a whisper. “Can you please stop nearly getting killed?”

      My chest tightened. It was impossible to make that kind of promise in the life we lived. “I can try.”

      She let out a breath. “I guess that’s all I can ask for.”

      We sat there for a few minutes, staring at the brick wall only a few feet away from us. This neighborhood was squished together, wasting no real estate.

      The window opened, and I glared at whoever dared to come out here. Nico proceeded to hit me in the face with one of Rush’s sweaters. “Put this on. I can see you shivering from inside.”

      My arms were pebbled with the morning chill. I tried to ignore it in my undressed state. He shut the window, and I slipped it over my head. It was long enough it easily covered my legs. I glanced sideways at my sister. “Don’t ask, I can’t explain it.”

      She smiled. “Like I said, I love this for you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. Anyway, so spill.”

      Her body stiffened against my side, changing gears. “Stuff is going down at Mount Summer. The guys are pissed with how dad treated you.”

      Surprise filled me. I’d lost hope in that with Patrick’s murder. My heart pinched at the thought of him.

      She continued, “The more dad tries to beat it out of them. The more unrest that pops up. Honestly, it’s starting to feel like they looked at you like their leader all along. Hell, even mom seems pissed about you being shunned.”

      My face snapped to her, and anger rippled just below my skin. “Now I know you’re lying. There’s no way she’s forgiven me for holding her at gunpoint.”

      Her eyes softened, and she nodded. “I know she’s been a total bitch.”

      I smirked at her word choice. Sophie almost never swore.

      “But I’m telling you it’s caused a rift between her and dad. I guess it’s one thing to give you constant grief, but another to abandon you completely.”

      I wasn’t sure how to take that. I’d spent years trying to earn her approval, finally giving up all together once it became evident she only cared about one daughter. I’d never considered she might harbor some feelings for me. I quickly shut down the warmth that tightened my chest.

      It was my turn to lean against Sophie, and her body stiffened before relaxing. I never showed weakness in front of my family. “Do you think Dad had anything to do with the bombings?”

      “Not that I can see. Like, maybe if it was just Nico’s hotels, but even Dad isn’t crazy enough to blow up his own outpost. Everyone is really on edge about that.” she said, gaze drifting to my face.

      I nodded. She was confirming what I had already suspected. I’d been around those men my entire life and at no point did we attack innocent people. That left the question of why The Hatter was going after us. This didn’t feel like a normal gang war. Between the texts and the bombings, everything about it felt personal.

      My gaze danced over the details of each brick on the building across from us, not really seeing it. Instead, an anxious gnawing feeling ate at my stomach. One that I’d been wanting to hold back. “Soph?”

      “Hmm.”

      “Am I…” My breath caught for a second before I pushed the words out. “Am I betraying Marcus?”

      Sophie’s wide gaze snapped to mine. “What? No Rae. No.”

      I palmed my face, running my hand over my eyes. “The Gentlemen killed him.”

      “Not those boys. They didn’t kill him.” She wrapped her fingers through mine. “Marcus wanted the war to end. He wanted the killing to stop. It’s one of the reasons his death was so tragic.”

      Some of the weight lifted from my chest. Marcus had been my big brother. He’d carried me around the house when I said I was too tired to move after a practice session. I was lying, of course, and he knew it, but he did it anyway. He was the one who bandaged my scraped knees and checked for monsters under my bed. When he was around, I didn’t feel like my family hated me, and when he died. No. When they killed him, it was like my entire world fell apart. I was left to deal with the wolves all alone. I swore I’d kill every last Gentlemen after that.

      Look at me now.

      I tightened my fist and voiced the words I’ve been afraid of. “There’s more going on with me… and them.” I gestured slightly behind us in the direction of the tiny apartment.

      Sophie laughed, head tipping back, and a smile broadened over her mouth. “No shit. Glad you’re finally catching up.” She peered at me. No doubt seeing the pinch of my brows, the tightness of my mouth. I was scared shitless and, for once in my life, I was letting her see it.

      She shook her head at me. “It’s a good thing Rae. You deserve it, and Marcus would want you to have it.”

      It was like a thousand-pound weight was lifted from my chest I hadn’t known I was carrying around. With each brick around my heart they’d taken down, a little more guilt had slipped in. Guilt and shame that I was letting Marcus down. “Thanks, Sophie.”

      “Anytime you need to be reminded to get out of your own way, just let me know. I’ve got you.”

      My heart squeezed at her words, she really did have me, and so did my guys. I shook off the entirely too sappy feeling and got back to why she was here.

      There was a knock on the window behind us, and Beck smiled, holding two coffees. Fuck yes. We climbed through the window, and I wrapped my hand around the warm mug, breathing in the smooth roasted scent.

      “Thanks, Beck. But I’ve gotta run. Spying and all that,” Sophie said, walking toward the door.

      Rush and Beck glared at Nico, who hovered by the kitchenette, still watching me.

      Beck snapped his fingers in front of him. “What the fuck are you waiting for, man?”

      Rush jumped between them, knocking Beck back and out of Nico’s reach. From the speed of his reaction, this definitely wasn’t the first time he’d had to do it.

      Surprising the shit out of me, Rush was the one to crowd Nico. “Seriously, what are you waiting for?”

      Nico ground his teeth, and his stare bored into mine. I met his black gaze, and my breath caught, lungs burning in my chest. What the hell was happening? The seriousness that took over Nico’s features had an uneasy feeling walking up my skin. He pulled an envelope from his bag and held it out to Sophie without comment.

      “What is this?” she asked suspiciously.

      “Divorce papers. Or, more specifically, annulment. You can look over it if you want, but it’s all there.”

      Sophie squealed, grabbing the envelope and shuffling through the papers.

      My gaze shot to Nico’s. He hadn’t said a word. I’d been feeling guilty as fuck for the other night, and he hadn’t said a fucking word. “When?”

      “After the bombing at that Trilogy outpost, before the funeral.” He just stood there. Face wiped of expression.

      “Before the funeral? Before the fucking funeral?”

      His brow lifted, but didn’t elaborate. Asshole.

      Anger rode me as I thought of every second I’d felt guilty. “You didn’t think to tell me?”

      “No.”

      Sophie’s brows hit her hairline, and she took a step back. “Sounds like my cue to go.” She looked at Nico, held up the envelope, then pointed it at me. “Thanks, and good luck with that.”

      The second the door shut behind her, all three men converged on me. At least they’d put on clothes. I wasn’t quite ready to stop being pissed at Nico, but it looked like that was going to have to wait.

      Rush got to me first, his calloused fingers grazed my jaw and tipped my head back until I met his mismatched gaze. “What did she say, Firecracker?”

      An electric current snapped between us as his touch sparked down my skin, and the hair on the back of my neck lifted.

      Rush licked his bottom lip and his eyes half closed. “I dare you to keep looking at me like that,” he said, his voice a deep, gravely rumble.

      Fuck me. Literally.

      “Answer the question, Rabbit,” Nico barked and my gaze shot to him. Both his brows were pulled down as he watched us. Well, he was just going to have to get used to it.

      I stepped away from Rush, needing the space to clear my mind. “She doesn’t think they’re a part of the hotel bombing.”

      Beck closed the space I’d created and pressed his chest into my back, dragging his fingers up my bare thighs, reminding me that I stood there in only boxers. I made a weak sound at the back of my throat and he chuckled against my neck.

      “She thinks, or she knows?” Nico’s voice was dark, demanding.

      Beck reached out and slapped Nico in the stomach. “Chill, dude.”

      Nico gave Beck a look so withering it surprised me the temperature in the room didn’t drop. Oh shit.

      “No fighting,” Rush said quickly. “There’s no room.”

      Nico tipped his head back and pinched the bridge of his nose. He stayed like that until his jaw stopped ticking, but he was still glaring when he looked back at us. “Answer the question, Raegan. Was she sure?” He sounded so irritated it took all my willpower not to poke at him. Both literally and verbally.

      I huffed out a breath. Serenity in, bratty vibes out. “As sure as she’s going to be.”

      “Fine,” Nico growled. “The Hatter remains the biggest threat. Nothing has changed except that now we’re stuck here instead of at the hotel.”

      “What are you saying?” Rush asked, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “That we still need to flip Mount Summer to Raegan to have the numbers to take on the Trilogy.”

      “Yeah, but when Patrick and the guys agreed to work with me they got blown up.” I put my hands on my hips. “I don’t want to endanger anyone else.”

      Surprisingly, it was Beck who answered. “That’s what being in charge is about, Rae. If you’re going to be the leader, you’re taking responsibility for all their lives. They’re in danger anyway, you’re hoping that by being in charge you’re lessening the risk.”

      “Well, I don’t know if I can do that,” I said, frustration seeping into my voice. I stepped out of his arms.

      I’d gone from being completely ignored—a footnote in the history of my family—to being told that it was my responsibility if hundreds of men lived or died, and it wasn’t just the guys telling me that, The Hatter had made it all too clear with his texts that this was my fault, or, responsibility, or whatever. I didn’t even know why. Why me? Why now? In some ways, I missed being invisible.

      Before anyone could reply, the silence was punctuated by Nico’s phone buzzing on the counter. I tensed instinctually, before remembering it wasn’t my phone. Who knew how long it would be before I could hear a phone vibrating again without getting nervous?

      He leaned over and grabbed it, glancing at the screen. His black eyes went wide.

      “What?” Beck asked.

      Rush walked around behind Nico to look at the phone, then swore loudly. “Someone turn on the news.”

      My heart sank. I took a deep breath. “Who is it this time?”

      Nico passed me the phone as Beck flipped on the TV.

      “Deadly incident at The Grand Esposito Hotel in Upper New Forge. There are reports of explosions, and at this hour multiple law enforcement officials tell ABC news that there are at least thirty confirmed to be hospitalized, many more missing, and eye witnesses say we could be dealing with a potential hostage situation. Let’s go to Lana Simmons in our local newsroom—”

      I stared down at the picture on the phone that Nico had handed me. There were twenty women—prostitutes, I realized, based on their outfits—lined up in front of the hotel. Their hands and mouths were bound with duct tape. On the street in front of them, it said:

      12 hours, rabbit.  212-555-5209
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      “How many?” Rush asked, as Nico hung up the phone and stalked back across the tiny apartment.

      Nico looked like he was going to hit something. “At least twenty. Anthony doesn’t actually know because no one thought to do a fucking head count after the Hotel on Main blew up, so it could be more than just the girls from New Forge.”

      “How does that happen?” I leaned forward and Beck adjusted so I could get more comfortable on his lap. He hadn’t spoken once since we got the news.

      Nico turned his hard stare toward us, hand drifting to his gun. I leapt up from Beck’s lap, sensing danger. “Woah there, Grumpy. Gun down please.”

      Nico blinked at me in surprise as I grabbed his wrist a split second before the kitchen cabinets met a brutal end. He rounded on me, furious eyes flashing. “What makes you think you can tell me what to do?”

      “I’m not telling.” I didn’t let go of his wrist. “I’m asking. Please leave the furniture alone, we don’t have that much of it in here.”

      After a long moment, Nico stepped back, grinding his teeth as he fought not to yell. Sometimes I wished he would just fucking lose it at me—at least that would be genuine and we could have it out. I felt like I got a better sense of Nico’s real personality when he was losing his shit, the false control was starting to frustrate me.

      “Nico, you’ve got to evacuate all the girls,” Rush said, his face buried in his phone.

      “And send them where?” Nico growled. “There are hundreds of them and they don’t all work at the same time. Keeping track of everyone would be a nightmare.”

      “Well, you’ve had two hotels blow up, I’d say it’s already a nightmare,” I deadpanned, trying to lighten the mood.

      He gave me a flat look. “Three. You’re forgetting the new location.”

      “Oh, right, the gala bombing. Are we really calling that ‘blowing up,’ though? That was more of a minor explosion.”

      Nico scowled and sank onto the bed. “Any time one of my multi-million dollar real estate investments is bombed, I am somewhat put out, Raegan. The size of the bomb is irrelevant.”

      “Okay yeah, but on the hierarchy of bombings…”

      Beck grabbed me around the waist and hauled me back into his lap. “We’re going to let Nico have this one, Little Thief. All bombings are bad bombings.”

      “Fine.” I let out an aggrieved sigh. “If you must. Where were we going with this?”

      “The Hotel on Lexington is the only location that hasn’t been touched yet,” Rush said, pulling all of our focus back to the issue at hand. “At the very least, we need to get the girls from there out and send them somewhere. They will probably be the next targets.”

      “Agreed.” Nico was already typing lighting fast on his phone. “I can have that done tonight.”

      I glanced between the three men. They were all taking this much worse than I would have expected. Not that that was a bad thing. I was used to Mount Summer, where my father viewed our men as little more than pawns. I hadn’t really expected Nico to view the prostitutes who worked in his hotel as anything other than property—fucked up or not, that would have been totally normal.

      My gaze caught on Rush, who looked physically ill. Fuck—his mother had worked for the Espositos.

      I popped the bullets out of Nico’s gun and shoved them into my pocket—he scowled at me—before dropping it on the couch. I needed to think of a way to help.

      “Where are the girls being kept?” I asked. “Is there anything in the pictures?”

      “No,” Nico said shortly. “Just the number, and before you bring it up, I am not calling it. We are not rising to their bait.” He fixed me with a dark look, as though daring me to argue.

      “I agree,” I said firmly. “I didn’t say start a war, but I think we need to do something.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Sneak in and get them.”

      He laughed. “If only it were that easy.”

      I paused, thinking. Half an idea lingered on the edge of my mind, and I just needed to work through the particulars. “It could be that easy. Send me.”

      Nico’s eyes narrowed. “To do what?”

      “Rush just said they haven’t touched the Lexington, but they probably will. Send me there as bait. I’ll wait to get kidnapped and then I’ll help the girls get out. Or, I can signal for you to come get me or something.”

      Nico opened his mouth, but before he could speak, Rush yelled over him. “Fuck no.”

      “Yes,” I insisted. “It’s a good plan. At least better than anything else we’re going to think of before they keep fucking with us. Even if you went to rescue the girls, they would need to be organized to all get out. So, send me in, and I’ll do that.”

      Rush pushed off the counter to stand directly in front of me. “And what if you get caught? Or stuck in a bombing? Or anything else? No. That’s an insane idea.”

      I set my jaw. “Most of our ideas are insane. Anyway, you were the one just talking about leadership and all that shit. I’m saying I can do this. I’m just as well trained as any of you.”

      Beck’s arms tightened around my waist as I adjusted, trying to meet Rush eye to eye, but he didn’t say anything. I glanced across to where Nico hadn’t moved from his spot on the bed. He was watching me with intense, calculating eyes.

      “Well?” I asked, raising a brow at him. “What do you think?”

      His mouth became a flat line. “I don’t know.”

      “Of course,” I scoffed. “You know fucking everything until this moment when I want you to be on my side and now you don’t know. Typical.”

      “To be fair, dude, you do spend half your time complaining that Rae is as well trained as you are,” Beck said against the back of my head. “Just to play devil’s advocate. I’m not saying I think this is a good idea.”

      Rush glared at Beck. “You’re not helping.”

      Beck’s teeth grazed up the column of my neck as he replied. “I’m not trying to help you. I’m just pointing out a fact.”

      Nico’s expression darkened. “Fine. Well, as long as we’re stating facts without feelings, I think Raegan can handle this.”

      “Thank you,” I smiled genuinely at Nico as I settled back into Beck’s chest. “I didn’t need your permission, but I’d rather not have to sneak out of the apartment.”

      I snuggled deeper into Beck, thinking vaguely that maybe I’d take a fifteen minute power nap before getting ready to leave. It would undoubtedly be a long night, and we still had to strategize.

      “So that’s fucking it?” Rush snapped, rounding on Nico. “No. That is not how we’re running things.”

      “Get over yourself,” Nico snapped, now texting again at a speed that made my eyes cross—presumably working on getting the girls evacuated. “It’s done.”

      “Like hell it is.”

      I looked back and forth between the two of them. “Why do I feel like I’m watching Batman versus Superman?”

      “Wait it out, Little Thief,” Beck murmured against the column of my ear. “Just growing pains, we’re all good.”

      “You’re in charge of The Gentlemen, you’re not in charge of this,” Rush waved his hands in the air like he was imitating a windmill.

      Nico raised one eyebrow. “And what is this, exactly?”

      “Don’t be a fucking asshole. The only one buying that act is you.”

      Nico stood up, so they were eye to eye. Any trace of humor or condescension fell from his face to be replaced with anger. “And what do you want me to do? You want a democracy? Fine.” He turned to Beck and me on the couch and it felt like a big moment, like we should have popcorn or something.

      “Welcome to the new world—we’re going to fucking vote. I hope you like responsibility.” Nico smiled and looked alarmingly like Giovanna—as in, it was the kind of smile that made me think he was about to set fire to Rush’s bed. “Raegan and I think she can handle an assignment on her own. Rush thinks she can’t.”

      My eyes widened and my heart started beating as I realized what they were fighting about. If I’d really had popcorn, I would have dropped it in shock.

      “Fuck you,” Rush spat, “That’s not what it is and you know it.” He turned to me. “I’m not saying I don’t think you can handle it. I’m saying I don’t want you to.”

      “Beck?” Nico spoke over Rush. “Vote. Now.”

      I bit my lip. “Oh my God, can we all just calm down, please?”

      “Beck, just vote,” Rush groaned.

      “I think you should go,” Beck said into my hair. “I trust you.”

      My chest swelled in spite of myself. “Thanks,” I whispered.

      Rush tore his gaze from me and glared at Nico. “I’m telling you, this is a mistake.”

      The window made an ominous sound as he disappeared out onto the fire escape.
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      The gates of the compound creaked open and one of the security guards leaned down to peer into the driver’s side window of my car as he waved me inside. “Welcome back, Sophia.”

      I forced a smile, hoping I didn’t look too guilty. “Thanks, Kyle. Yup, you too.”

      He gave me an odd look. “Huh?”

      I mentally kicked myself, trying not to let my smile waver. “I mean, um, thanks!”

      You too? Oh my God. Now they totally know something’s up. I shouldn’t be allowed to speak to anyone ever again.

      I hit the gas a little too hard and shot fifteen feet down the driveway, before coming to an abrupt halt, and then easing forward again with a little wave out my window.

      Shit. Not suspicious at all, Soph. Great spying.

      I parked behind the house, near the men’s barracks, and sat gripping the steering wheel for a full minute. I wasn’t quite ready to go into the house and face my dad. I needed to get a grip on myself first, or this whole thing would be over before it really began.

      I’d promised Rae I could do this, and I was, like, eighty percent sure I could. I had years of practice sneaking out and lying to my parents. I just needed to calm the F down.

      “Calm the fuck down,” I said out loud, whispering the “fuck” part. Rae was definitely starting to rub off on me.

      I flipped down the mirror on the sun visor and checked my reflection—I looked fine. Totally calm. Okay.

      Opening the door, I stepped out of the car and realized that I was far from alone. My skin crawled under the gaze of countless eyes. Guards by the barracks, men smoking around the gun range, people hanging out on the back porch. Fear pricked my spine, and my breath caught.

      Shit—why are they all staring?

      I straightened my shoulders, and turned around, sure that every one of the men would be barreling toward me. Except, no one did. Maybe it was half in my head. Eyes dropped as people went back to what they were doing.

      Okay. So, not staring, just noticing my presence. That’s not weird. I’m being weird!

      I sighed a long breath, the anxious tension seeping out of me, leaving my muscles aching from being so tense.

      Sweet Jesus, Soph. You’re being paranoid.

      “Where were you this morning?”

      I jumped, choking on a breath, and spun to find Connor striding toward me from the direction of the main house. I took a couple of steps back toward my car before realizing I was being an idiot. It was just Connor.

      He took a step closer, and the smell of Old Spice cologne burned my nose. I couldn’t believe I’d ever thought he smelled sexy. In fairness, he wasn’t bad looking—tall and muscled with brown eyes and shaved blonde hair. We’d known each other too long, though, and he was really into Rae, not me. I claimed temporary insanity.

      “Brunch.” I did my best to keep my voice light, but it cracked anyway. Assertive. Be assertive!

      Connor gripped my arm a little too tightly. “Don’t lie, Sophie. I’m not going to ask again. Where were you?” His brows pinched down as he punctuated each word.

      I plastered on my sweetest smile and tried to shake him off. Ever since I shut things down between us, he’d been acting like a total idiot. “I was out for brunch with a friend. Relax.”

      If possible, his eyes narrowed even further, before he smoothed out his features. I wasn’t sure he even realized his grip still dug into my arm. “You should’ve told me you were leaving the compound. I would’ve come with you.”

      I groaned internally, clenching my fists behind my back. Connor was used to coming everywhere with me—he was my security, after all—darn it. Kill me now.

      I grabbed his hand, trying to tug him out of earshot of everyone else in the yard. Thankfully, he followed with little protest. “I needed some privacy. After everything that happened with us at the hotel… I didn’t think you’d want to come along for this type of brunch.”

      His brows shot up as we strolled around the side of the house, coming to a halt at the front steps. “You went on a date?”

      His hand snapped out to grab my arm. I let out a pathetic whimper, and he slowly dropped his hand away.

      “I wouldn’t necessarily call it a date.” I scrunched up my nose and tried to think of a different word to describe what I was pretending I had been doing. Drawing a blank, I said, “Okay, yeah maybe a coffee date.”

      Connor’s jaw clenched, and a muscle twitched in his cheek. His voice came out, edged with anger. “You can’t just date. It’s not safe.”

      He and everyone else in this house had controlled me for years with his “not safe” BS.

      “Like I said, I didn’t think you’d like to come along.”

      Suddenly, his eyes widened. “Wait, aren’t you married?”

      I almost laughed. At least I’d succeeded in one thing—Connor was fully distracted now, and had completely forgotten to be suspicious of where I’d been. Point to me.

      “Technically?” I lied. There was no good way to explain the divorce. “But first of all, I don’t know why you of all people would care, and second, Rae literally lives there, so…”

      He scowled at the mention of Rae. “I can’t believe she’s whoring herself out like that.”

      “Hey!” I snapped, and then realized I couldn’t really say anything to defend my sister without blowing my cover. “… I don’t want to talk about it.” I finished, lamely. Ugh.

      Connor gave me a long look, then stepped into me, forcing me to take a couple of steps back into the front door of the house. His voice softened, but now I could hear the manipulating sweet tone that I’d missed before. He leaned one arm against the door over my head. “Listen, we need to talk. I’ve missed you.”

      Yeah, cause I dropped your butt and you hate to lose.

      “We’ve talked about this. It was a bad idea. Plus, we’d agreed it was a fling. Something we did because we were bored.”

      Heat crept up his neck, leaving his cheeks a ruddy color, and he acted like I hadn’t spoken. “I know you’ve always had a thing for me. You’ll come around.”

      I sucked in a breath. The flipping audacity of this guy.

      He brought his hand to my jaw and squeezed just a little too hard. “You’re mine, Soph.”

      The words felt greasy on my skin. There was no world where I wanted to be his. Not even when we slept together. It hadn’t helped that the sex was mediocre at best.

      He started to lower his head to mine, holding me in place by his grip. He brought his mouth down just above mine, voice whisper soft, “I’d be jealous of this supposed date you went on. So, it’s a good thing I know you’re lying.”

      I reared back as far as I could go with the door behind me, my heart pounding in my chest. No, no, no. “What are you talking about?”

      “You don’t think we’d have you followed? That we’d just let you leave the compound? Did you?” he sneered the words at me, and I flinched.

      I had driven a million different ways, and took last minute turns to lose any tail I might have had, but anxiety still rolled in my stomach. “If you had followed me, where did I go?”

      He narrowed his gaze at me. Any softness he normally showed me was buried deep under this new mask. Or, was this his true face, and the one I’d known for so long was the lie. “That’s what we’re going to find out.”

      So he didn’t know. I plastered on a smile. “Like I said. I was on a date.”

      He raised one brow, his muddy brown eyes appraising me, and then he smirked. “Your dad wants to see you.” A chill ran down my spine, something in his voice telling me this wouldn’t be a happy family visit.

      He opened the door behind me and I nearly toppled inside, just managing to catch myself on the doorframe before I fell backwards into the entry hall.

      My dad had two offices. One in the main house that he used for business that needed to look legit—like the car dealerships—and one in the barracks out back. I wasn’t exactly sure what the barracks office was for, but I knew that was where he spent more of his time. Today, he was in the official office—I couldn’t decide if that was bad or good.

      The door was cracked open, and his booming voice filtered into the hall, pinging off the marble tiled floor as I approached. “Well, tell him I’m working on it.” he paused, like he was on the phone. “No.” Pause. “Fine.” Pause. “Well, fuck him. And tell The Hatter I have it under control.”

      Dread plunged into my stomach. The Hatter? He was working with The Trilogy?

      The door swung open and Kyle held it open for me to walk in. I smiled at him uncomfortably. “Hey there.”

      He didn’t smile back like he usually did, and a chill crawled up my spine as Connor closed the door behind us.

      My dad looked up at me from behind his desk and held the phone away from his ear, putting a hand over the receiver. Dad’s gaze was filled with coldness, lined with hurt. “You’ve been lying to me, Sophia.”

      My heart started beating out of control. “I was just out with a friend. I swear.” I realized a second later he hadn’t said what I was lying about, so I’d outed myself right there.

      “Tell me where Raegan is,” my father demanded.

      Assertive. Assertive.

      I squared my shoulders and dropped the high-pitched, fake voice I’d somehow adopted over the years. “Or what?”

      “Restrain her.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chap 24]
        

      

      The tiny bathroom of the studio apartment was, well, tiny. I’d gotten spoiled since moving into The Hotel on Main, first with the gigantic suite bathrooms that were the size of my bedroom at Mount Summer, and then with the en suite at Beck’s lake house. Now, I was leaning over the sink, peering into the world’s smallest mirror as I applied thick eyeliner, a quarter inch wider than I would ever do under normal circumstances.

      I was basically ready to go. My waist length brunette wig was doing a decent job of hiding my identity and the pound of makeup I’d applied was doing the rest. Hell, I wouldn’t recognize myself.

      We’d gone over the plan enough times that I wasn’t nervous per se, nevertheless, adrenaline coursed through my body as I got ready. It was the thrill of the heist. It felt like ages since I’d done this.

      “Almost ready, Firecracker?” Rush said from behind me.

      I turned around to find that he was standing far too close. To be fair, it wasn’t his fault. There wasn’t anywhere to stand in here. I had to tip my head up to look at him, despite my high-heeled boots. “Yeah.”

      Rush’s eyes lingered on my low-cut corset top and leather skirt, then traveled down to take in the thigh-high boots. He blinked a few times. “I fucking hate this plan. I’m going out of my mind here.”

      “Well, good thing you were outvoted,” I said with half a smile.

      He made a sound akin to a growl. “Beck is a shitty voter. Just when you think it’s going to be a tie, bam! Wildcard.”

      I laughed, but it was forced. I didn’t get the impression it was ever going to be a tie, but that was just me. “Do you think I should smudge this more?” I indicated my makeup. “Probably shouldn’t look too perfect, right?”

      He looked pained. “I don’t know. We have to leave in ten minutes. I just came to bring you this.”

      He held out a long chain necklace with a metal bar at the end. It kind of looked like a tiny telescope.

      “What is that?”

      “Tracking device. When you’re in and you need us to come get you, you push the button on the bottom.”

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      His gaze lingered over me again and I smiled as I turned around and lifted my hair so he could do the clasp of the necklace for me. A shiver ran down my spine at the feel of his breath on the back of my neck.

      “Got it?” I asked breathlessly.

      He didn’t reply for a minute, his hand lingering on my sensitive skin. “Yeah,” he said, not moving back.

      I didn’t move either, paralyzed by his heat soaking through my back. The outfit made me feel a little not like myself, but still, I needed to keep my shit together. We both did. Correction: we all did.

      Pinpricks erupted all over my skin as Rush let his hand trail down my spine, over my corset top, to rest on my lower back. Images of Rush spreading me across the table on full display, eyes molten as he watched Beck eat me. I nearly came apart when he sucked my taste off of Beck’s fingers. Goddammit. My self-control was fucking zero. Nothing. Out of office.

      He walked me forward slowly, easing the bathroom door closed. “Firecracker…”

      I whimpered as his hand moved from my back to my bare thigh. My skin heated as he flipped up my too-short skirt, ever so slowly, as though asking for my permission.

      “Aren’t they sitting right outside the door?” I gasped as his fingers teased the edge of my thong.

      He pressed his face into my neck, trailing kisses down my shoulder blade. “Yes. And?” He reached around, cupping me through my stockings and I moaned.

      “And this is the world’s smallest fucking apartment.”

      He spun me around so he could look me in the eye. “Firecracker, do you really think they care? Open the door and invite them both in if you want, but I can’t not fuck you right now.”

      Jesus Christ.

      I jumped, and Rush caught the backs of my thighs, slamming my back into the door. The whole apartment probably rattled, and I had to wonder what Nico and Beck were doing out there—or at least I did for the half second before Rush yanked down the top of my corset, sucking hard on my nipple.

      I groaned, grinding down over his hard, denim-covered length—the friction delicious against my aching core. He reached between us and pushed my thong to the side, running two fingers over me.

      “Rush. Don’t tease,” I said firmly. “We literally don’t have time. Either fuck me or get out.”

      “Is that a challenge, Firecracker?” His mouth hovered over mine, barely an inch away.

      “It’s a fact. You just said we need to leave in ten minutes.”

      “Five minutes now, so let’s see how fast and loud I can make you come.” He slammed his mouth to mine in a bruising kiss as I reached down to undo his belt with frantic fingers. Just as I pushed his jeans down, he caught my gaze, two-tone eyes boring into mine. Too intense. “One of these days I’m going to fuck you slow. All night, without any of this other shit between us.”

      My breath caught in my chest and for a second, I lost track of what we were doing. “Uh…” My heart pounded in my ears as we stared at each other.

      The moment broke.

      Rush sunk into me in one stroke and I bit down on his shoulder to muffle my moan. I wrapped my legs tighter around his waist, pulling him deeper as he rocked me against the bathroom door.

      My pussy throbbed as he pounded into me, and I met him stroke for stroke. “Three minutes,” I panted into his neck.

      Rush shoved two of his tattooed fingers in my mouth. “Suck.”

      I did, swirling my tongue around in a preview of what was to come if we ever had enough time for me to suck him off. His expression was pained—he knew what he was missing.

      He popped his hand out of my mouth and reached between us, finding my clit with wet fingers. Holy shit. I writhed against him, pulling his cock deeper and his fingers harder against me. The door rattled, and the pressure built in my stomach, my breath coming faster as I clawed at his hair. “Fuck. Oh my God.”

      “Now, Firecracker,” he chuckled, low and dangerous, biting down on my ear at the same time as he flicked my clit.

      I shattered, clenching tight around him, screaming out my orgasm for the whole apartment building to hear.

      “Wait, put me down,” I panted after a moment, my entire body tingling.

      Rush’s eyes widened, but he immediately put me down and pulled out. “Rae, what—”

      I sank to my knees on the cold tile floor. “How long do I have left?”

      His eyes widened further, now from shock rather than confusion. “I don’t fucking care,” he said as he grabbed the back of my neck, guiding my mouth to the tip of his cock.

      I was already dressed, and God knew I wasn’t about to take a shower and redo all my makeup. So, the next best thing to letting him come inside me was to watch his face while I licked and sucked my way up his shaft, swirling my tongue exactly the way I’d foreshadowed.

      Rush groaned, “You’re killing me, Firecracker.”

      Good.

      “Rush!” Nico banged on the door and I jolted at the sudden noise. “Hurry the fuck up. We have to go!”

      “Ignore him,” he growled.

      I choked, his cock hitting the back of my throat, and fuck, I loved it.

      “Rush!” Nico didn’t sound angry, just impatient—unusual for him. “Stop fucking around.”

      Rush gripped the back of my head as he came down my throat and I swallowed every drop. I looked up at him from under my eyelashes.

      “Fuck, Firecracker…”,

      “Rush!” The door rattled.

      I laughed softly. “We need to go before he breaks that door down.”

      I glanced back at the rattling door. Nico wasn’t even wrong. If we didn’t get going, shit was about to get very real, very fast.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’d never been to The Hotel on Lexington. Nico commented he didn’t spend that much time there, partly because Giovanna used the penthouse when she wasn’t at her beach house, and partly because it was his “second least favorite location.” I tried to imagine owning so many hotels I could have a “second least favorite.” Rich people were truly fucking mind boggling.

      “Will I see your mother?” I asked in what I hoped was a casual voice.

      “Doubtful,” Nico said from the front seat. “She’s probably halfway to the airport by now. Hopefully she won’t come back until Christmas.”

      Beck laughed. “Not a chance. Giovanna will be back breathing down your neck by this weekend.”

      “Almost everyone should be evacuated by now, anyway,” Nico said tightly.

      “Remember, if anything goes wrong, get yourself out first,” Beck said, his usual smile absent.

      I set my jaw. “Nothing is going to go wrong.”

      Rush nodded to my necklace. “Remember, the button on the bottom will turn on the Bluetooth signal.”

      “I know. We’ve been over this. It’ll be fine.”

      I opened the car door slowly, tottering slightly on my too-tall heels as I stepped onto the pavement. “No last words for me, Grumpy?” I asked, glancing at Nico, who was uncharacteristically silent.

      He gave me a tight head shake. “I don’t need last words, Rabbit. I’ll see you soon.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hit me.”

      My eyes canvased the room as I slid Destiny a card and returned my gaze to my own hand. We were on our fifth round of blackjack, and I was starting to wonder if tonight was a bust. That just didn’t make sense—I was so sure this would work.

      The girls and I had set ourselves up on a small table closest to the door to the hotel restaurant. The less time The Hatter had to look for us, the better, and based on my own escape from the hotel a few weeks ago, I had a feeling this was where they were coming in.

      Cherry’s hands shook as she held up her cards. She hadn’t won a single game, and she jumped every time someone pushed their chair back or a phone buzzed.

      I placed my hand on her shoulder, and she visibly relaxed. “You okay?”

      Her lips tipped in a tentative smile. “Yeah. I think so. It’s more the waiting that has me spooked.”

      I couldn’t blame the girl for being spooked. Our plan was to wait at the last remaining hotel until we were kidnapped by the Trilogy, and then the guys would track us down. It was risky at best, suicidal at worst.

      Not that I’d said that to the girls. I was trying to stay upbeat.

      The four women playing cards with me worked at the hotel as escorts, and had volunteered to help. Nico had evacuated the rest of the girls who weren’t willing or able to take on such a high risk and sent them somewhere—I wasn’t sure where, but he had spent hours on the phone with a woman named Cosette, and they were all apparently safe now.

      With only the five of us left here, it looked suspicious as fuck, but we couldn’t endanger anyone else. We were counting on the fact that The Trilogy would be happy to find at least a few girls and overlook the unlikeness of us being here in the first place. Fingers crossed.

      Destiny’s blond hair, wrapped around her patent leather clad shoulders, her bright red lips pursing while she looked at her cards. Cherry wore what looked like a cheerleader uniform that barely covered her ass. The other girls were all in similar states of undress, outfits designed to pique the male gaze. Not exactly ideal to execute an escape plan, but I wasn’t picky. These women were brave as hell. There was no telling what the conditions would be like on the other side. Any number of things were possible, none of them pleasant.

      I shifted in my seat, running my hands over the empty space my baby desert eagles normally went. There was no point in bringing weapons—they’d be striped immediately, anyway.

      My stomach twisted as the echo of boots filled the hall. I was trained, experienced, and hardened, but I knew this was one of my worst ideas ever. There was a pretty high likelihood someone—probably me—was going to get hurt. I was prepared to deal with that.

      I met each one of the girls’ gazes and held my necklace location tracker up. It wouldn’t be long before the guys would be there to rescue us. We just needed to find out where ‘there’ was first.

      “Remember, do what they say,” I murmured. “Don’t resist and follow my lead. If shit goes south, I’ll be the one to get us out.”

      They all nodded, round eyes wide with fear.

      There was a loud bang, then we were plunged into darkness. Only the small emergency lights cast shadows on the girls’ faces. Adrenaline sparked like electricity in my veins, and a quiet calm overtook my emotions.

      Go time.

      The door to the restaurant crashed open, and only the silhouette of a man was visible in the doorway. I kept my voice barely above a whisper. “Brace yourself. We’ve got this.”

      Fuck, I hoped I was right.

      A man dressed all in black, with a hood pulled over his head, stepped toward the table. The only discernible detail was a demented green neon outline of a laughing face where his should’ve been. “What do we have here?” The masked man asked and pulled a radio out of his pocket. “I’ve got five.”

      A second man with a blue neon mask ran up beside him. “The rest of the hotel is cleared. At least it wasn’t a complete bust.”

      Green Mask stepped closer to Destiny. “We could always sample them before we bring ’em back. They’re nothing but whores.”

      The other man grabbed Green’s shoulder. “Not a chance. Boss would kill you.”

      “Are you gonna tell him?” Green hissed, a threat in his voice.

      The other guy took a step back with his hands up. “It’s your funeral.”

      With him out of the way, Green Mask went to grab Destiny, but that wasn’t part of the plan, and I’d be damned if I would sit by and watch it. I stood up abruptly and brought the heel of my palm crashing into the bottom of his jaw. The loud sound of his teeth clashing the only sound in the room. We weren’t supposed to resist, but I’d never been good at following orders.

      Fingers gripped my hair and yanked my head backward until I was facing the snarling man I’d hit. I gasped, sucking in a breath hard, eating back a whimper. He’d managed to grab my real hair through my wig. Thank God it was securely in place, but fuck, the pain radiated from my scalp, shooting down through my neck.

      The grip on my hair tightened as he shifted on his feet. I bet I knocked his jaw out of alignment, not that I could tell through the mask. I was surprised he was still standing. That shit must hurt like a bitch. I gave him my best cocky grin, all teeth, and nodded toward his busted jaw. “Did I do that?”

      He went to charge me but was halted when the blue masked man’s phone alarm went off to our right. “We’ve got less than five minutes to get out of here before it blows,” he called. “Quit fucking with her and let’s go.”

      The man holding me grunted, but he released my hair and sweet relief made me almost giddy. The realization of what the guy said finally sank in. Five minutes until they blew the hotel wasn’t enough time to make it out. I grabbed Cherry’s hand, guessing she’d be the one most stunned, and dragged her behind me. “Let’s fucking go then.”

      Blue Mask tilted his head at me. “We aren’t going to tie you so we can move faster, but don’t fuck around.”

      “No problem. I prefer myself alive anyway.” The lightness in my tone was fake, but it helped the other girls to hear I was confident. Whereas I gave us a 50/50 chance, we’d make it out of here.

      He took off in front of us without hearing my confirmation. It was move or be crushed under the weight of the building. No power meant no elevators, not that we had time to wait for one, anyway. That left the old fashion way. Each step felt like it took forever as we made our way down the poorly lit stairwell. The time it took us to clear each floor consumed precious seconds.

      As if the Trilogy men were particularly cruel, they had a countdown playing that told us exactly how close we were to death. Somehow, I didn’t think they were only blowing up the lobby this time. This was a message, and they wanted it to be a big one.

      “Two minutes remaining.” The crisp, robotic voice came from the guy’s phone. I sucked in painful breaths, my lungs screaming for us to slow down as I moved my feet faster down the stairs. I pushed the girls to move at breakneck speed. We’d be useless to everyone if we all died in a pile of rubble.

      We barely crashed out the back door into the parking lot before the phone started beeping in a loud alarm. Time had run out. The loud explosions had me covering my ears and crouching down behind a nearby jersey barrier. I took loud, raspy breaths as I struggled to fill my chest with air. Destiny was beside me, and the other girls were smart enough to follow suit behind the barrier next to us.

      The guards, on the other hand, were idiots, gawking at the destruction happening in front of us. I smiled when I watched the green masked man take a piece of debris to the chest and went down hard.

      Destiny’s fingers dug into my arm. “Jesus Christ, Rae. They took down the building.”

      That they fucking did.

      “Don’t call me that,” I hissed, squeezing her hand over my arm. “Even in private. Everything will be blown if they figure out who I am.”

      She nodded vigorously, taking the message to heart. Her vice grip loosened on my arm as she took an unsteady breath. If we were going to survive this, we’d have to be smart about it.

      Metal and glass rained around us so fast it might as well be bullets. My chest was in my throat at the same time my stomach dropped out the bottom. This was about the time I would be cursing out the plan, but since it was my idea, I had to shut up and take it.

      Once the ground stopped shaking, and the dust settled around us. I took a deep breath, calming my heart, and scanned our surroundings. Okay, we weren’t looking too bad. Sure, one of our captors was dead with a large piece of modern steel plate stuck out of his chest, but at least he was the rapey one. The other one was stunned, flat on his ass, staring up at the demolished building. It had been pretty much destroyed other than a few solid columns standing alone in the rubble. I clucked my tongue. Nico was going to be so pissed.

      I rubbed my face and looked at the sky. We still needed to get ourselves kidnapped soon, or it would become obvious we should’ve been running. Fuck. I can’t believe I was going to have to kidnap myself. I reached down, grabbing a small chunk of debris. Some kind of hard plastic formed almost into the shape of a ball. I lobbed it at our captor just hard enough to snap him out of his daze, enough to remember he was supposed to be holding us hostage.

      Like a good boy, he jumped to his feet and held his gun directly at me. “Don’t fucking move.”

      I wasn’t planning on it. I bit back my words; they’d no doubt raise suspicions. Instead, I did my best impression of a terrified child, with round eyes and trembling lips. That seemed to work because he took his eyes off me and searched for the other girls. He was lucky it was my idea to be captured, or I’d have killed him the second he looked away.

      Blue Mask spoke into his radio. “We’re on the back east side. I’ve got them. Bring the van.”

      Seconds later, a van screeched around the corner, and two men jumped out. They were both wearing red neon masks that somehow looked more menacing than the others.

      “Good job, but the meeting place was in the front,” one of the new men barked, sounding entirely too much like Nico.

      Blue Mask held up a hand, his voice less sure than it had been. He looked toward the dead body to his right. “We were held up. Barely made it out the exit. Another second in there and we’d be dust right now.”

      “What the fuck took you so long?” The second new red masked man asked. He looked menacing, cloaked in black with only the red face, and stood several inches taller than our captor, who took a step back.

      “The hotel was cleaned out. Every floor was empty. We only found this bunch at the last second,” Blue Mask replied.

      The first red masked man grunted. “And don’t you find it suspicious they were the only ones there?” He immediately turned on me. “What were you doing in an empty fucking hotel? Esposito had it evacuated.”

      I steeled my spine, not letting an ounce of worry into my voice. “We were the chosen skeleton crew. It wasn’t evacuated. People just stopped coming to the hotels once you started blowing them up.” I mimed an explosion with my hands.

      I couldn’t tell for sure because of the mask, but I think he wanted to throttle me.

      A third red masked man ran up around the corner, same large build and height, but he seemed more relaxed than the other two. The way he moved almost felt familiar, like I’d seen him before, but I couldn’t place him without a face for reference.

      “The message is done.” He sounded almost cheerful. That’s when I noticed the red paint splattered over the sleeves of his hoodie. This was the guy leaving creepy sentences for us to find?

      The blue masked guy slid the van door open and yelled at us to all get inside.

      I wasn’t sure if it was from real fear or if they were playing the part, but the girls resisted for a few seconds before doing what they needed, and got in. It was exactly where we planned to be, but unease at the next part had my stomach roiling.

      I followed them into the van and sat beside a girl I barely knew. I’d heard the other girls call her Honey, not that I thought it was her real name. She shook like a leaf beside me, and I entwined our fingers, giving her a tight squeeze.

      We were about to find out what the hell came next, and I, for one, wasn’t looking forward to it.
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      All I could see was the black of the hood they slid over my head. I scratched where the hood met my neck every few seconds, as the rough fabric chafed the sensitive skin. I took shallow breaths and tried to ignore the mold smell that enveloped my nose.

      I couldn’t believe they’d left our hands untied. I guess it was a testament to them not knowing who the hell I was, or they would’ve pinned me in place. The girls were technically a part of the gang world, but Nico had always kept them separate. Something about never mixing pleasure and business and the idiocy of his men.

      My body jerked forward, stopped by my seatbelt for what felt like the one-hundredth time. A sick part of me thought it was hilarious we were stuck in traffic during our escape attempt, but our destination weighed on all of us.

      I was doing my best to guess what streets we turned on. So far, I was positive I was completely lost. I knew the second we hit the highway when the ride evened out and we stopped rocking back and forth in our seats. Wherever they were taking us, it wasn’t in the city.

      Pain pierced my chest, thinking about how Sophie must have felt in the same situation. How terrified she must have been. I slowly counted in my head, keeping track of the duration of the ride. It was pointless because the guys would find us with the tracker, but I needed something to keep my mind busy. Something to help me feel like I’m actively doing something other than sitting here letting myself get captured.

      The surrounding men were too silent. Only the quiet sound of rubbing fabric gave them away. Was this some kind of mental game? I’d rather hear them threatening us than have to sit here imagining what came next. Honey squeezed my hand harder, no doubt feeling the same way.

      The van slowed down and did a wide, arched turn. We were getting off the highway and the van vibrated. It was too smooth to be gravel, but too rough to be anything other than old concrete.

      My pulse pumped through my veins and cleared my head. There was no room for fear in a situation like this. A situation of my own doing. Maybe Rush was right, and I should’ve kept my ass home, but I couldn’t just leave them with these assholes.

      The tracker felt warm against my skin, but I didn’t dare touch it. The less attention I brought to the simple piece of jewelry, the better. All we needed was for it to be tossed down a drain for all our plans to be ruined.

      Rough hands yanked me from my seat, but took the time to settle me when I stood up. If I could make out this one’s face, we may have an ally in there. But then the cold barrel of a gun pressed into my spine, and I quickly gave up any hope of assistance. We were well and truly in enemy territory now.

      I paused and concentrated on my surroundings. There was the soft lapping of water mixed with the intense smell of salt that burned at my nose. We were definitely close to the ocean, but the lack of noise made it clear we were out of the city.

      Tension filled the air as the other girls were placed around me. The sound of shifting bodies and chattering teeth filled the space. I wished I could’ve done this without them, but no amount of lying would’ve convinced our captors that only one working girl stayed back. No one needed money that much. Especially not the well-paid prostitutes Nico employed. Something The Trilogy were sure to have noticed while watching the hotel.

      A scuffle came from behind me, and I had to strain my ears to make out what it was. One of the girls resisted, probably the fight portion of fight-or-flight kicking it. A hard voice broke through the moment. “Stop moving. We aren’t going to hurt you, but if you keep bucking like that, we will have to put you in restraints. Trust me, you won’t like being tied to a chair.”

      My teeth ground together, and anger burned through my veins as the image of Sophie secured to a chair filled my head. The only comfort was the fact I knew these bastards would pay for that.

      We were guided into a building, smooth tiles under our feet. The deeper we went, an old musty smell filled my nose. There were only a few turns until we were roughly shoved into a room, the clang of a metal door locking behind us.

      Someone came rushing toward us. “It’s okay. Take off your masks.”

      I instantly had mine off, escaping from the stifling heat of it.

      Another girl gasped in front of me the second my face came into view. “Oh, my God. What are you —”

      I shook my head, and the smart girl instantly shut her mouth. “How the hell do you know me?” Was my disguise really that bad? I thought this long-ass wig was working for me, even if it was making me sweat.

      She laughed softly under her breath. “You were at the hotel for weeks. Penthouse level access. Girls gossip.” As if she could read my thoughts, she flicked some of the brown hair of my wig over my shoulder. “Besides, even with that fiery red hair under wraps, you’d be hard to miss.”

      I nodded, and she stepped back. Instincts had me in a defensive stance as I scanned the room. It was at least twenty feet wide and probably forty-feet long with opaque windows lining one side. There were no guards inside the room, but I could make out the silhouette of one through the frosted glass door on the other end. It was steel, and had sturdy hinges, with paint chips peeling off its surface. That certainly wouldn’t be an easy way out.

      My eyes shifted to the girl who’d told us to remove our masks. Her hair had a familiar golden color. “I know you, don’t I?”

      She smiled softly. “We’ve seen each in passing a few times at the hotel. I’m Melissa. You can call me Missy.”

      Only a hint of recognition teased my brain. I hadn’t spent a lot of time with the working girls. I was too preoccupied with my captors and dodging bullets to take the time to know them.

      Luckily, Missy’s warm brown eyes held no judgment.

      The room was filled with single beds placed in rows with only a few feet between them. They were wrought iron and looked like something out of a horror movie. The walls were cinder blocks. No insulation or drywall prevented me from seeing the chipped, faded paint.

      A group of approximately twenty girls stood a few feet away, just inside the door. My shoulders relaxed as the sweet touch of relief filled me. I’d have to assess any other damage they’d sustained while here, but for now, them being alive was all that mattered. A shudder ran through me. I had spent enough time with Beck to know the awful things could happen between alive and dead.

      Missy led us deeper into the room, past the metal beds, all the way to the opposite end, and sat at what looked like a cafeteria table. What the hell was this place? I must have said it out loud because Missy replied, “The best we can tell is it’s an old hospital.” She bit her bottom lip. “Possibly a mental one by the look of the padded rooms.”

      My mouth snapped shut. Mother fuckers. I knew exactly where we were. The old insane asylum they’d kept Sophie in. A laugh rumbled through me. This entire time I thought they were further on the East side, or maybe back in New Forge where the other hotel blew up, but, nope. These guys were consistent. Well, fuck.

      The only plus was the guys would find us sooner rather than later with the proximity.

      Cherry was the first of our girls to speak. “You guys look… alright. How have they been treating you?” Her question was hesitant, worried.

      Missy shrugged. “Surprisingly, they’ve left us alone. We’ve been locked in this room since we got here. No one really in or out until you lot arrived.”

      I nodded and rubbed my hands over my face. The weight of the world seemed to lift from my shoulders, and I was able to take my first easy breaths in days. I wasn’t sure what the game was, but it sounded like the plan was ransom instead of torture.

      The girls chattered with soft voices. Some were familiar with our group, and other new faces to all of us. They worked in a different hotel. Seemed like there was little crossover there.

      “Food, water?” I asked tentatively.

      “A little bland, but there’s plenty of it. My guess is this place has a working kitchen,” Missy said casually.

      Huh. In all the plausible scenarios that ran through my head, the last thing I expected was to find them treated decently.

      Cherry chimed in, voice lighter than I’d heard all day. “Well, that’s a relief.”

      Missy crossed her arms. She looked pissed, but there was sadness behind her expression. “Sure, except they’re showing no sign of letting us out, and for how good our boss is, do you really think he’s going to waste time on us? Please. The Gentlemen can restaff the hotels faster than they can rescue us, and Mr. Esposito isn’t stupid.”

      I almost laughed at the idea of Nico being called “Mr. Esposito,” partly because Missy was probably the same age as him, but my humor was stifled by the pang in my chest that they thought like that. I leaned in, keeping my voice so low they would barely be able to make it out. “That’s why we’re here, ladies. Time to get you out.”

      Shocked, disbelieving faces met mine.

      Missy raised an eyebrow. “No offense, but you’re locked in here with us.”

      I looked around. “It does seem like it, doesn’t it?”

      Every girl looked at me, mouth open, like I’d lost my damn mind. I couldn’t blame them. I’m sure I sounded delusional. I clicked the bottom of the tracker, stood up, and walked directly to one of the beds. The spring whined when I collapsed on it. “We’ll be out of here by nightfall.”
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        * * *

      

      My anxiety rose as each hour ticked by. The fluorescent light cast the room in harsh shadows when the sun went down. What the actual fuck. The guys should’ve been here by now. I grabbed hold of the tracker, relief that it was still there, but a sinking realization set in. The walls were made of thick concrete blocks.

      The signal must be broken. Fuck, fuck, fuckity fuck.

      I rubbed my face with both hands and did my best to clear my mind. It looked like I would have to do this on my own.

      Cherry sat up on the bed beside me, voice trembling, “They aren’t coming… are they?”

      Jesus Christ. The large, old school round clock on the wall told us it was one in the morning.

      Missy’s shoulders slumped in, eyes on the ground. “So much for getting out tonight.”

      “I don’t know,” Destiny said in a stage whisper. “She’s here now. They might come for her. She’s…” she raised her voice to talk to me. “Whose girlfriend are you, exactly? It’s hard to tell.”

      I ignored her question and stood from the bed, straightening my clothes. “I have good news and bad news.”

      The girls all eyed me suspiciously. They didn’t say a word.

      “Bad news is my original plan failed,” I began.

      Destiny laughed. “No shit.”

      Missy gave her a scathing look and quickly chimed in with, “What’s the good news?”

      I smirked, giving them a shrug. “Good news is: We have all night to come up with a new one.”

      I hounded them for every bit of information they had. What was the guard’s schedule? How many men had they seen? Did they ever hear a large group of people? When they were fed, how many people brought in the food? My relentless questions had them on edge, but every piece of information got us closer to getting out of here.

      The door opened, and we all went quiet. The guard rolled in a food tray, leaving it just inside the door. He was alone, and it became clear dinner time would be our best chance to get the hell out of here. My stomach rumbled, but I didn’t move to eat.

      Missy lowered her voice, “It was hard to make out, but I heard them mention Mr. Esposito.”

      I huffed out a laugh. That was one way to find us. The boys had to know the asking price would be ridiculously high, and after the texts I’d received my guess, it was me.

      A small smile tipped my lips. The Hatter would lose his fucking mind if he found out I’d been here all along.

      Missy looked down at her hands, then back to my face. “There’s something else we heard. Something I think you’ll want to know.”

      “Well, what is it?” I said, hating dancing around a subject.

      She didn’t meet my gaze, hands wringing in her lap. “Aren’t you Jimmy O’Rourke’s daughter?”

      My heart sank. There was nothing good that started out with a question like that. “Yeah, unfortunately. Why?”

      “Your dad is doing something with the Trilogy. They’ve made a deal. It was kind of hard to hear.”

      I sucked in a breath so hard I choked on it. “No fucking way. There’s no way he’d do that.”

      She finally looked at me. “We’ve seen some of his guys here. They don’t wear masks and I’ve personally seen the Mount Summer patch. In the short glimpses we’ve had, they don’t really look happy to be here, but they are here.” She looked around to the other girls, like she needed encouragement, and then back to me. “I don’t know who you’re dating, if it’s Mr. Esposito, or whatever, but I just thought you should know. You have some Jerry Springer shit going on in your family, girl.”

      My heartbeat whooshed in my ears, blocking out whatever else Missy was saying. We were so fucking screwed. Every step we took to get ahead turned out we were five behind the entire time. The surrounding girls watched me with hope in their eyes, hope that I could get them out of here. I didn’t have the heart to tell them that even if we did make it out alive, Mount Summer combined with the Trilogy would crush The Gentlemen.

      Jimmy was a fucking traitorous bastard, too smart for his own good. I bet he thought he was winning with this alignment, but once The Hatter was through with The Gentlemen, Mount Summer would be the next family they’d take out.

      My heart lurched with the realization that my Gentlemen would be the first targets. The guys that had worked their way under my defenses and wrapped chains around my heart. They were going to die, and there wasn’t a goddamn thing I could do about it. Bile rose in my throat as sheer terror took over me, and I clenched my hands on the table as fire coursed through my veins. I couldn’t let them touch Nico, Beck, and Rush. I knew they wouldn’t run from this. So, I’d have to protect those arrogant assholes myself. The Trilogy and Mount Summer had to be split. Working together, they held too much power, and we’d never be able to fight them. My lips tipped up in the corner. I knew exactly how to do that. Cut off the head, kill Jimmy, and the deal would break apart. I knew deep down that the boys of Mount Summer didn’t want anything to do with The Trilogy, and I was going to test that theory.

      I smiled at the girls around me, no longer afraid of tomorrow. It was time to get the hell out of here so I could kill my bastard father.

      A girl with curly brown hair was pushed toward me. Her forearm covered in a fresh bandage, but she didn’t look worse for wear.

      Cherry fingers squeezed the girl’s hand and gave her a comforting nod. “Tell her.”

      The girl’s voice shook as she said, “There’s a supply closet filled with guns and uniforms a few hallways down.”

      Fucking perfect. Our future was looking brighter by the second.

      It took hours to develop a plan that would work. We went over every possibility a million times. When everything was finalized, the girls watched me with wide eyes.

      “We’re getting the hell out of here.” I met each one of their gazes. “It’s time to show the boys exactly what the girls are made of.”

      That earned me cheers that I quickly cut off. The less attention we brought to ourselves, the better. I couldn’t repress the wicked smile that broadened across my mouth. The Hatter wouldn’t see this coming. I just hoped I didn’t get everyone killed in the process.
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        * * *

      

      Cherry sat on her bed, knees pulled up to her chest, and a book in her hand. I gave a quick shake of my head when her eyes drifted toward me. Her gaze snapped back to her book and continued pretending to read.

      The guard would be here for the dinner shift soon, and when he peeked through the window, he’d see everyone acting as usual. I was counting on the fact that he wouldn’t look too closely and see the white lines on knuckles of clenched fists, or the slight tremble of their fingers.

      The sound of footsteps and squeaky wheels of the food cart came through the door. I lifted my hand up, signaling the girls to get ready.

      From where I stood behind the door, I filled my lungs, willing my heartbeat into a slow, steady thump, and let the world around me slow. The doorknob twisted, and the idiot walked backward into the room, pulling the cart behind him.

      My lips curled in the corner. Gotcha.

      The girls had explained him perfectly. He couldn’t be over 5’8”, medium build, with gray peppered hair. They all looked toward me, and his back stiffened. I didn’t give him a shot to turn this around on us. I jumped at him, getting both hands on his face, and snapped his neck back. He felt like a million pounds as I dragged him away from the door. The girls stood stunned as they watched me with the now dead guard. I dropped him out of view of the door and gave them all a what the fuck look.

      The plop of the body and the look on my face brought them out of their daze and they all rushed out behind me.

      Destiny held the heavy steel door as planned. She’d be the last one out and watch the rear of our pack. Moving twenty plus girls through the brown and white hallways would quickly become an issue if we didn’t find the door we needed fast.

      The girls walked in single file behind me, stopping when I put a hand up, and moving when I waved them forward. Their footsteps echoed through the hall and I had to stop myself from losing it on them. None of these girls had any remotely relevant training. The fact that they got out of the room without freezing up said a lot about their character. If we got out of this, I’d have to buy them all a beer. They were handling it better than most.

      I signed when I spotted the door the bandaged girl had mentioned. They’d brought her to some form of infirmary when her cut needed stitches. I had her describe to me what direction they’d taken her and roughly how far down the hall it was, but it wasn’t until I saw the door that I could take a deep breath. I glanced back at her for confirmation, and she gave me a quick nod.

      Thank fuck.

      I ripped apart the bottom seam of my shirt where I’d sewed in a minuscule lock pick kit. It only took a few attempts before the lock was released with a satisfying click.

      The room was stocked full of crates and rows of guns hung on the walls, no doubt stolen from Mount Summer. We all made quick work of pulling on black army grade uniforms over our scantily clad bodies. It was hard to blend in dressed like a hooker. Destiny held up one of the Trilogy’s signature neon masks and I smiled. We had everything we needed to blend in, now we just needed to wait for the right moment to escape.

      I’d just finished pulling a mask over my face when the door swung open, crashing on its hinges. My stomach dropped, and my heart hammered in my chest. We’d be totally fucked if they shot into this room. Like shooting fish in a barrel.

      A large man walked in, dressed in the same black uniform we had on and a green neon mask. “What the hell are you guys doing in here? Get to the trucks.” When no one moved, he barked out the command, “now.”

      I smirked under my mask, pulse calming. He thought we were his men. I rushed out of the room hoping to God the girls would follow. If they wanted us to load up on trucks. I’d be more than happy to take the ride out of here.
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      “The girls are settling into their rooms. There haven’t been any problems so far,” Beck said as he hung up my phone and handed it back to me.

      “Good,” I said, taking a sip of my coffee. “How are they?”

      “Fine. They know what they signed up for by working for you. They’re just glad not to have been taken.”

      I grunted noncommittally and stared out over the filthy street below. From my seat on the ancient fire escape outside the squalid apartment, I could see pretty much everything. The view wasn’t anything to write home about, unless you were fascinated by back alley drug deals and literal street trash.

      “You’re welcome.” Beck leaned against the windowsill from the inside of the apartment, his own coffee perched on the sill dangerously close to falling on me.

      I had spent all morning on the phone and if I had to speak to one more fucking person, I was going to blow my brains out. I gave him a flat look. “Fine. Thank you,” I said begrudgingly.

      “No problem,” he said, too cheerfully.

      I scowled. The fucker clearly just liked making me thank him. “I have to do insurance paperwork and I don’t have fucking time. I’m thinking about getting an assistant.”

      The most recent bombing hadn’t been a small explosion. It had practically leveled the entire hotel. I was up to my fucking eyes in shit with the feds, the insurance companies, the city government, and the press. It was stuff like this that made me wish I had another job. Literally any other job. I could have done fucking anything else with my life and it would have been better than this.

      “You don’t need an assistant, you need a team. And maybe a hobby. Have you tried golf?”

      “I am not playing fucking golf.”

      “Well, you need to do something. You’re spinning out, dude.”

      I ran my hand through my hair. Reading those texts Raegan had been getting had put everything into sharp perspective. She could call me a narcissist all she wanted, but it didn’t change the objective truth that she was being threatened because of me. That could only happen because everyone could see she… mattered.

      Only a few weeks ago I was determined to remove her from my life, and now I was punching Jimmy fucking O’Rourke in public and picking fights with my uncles. This needed to fucking stop. I was going to end up dead. Or worse, she was going to end up dead because of me.

      The most recent message painted across the sidewalk of my former hotel was just a phone number. Clearly, the trilogy had realized I’d smashed Raegan’s phone if they were texting me now, but the implication of the number on the sidewalk at both the New Forge location and the Lexington was that the ball was in our court. I didn’t like the inference of how far they were willing to escalate.

      “Are you listening?” Beck snapped his fingers in front of my face.

      “Yes,” I lied, grabbing his fingers out of the air and twisting.

      “Fuck.” He laughed and yanked his hand back. “Don’t do that. If you break my hand, you’re going to have to dial your own damn phone.”

      “Mmm hmm.” It might be worth it.

      Beck disappeared out of view of the window, and my mind wandered. If Raegan would let us protect her, that would be one thing, but she was so fucking stubborn, thinking she could handle herself in all situations. She’d grown up with that sense of security because she’d had the entirety of Mount Summer behind her at all times. It was baffling to me that she didn’t seem to realize that she couldn’t be an island against literal armies.

      I exhaled a long breath. This was getting ridiculous. I needed to take a Xanax and go to bed.

      Beck poked his head back out the window, nearly head-butting me in the side of the face.

      “Jesus Christ.” I reeled back to avoid his flailing skull. “Control yourself.”

      “Sorry, man.” He grinned. “There’s like no room out here.”

      He was right. The fire escape was tiny—probably not even safe to be sitting on, but it was better than being in that one-room apartment. “There’s no room anywhere.”

      I fucking hated this apartment.

      If I’d only had myself, Beck and Rush to worry about, we never would have come here. Adding Raegan’s safety to the equation had completely changed everything—ironic, as she was currently putting herself in the direct line of fire.

      “You need to get back in here,” Beck said.

      I frowned. “Why?”

      “For once, you’re not the most fucking insane one in the room. Congrats. Come, deal with it.”

      He dodged out of the way before I could hit him. Fucker.

      I climbed in the window and immediately saw what Beck meant. “I take it we still haven’t heard from Raegan?”

      Rush stopped pacing around the tiny apartment and looked up at me, his eyes wild. “I don’t think the tracker is online.” He waved his phone at me so fast I couldn’t see what was on the screen.

      I leaned over, trying to get a better look. “What is that?”

      “The map. I should be able to set the signal off myself and figure out where she is, but it’s not coming online. She’s out of range.”

      My stomach sank, but I refused to react. That could mean any number of things. She could be underground, or it got wet, or… something. I checked the time on my phone. “It hasn’t been that long.”

      “Bullshit. You know it’s been too long.”

      I clenched my jaw. Rush didn’t lose his shit. Worry? Yes. Get annoyingly up my ass about fucking everything? Yes. Not this, though. This was new.

      Beck hopped up on the kitchen counter behind him. “I think we’re still good. In a few hours I will be worried, but not yet.”

      “And what happens if, in a few hours, we find out she’s already dead?” Rush barked. He stared at me for a long moment, tapping his phone on the counter. “Nico, man. Trust me, okay? I know there’s something off here.”

      I blinked, my brain suddenly clicking into high gear. “Yeah, fuck, okay. Let me think.”

      This is not happening. I will not let this happen.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t need anyone to tell me the phone number. I’d memorized it the moment I’d seen it splashed across the sidewalk in front of the hotel in New Forge.

      A man answered on the first ring. “Talk.”

      I snorted in spite of myself. How many calls had they had by now from news crews, teenagers, and bored idiots? Putting your phone number out in public was flashy, but reeked of desperation. I didn’t do desperate. Or, I didn’t use to. Lately, all bets were fucking off.

      “Do you not have fucking caller ID?” I snapped. “I don’t have time to waste my breath.”

      The man on the other end of the line paused for a moment, then said, “Hang on.”

      I clicked my tongue in impatience. Beck widened his eyes at me, wanting to know what was going on. I waved him off.

      There was muttering in the background, and then the same man was back. Evidently, they’d decided I was me. What that said about me, I had no fucking idea.

      The deep voice echoed in my ear. “We can destroy all your hotels, take all your men, and kill all the whores. Or, you can bring Raegan O’Rourke to East End Harbor at midnight tonight. Your choice.”

      My heart pounded against my chest. I knew it. I knew this was going to get her fucking hurt. Everyone in this goddamned city was going to try to use her. “What makes you think I can give you Raegan O’Rourke?” I heard myself saying. “She’s Mount Summer. Blow up Jimmy O’Rourke’s businesses if you want her.”

      The man ignored the question. “What’s one bitch in comparison to your whole empire?” He snorted a laugh. “What’s left of it. East End Harbor. Be there.”

      The phone clicked, and I was met with silence. I met Beck’s eyes, then Rush’s.

      “They want Rae?” Beck said after a second. “Why?”

      Rush sighed in relief. “They obviously don’t know she’s already there, so that’s something.”

      I nodded, my mind racing. The Trilogy wanted Raegan… but why? Unless this was just another one of their stupid fucking games. Like the texts and kidnapping Sophie. It wasn’t about Raegan. It was about me.

      “What are we going to do then?” Beck asked

      I ground my teeth, running both hands through my hair. I’d known in my gut the moment that Raegan told me The Trilogy had set up camp over at East End Harbor that things wouldn’t end well. The Mayfield State Hospital couldn’t be a coincidence. It couldn’t.

      “Nico, what are we going to do?” Beck said again.

      “Shut the fuck up.” I rounded on him. “I’m trying to think. Can you give me a goddamn minute?”

      Rush raised his eyebrows. “You need to calm down.”

      “Oh, do I?” I snapped, even as my vision blurred at the edges. Bad sign. “Cause you were so fucking calm ten minutes ago.”

      “Yeah, you do,” he countered, trying to stifle the desperation in his tone. “We need you to do your damn job and be in charge and that is not going to happen if you spin out.”

      I pinched the skin between my eyes, willing my vision to clear. “Call Anthony and tell him to get the guys ready to head out to East End Harbor.”

      “Everyone?” Rush said incredulously.

      I paused. We couldn’t take literally everyone, but the fact that he clarified meant he knew where my head was at. “No. Not the old-timers.”

      Beck’s eyes went wide. “You can’t be serious. We’re going to be easily outnumbered.”

      I gritted my teeth. “I know, but I don’t see another choice, do you?”

      Neither of them replied. This whole thing was like a bad case of goddamn Déjà Vu.

      An hour later, a knock sounded on the apartment door, and I whipped my head up. Beck stood to answer it, pulling a gun from his waistband. He was clearly getting nervous now.

      Anthony strolled in carrying a large black bag and seeming more comfortable than he had last time we’d seen him. He had the confidence of someone who hadn’t yet been murdered and now felt that he was reasonably safe.

      “Boss,” he greeted me.

      “If you have more bad news, I will personally scalp you, Anthony.”

      He laughed nervously—as it should be. “No, just dropping off new guns. All the guys are ready when you are.”

      I nodded without replying. This whole plan felt off to me, but I didn’t have a better one right now.

      “No old-timers?” Rush said, leaning against the kitchen counter.

      Anthony shook his head. “No. No new recruits either.” He laughed nervously. “I just picked the guys we grew up with.”

      “Thanks, man.” Beck grinned. “Good going.”

      I rolled my eyes. It was like he was running for fucking Miss Congeniality.

      I stood, striding over to Anthony and pulling the duffle bag from his grip. I dropped it on the bed and started pulling out weapons. I tossed Rush a ballistic vest. “Put that on.”

      He gave me a skeptical look. “You think we’ll need them?”

      I grimaced and threw one at Beck as well. I fucking hoped we wouldn’t need them, but I was not about to repeat history.

      If we were walking into another gang war at East End Harbor, this time, no one was going to fucking die.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes darted from side to side as we walked down the familiar, filthy street. Up ahead, the dark harbor rippled under a single flickering street lamp.

      I couldn’t imagine this was going to go well.

      We had to pray that The Hatter brought the girls with them to trade and that Raegan was with them. Even then, there was no way we were getting out of here without some bloodshed. I didn’t believe for a second that the Trilogy wouldn’t come with a full crew. I just hoped somehow, we could get Raegan out before a full gang war broke out.

      I kept thinking back to the warehouse of guns Raegan and I had come across while looking for the laptop a lifetime ago. “When we find her—”

      Rush cut me off, his whisper matching my own low voice. “I’ll get her out. I know the plan.”

      I sucked on my teeth, nodding. “Yeah. I know.”

      I did know, even so, I felt like I was crawling out of my fucking skin.

      The footsteps of thirty men sounded behind us, but no one spoke. Somewhere in the darkness between the brick buildings, Beck would be waiting with the guys on motorcycles to provide backup if needed.

      The whole street was silent, but for the wind and the distant rush of water. It was actually too quiet. No boats. No cars in the distance. A feeling of dread crept up my spine.

      I turned to Rush. “Something’s wrong.”

      Rush pulled his phone out of his pocket and swiped open the screen, the blue light illuminating his face. “It’s only 11:55pm. Calm the fuck down.”

      I took a sharp breath through my nose. I didn’t like waiting.

      Rush suddenly stopped short and raised his gun. “Did you hear that?”

      No, I didn’t hear anything, but I raised my gun, anyway. I didn’t have to look to know the men behind me had followed suit. “It’s nothing, keep fucking moving and for the love of God, be quiet.”

      Rush grumbled something under his breath, but I didn’t have time to reply. A loud crack rang through the quiet of the street and I tensed, swinging my arm up instinctively to return fire. I definitely fucking heard that.

      Countless hooded figures emerged from out of the foggy darkness, surrounding our group on all sides. My heart beat loud in my ears, realizing too late that whoever was in charge here had never intended to make any kind of trade.

      Rush swore loudly from somewhere to my left.

      Smoke billowed, singeing my eyes, as gunshots rang out across the street and echoed off the adjacent harbor. Darkness bled around the edges of my vision until all I could see was targets. Not people. Targets. They were all masked anyway. Cowards.

      I needed to fucking focus. We were here to find Raegan—the only thing that mattered. One of these fuckers has to be the leader.

      I scanned the crowd for someone giving orders. There.

      I zeroed in. On the edge of the group, a tiny, masked figure was waving their arms, yelling orders at some of the others. I sprinted forward, only to have a huge masked man jump in my path. His nose crunched into his skull as I slammed my gun into his face, too close to line up a clean shot. As the man fell to the ground, I whipped my head, having lost sight of the leader. I found them again, now seeming to direct Trilogy members away from the fight. What the fuck?

      The leader seemed to stop and look at me as I ran toward them. I raised my gun, pointing it at their face. My finger moved on the trigger of my gun as they raised their hand to pull off their mask. Red hair spilled out of the hood and my finger froze on the trigger, a split second from firing. Acute awareness of every sound in the immediate vicinity hit me all at once, and then, nothing. Total silence as shock rocked my body. Black seeped in around the edges of my vision, blocking out everything.

      Raegan stared at me as I lowered my gun away from her face.

      “Get out of here,” I spit at her, so angry I couldn’t see straight.

      She said something I couldn’t hear over the roaring in my ears. What the fuck was she doing here?

      Like instant replay, I saw myself pulling that trigger and shooting Raegan between the eyes. And then, suddenly, it wasn’t her, and I wasn’t sure if the surrounding gunshots were actually going on or happening in my head.

      Dante turned and looked at me, rage written all across his face. “Did you tell anyone we were coming out here?”

      I shook my head. “No! What are you talking about?”

      “Nicolai, now!” I glanced up, surprised at the familiar voice. My father was in the middle of the crowd.

      A loud crack echoed through the street, and I jumped as blood splattered my face. Rushing filled my ears and black spots appeared on the edges of my vision. Dante toppled, hitting my knees as he fell. I stumbled backward, crushed by the dead weight of my brother’s body.

      Marcus turned to look at me, horror across his face, and I watched, frozen, as a bullet hit him between the eyes.

      Raegan grabbed my arm, shaking. “Hey! Look at me.”

      I pulled back from her too fast and she jumped as I nearly elbowed her in the face. I blinked—there was too much noise. The chaos and violence happening all around us had ceased to hold any meaning.

      I zeroed in on Beck, twenty yards to our right. “Go.”

      Raegan set her jaw. “But the girls—”

      I slowly registered the working girls huddled nearby. Somewhere in the back of my mind I knew I had to get them to safety, but all my focus was on Raegan.

      “Go!” I screamed too close to her face. “Right fucking now, or I will make you go.”

      Her expression twisted in anger—either because I was finally really yelling at her, or because she didn’t want to leave, I wasn’t sure. “I’m not leaving the girls. They get out, or I am going down with them.”

      I let out a breath, the darkness on the corners of my vision receding, but not fully disappearing. I took a step in, letting the anger drain from my voice. “I will handle it, Rabbit. I promise. Please, go.”

      She glanced back toward Beck, the light from some kind of smoke bomb that had gone up in flames reflecting off her hair. “Fine.”

      She darted away and Beck met my eyes across the melee as she reached him. Without missing a beat, he pulled her onto his bike.

      I turned back toward the fight, refocusing. The hospital loomed over the water in front of us, just like it had when I stood here with my brother ten years ago. At least this time, no one I loved was going to fucking die.
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      We walked up the backstairs to the safe house in complete silence. I gripped her arm, not willing to let go for a second. Shit had gone completely south on this mission. Rage burned under my skin, and every “I told you so” was acid on my tongue. I knew that was a bad fucking plan.

      Beck swung the door open, the beast inside him showing through his cold exterior. It was too goddamn close tonight. I thought we’d fucking lost her. The fear that coursed through me all night left a hollow ache that only she could fill.

      We stepped into the dark apartment, and my mind snapped. I tangled my fist in her hair, and pulled back until she glared daggers at me, and struggled against my hold, trying to back up against the kitchenette counter. The little Firecracker was pissed we were being possessive assholes, but she’d have to get used to it. We came too damn close to losing her tonight, and I needed to feel every part of her, to soothe the lingering shadow of fear that had sent me over the edge. I was fucking done letting her call all the shots. I was going to drive her so fucking insane she’d beg for me to take control.

      “You’re never doing that again. You understand me?” I growled, holding her still.

      “What?” She dared to pull away from me. Good fucking luck. “I’m not some damsel waiting around to be rescued by big tattooed men.”

      I gripped her tighter and dipped my head down, biting her bottom lip as she pressed herself against me, moaning against my mouth.

      “I don’t care if you’re a goddamn marine. You’re not doing any more missions alone. Period.” I reached down, grabbing her ass, and lifted until her pussy was pressed against my hard cock.

      Beck slammed the door behind us and didn’t bother to turn on the light before he pressed into her back and wrapped his hand around her throat. Her eyes opened wide as he growled into her ear. “Promise us, Little Thief. Never again.”

      He bit down hard on the lobe of her ear, drawing a moan from her lips, and she ground her hips against me. My cock hardened painfully. She was so fucking responsive.

      “Fuck,” she said, voice barely above a whisper as her breath came out in pants. She slammed her mouth shut and didn’t say the words.

      Beck’s gaze was wild in the low light from the windows. The same possessive need overtook him. He tightened his grip on her neck and held her in place for me. I took her mouth with mine, pressing her lips open, and thrust my tongue in as I pushed her against him, owning every inch of her mouth until she was writhing between us, demanding more.

      I pulled back, and she whimpered at the loss of touch. “Say it. Promise you’re done running off on your own.” I would torture her all night until she said the words. I’d been driven out of my ever-loving mind the second I realized her tracker didn’t work. I wouldn’t go through that again. If I had to possess every inch of her soul to make her understand just how fucking serious I was, I’d be glad to do it.

      She grabbed my shirt and tried to close the distance between us, but Beck squeezed her neck, holding her firmly against his chest. “Say the words, and we’ll take care of your aching pussy.”

      She visibly shivered, and her eyes rolled back, exposing more of her neck to him.

      Her voice came out in a plea. “I promise, just fucking touch me.”

      The dam broke in my mind, unleashing every instinct to make her mine. We weren’t going to make it to a bed. I was going to take her right here in the two feet of entry way by the door.

      I flipped her around until she faced Beck, ripping off her shirt, and pulled down her pants. He immediately dropped his mouth to her nipple, sucking it hard, biting the tip. She bucked back against me, and I slid my fingers into her soaked core and groaned as she coated my fingers.

      She was fucking ours, and it was time we proved it to her. I stripped off my shirt and pushed down my pants, tossing them on the counter, as Beck worked her thoroughly with his mouth.

      I hissed in a breath when my cock rubbed against her ass, my hand thrusting into her core as the other one took over for Beck at her breast. He met my gaze, eyes intense, and a muscle twitched in his jaw. He was barely in control, but instead of the cold that lurked beneath his surface, his eyes burned with need. I watched as he ripped off his clothes and dropped to his knees on the hardwood floor, lifting one of her legs over his shoulder.

      I kicked out her other leg, spreading her before him, and my dick throbbed as he slid his tongue over her cunt in slow laps. My skin tightened with a mix of need and jealousy that he got to taste her. Beck watched me with dark, hungry eyes as he devoured our girl. We’d shared girls before, but he’d never looked at me like that. There was an electric current charged between us, a mutual need to drive her out of her mind. Something snapped in me, and I thrust harder against her, eyes locked on Beck’s.

      I fucking ached to feel her wet pussy around me, and tilted my hips back until I could slide my cock between her legs, rotating my hips to tease her core. She moaned as I barely slid in and pinched her nipples hard. She pushed her hips, trying to take more of me. Beck groaned as he ate and sucked on her clit, lost in the lust filled haze with us.

      It was so fucking hot. My hips thrust on their own, coating my cock with her as it slid through her wet folds. Beck grunted when I reached his mouth.

      I pulled back, and my breath caught in my lungs. Fuck. Tension tightened my skin. We’d never crossed this line before, and I stayed perfectly still. Anticipation had my heart pounding in my chest. It was damn near painful waiting to see if I ruined the moment.

      Rae melted into me, but her gaze was on Beck’s, sharing some quiet question between them. She nodded and fisted her hand in his hair, holding him in place.

      Beck reached around my legs and pulled my hips, thrusting me forward. We both groaned as he took my head into his mouth and sucked hard.

      “Fuck.” My eyes rolled back in my head, and I bucked against her into his mouth, the feeling overtaking me as Rae rubbed her slick pussy over my cock. The air compressed as the intensity of the moment overtook us. The mix of the drag against her wet skin, and the pull of his mouth, had me wildly bucking against them. Beck groaned around me, and my mind splintered, my teeth sinking into Rae’s neck.

      Tightness built in my spine, sending sparks through my groin, but like fuck, I was finishing anywhere but inside her. I pulled back and impaled her on my cock in one fluid thrust. She gasped as I filled every inch of her and shifted as her body worked to accommodate me.

      I ran my tongue over the shell of her ear and grazed my teeth over the sensitive lobe. “Come for us, Firecracker.”

      She moaned in response, tightening her grip on Beck’s hair. He sucked on her clit as I pounded inside her until her entire body shook, and she was screaming in my arms as her orgasm rocked through her. I slowed my hips and gave her a moment to adjust.

      Beck stood and took her mouth in a slow kiss. She moaned into his mouth, no doubt tasting herself on him. Fuck, I wanted her taste on my tongue, too. Her hands went to his shoulders and pushed him back until she was bent in half between us.

      “Oh, fuck.” Beck’s head tipped back, and he groaned when her lips wrapped around his shaft. He dug his fingers into her hair, not letting her move, and pushed deeper into her mouth. “That’s it, Little Thief. Take it.”

      She made whiny whimpering sounds as she swallowed him, and I matched his rhythm, holding her hips in place as she struggled to move between us. My grip was tight enough to leave bruises. She moaned around Beck’s cock, and her pussy clenched around mine with her orgasm pulling me deeper. Beck’s hips rocked hard, and he groaned when she swallowed down his release. I worked my hips until I was coming inside her, clenching my jaw with the force of it. She was too fucking good. An addiction I wasn’t willing to break.

      I slowly slid out of her as she straightened between us. Beck kissed up her neck and supported most of her weight. His hand slid damp strands of hair off her face and tucked it behind her ear. “You’re ours now, don’t fucking forget it.”

      We pressed her between us, slowly bringing our breaths back under control. Her heart beat rapidly against my chest, and I ran my nose up the nape of her neck. She smelled delicious, vanilla honey mixed with the salty tang of sweat.

      She trembled between us as her legs gave out and I chuckled against her sensitive skin. Our girl was languid, unable to stand on her own. I slid an arm around her neck and the other behind her knees, lifting her easily in my arms. She made a small sound in the back of her throat and tucked her face in my shoulder. Beck and I shared a smile at the state we’d left our girl in, and then he ran to the bathroom while I carried her to the bed.

      He came back with a damp, warm cloth and she whimpered at his touch as he cleaned the mess I’d left between her legs.

      I pulled Beck’s shirt over her head. It was long enough to act as a night gown reaching just below her perfect ass. I groaned as my eyes tracked over her exposed skin, cock already hardening again, but our girl looked exhausted. Instead of sinking into her again, Beck and I slipped into the bed beside her, each eating up the contact with her warm skin, and pulled the covers over us.

      “Where’s Nico?” she murmured into my chest as I stroked her hair back.

      Beck kissed the back of her head, equally drowsy. “Probably freaking out somewhere that he nearly shot you. You don’t understand how important you are yet, but you will.”

      Her reply was incomprehensible, just mumbled sounds.

      They were both out immediately and I laid there rubbing slow circles over her arm as the feelings of tonight worked their way through me. I’d been fucking terrified something had happened to her, that we’d sent her into the den of the enemy and wouldn’t be able to get her out. I’d have given absolutely anything, no negation required, to have her safely back with us. It was becoming clear that’s why The Trilogy kept going after her. They knew how important she was and thought that they could control Nico through her.

      Because they fucking could.

      The sheer terror on his face, when she lifted her mask mere seconds before he pulled the trigger. It had been so close, and emotions he never showed raced through his body, visible on his face.

      The door of the apartment creaked opened, and I rolled sharply left, snatching my gun off the bedside table and raising it, chamber loaded. I’d happily kill anyone who tried to take her away from us.

      Nico’s dark silhouette stood framed in the light from the broken laundromat sign. Speak of the devil and he shall appear.

      He stepped inside and shut the door, locking it with the deadbolt and chain. Soft light from the bathroom pooled across the carpet and he stepped into it. He looked utterly wrecked. Hair on end, body slumped over. His gaze darted over us, brows lowering into a scowl, and for a second I thought he might try to separate us. That was a fight I was willing to take outside.

      Instead, he silently pulled off his leather jacket, draping it over the armchair. In moments, he’d stripped down to his boxers. He walked up beside me, grunting for me to move over. I almost pointed out that there was another whole bed and a couch, but it was fucking pointless.

      I slowly lowered my gun and replaced it on the bedside. “Where the hell were you?” I whispered low enough not to wake the others.

      Nico just lifted a brow at me and set his own gun down next to mine with a soft clatter. His lack of ability to talk was a sure sign of how close he still was to losing his cool.

      I took a deep breath and placed a kiss on Rae’s forehead. My heart clenched when she made a quiet sound in her sleep. She curled into me, as if she could sense I was about to pull away and wanted to keep me close. I hesitated to let her go, not wanting to lose her warmth either, but Nico was already climbing over top of me, forcing me to make room for him.

      Nico wrapped his arms around her middle from behind, tucking her against his chest, and nestled his face on her back. His chest rose and fell as he breathed her in, slowly calming with each inhale. She shifted into him in her sleep, and her entire body melted as if she’d been waiting for this.

      They were fucking idiots for fighting what was clearly between them. It was painfully obvious to everyone that Rae was a leader, and like called to like.

      I just hoped Nico knew that whenever they got their shit together, he’d have to learn to share.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chap 28]
        

      

      I woke to the smell of cologne and gunpowder as Nico crawled in behind me and wrapped his arm around my waist. He’d outright disappeared tonight. When I asked Rush, and Beck about it, they tried to downplay the fact that Nico was MIA, but something was off. The second I had lifted my mask to stop him from shooting me, his face had gone bone white, his dark eyes wide in stark contrast as he realized it was me. Then he took off, not bothering to stick around for the rest of the fight.

      The last twenty-four hours had been a shit-show. Things weren’t supposed to go the way they did tonight. It felt like The Trilogy had been one step ahead of us this whole time.

      A trickle of fear raised the hair on the back of my neck as I went over what I’d learned tonight.

      Jimmy was working with The Trilogy. The fucking Trilogy. I wasn’t sure if this was his plan all along or if I somehow caused this mess when I ran from him. What I know is how utterly terrifying it is to have them join forces. Jimmy and The Hatter both wanted to control the city, and they’d be happy to go through The Gentlemen to do it.

      Beck shifted behind me and placed a soft kiss on the back of my head, mumbling incoherently in his sleep. My chest constricted so hard, I could hardly breathe. Images of what Jimmy would do to them, how he’d pull the leadership of The Gentlemen apart enjoying every moment. Fear spiked through me, picturing every detail.

      The Gentlemen wouldn’t last a month fighting against both the Trilogy and Mount Summer and I knew that Nico, Beck, and Rush would die defending it. My lungs burned in my chest as I struggled to take a breath. At some point, I’d let each one of them claim a piece of my heart, and like hell, I was going to let my dad fuck with them.

      He was about to learn exactly what he’d trained me to be.

      My plan was simple: get in, kill Jimmy, and get the hell out. There was no one better trained to sneak into Mount Summer than I was. I’d done countless jobs like this before, the only difference was those jobs were stealing, not murder. My breaths were easy, not a hint of guilt for planning to kill him touched me. Jimmy threatened my men, and the bastard was mine. The guys would be pissed, but if my plan was going to work, I had to be stealthy, something none of them were good at.

      The room was near pitch black, only light from the road outside illuminating the space. I shifted and glanced toward the alarm clock on the nightstand, relief flooding through me. It was still the early hours of the morning, early enough that I could slip out of here before one of them woke up.

      My fingers itched to run over Nico’s jaw, tense even in his sleep. His arms wrapped tight around my stomach like he was afraid I would disappear.

      Carefully, I unraveled their arms from around my middle, conscious that any sudden movement would ruin my plan. I was nearly out of the bed when Nico’s fingers tightened around my wrist.

      “Where are you going, Rabbit?” His black eyes roamed over my face, struggling to stay open through the haze of sleep. His brows pinched as he slowly came to, his thumb running over my cheek.

      I let myself lean into him, soaking up his warmth. I pressed my lips hard into his, pouring every single emotion I felt for all three of them into that kiss. Strong fingers wrapped into my hair and held me in place as he consumed every inch of my mouth. The stark realization that I wished he’d been here tonight settled over me. I wanted Nico. I wanted him as much as I did Beck and Rush. I broke my mouth and tipped my lips into a fake smile. “Shh, I’m just going to the bathroom. Go back to sleep.”

      His eyes searched mine one last time. Concern registered on his face, but the pull of sleep won out and he relaxed into the bed.

      In case Nico was still awake, I slipped over to the bathroom door, flipped on the light, and shut it softly. I waited two beats, taking deep breaths in the dark, then tiptoed over to the chair and slipped on my jeans and boots. With a grimace of apology, I lifted Nico’s gun and Beck’s phone off the bedside table and tucked both into the back of my jeans. Once a thief, always a thief.

      I smiled and snagged Nico’s buttery soft leather jacket off the chair, draping it over my arm. With one last look at all three of my men, I slipped out the door.

      I entered the hallway as quietly as possible, gun in one hand, jacket in the other. I froze like a deer in headlights, listening for the sound of rushed footsteps on the other side of the door… or a telltale shriek from Nico. Would he care more about the pilfered gun or the jacket? I clutched both tighter with a smile. Mine now, Grumpy.

      I held my breath for a few seconds. If they heard me leaving and came after me… fuck. There was no way I could get away fast enough. I didn’t really have a plan B.

      Thankfully, no sound came from inside the apartment. I let out a relieved breath and hurried down the dirty hallway, taking the narrow stairs two at a time until I hit the street outside the Laundromat. It was dark on the street beyond, but the flickering neon lights of storefronts and the ever-present glow of the city lit my way as I jogged along the sidewalk.

      A few blocks away from the apartment, I paused outside a shabby pizza place and leaned against the wall. The restaurant was closed since it was very late—or early, depending on how you wanted to think about it—but I could see the street sign and the number of the building, and that’s all I really needed.

      Pulling out Beck’s phone, I downloaded the app for Uber and quickly made myself a new account using an ancient Gmail address. I was pretty sure I didn’t even know the password to anymore. Thankfully, it didn’t make me confirm my email right away, just give them my phone number and credit card. That tripped me up for a second. I didn’t have a credit card—at least not on me. I glanced around to see if there was anyone in the area I could easily steal from. The street was deserted. Fuck.

      Suddenly, I remembered that I actually did have a card—thank God for repeating outfits. Digging in the pocket of the same pants I’d been wearing when Nico and I went to the outpost, I pulled out his heavy black AMEX. I frowned down at it, debating with myself. I hadn’t really intended to use it, but desperate times, I guess.

      Punching in the number, I sat down on the curb to wait for my ride and stared out into the empty street. The air smelled a little like rain and the summer morning was cooler than it had been in months—a sure sign fall was finally coming. For the first time in my entire life, I had no idea what I’d be doing a year from now. A month. A week, even.

      The driver pulled up in a non-decrepit blue sedan and I quickly hopped inside. “10 Mount Summer Street,” I said, unnecessarily. I’d already put the address in the app.

      The driver looked at me in the rearview mirror. “You know someone over there?”

      I looked up. He was maybe forty, with lines around his eyes from sun damage and a baseball hat for the state team. His accent told me he’d grown up in St. Adrian his whole life and probably that his parents and grandparents had as well. Ooph, this was about to be a fun conversation.

      “Yup,” I said, popping the p. I almost added “Obviously,” but restrained myself.

      “No, shit?” His eyes widened in the mirror. “I’ve never been down there myself, but my brother knows a guy who works with ‘em.”

      “Uh huh,” I said, wishing with every fiber of my body I had headphones. Or a muzzle.

      The driver started the car and took off down the street, weaving between the lanes despite the fact that there was literally no one else on the road. “You a girlfriend or something?”

      “Something like that.”

      He glanced at me again. “I heard from my brother that they’re making big moves over there.”

      There were so many rumors about my family floating around the city it was absurd. I’d once read a BuzzFeed article that said that my family was all dead, while another article said we were in prison. I was practically impossible to find on Google, but you would think Sophie was Paris Hilton. I rolled my eyes. “Right.”

      “Yeah,” the guy continued as we merged onto the turnpike and he cut off an eighteen-wheeler. “I heard they’re not just doing small shit anymore, now they’re trafficking people.”

      That had me looking up. “What?”

      The guy grinned, glad to finally have my attention. “No shit, right? You’d think drugs and shit would be enough.”

      Ice dropped into my veins. “Who did you say your brother’s friend was?”

      “Connor Doyle.”

      My shock must have showed on my face because the driver’s smile slipped, replaced by an expression of worry. “Uh, what’s your name? I didn’t ask.”

      He glanced at his phone, which was clipped to the dashboard and then back at me in the mirror. His face visibly paled. I wasn’t that familiar with Uber—I didn’t know if he read my name as the passenger, or maybe Nico’s as the cardholder, but either way, I was pretty sure that Connor had just lost a friend.
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        * * *

      

      The Uber driver dropped me off at the end of Mount Summer Street, refusing to pull all the way down to the compound, and then peeled out faster than I’d ever seen anyone go in a Honda. I almost felt bad for him. Almost.

      Glancing down to make sure my guns were still in their proper place in my thigh holsters, I started down the street. The sky was still dark, but it was starting to get light in the distance around the treeline. It would almost have been pretty if I wasn’t on such a dark mission.

      The Mount Summer compound looked exactly the same as I’d left it. A new money McMansion, with a long driveway encased by high walls and gates, that were manned 24/7 by security. Fortunately, as I’d helped to train that security, I also knew exactly what its weaknesses were.

      The wall wasn’t really that hard to climb—not when I was used to scaling buildings. It was getting into the house that would have been the problem. Would, being the operative word. Having grown up here, I knew that the lock on Sophie’s bedroom window was broken and the trellis outside was easy enough to climb even for her. I had a good chance of going undetected for as long as it took to get inside the house.

      I vaulted over the back wall and landed on the shed where we kept our training equipment. As expected, the yard was still and silent, the house dark. No one patrolled back here at this time of night unless there was a reason to think something was wrong. It took everything in me not to cartwheel across the yard, just to prove I could.

      I shoved my phone into my back pocket and grabbed the trellis with both hands, hauling myself up. A wisteria vine hit me across the face as I climbed and I spluttered, trying to shake petals out of my mouth without making too much noise or shaking the rickety wooden structure. Kill me. At the top of the trellis, I scrambled onto Sophie’s wide stone windowsill and gave her window a little shove.

      It didn’t budge.

      I shoved again, harder this time, thinking maybe the wood had warped from lack of movement.

      Nothing.

      Huh. Sophie’s window lock had been broken since we were in high school. When she realized she wouldn’t be allowed to go anywhere without a couple of guards tailing her, Sophie created the escape route so she could meet her friends on Friday nights. In four years of misadventures, our parents never caught her. There was no reason in the world why the window would be locked now.

      Unless…

      I pressed my face to the glass and peered into the darkness inside, looking for any sign of movement. Hmm, did I risk it? I tapped quietly on the glass and waited.

      For a long moment, nothing happened. I tapped again, slightly louder. I couldn’t hear anything through the thick glass, but I thought maybe I could see movement. Then suddenly, a light turned on. Illuminated by the bright contrast of the light inside, my sister sat up in her bed and looked right at me.

      Her eyes widened, and she jumped up, running to the window. I grinned, but faltered when she didn’t immediately let me in. Sophie threw her arms up in clear frustration. Though I couldn’t hear her, I could imagine she was muttering under her breath. She held up one finger to me to wait, then disappeared, reappearing moments later with a notebook.

      PADLOCKED, she scribbled on the paper. DON’T HAVE KEY.

      Anger roared in my chest. What the fuck? Why?

      I pulled out Beck’s phone and quickly opened the notes app.

      DO YOU HAVE YOUR PHONE? I typed.

      She shook her head, no, waving her arms like she was trying to land a plane.

      IS THERE ANYONE OUTSIDE YOUR ROOM?

      KYLE, she wrote. YOU NEED TO GO.

      I weighed that. Kyle was one of my parents’ guards—not one we were as close to as Patrick or Brian, but still one I knew fairly well. I’d have to hope he wouldn’t kill me on sight.

      MOVE ALL THE WAY TO THE LEFT.

      Sophie’s brows furrowed as she retreated out of view. I lined my gun up with the glass, intending to shoot it, then changed my mind. I didn’t have a lot of good options, but smashing it would at least be somewhat quieter.

      I flipped the gun around and took a deep breath. I was at kind of an awkward angle for this, but I couldn’t really see another option.

      Pulling my elbow back as far as it would go without losing my balance, I slammed the butt of the gun into the glass—once, twice, three times.

      A fissure appeared in the glass. I muttered a prayer that Kyle might have gone temporarily deaf and hit it a final time.

      The glass splintered, falling like glittering rain onto the rug below. Without missing a beat, I leapt through the broken window onto the shattered glass below with a satisfying crunch.

      “Rae!” Sophie shrieked, then slapped a hand over her mouth. So much for being quiet.

      “Shhh!” I hissed.

      “What are you doing here!” she whispered, stepping gingerly over broken glass. “Oh my god, how did you find out? You need to get out of here.”

      I gaped at her, unable to process what was going on. Before we could catch up, however, the sound of running footsteps pounded outside her room. “Later,” I said darkly. I pulled my long hunting knife out of my belt and handed it to her. “Here, take this.”

      “Why?” She looked more resigned than scared

      “Just trust me.”

      The door burst open and, as expected, Kyle stepped into the room. He was in his mid-twenties, probably the same age as the guys, with dirty blonde hair. His expression was hard, and he had his gun raised in front of him. When he saw me standing in the middle of Sophie’s frilly bedroom, pointing my own gun at his face, he faltered.

      “Rae?”

      “Hey,” I said too casually.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Why the hell is Sophie locked up?” I countered.

      He looked uncomfortable, which made me soften slightly toward him. If there was one thing I understood, it was that you didn’t just ignore orders from Jimmy.

      “Whatever the fuck you’re doing, I don’t want any part of it.” He shook his head to illustrate his point.

      I took two tentative steps forward across Sophie’s fluffy rug, not lowering my gun, but making no move to shoot. “Fine. All I want is to get out of this room.”

      “The entire house will have heard the crash.”

      I shrugged. “We better go quick then.”

      Kyle glanced from me to Sophie, to the door, then his shoulders deflated. “Fine. Go.”

      Sophie grinned. “Thank you.”

      I got the impression she was going to waste time hugging him or something, so I grabbed her arm and pulled her toward the door. “Come on.”

      “Wait,” Kyle said.

      I glanced back just in time to catch the car keys he threw me. “For the cargo van out back.”

      I nodded in thanks and darted into the familiar hallway of my childhood home. Pressing the keys into Sophie’s hand, I stopped and looked her dead in the eye. “Go outside and take the van and leave.”

      Her eyes widened. “And go where?”

      “I have no idea. Away from here? You’ll think of something.”

      She gulped and then steeled her spine, nodding. “Okay.”

      I turned and started to dash down the hall in the direction of my parents’ bedroom. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Wait!”

      I skidded to a halt. Nearly tripping on the oriental rug. “What?”

      Sophie ran up behind me and threw her arms around my middle, hugging me from behind. “I love you. Be safe.”

      I swallowed a lump in my throat and hugged her arms, awkwardly from this angle. “I love you too, now go away.”

      She laughed, but it was a little forced. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Don’t die. If you do, I’m going to fucking kill you.”
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      I sat up suddenly and looked around, as though jolted awake by… something. A noise? An eerie feeling crawled down the back of my neck and I reached blindly for my gun, only to realize it wasn’t there.

      What the fuck is going on?

      Confused remnants of some dream retreated and I shook my head, taking in the tiny apartment as everything came flooding back. The previous night, the fight by the harbor, the bar. I looked down, and my stomach contracted when Raegan wasn’t lying in bed next to me. Actually, there were two people missing.

      “Wake up,” I threw a pillow at Beck.

      Years of trauma had him waking up immediately, without a hint of tiredness. “What’s up, man?”

      “Raegan’s gone.”

      I tried to say it without feeling, but I was pretty sure I failed. Fuck it.

      Beck uncharacteristically didn’t call me on it, which proved he was just as worried to learn Raegan was gone as I was. He pushed hair out of his face. “Where’s Rush? Maybe he has her?”

      I doubted that, but it was possible. I grunted noncommittally and stood up. Movement caught the corner of my eye and I looked up to see Rush on the fire escape, talking animatedly on his cell phone. Instead of making me feel better, my stomach sank.

      I rapped on the window and gave him a hard look. “Where’s Raegan?” I asked when he climbed inside.

      “I—” he glanced at the barely open bathroom door, confused. “I thought…”

      I nodded curtly. He didn’t need to finish his sentence. We were already wasting time as it was.

      Pulling out my phone, I intended to dial Rick, and then paused. I had two missed calls from an 800 number and a text from American Express fraud protection. A small glimmer of hope danced in my stomach. “Wait,” I said sharply, “No one fucking moves.”

      Dialing the 800 number, I sucked on my teeth as it rang. “Thank you for calling American Express card holder services. We see here we contacted you regarding suspicious activity on the account ending in 0555. Please enter the last four digits of your social security number to continue. Para Español oprima dos.”

      “What the fuck are you doing, man?” Rush said, sounding anxious.

      “Shut up for a minute, I’m trying to—” I held up a hand, pacing back and forth. “Yes, thank you. Nicolai Alessandro Esposito, 101 Main Street, Unit 4701, Saint Adrian—”

      Fifteen minutes later, I hung up with a grimace and sighed. “I’m getting a fucking assistant.”

      Beck was practically bouncing up and down like a toddler. “Well?”

      I ran a hand through my hair. “She used my credit card to pay for an Uber.”

      “Where’d she go?” Rush crossed his arms over his chest.

      “I don’t know, they couldn’t tell me that. It was only $16.53 with tip, though, so not far. Where would she have gone at six in the morning within five miles or so?”

      Beck grimaced. “Mount Summer.”

      I looked over at him, surprised he reached that conclusion before I had. That… actually sounded about right. Fuck.

      “Why would she go there?” Rush asked, echoing my thoughts.

      “I don’t know, dude.” Beck was smiling again. “Guess we have to go find out.”

      I reluctantly abandoned my suit in favor of jeans, under the pretense that we’d probably stand out less at Mount Summer dressed down. Not that there was a chance in hell I wouldn’t get recognized anyway, but I didn’t need extra targets on my back.

      “Here, take that.” Rush tossed me one of the ballistic vests as we left the apartment.

      I debated for a moment. I fucking hated wearing the things—they constricted movement. “Fine. Thanks.”

      The drive to the Mount Summer compound was short, but felt far longer than it was because the anxiety that was becoming all too familiar roared in my chest.

      “When we get there, we should split up,” I said quietly.

      Rush gave me a look that spelled alarm, “Why?”

      “Because if we run into shit, it would be worse to all three get captured together.”

      “Yeah, but we’d have a better chance of fighting our way out with backup,” Beck reasoned.

      “I’m not negotiating with you. I’m just telling you how it’s going to be,” I said flatly.

      Also, we would be three times as likely to find Raegan and get her out if we split up. It fucking pained me to no end to acknowledge that half of my decisions lately were based around Raegan’s safety, and the other half were based on trying to look like I wasn’t doing that.

      Beck whistled. “You need to get laid, you’re even more unbearable than usual.”

      Wasn’t that the fucking truth? I couldn’t remember going this long without sex since… I actually had to think about it. Maybe ten years? How old was I in sophomore year of high school?

      “Are you listening?” Rush snapped. “I’m trying to tell you something.”

      I shook my head violently. “What?”

      He breathed heavily through his nose. “Never mind.”
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        * * *

      

      We parked about a block down from the front of the Mount Summer compound. I was half tempted to just drive up to the gates and demand to be let in, but we really hadn’t brought enough force with us for that. Jimmy had to know I wasn’t married to Sophie anymore, so he wouldn’t have to pretend to play nice with me for her sake, and he clearly hated Raegan. There was also the fact that I’d punched him. I kept forgetting about that, it was so insignificant in the grand scheme of things.

      “How are we getting in?” Rush asked.

      “Can’t I just kill the gate guards?” Beck shrugged in the backseat. He said it like was asking for a puppy.

      I sighed. “Do you think Raegan would be pissed about that?”

      Rush laughed. “Since when do you care?”

      I shot him an annoyed scowl. “Fine. Beck, do not dick around with it. Just shoot them.”

      “You take all the artistry out of it. You’re asking Picasso to finger paint.”

      “Fine. Do whatever you want in under five minutes.”

      He grinned and jumped out of the car. “Be right back.”

      Rush and I glanced at each other. I needed to remember to let Beck off his leash more often. He was clearly under-stimulated locked in the safe house, which never turned out well. I’d much rather he kill people I knew about then get bored and go rogue. Problem for another day, I guess.
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        * * *

      

      Inside the compound, everything was still quiet. It was probably too early for the whole house to be fully awake. Beck and Rush split off without complaint, heading around the outskirts of the property while I strode toward the main house. I had a feeling if Raegan was anywhere, it was going to be there.

      I learned something about Jimmy O’Rourke as I walked up his front path. He didn’t station guards at the front of his house, which to me meant he was either very stupid or very confident. Possibly both.

      There were cameras everywhere, but we’d seen the inside of their security booth at the front gate, and there was now no one to watch those cameras, given that both the night guards were bleeding out in the back of my car. Maybe he kept all his men around the back? Or just relied on bodyguards rather than guarding the actual house?

      These were things I could have asked Raegan at any point, but hadn’t. In retrospect, that seemed moronic. She lived with us. Worked with us, yet she and I still acted like we were on opposite sides. I resolved to rectify that, at least as far as our working relationship went.

      The lock on the front door was almost comically easy to break, and I strode into the front hall that I’d only been in once before. I darted up the stairs and down the hall. The house was enormous, but in the sort of way that was big for the sake of it, rather than because it was actually luxurious. The light fixtures and doorknobs were cheap, the paint off the shelf from Home Depot, the floors and beams builder-quality wood. I’d built enough hotels to notice that kind of thing. Not that I gave a shit about Jimmy’s house, but it did make you wonder where all his money was going.

      I scanned the doors along the hall, wondering which one had been Raegan’s room. She never expressly said she hated growing up here. What was her life here like?

      It was kind of an interesting thought experiment. In a scenario where I’d ended up married to Sophie for real, I obviously would have known Raegan. She would have been my sister-in-law—my stomach twisted. That was a miserable fucking thought. I couldn’t picture how that would have worked.

      The obvious answer was that it wouldn’t. There was no scenario where I wouldn’t want her. I’d been obsessed since the gala, and it was only getting worse with time.

      As though summoned by my revelation, I heard voices up ahead. Propelled forward by the sound, I whipped around the corner, and came skidding to a halt. Fuck.

      Five masked Trilogy stood in the dim hallway. The closest held a limp Raegan over his shoulder.

      I saw fucking red.

      I was reaching for a gun before I’d considered how bad this situation really was, or the fact that it made no sense that there was Trilogy at the Mount Summer compound. Raising my gun, I fired off four shots into the group. Two of the men fell immediately — head shots. One howled in pain and leaned against the wall. The one holding Raegan just turned and looked at me, unaffected.

      I couldn’t shoot him from this distance and risk hitting her. Why the fuck wasn’t she doing anything to make that easier for me? I knew for a fact she could get out of a hold like that if she wanted. As I stared the guy down, footsteps sounded behind me. I froze as the cold barrel of a gun touched the back of my neck. Fuck.

      “Damn,” the guy behind me said, and even without seeing him, I could tell he was smiling. “It’s like fucking Christmas.”

      Pain exploded across the back of my skull.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My head throbbed in time to the pounding in my ears, my skull vibrating like it was splitting in half. I blinked a few times, and my eyelids were heavy—like they’d been glued shut.

      Someone had clearly hit me in the back of the head—that much was obvious. That was fucking embarrassing. I blinked harder, and the room swam. Maybe I’d been hit harder than I thought. I tried to bring my hand to my head and found it stuck. Tied behind my back. Shit.

      Slowly, the reality of the situation came into sharper focus. I was sitting on the floor of a basement. Or maybe it was a shed. Either way, the lack of windows and the mildew smell combined with the piles of discarded junk against the wall said this wasn’t anywhere I wanted to be.

      Actually, how the fuck did I get here? When did I get here? The last thing I remembered was—I sat up abruptly and my head fell forward of its own accord as pain shot up my neck.

      “Ow, don’t move like that. You’re pulling on my arms.”

      Shock rocketed through me, only to be replaced by rage. “Raegan?”

      Someone shifted behind me and an unfamiliar feeling settled in my stomach. Fear.

      “Ding ding ding. Give the man a prize,” she said sardonically.

      “What are you doing here, Rabbit?”

      Raegan sat directly behind me, her back to mine. As the pain in my head gave way to other sensation, I realized what she meant about her arms. My hands were tied behind my back, knotted to hers.

      “Just visiting,” she said, managing to sound sarcastic even through the obvious note of anxiety in her voice. “Think critically, Nicolai.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “Not permanently.”

      I growled in frustration. I didn’t like the sound of that, but I couldn’t see her without literally yanking her arms out of the sockets. I closed my eyes, breathing in and out through my nose. I willed myself to stay calm. “Where are we?”

      She moved against my back—looking around, probably—and I ignored the burning tug against my shoulder blades. Better me than her. “It’s our shed, I think. Out by the gun range.”

      I sucked on my teeth. So, we were still at Mount Summer. Where the fuck were Beck and Rush?

      “Do you have a knife or anything on you?” she asked.

      “I can’t exactly check, but anyone with half a brain would have taken all our weapons.”

      She shifted again behind me and I gritted my teeth as fire ripped at my shoulders. She seemed to realize this time, halting her movements. “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “My right wrist is looser. I think I can get it out if we shift the rope enough.”

      I ground my teeth. She was basically saying she wanted to rub the skin off her wrist, and she was saying it like we were discussing the weather. When I got ahold of whoever put us in here, I was going to fucking smash their faces into the pavement and watch the blood run rivers into the street.

      My eyes darted back and forth, searching for something sharp in this tiny room. I wasn’t really expecting to find anything—It would have been apocalyptically fucking stupid to put us in here with anything that could be used as a weapon. I pulled forward slightly, just to see if I could move my own wrists, and Raegan hissed in pain. Nevermind.

      “Fine.” I ground out, trying to hold as still as possible while she worked her wrists against the rope. “This is fucking insane.”

      “You know, I’m starting to not even think that anymore. This is just normal.” Her voice was strained against the pain.

      “No. This is not fucking normal for you. This shit is only happening to you because of me.”

      She snorted. “That’s a little conceited, don’t you think?”

      I breathed deeply through my nose. She didn’t fucking get it. It was the complete opposite. “No, Raegan, look. They tried to get to you last night because of me, you’re in this fucking shed now because of me.”

      “Or you’re in this shed because of me,” she countered, yanking at my wrists to try to get me to move again. “What does it fucking matter?”

      “It matters because I’m not going to let it keep happening. We’ll get out of here and then that’s it.”

      She paused for a long beat. “What do you mean?”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, and at the same time clamped down on any feelings I might have had over the last few months. “You can keep living at the hotel as long as you want. I’d prefer that, actually. Beck and Rush would definitely prefer that.” I tilted my head up, keeping my eyes closed. “I’ll always keep you safe, and that means staying away from you. This is over.”

      The creak of rusted hinges cut through my thoughts and my head popped up, pain lancing through the back of my neck. The figure of a man stood silhouetted in the doorway.

      For a fraction of a second, I thought it was Beck and hope rose in my chest, before I realized that this man wasn’t built the same. He was just as muscled, but not as tall, with a more rigid posture. He was also wearing a neon mask. “Sorry to interrupt this Kodak moment,” came his muffled voice.

      My heart stopped beating.

      For the second time in a quarter of an hour, panic shot through me. Like muscle memory. The ghost of an old fight-or-flight response.

      “I’m getting really fucking sick of the masks,” Raegan groaned, completely unaware of the shock coursing through my body. “At least look me in the eye while you kill me, asshole.”

      The man laughed, and that was it. Any doubt I had ended right there. “Raegan, stop.”

      She wasn’t listening to me. “Bold to walk in here alone. I’m assuming you’re the leader, right? The Hatter.” She snorted. “Even using a fake, bullshit name. Why are you so scared to show us who you really are?”

      The masked man laughed again. “Not a fake name,” he said in that deep, muffled voice. “Just a nickname.” His frame took up the whole of the doorway as he leaned in. “You’d know all about that, wouldn’t you, Rabbit?”

      My vision blurred, tunneling in on the neon splashes across the mask. I nudged Raegan in the back. “Be quiet.”

      The masked man took two steps further into the shed, leaving the door open behind him. He tilted his head, looking at us on the floor. “I’m almost disappointed.”

      Every fiber of my body knew I needed to shield Raegan from this, but I couldn’t fucking move. It was like some twisted nightmare from my childhood came to life. “Enough,” I said, before Raegan could keep running her mouth and draw more attention to herself. This had never been about her, anyway. “Enough. Take the fucking mask off.”

      I met his eyes through the holes in the mask. Then he laughed again and pulled it off, tossing it to the floor. “You never could pass up an opportunity to show off, little brother. Glad to see you haven’t changed.”

      I blinked in shock at a face I recognized and didn’t. This was impossible. Not in a figurative sense—literally impossible.

      I’d been there at East End Harbor ten years ago and watched my brother die. That whole night was a blur, from the fight breaking out, to my brother’s blood spraying all over my face as he got shot right in front of me, to vomiting on the floor of my father’s office as he made me explain what happened.

      And yet, like a nightmare, or looking in a funhouse mirror, Dante was standing in this fucking shed. Same dark, cold eyes. Same black eyebrows, thicker than mine, with the scar through the right one where Beck’s dad had cut him with a hunting knife on our annual camping trip. It was disconcerting how much older he looked—which was fucking obvious, it had been ten years. That alone—the aging—made it real, and was enough to jolt me into speech. “How?”

      “Disappointed?” He grinned, and his eyes flashed with something alarming.

      Behind me, Raegan gasped, and I nudged her again, praying she’d be fucking quiet for once in her life. Dante was clinically insane ten years ago—I had no idea what we were dealing with right now. None.

      I swallowed thickly. “I’ll be honest. This isn’t the reunion I would have chosen, but fine. I’ll let you have this one.”

      “Bravo,” he said. “It only took Mommy ten years to teach you to talk like a dirty, fucking politician. Or was that Lorenzo?”

      I swallowed a few times. Questions like: how? Why? where? flashing through my mind. I couldn’t compartmentalize. This was too much.

      “I assume you’ve seen Giovanna lately?” I asked, as I put two and two together. “How’s uncle Riccardo?”

      It wasn’t the most important thing happening right now, but a focus point to latch onto. In hindsight, it seemed very obvious: my mother knew. Lorenzo and Riccardo knew. All the Gentlemen who had defected knew. How long they’d all known was anyone’s guess, but at least since the first bombing at the hotel gala.

      We’d only been losing Gentlemen who were old-timers. I’d assumed it had something to do with them being loyal to my father, but it never occurred to me they could be loyal to Dante. The original heir apparent. If the defectors and my family knew Dante was alive, their loyalty shifting would make perfect sense. I was almost impressed in a fucked up way.

      Dante reached behind him and grabbed something from outside the shed. “I’m so fucking glad you asked about Riccardo.”

      He held up a duffle bag similar to the one that had been in the Trilogy outpost Raegan and I had escaped from, and that I’d seen on the security cameras from the hotels that had been bombed. My stomach sank.

      “Dante, what the fuck? Why?”

      Raegan started moving again behind me, trying to get her wrists free. Dante didn’t even seem to notice or care—or maybe he just didn’t think it mattered. After all, he had the gun and a bomb and we were tied on the ground without weapons.

      My brother looked at me like I was a fucking idiot. “Don’t play stupid.”

      I blinked at him, trying to process too many things at once. I had no fucking idea what he was talking about. I wasn’t playing stupid, I actually felt like my brain was leaking out of my ears.

      Raegan made a noise behind me, and I zeroed in on her. “Let her go, and you and I can talk. Whatever this is about, she didn’t do shit. She’s not part of this.”

      Dante gave me another condescending smile, and I had this weird feeling of Déjà Vu. “Isn’t she?”

      “What are you talking about, you fucking psycho?” Raegan snapped, but he ignored her.

      I stared him down. “This is Marcus’s fucking sister.”

      Raegan whimpered behind me and my heart beat faster, trying to escape my chest.

      His smile slipped, replaced by an expression of rage. “Yeah, and her daddy has to pay for what he did. Both of you do.” He held his gun out and pointed it at Raegan’s head as he dropped the bag and I tensed. He laughed again. “I’m torn. I want to watch you see her die, but I also want you both to burn. Tough choice.”

      “What do you fucking want?” I snapped. “You want The Gentlemen? The hotels? Take them, it’s your right, anyway. I won’t challenge you for it. I don’t even want it, just let her go.”

      “Little brother, I don’t think you get it. I’m going to take them anyway, just to burn them down.” He waved the gun in the air and my eyes tracked it every time the barrel came close to our faces. “All I’ve ever wanted is for you and this bitch to die, and here we are. It’s almost anticlimactic.”

      What? Why? Dante was five years older than Raegan. He wouldn’t have known her back then—it didn’t make sense for him to have been targeting her if not only to get to me. None of this made sense.

      Dante bent down and fiddled with something in the bag, then straightened. The telltale sound of ticking—just like in the outpost—sounded like a bass drum through the shed.

      My heart beat in time with the ticking, trying to escape my body. “Dante—” I tried again. I’d literally never begged in my life until now.

      “This was a nice reunion. It was good to see you.” He grinned. “Have a nice life… the last ten minutes of it.”

      The door slammed behind him, ringing in my ears. It was a sound I knew would haunt me for the rest of my short life. Behind me, Raegan was still struggling. I barely felt the pain in my shoulders anymore as she pulled and twisted, desperate to get free.

      “What the fuck?” she spat, her voice high and hysterical. “That was Dante, right? Your dead as a doornail fucking psycho brother, right? What the fuck, Nico? Did you know?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      She yanked on her wrist, and my elbow jerked back like a marionette. I grit my teeth as the ropes chaffed painfully around my bound arms. A few more inches and she’d break my arm, but I’d let her break every bone in my body if we somehow got out of here before the bomb at our feet went off.

      “You knew,” she snapped. “You had to know! You were trying to shut me up. You—”

      “I recognized his voice, Raegan,” I bit out. “I swear, I didn’t know. I wouldn’t lie about this. Not this.”

      The ticking from the bag punctuated the silence between our heavy breathing as she pulled at the ropes again, no doubt rubbing her wrists raw in the process. How long had it been? Seconds? Minutes? Fuck.

      “Lean forward,” she barked. “I need the leverage.”

      I clenched my jaw. “I fucking can’t. I’m taller than you. You’ll dislocate a shoulder.”

      “Maybe,” she grunted, trying to push against my back. “But if you don’t risk it, I can’t get my wrist out and we’re going to die. Just do it.”

      There wasn’t really time to debate it. Clenching my jaw, I closed my eyes and leaned forward, pulling as far away from her as possible.

      Raegan made a sound somewhere between a groan and a scream and my stomach rolled, but then I jolted forward as her wrist popped out of the binding.

      I whipped my head around. “Rabbit—”

      She bit her lip, involuntary tears welling in her eyes. “I’m fine. Fuck.”

      “Is it broken?”

      “Not important right now, but I don’t think so,” she groaned. “Come on, let’s just get out of here.”

      She made quick work of untying the rest of the bindings, and I jumped to my feet, blinking against the nausea that threatened to send me back down again. That blow to the head had been no fucking joke.

      The ticking was still pulsing steadily from inside the duffle bag. How long did we have left? Raegan took a step closer, cradling her right arm tight against her abdomen. She crouched down and reached for the bag with her left hand, as if she were about to unzip the top.

      I jolted forward and slapped her hand away. “Don’t touch that,” I snapped, more scared for her than angry.

      “Ow… fuck,” she hissed, dropping her hand away. She glared up at me.

      I shook my head vigorously. “If I know Riccardo, he’ll have rigged the zipper internally to the device. If you try to open the bag to deactivate it, you’ll pull the fuse free and set it off early.”

      In the weak, half-light, I watched her beautiful green eyes grow wide for a second, then narrow as she too began to really calculate our shitty odds of survival. She rose to her feet and stepped back with a whimper, clutching her ruined wrist tighter. She looked to me, hopelessness sinking into her shoulders.

      I couldn’t just stand here and do nothing. Striding to the shed door, I was unsurprised to find it locked. How fucking hard could it be to break down a shed door? I backed up and aimed for the spot where the keyhole would have been on a regular door and kicked. A metallic clang echoed through the room. Mother fucker.

      I hissed and took a halting step backward as pain shot up my heel, down the length of my shin. The door remained firmly in place.

      Raegan and I looked at each other as my stomach sank all over again.

      “What is this shed made of?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

      “Uh, aluminum, I think,” she said, not looking my way as she tried to inspect the damage to her wrist. “It usually has a thick padlock on it securing the deadbolt.”

      I glanced around, looking for another option. Something. Anything. A narrow window. Fuck, even an air vent. With a little forceful shoving, I could get her free at least. I’d break all her bones in the process if it kept her alive. A broken clavicle was better than becoming pink mist.

      I examined all four walls of the room, even seeing if there were any weaknesses in the concrete slab near the floor.

      Finally, I had to admit the truth: this place was a dusty shithole… but it was secure.

      Darkness shuttered all around me. This was really it then. We were out of options. Raegan knew it too, based on her expression. Dante had picked this spot well, the fucker.

      This place was going to be my—our—tomb.

      Raegan sank to the floor in a cross-legged position. “So…” She heaved a sigh. “That’s that then.”

      I laughed without humor. “Are you fucking kidding?”

      She was shockingly calm. Uncharacteristically so. Maybe it hadn’t hit her yet—that was probably a good thing.

      “Well, what do you want to do?” she asked.

      “I…” I stared at her. For once, I had nothing to say. There was nothing to do. We were actually going to die in here, probably in a matter of minutes. I wondered where Beck and Rush were. What would they think when this shed blew up, and they found out we’d been inside?

      Raegan looked up at me from under her eyelashes. Her makeup was running down her face where she’d been crying moments before, but now her eyes were totally clear. She patted the floor next to her and gave me an expectant look. “Are you going to spend your last few minutes bitching, or do you want to sit with me?”

      I choked on a real laugh. She always said the most absurd shit.

      I sank to the ground, trying not to put pressure on my foot, and without a word, she crawled into my lap, putting her head on my shoulder. A war raged in my mind. She was only here because of me. I probably didn’t deserve to be comforted like this, but then again, I was too fundamentally selfish to care. If we were going to die, I wasn’t going to waste time playing martyr, or denying that all I wanted was her.

      “I never really thought I would live to be old anyway,” she murmured against my shoulder, her breath warm.

      I barked a humorless laugh. “Same.”

      “What did you want to do before you died?”

      I thought about it. “I’ve never been to an amusement park.”

      She laughed and pulled back to look at me. “Are you fucking serious? You’ve never been to like Disney World or anything?”

      “No. Can you picture Giovanna at Disney World?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Yes. They have whole areas dedicated to the villains. She’d fit right in.” She burst into a real smile. “Oh my god, I’m picturing you in a suit on a Ferris wheel. Perfection.”

      I rolled my eyes. “What would you have done?”

      She thought about it. “I don’t know. College maybe? I never really had the option.”

      “I did that. Grad school too. It was okay. If I could do it again, I would have majored in something more interesting because it didn’t fucking matter, anyway.”

      She nodded. “You know what’s sad? We could have had normal conversations like this without the impending death.”

      “No. Where’s the fun in that?” I pushed her hair out of her face. Even crying and filthy, she was still so beautiful it was physically painful. We could talk about college and amusement parks all day, but the truth was that if I had one regret, it was never having time to tell her how beautiful she was. It was not getting my shit together fast enough to spend more time with her.

      She pressed her forehead against mine and took shallow breaths, like we were passing air back and forth.

      “Hey, I just remembered something,” she said.

      I drew circles on her spine with the tips of my fingers. “What?”

      “You still owe me an answer.”

      My hand stilled, and I stared at her for a few long seconds, trying to figure out what she was talking about. Finally, it clicked. “You took a rain check on your third question,” I clarified.

      “Right.”

      “Well, now or never,” I said. The words had never been more appropriate.

      She thought for half a second, but it was so quick that she must have had something on her mind already. “Why did you make me come live with you? You didn’t need my help to get that laptop. Actually, what the fuck was on that laptop?”

      “That’s more than one question, Rabbit. Some more complicated than others, and I don’t know how much time we have to get into it.”

      “The first one, then.”

      I brought the hand that was at the small of her back up her collar bone, running it up her neck, trying to think how to put into words what I’d been thinking in that dining room. “Rabbit—” My finger caught on the chain of her necklace and I paused. “What’s this?”

      “Huh?” she breathed, eyes half closed.

      I pulled the necklace out of her shirt, and my stomach leapt. “Is this the tracking necklace that Rush gave you?”

      “Yeah,” she said, frowning, “but it didn’t work, remember? That was the whole issue.”

      Blood rushed to my ears. “It didn’t work because it wasn’t in range. We overestimated how well the signal would work, but Rush is here, Rabbit. Rush and Beck. They came with me to get you out.”

      “What?” Her eyes grew wide.

      Without wasting any more time explaining, I flipped the little gold pendant over and pushed the button on the back. It lit up blue, coming to life in my hand. I exhaled a sigh of relief.

      “Oh my fucking God!” Raegan grabbed my face and pressed her mouth to mine. Hard. And I decided in that moment that if we lived through this, I was going to find a way to keep her safe and make her understand how much I wanted her. Because I might be a fundamentally selfish person, but if that meant I could keep her, then I could live with that.
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      Thank God we weren’t left waiting long. Within moments of activating my tracker, we heard muffled shouts coming from outside the shed.

      “Rae!” Rush’s strangled voice was barely discernible through the door. “Rae!”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m here!” I called. “Rush, We’re in here!”

      A sharp rattling followed by cursing told me they’d found the padlock firmly in place on the metal door.

      “Hurry the fuck up!” Nico bellowed, pounding the door once with his fist.

      I stepped closer to Nico, pressing my back into his chest. My gaze kept glancing surreptitiously toward the ticking bag on the floor.

      The sounds of arguing rumbled through the door as we heard something hard and heavy being slammed against the padlock. It echoed around the little room, jarring my senses. After what felt like the longest single minute of my life, the door of the shed burst open and a bright set of flashlights burned my eyes. I blinked fast, trying to clear the tears and light from my eyes. The ticking of the bomb—faster now than it had been minutes before—pounded in my ears.

      “Take her!” Nico shoved me hard into the yard. “Run!”

      Strong arms were immediately there to catch me. The scent of sandalwood hit my nose and new tears leaked out of my eyes. Beck.

      Pain spasmed through the soles of my feet and my chest burned as we sprinted away from the shed. My eyes trained on an SUV parked at the end of the long driveway ahead. My legs ached as I sprinted across the yard, the guys close behind me. I gripped my injured arm tighter to my side, gritting my teeth with each step. If we could just get to the other side, the body of the car would take the brunt of any shrapnel. Hopefully.

      The world shook under my feet with the power of the blast, and I lost my balance, nearly falling, before firm hands gripped my arms and hauled me behind the makeshift shelter. Beck didn’t let me go as he planted himself on my left, instead, he pulled me firmly into his side. The warmth of him settled over me, calming my nerves. Our chests rose and fell in sync with each breath, desperate for air after our mad dash.

      Smoke filled the air, but at least we were all alive to see it. Safe.

      “What the fuck is it with Espositos and bombs?” I panted in a hoarse whisper.

      “Fuck if I know,” Beck replied quickly, then turned and gave me an odd look. “Wait, what do you mean? What was that?”

      I gave him a quick, erratic overview, very little of which made any sense.

      He blinked at me with wide, understanding eyes. “I actually get you on that.”

      Rush leaned his back against the car, panting. His face had gone far too pale. “Well, I don’t,” he practically yelled. “What the fuck just happened?”

      Nico, who seemed calmer than I felt, rattled off a real explanation. The walls had gone up again, and he barely even reacted when telling Beck and Rush that Dante was not only alive, but had just tried to blow us up. Again. I had to wonder if he was in some kind of shock.

      “After this, we’re going hunting for Riccardo. That bastard signed his death warrant too many fucking times,” Beck said, his expression dark.

      I scoffed and sat up more fully to face him. “After this? You mean after we somehow kill Jimmy before performing the miracle of escaping with our lives?”

      Rush shook his head vigorously. “We’re getting out of here right now. Fuck Jimmy. I could care fucking less about Mount Summer, let’s just go home.” I almost pointed out that we didn’t really have a home to go to, unless you counted the apartment, which no one should. All four of Nico’s hotels were now either dust or occupied by Trilogy. I thought better of it when Rush pulled at his hair, voice coming out as a growl, “What the hell were you thinking coming here in the first place Rae?”

      “Saving your asses, what do you think I’m doing?” Three groans filled the air.

      “Explain, Rabbit.”

      Fuck. Right. They didn’t know. “Jimmy’s made an alliance with The Hatter. And, if the exploding shed means anything, he’s fully okay with The Trilogy killing us. I can’t walk out of here knowing they’ll rain the apocalypse down on us the second we do.”

      “You’re telling me you came here, alone, to knowingly go against the combined force of Mount Summer and The Trilogy?” Rush’s voice rose with each word.

      Anger burned at the back of my throat. “If I don’t stop this from happening, they will hunt you down. I can’t… I can’t let that happen.”

      There was a long beat of silence while I leaned out from around the SUV to peer at the damage to the shed, then turned to scan our options. The back of the Mount Summer compound was made up of multiple brick buildings, closely packed together. A few armed men had stopped to watch the flames burn behind us, but their lack of surprise told me they’d known it was coming. I retreated, and I tucked deeper into the shadow of the SUV. Even knowing they couldn’t see us didn’t stop a shiver running down my spine.

      “Rae, we at least need to regroup,” Beck said, and I got the impression they had been having one of their silent conversations, and nominated him to speak to me.

      “There’s no point in leaving here if Jimmy’s still alive. We’ll lose any hope of flipping Mount Summer, and we may as well just give up on the whole city too, because The Gentlemen will get wiped out by numbers alone.”

      “Raegan,” Nico laughed and made a wide gesture around at the burning shed and the car we were all still hiding behind. I was almost glad to see some semblance of an emotion returning, even if it was kind of unhinged. “We’re already fucked. How can you not realize that? Were you listening in that shed?”

      “Of course.” My hand went automatically to my arm, where not only was my shoulder throbbing, but the skin on my wrist was bleeding freely into my sleeve.

      Nico ran both hands through his hair. “Dante doesn’t just have Jimmy and Mount Summer on his side, he’s been bleeding Gentlemen for months. He definitely still has spies in our ranks, and we don’t have anyone over there, and now he has my mother’s family on his side too, which is a whole different breed of shit storm.”

      “Yeah, okay, so that’s a long shot…”

      “I have better odds of becoming the Pope,” he scoffed. “I refuse to escape from that shed, just to watch you die tomorrow, or the next day, because we couldn’t accept the obvious truth that we’ve already lost, and just leave now.”

      I paused. We could just leave, fuck everyone, and take off. Go far away from the bullshit of this city and the reaching arms of the Trilogy. It wasn’t like Nico didn’t have enough money to set all of us up, and I had a pretty specific skill set for disappearing…

      I took a deep breath, allowing that fantasy to drift in and out of my head. Maybe?

      No—that wasn’t really an option, though. Not really.

      Beck had said it just a couple of days ago—we were responsible for so many people now besides just ourselves. There was an honor among thieves. A code of conduct that wouldn’t apply in the rest of the world, but was the only moral compass I’d ever had. We couldn’t just abandon our troops.

      “No, I’m not going. You can go if you want.”

      “Rabbit—”

      I cut Nico off before he could even get started. “No!”

      “What do you mean, ‘no’?” Nico barked out the question. “This isn’t—”

      “I mean, no.” I cut him off again, meeting his stare head on.

      Nico rubbed his palms over his face, looking like he was about to lose it on me. That was fine, just as long as he got mad on the way to find my dad—I wasn’t picky.

      Rush growled beside me, yanking me over his lap until I straddled his hips, my knees scraping the pavement. His mismatched eyes met mine, softer than I expected, and his thumb stroked the side of my cheek. He dropped his head and ran his nose along mine, breathing in my exhales. “We know you can take care of yourself, but you’re not invincible.” He gripped my hip, and his fingers tightened until they were just shy of hurting. “You scared the shit out of us. Goddammit, Firecracker. If I didn’t love you so much, I’d murder you for the stunt you pulled tonight.”

      I gasped as his words sank deep in my chest and my head reared back to search his gaze. His eyes bore into mine, for once completely open for me to read. He wasn’t going to take it back; he’d meant what he said.

      I was saved from saying anything when Beck leaned over us, a cheeky smile on his face. “Special favor to ask you, babe.”

      “Hmm?” My eyes were still locked on Rush’s as his silently pleaded with mine.

      Beck pressed a kissed on the top of my head and whispered into my hair, “Please stop nearly dying.”

      I smirked. “No promises.”

      Beck placed another quick kiss on my temple and scrambled to his feet, holding a hand out to me. “Come on, Little Thief. The quicker you commit patricide, the quicker you’ll truly be one of us.”

      I let out a surprised laugh. He didn’t act at all appropriately for the severity of our situation. Fucking weirdo. “That’s a weird initiation process.”

      “Isn’t it?” Beck winked at me. “Accurate, though. Maybe we’ll get you a tattoo to celebrate.”

      “So, are we in agreement, then?” I asked, glancing around.

      Rush nodded reluctantly, and my gaze traveled to Nico. His head was turned, and a muscle ticked in his jaw—not a good sign. Though after the other day, I wondered if we’d all been reading those signs wrong. I’d come to view myself as a pretty good translator of Esposito moods, but maybe I needed to tear out the page in my dictionary labeled “rage” and re-titled it “panic.”

      “Are you coming, then?” I said, suddenly not sure.

      He met my eyes, looking almost offended that I would dare to question it, and that made me feel instantly better.

      I went to get up, but Rush’s rough hands cupped my face, drawing my attention back to his. “All four of us are getting out of here tonight and then we’ll sort everything else out.”

      “Sort what out?” I said, though I already knew what he meant.

      “Everything.” He gave me a sardonic smile and pressed his lips softly into mine. “Oh, here, I almost forgot these.”

      My eyes went wide as he handed me my guns. The weight of them felt right in my grip. “How?”

      His lips tipped up in the corner like he’d been waiting to do this for a long time. “We ran into a guy holding them while we searched for your stubborn ass. Let’s just say, it was easy to grab them once we were done with him.”

      I rubbed my thumb over the cool metal of my guns, and a familiar feeling of safety washed over me.
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      The yard was teaming with fully armed men. I scanned over them, looking for recognizable faces, but the area was full of neon masks. Dread pressed on my chest. I kept searching, but the more I looked, the harder it was to breathe. A chill sent a shiver down my spine. “Something’s not right here. Mount Summer shouldn’t be outnumbered, and I don’t recognize most of these men. If I didn’t know better, I’d say they’d turned this into a Trilogy base.”

      Nico grunted in agreement. “Sounds about fucking right.”

      I lifted my chin toward a building fifty yards away. “My dad will be in the office at the barracks. That way he can bark orders directly at the men.” I rolled my neck and tried to crack the tension that held my muscles tight. “There’re no windows, no easy roof access. The only way in there is through the front door.” Rush’s hands landed on my shoulders, kneading my muscles and working the tension out.

      Beck made an almost gleeful sound. “It’s a wonderful day to die.”

      I slammed my shoulder into his, knocking him hard enough that he stumbled two steps to the side. “You worry me, sometimes.”

      He laughed, mouth tipped up in the corner. “Okay, Little Thief. It’s a good day to kill a bunch of people?”

      I couldn’t help the smile that overtook my mouth. The fucker was good at breaking tension. “Let’s keep Mount Summer deaths to a minimum.”

      Three simultaneous groans met me in response. Was it an impossible ask? Yes. Did I expect them to try, anyway? Also yes.

      Beck righted himself and pulled my mouth against his in a greedy kiss. All time paused as he swallowed down my moan. “You ruin all the fun.”

      I smirked and kissed him harder. “No, I don’t.”

      Nico scoffed, looking annoyed, as always. “Are you three fucking done? I’d like to get out while I’m still young and breathing.”

      Beck’s grin widened. “You’ve never been young. With your blood pressure you should thank whatever demon you sold your soul to every day that you aren’t aging like a president.”

      I snorted another laugh, but refocused. We needed to get to my dad with the least amount of carnage possible. The only way we were surviving this disaster was to get in and out quickly. Calming my breathing until my heart was a steady thump in my chest, I searched for the best possible path to the barracks. There were at least thirty Trilogy milling around the yard and even I could admit that was too much to handle. Come on. Come on. Come on, Rae. Figure it out.

      My eyes narrowed on a shadowed walkway that led to the barracks’ side door. The men used it for quick access to the currently full parking lot. Unlike the all matching black Gentlemen vehicles, Mount Summer owned a mix-match of styles.

      Movement up ahead tugged at my attention. Three Trilogy men walked up the middle of our route and unknowingly blocked our way. I smirked. This wouldn’t be too bad after all.

      I followed closely behind a crouched Rush as we weaved through the parked trucks. His intense eyes practically screamed at me to stay by him, but I ignored him as I danced ahead on soft feet, getting closer to the Trilogy guard at the back.

      The mark wore all black, and the neon yellow laughing face of one of the Trilogy’s signature masks. I was really starting to hate those things. He was big, not quite as big as the two I’d picked out for Beck and Nico, but big enough to cause me problems taking him down. I would need to be fast, because if he got his hands on me, I’d be screwed.

      I pressed my back against an early two-thousand pearl cream Escalade and counted out the time it would take the guard to make it around the corner.

      One.

      Two…

      Three.

      At the first hint of the guard’s black boot around the corner of the Escalade, I sprung forward and rammed my knife directly into his throat. His eyes widened in surprise, and he tried to grip my arm, but was too late. A gurgling sound left his mouth and blood misted across my cheek as I barely dodged the main stream of it.

      From several yards away, Beck looked over at me with wide eyes as his bloody hand raised to his neck. “Is that what you tried to do to me, Little Thief?”

      Remembering the first time we’d met when he’d caught me red-handed leaving their hotel, I smirked. “Pretty much, yeah.”

      He visibly shuddered, but a broad, toothy smile took over his face. I shook my head. Fucking psycho.

      Nico walked by us, blood smeared over his face and his red-stained shirt made him look like an extra from a horror movie, or a very enthusiastic Halloween party guest. I guess he didn’t manage to get out of the way of the spatter. He held up a hand in an army signal, gesturing us to stop as he checked out the area ahead of us. Determining the coast was clear, he waved us forward.

      All four of us crouched beside the car nearest to the barracks’ side door. Breaking in here was a risk. There would be no coverage when we got inside. We’d have to be as stealthy as possible before opening this door.

      Nico placed his back to the side of the door while holding the handle. His eyes were dark as he gave me one last once over. We all knew the risk, and the look he was giving me said he wasn’t sure he’d make it out of here alive.

      I rolled my eyes at him, breaking the moment, and nodded to the door even as my heart compressed in my chest. There was no point in borrowing trouble from the future. We’d get there soon enough.
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      I gasped as the heavy door to the barracks slammed open, and ten Mount Summer enforcers funneled out. It took the few in the front a moment to spot us, but once they did, all guns pointed our way. Fucking great.

      Beck and Rush stepped in front of me, like some kind of human shield. Not that it mattered, we’d all go down in seconds if bullets started flying—we were both outnumbered, and in a bad spot tactically, with our backs to the parking lot and nowhere to go. My heart pounded, trying to break through my chest. We couldn’t fucking die like this. Not by the hands of Mount Summer, not in the place I’d been raised by the people I’d trained with.

      I took a deep breath and pushed between Beck and Rush to stand in front. I dropped my gun, meeting each guard in the eyes. These were my men—and if they were going to kill us, they were going to do it looking me in the eye.

      None of the enforcers looked overly familiar, but I’d seen each one around. The guy front and center stared at me and his eyes sparked recognition. He knew exactly who I was.

      I took a deep breath and forced my voice not to waver. “You really going to kill me?”

      The guard grunted and lifted the hand, not pointing a gun at me to rake through his copper hair. He rolled his eyes upward, and I had to suppress a smirk at the all too familiar gesture. Apparently, I had that exasperating effect on everyone.

      He brought his face back to mine. “What are you doing here?”

      Beck and Rush stiffened behind me, but I continued. “You really okay with joining up with The Trilogy?”

      The men all shifted from side to side, clearly uncomfortable with the question.

      “What’s the difference between them and the Gentlemen? No matter what, we’d be siding with the enemy?” he asked, but his voice wasn’t steady, coming out unsure.

      I let him see the emotions in my eyes, the feelings I’ve suppressed since his death. “They killed Patrick.”

      A second guy stepped up, head tilted to the side, more curious than angry. “What’s your plan, then? Go in there and kill all the Trilogy? There’s only three of you.”

      Nico chose that moment to step out from where he was hidden behind them. “Four. There’s four of us.” He looked furious; gun pointed in their direction.

      “Stop,” I shouted before he could make a brash decision, like firing into them. He’d already made them even more uncomfortable.

      Nico’s glare burned into the side of my face, but I ignored him.

      “I’m going to go in there and kill Jimmy. If I’m right, he’s the only one who wants this, anyway.”

      They took a step back in unison, shock registering on their faces.

      A third man stepped up. “Oh yeah? Who’s going to lead us after that? This asshole?” He pointed his gun at Nico. “Not fucking likely.”

      “I am,” I said the words with a steady voice.

      “You will? How the hell do you plan on managing that?” someone yelled.

      “That asshole’s going to back me.” I couldn’t help but smile a little at the growl of warning Nico made as he shifted between his feet.

      “And we’re just supposed to believe that?” one of the men shouted, pulling my attention.

      I shrugged. “Yeah, I guess you are. The way I see it, you can believe me and maybe it will work out, or you can get absorbed into the Trilogy and you’re fucked, anyway.”

      The three Mount Summer men standing closest to me looked at each other, then slowly back to me. One by one, they lowered their arms, the rest of the group following their example.

      My breath whooshed out. I’d known it was a risk, and I was counting my lucky stars it had paid off.

      Stepping out of my way, the main guard gestured with his head toward the door to the barracks. “He’s in the back office.”

      I moved through the parted crowd, my guys following closely behind me. I turned back to Mount Summer as we ducked inside, “Wish me luck.”

      The man closest to me grunted, shaking his head. “You’ll need more than that. You’ll need a fucking miracle.”

      A shiver ran up my spine. He wasn’t wrong.

      It was eerily quiet in the compound—almost suspiciously so. As we walked down the long hall to my dad’s office, our footsteps echoed on the laminate tile floor and bounced off the concrete walls. The only other sound aside from our breathing was the buzzing of the fluorescent lights overhead. The doors along the hallway were all shut, the lights inside off, like everyone was out. Weird, for so early in the morning.

      Beck came up behind me, trailing a hand up my spine, and gently squeezed the back of my neck. “You’ve got to stop walking into danger like that.”

      I leaned into his touch, letting the steady feel of him take some of the tension from my body. “You mean like right now?”

      “Basically, yeah.”

      Nico and Rush flanked us on either side in the wide hallway, and my gaze darted over both of them. Whether any of us would admit it or not, we’d formed our own kind of little gang separate from The Gentlemen or Mount Summer. One not built by a long shared history, but by bullets, kisses and near-death experiences.

      The door to the office was at the very end of the hall. It stood only partially shut, and a beam of light lay on the floor coming from inside. I strained my ears, listening. Nothing.

      I loosened my knees, raised on my tiptoes, and didn’t make a sound as I crossed in front of the light on the floor to stand on the right side of the door. Rush tucked in behind me, and his warmth soaked through my skin as he pressed into my back, placing a soft, lingering kiss on the back of my head.

      I turned back quickly. My eyes met his two-toned ones, swirling with emotions. Shit was about to go down. He ran a thumb over my cheekbone, down my neck, and slipped into my hair. I stifled a moan when his lips hit mine in a desperate, needy kiss. Something was different to his kiss, edged. A sinking feeling I couldn’t place dropped in my stomach as I registered the goodbye.

      I pulled back slightly. “What are you doing?” I whispered under my breath.

      He murmured something unintelligible against my mouth. I brought my head back further and searched between his gaze as I tried to unlock the secrets that lay hidden there. Before I could sort it out, he kissed me hard one last time, stealing my thoughts, then before I could stop him, stepped around me and swung the door wide.

      Holy shit. This wasn’t the plan.

      Beck and Nico made identical sounds of surprise, darting after him. I followed last, both guns up, despite the burning in my right arm. Fuck the plan, I guess.

      Stepping into the dimly lit office, I registered a few things very quickly. The room was mostly empty, and much as it had always been. My dad’s huge cherry wood desk with the ugly statues of Great Danes flanking it. The photos of Sophie on the walls, and the leather wingback chairs. What was different was—

      “Sophie,” I gasped.

      My eyes met my sister’s identical green gaze, terrified, as my dad held a gun to her head. A shiver ran down my spine, dread dropping in my stomach. How far had she gotten before being caught?

      The look on Jimmy’s face told me exactly what he was thinking. He knew he had the advantage, no matter how outnumbered he was. He slowly moved around the room, forcing us to circle until we were at the back, and he’d replaced us at the door. A few more steps, he’d be gone, and we’d be fucked.

      “Let her go.” My voice was firm, but there was no power behind it. We were at his mercy. Any move we made would endanger Sophie.

      He took another step closer to the door, smile broadening as the sound of footsteps could be heard getting closer through the opening. “Why the fuck would I do that, Raegan?”

      I shook my head. “She’s your heir.”

      His brow lifted, and his smirk was taunting. “Is she?”

      Fuck. What had he done?

      I met Sophie’s gaze. Her entire body trembled as she stared directly into mine, but she wasn’t crying. Her face was calm, ready. She moved her hands into the position I taught her back in the Gentlemen’s gym, and I had to fight back a smirk knowing exactly what was going to happen.

      I held my gun pointed directly at my father’s face. He must have seen something written in mine, because his smile dropped. She reached up, snapping his wrist just like we practiced. He was an idiot for writing Sophie off as a non-threat.

      My father howled in surprise and pain, and his gun went flying into the air as Sophie pulled away from him, darting across the office to stand behind me.

      I fired two shots, one hitting Jimmy’s hand, the other skimmed his temple. His hand snapped up to his temple. A burn mark appeared there and a thin line of blood. So fucking close.

      I raised my gun again, ready to fire.

      The door burst open again, and three masked men walked in—totally comfortable, like they owned the place. Which, maybe, they thought they did now that Jimmy had joined them. Sophie gasped behind me, and I could feel her shaking body against my back.

      I made eye contact with the one in the front through the holes in his mask. He tilted his head to the side, seeming only mildly surprised. I could imagine the expression he was making—the one eyebrow smirk of contempt—because Nico did it all the time.

      Dante fucking Esposito, raised from the dead.

      What the fuck Nico’s brother wanted with us, how he’d lived, why Nico yelling “This is Marcus’s fucking sister,” had seemed to register to this stranger… all questions for once we got out of here. I had a lot of questions and I was going to make sure I got answers. Just as soon as I finished what I came here for.

      Jimmy’s smirk turned vicious, joy in his eyes as he prepared himself to watch his daughters die. “You thought I wouldn’t figure out that you sent your sister to spy on the family? You think I wouldn’t come up with a different plan.” There was a laugh in his voice, as he thought this was all new to us. “Christ, Raegan. Look around. You’re nothing. You have nothing.”

      I took a deep breath through my nose. “You think you’ve got everything covered, but I know something you don’t know.”

      That gave him pause. He was smart enough to hear the threat in my words.

      Jimmy looked at The Trilogy and demanded, “Shoot them.”

      His command was met with laughs from all three masked men. Dante stepped forward out of the doorway, and pulled off his mask, tossing it at my father’s feet. Jimmy sucked in a breath, chest immobile as he took in the man in front of him.

      Dante smiled, teeth showing, and his eyes cold. “Nah, I don’t think so. Not for you, anyway.”

      All color dropped from Jimmy’s face as he gawked at the head of The Trilogy, clearly recognizing his face. He raised his gun and fired, the bullet swinging wide and shattering a picture on the wall behind Beck’s head.

      In a split second, the room burst into pandemonium as everyone—Sophie excluded—raised their guns. Fear pierced through me and I shoved Sophie to the floor. “Under the desk!”

      No one moved for a long moment, as the eight of us—my guys, my father, The Trilogy, and me—stood, held captive in the small office by each other’s weapons. My father’s eyes darted back and forth between us and The Trilogy. If the moment hadn’t been so serious, I would have enjoyed watching him realize that the group he had double crossed us for, had double crossed him in return. Now, who was nothing?

      My eyes snapped to where Dante stood, slightly apart from his masked companions. He was still smirking, seeming completely unconcerned. He pointed his gun at my face, but seemed almost lazy. Bored. His gaze darted over my shoulder. “Come here, Little Brother. Let’s try this again.”

      Nico grabbed my shoulder and tried to pull me back toward him, as the tension pulled tight in the room, but I locked my knees, refusing to move. I wasn’t about to let him step in front of me.

      Out of the corner of my eye, someone moved. I turned my head involuntarily, startled by the flash of color in my peripheral vision. Rush stepped toward the door around Beck, breaking the standoff.

      Rush spoke without looking at him, “Is this enough to prove I’m on your side?”

      “I don’t know, Sebastian. Is it?”

      Rush turned his gun on Nico. Pointed directly at his chest. The entire world shifted, and my heart shattered.

      A montage of the times Rush had ducked out, or been missing at breakfast, hit me like a punch. The slightly off comments, the phone calls, the fights with Nico… that kiss.

      My heart pounded, pulse rushing through my ears as I took in the scene. Fuck. No, no, please no.

      My eyes burned, tears forming as a small, disappointed smile formed on Nico’s lips. “So this is how it ends.”

      Rush, not moving his aim, responded, “No hard feelings.”

      Fear and anger lanced through me. They couldn’t do this to each other. He couldn’t do this. The bastards made me need them, and now they were going to kill each other? Fuck, no.

      Rush cocked his gun, no hesitation on his cold face, and adrenaline charged through my veins as my feet propelled me forward, just in time to step in front of Nico.

      My chest turned to fire, and I rocked back on my feet, into his arms. He was screaming something at me, but I couldn’t hear him over the eruption of shots fired. Nico’s fist buried in my shirt, eyes rimmed red, meeting mine. “Why, Rabbit?” His voice cracked. “Why did you do that?”

      His outline blurred as black crowded my vision, and the taste of metal filled my mouth. I went to tell him I’d take a bullet for all of them, but I choked, chest struggling to lift.

      The last thing I saw before the darkness took me was Rush’s mismatched eyes.

      Traitor.
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