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      If you’ve gotten this far, you probably have some idea of what you’re in for in terms of the tone of this series. 

      This book is arguably the most intense of the series so far. There is more sex, more violence, and a large helping of death. We hope you’re ready for the end. 

      Trigger Warning: graphic torture, dismemberment, parental abuse and neglect, character death, anxiety and PTSD.

      Content Advisement: M/M content and group scenes, degradation, erotic asphyxiation, sensory deprivation.

      If you have any specific or unusual triggers and are concerned, please feel free to contact us directly at info@katekingjessawilder.com
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      I tipped my thermos and gulped down the last drops of coffee, the lukewarm liquid bitter on my tongue. I couldn’t risk turning on the overhead light of the Range Rover, but it didn’t matter; my eyes were long since used to the dark.

      As the sun brightened with the first light of morning, the shabby buildings and deserted alley in front of me came into sharper focus. The East End used to be a thriving district, but it took a turn twenty years ago when the North End became trendy. Now, most storefronts had a Closed sign plastered over their windows, and every other house desperately needed a new roof.

      Where the fuck is he?

      A hint of relief filled me at the idea of the bastard bailing on me. If he didn’t show, then I wouldn’t go through with it. It was fucking brutal leaving Rae. Her eyes were soft, her voice heavy with sleep when she asked where I was going. My words were thick on my tongue as I forced them out. “Don’t worry, Firecracker. I just need to check something out.”

      Fuck, I hated lying to Rae. Again.

      If I explained it all, why I was doing this, would she follow me? Would she understand why I needed to do this? Probably fucking not. It went against her nature to betray anyone, even if it was the only way out.

      I caught slow movement in my peripheral vision and lifted my gun, swinging the car door open. Whoever was out there was about to learn exactly why it was a bad fucking idea to sneak up on me.

      A sharp, high-pitched voice hit my ears. “Jesus Christ. It’s me.”

      I got out of the car and lowered my gun. “You’re lucky you didn’t catch a bullet. I told you to approach from the front.”

      The kid raised both hands in front of him, his voice trembling. “Shit, I forgot.”

      I ignored that, keeping my voice low. “Where the hell have you been, Mike? You were supposed to be here hours ago.”

      Mike raked a hand through his messy hair. He hadn’t quite grown into his body yet. His lanky, six-foot form was awkward rather than intimidating, and he still had a shit-ton of teenage acne. “I got held up. My mom wasn’t happy about me taking off in the middle of the night. Had to wait till she passed out.”

      I rolled my eyes. Must be nice to have parents. More likely, the kid almost pussied out and his mom had nothing to do with it. I’d break his face if I didn’t think the men we were meeting would question it.

      I’d found Mike weeks ago once it became clear I needed to find an in with the Trilogy. It only took a few days of observing him to catch the fact that he was completely incompetent and missed every third shift. He also walked around cocky as hell and sneered at the other men like he was better than them. If I’d been like that as a teenager, I would have lost a limb. Literally.

      In short, Mike was old enough to get the invitation to the Trilogy but young enough to get caught doing it, which made him my best shot at getting an introduction to the Hatter.

      I flicked the safety back on my gun. “You’re lucky I need your help tonight.”

      “Lucky?” he scoffed.

      My tone turned dark. “Got something to say?”

      He shook his head rapidly. “Nah, man. Just tired is all.”

      I searched his face for any signs he was about to betray me, but the only emotion written there was fear. “Lead the way, then.”

      We’d only walked a few blocks when music filled the air. Mike looked back at me a few times, worry written across his face. It had taken weeks to convince him I’d turned on the Gentlemen. Even longer to get him to agree to help me. No doubt he was questioning his decision now.

      We turned the corner, and a plain, square building lit from within stood out against the dark of the others. A sign reading Duke’s Bar glowed brightly above the door. My heart rate kicked up, pumping adrenaline through my veins.

      I wasn’t delusional. This wasn’t a safe plan. Hell, it wasn’t even a smart plan.

      Mike froze beside me, and I tilted my head toward the entrance, gesturing for him to get a move on. He took a deep breath and approached the guard manning the door.

      The guard was shorter than me, with a medium frame, but it was his neon green face mask that caught my attention. I was in enemy territory now.

      The guard swung his gun up and pointed it directly at my face. “Who the fuck is this?”

      Mike was fast to answer. “New recruit.”

      The green masked guy looked me over. My jaw clenched as I held back the desire to pull out my own gun. I needed to play it cool. They were unlikely to trust me if I started shooting up their guys.

      “That true? You want in?”

      I just stared at him, eyes narrowed. He wasn’t ranked high enough to make the call. I smirked. “You should probably call your boss. Wouldn’t want to get yourself into trouble.”

      The guy glared back at me for a few seconds before pulling out his phone and sending a quick text. His phone vibrated with an almost instant reply, and I held my breath.

      “Damn,” the guy muttered, like he was surprised. He pulled the door wide, nodding us inside.

      Before I could get a good look at the room, he ushered us into an empty coat closet. Well, at least I made it inside.

      We stood in complete silence until the door opened again. I blinked against the sudden change in light. A man in a red neon mask stepped out from behind the guard. “Well, look what we got here,” he said more clearly than I would have expected with the mask in the way.

      It felt like my skin tightened, caging me in. The new man wasn’t some lackey. The way he held himself practically screamed “boss.” I was face-to-face with one of the leaders of the Trilogy. My body screamed at me to get the hell out of here, and it took everything in me to tamp down my fight instinct.

      Mike piped up from beside me. “He wants to join. He’s a big fish. I swear, he’s good for information.”

      The red masked man’s voice came out harsh. “I know exactly who the fuck he is. What I don’t understand is how you were stupid enough to bring him here?”

      Mike sucked in a breath and flinched beside me. “He’s good. I’ll vouch for him.”

      I could almost hear the smile through the red mask. “Mike, you never were very bright.”

      Before I could react, a loud bang ricocheted off the walls, and Mike’s blood splattered my pants as a bullet pierced through his thigh. I jumped back, gun already in my hand, pointed at the red-masked man.

      “What the fuck?” I barked, breath caught in my chest.

      The man hidden behind the mask laughed, exactly like Heath Ledger in The Joker. Nothing light about it. “If his dad wasn’t an asset, I’d have shot him in the head.”

      Fuck. I was in serious fucking shit. My heart pounded in my chest so hard it felt like it was seconds away from breaking through my ribs. Images of Rae flashed through my mind. I wished I’d kissed her deeper, longer. Just one more taste.

      The boss’ gun lowered to my heart. “You’ve got no idea how many people we have around you. If we wanted you dead, you’d already be buried.”

      I looked down at Mike. Blood pooled around his foot, and he grunted as he gripped his leg. “Why? Why didn’t you shoot me?”

      “Mike was right about something. You are valuable to us, Little Fish. That is, if we believe you’ve actually flipped sides.” His gun raised until it pointed between my eyes. “I don’t fucking believe you. You’ve got five seconds to change my mind.”

      The pulse of my blood rushed through my ears. “Nico was never supposed to lead us anyway, and he’s doing a shit job of it. He’s too soft, too afraid of war since his brother died.”

      The man lowered his gun. “Prove it. Bring us the O’Rourke girl.”

      I had to tighten every muscle to hold back my flinch at his words. “We don’t have her,” I said, praying that my face didn’t betray any emotion. “She’s back with Mount Summer.”

      The masked guy made a noise of annoyance that reminded me a bit of Nico in a weird way. “Not the blonde bitch. The other one.”

      There was no fucking way that was happening. Not that I could say that. “Fine. It might take a bit to get her out of there, but I’ll bring her to you.”

      The man tilted his head to the side, and I could tell from his voice he was close to laughing. “Why? Is Esposito attached to her now?”

      I blanched. Fuck. This wasn’t part of the plan. “No. That’s not it. She’s just a pain in the ass. It’s hard to get her to go anywhere, but if you want that to be your problem, be my guest.”

      “Good. You better get her, Little Fish. I’ll be waiting for you.” His voice was laced with a threat before he turned his back on me in complete disregard for his safety and walked through the bar door, leaving Mike bleeding all over the floor.

      You had to be a crazy motherfucker to turn your back on an enemy like that.

      I followed the red-masked man through the door, never once lowering my gun until I made it to the Range Rover.

      Holy shit.

      I slammed my fist into the steering wheel the second I got into the car. Motherfucking Christ.

      There was no fucking way I was handing Rae over.

      If I didn’t think they were psychotic before, that solidified it. I had no idea how to turn this around.

      I peeled out of the alley too fast and took off, no idea where I was going. I needed to fucking think. How the hell was I going to walk back into the apartment and look at all of them, knowing what just happened? Everything had gone to shit.

      The sun had long risen before I made it back to the apartment. Several hours of aimless driving had done nothing to clear my head, but if I didn’t get back, Nico was going to lose his shit. I already had a string of unanswered texts to prove it:

      Nico: What is taking you so long?

      Nico: ?

      Nico: I need an update

      Nico: Don’t think I won’t shoot you. You don’t need both arms.

      I snorted at that last one as I stomped up the stairs to the apartment. When I opened the door, my eyes immediately found the marks on Rae’s neck and the rash on her cheeks from what I could only assume was someone’s face.

      Jealously rose in me, not that I cared they’d touched her, but that I was out screwing everything up while they were here fucking each other. “What the fuck? I was barely gone eight hours.”

      Beck smacked his lips. “Maybe don’t sneak out next time, and you’ll be allowed to play.”

      Rae made a choking sound, drawing my attention back to her. Her cheeks flushed pink, but she didn’t correct him.

      Her gaze met mine, brows pinched in worry. “How did your thing go last night?”

      At least I didn’t have to lie to her. “Doesn’t matter. Didn’t work out, anyway.”

      She eyed me closely, taking in every detail before giving me a quick nod.

      Fuck. I wanted to tell her everything. Make her understand, but I wasn’t bringing her into this. Not with the Trilogy after her. There was no scenario where I would give her up, and that was the only way they’d trust me.

      I’d have to think of something else.
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      There was blood everywhere.

      I cradled Rae in my arms as I dashed from the Mount Summer barracks toward the parking lot. I was used to blood—occupational hazard—but for the first time, the red smears across my hands made me want to gag.

      “Get in the van,” a guy wearing a Mount Summer patch on his vest yelled across the road as he fired off round after round of covering fire behind us. He gestured toward the open back doors of a white cargo van. “Put her here.”

      Return bullets pinged off cars, gravel slid under my steps, and I tightened my grip around Rae as I climbed into the van.

      The Mount Summer guard climbed in after me and nearly bumped into Rae. I growled at him. I didn’t fucking care that they’d gotten us out of Jimmy’s office. He took one look at my face and backed the fuck off. The only thing that mattered was getting Rae the hell out of here. She couldn’t die. I wouldn’t fucking let her.

      Out of seemingly nowhere, Nico slammed into the seat beside me and pulled Rae’s legs over his lap. His fingers visibly shook where they dug into her bare thigh. I barely registered the van moving as I pressed my balled-up shirt down hard on her shoulder. Each of her ragged breaths grew shallower than the last as her head lolled to the side. My arms tightened hard enough she should have cried out, but her silence was deafening.

      “Hurry the fuck up,” Nico barked at the driver. His body vibrated with the same aching fear, mixed with burning rage as mine.

      I trembled with the need to fight. To rip apart the people who did this. But there was no one fucking here, and I wouldn’t let her go even if they were.

      My teeth clenched hard as I played the scene out in my head. Rush had shot her, and if she died, we’d hunt that fucker down. I didn’t give a single flying fuck why he’d done it.

      The tires squealed as the van slammed to a stop in front of the hospital.

      “I told you to go to my fucking doctor.” Nico’s voice held an edge. He was barely under control as he pointed a gun at the vaguely familiar driver.

      The Mount Summer man just unlocked the doors. “This was closer.”

      The guy was brave as shit for ignoring a direct order. I’d give him that.

      Rae made a whisper-soft sound, snapping us into motion. Nico jumped out first, and I followed close behind him, careful not to let anything come into contact with the beautiful redhead in my arms. I didn’t fucking care where we were, so long as they had a doctor that could stop the blood flow. No matter how hard I pressed, more blood covered us both.

      Nico slammed through the front glass doors and glared at a pissed-off nurse. He was menacing as fuck as he stood rigid. Black waves of rage poured off him, practically begging anyone to deny him. The ten or so people in the waiting room screamed as they hid behind chairs, terrified of us. Fair enough.

      “Get me a doctor now.” Nico’s voice didn’t waver.

      The nurse was in her late fifties, her dark curly hair pulled back, and her hands were on her hips as she stared Nico down. She didn’t flinch when his eyes narrowed, hands forming fists at his side. It was stupid to push him. He wasn’t in control anymore, and we’d be lucky if he didn’t shoot her.

      Nico stared her down for several beats before his shoulders dropped, a vulnerability taking the place of his anger as his eyes turned pleading. “Please.” His voice cracked around the words. “She can’t die.”

      I jerked my gaze up to him. I’d never heard Nico beg anyone. Not when his dad beat him, not when his brother died, not ever. His eyes were hollow, haunted as he stared the woman down. His arms shook at his sides, his knuckles white with the force.

      The nurse came running up to where I stood a few feet from the entrance, all the while shouting at Nico. “This is a hospital. You can cut the intimidation act. We’ll help her without it.” She called out random words to the surrounding team. “We’ve got a GSW over here.”

      A male nurse dressed in blue scrubs tried to take her from me, and a growl rumbled in the back of my throat. I wasn’t human underneath the shell of my skin, and I wasn’t giving her up to some rando.

      He pointed at a metal bed beside him. “We’ve got to get her on the gurney.” He looked at me like he thought I was an idiot, but he kept his mouth shut.

      I pushed past him and placed Rae on the thin pad while maintaining pressure on her wound. The nurse put his hand on my arm. “You’ve got to let her go so I can help her.”

      I lifted my hand as he replaced my red-covered shirt with a fresh bandage. Somewhere deep inside me, I recognized he was trying to help, and I had to fight every instinct to shove him away.

      Three security guards came through a door at my right and grabbed me as the nurses wheeled the gurney toward two double doors with giant “restricted access” stickers plastered on it. I jerked against their grip, ripping myself from their arms, and chased after Rae. Nico was already at her side, screaming at them to hurry the fuck up.

      When they pushed her through the metal doors, two more security guards held guns pointed directly at us. “That’s as far as you go.”

      I wanted to walk right through their bullets, but the female nurse from before stepped in front of us. “She’s going into surgery. The more you scare the shit out of everyone, the more distracted the surgeon will be. Is that what you want for your girlfriend?” She looked between Nico and me, not sure who to settle her words on.

      Six members of Mount Summer followed by five loyal Gentlemen filled the now empty waiting room. It was a typical hospital. Old tile floor, worn multicolored chairs, and too-bright fluorescent lights. The nurses all stood back from us, tucked behind what must have been bulletproof glass. Something told me this wasn’t the first time they had someone come in here shooting the place up.

      I collapsed down on a hard chair and dropped my head, pulling my hair until my scalp burned. I needed her to be okay. Nothing else mattered. I was a fucking idiot for not telling her how I felt, not dragging her back to bed and worshipping her until she knew the extent of my obsession. I couldn’t breathe without her. The world wasn’t ready for the person I’d become if she didn’t make it.

      Red and blue lights filled the space from the double glass doors, and four police officers came through, guns pointed at Nico and me.

      Nico shot one aggravated look at them and they took a step back, their aim dropping to the floor. “Sorry, Mr. Esposito. We didn’t know.”

      The nurse’s gasp filled the room, followed by a pregnant silence. Even before all the hotel bombings, everyone in Saint Adrian knew the name Esposito. I was half-shocked no one had recognized Nico when we walked in, but then again, during press conferences and ribbon cuttings, he didn’t usually look this crazy. Now, whether they fully believed the organized crime rumors or not, everyone here was at least worried enough to know they shouldn’t fuck with us.

      A mix of our men and Rae’s guarded every entrance, locking the place down. No one was getting in here. The need to do something had me shifting in my seat. Our girl was shot, bleeding—fuck, she could be dying. Everything paused for a moment, before black descended on me. “Rush is a fucking dead man.”

      He’d been my best friend since I could remember, but that didn’t stop the anger burning through me. I couldn’t see past the fact that he’d shot Rae.

      Nico stood and threw a chair across the room, the loud bang bouncing off the walls. The staff scrambled into a back room, knowing full well the cops weren’t going to do anything.

      “You can kill him after I do.” Nico paced back and forth, one hand on his phone, the other pulling on his hair.

      Every single person in the room when Rae was shot was on borrowed time, every second counting down on their brief lives. The thought of their painful deaths was the only thing distracting me from the bone-deep fear of losing her. My girl had burrowed under my skin since the first time I met her when she’d nearly blown out my eardrum. Now she was an addiction I didn’t want to quit.

      By the time a nurse cautiously stepped up to us, an hour had passed. Her curly hair was plastered with sweat on the back of her neck. I jumped up from my seat, heart pounding in my chest. Some part of me wanted to demand an update; another part was terrified of what I’d hear.

      “Where is she?” Nico barked.

      “She’s stabilized. She’s going into surgery shortly, but you can see her first.”

      I tried to sound calm while everything whirled inside me. See her first…why? Because it’s going to be fine, or in case it isn’t?

      All I cared about was if she was okay. “Show me.”

      The nurse led us to a plain door, and my entire world narrowed to a point at my first sight of Rae. She was asleep, covered in wires, like some kind of fucked-up puppet. If I thought she was pale before, she was paper-white now.

      I stumbled forward and pushed her hair from her face. The red of her hair was deeper than it should be and stiff with dried blood. Her face shifted into my touch, and a wave of relief flashed through my chest. My fingers trembled as they grazed over her bandaged arm. A few inches down and it would’ve struck her heart. “Little Thief, you better be okay.”

      Nico froze just inside the room, and his jaw clenched so hard a muscle ticked in his cheek. The nurse said Rae was stable, but the dark circles beneath her eyes gave her a look of someone with one foot in the grave.

      Nico crossed the room, dropping his head to hers, murmuring so low I couldn’t make it out, but it sounded like a promise. He ran a thumb over her jaw before pulling up a chair to the head of the bed and staring at every spike on her heart monitor.

      If Rush was here, he’d google how to read a chart and explain everything to us. Anger flooded me. We were all lucky he wasn’t here. He’d be dead, and even after all the men I’d killed, I wasn’t sure I could live through killing one of my best friends.

      Rae shifted from side to side, incoherent sounds escaping her mouth. Her brows pinched. “Nico.”

      He placed a kiss on her forehead. “I’m here.”

      She settled, breaths smoothing out as sleep dragged her under. The fact that she’d jumped in front of a bullet to save him wasn’t lost on either of us.

      She’d chosen us even with our fucked-up damage. She was ours now, and when she woke up, she would damn well know it. I hoped our pretty thief was ready for what that meant. For just how crazy we’d become for her. She’d make it through this surgery, and then no more lies, no more secrets. She was all the way in, whether she liked it or not.
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        * * *

      

      I laid my head beside Rae’s hand on the hospital cot, running my fingers over her arms in slow circles. I was fucking exhausted, my eyes drooping every few seconds, but I didn’t dare leave.

      Nico paced at the foot of the bed and stopped to stare at the beeping monitor. The steady pace was the only thing that comforted us since Rae had come out of surgery.

      Nico secured us a private room so we didn’t have to intimidate anyone out of ours. Threatening sick people was pushing it, even for us.

      It was nothing special. No more than a twelve-by-twelve space, with two chairs and Rae’s cot. There was a monitor tower beside her and a few random medical information posters.

      Rae hadn’t even twitched; she was so far under. The doctor explained even with the bags of blood they’d given her that her body would take longer than usual to recover. The bullet had hit a primary artery, and she’d been minutes away from bleeding out. My chest caved at the thought, and my fingers wrapped around her wrist, feeling her pulse there.

      A nurse I hadn’t seen before stepped into the room. “You guys should go home. You need a break. Take a shower or something.” Her eyes dropped to my blood-smeared neck, where I’d roughly wiped it with a towel. The hospital had given me a gown to cover my bare chest hours ago when they realized I wasn’t going anywhere. Modesty hadn’t crossed my mind, but I put it on anyway. I wouldn’t give them a reason to kick me out. Not that they could’ve, anyway.

      Nico’s black eyes were slitted as they turned on the nurse, and anger practically wafted off him. She took a step back. Every new shift thought they would be the ones to reason with us. The idea was laughable.

      Nico’s voice dropped two octaves, turning cold. “I suggest you leave. We’ll call you if we need anything.”

      The nurse paled and fled back into the hall. Nico didn’t even blink, returning to pacing as he raked his hands through his hair. He was starting to look like he’d been electrocuted. He dumped his tactical vest in the corner, leaving him in a black T-shirt that was stretched where he’d continuously pulled on it as if he was trying to tear himself out of this reality.

      I stroked my fingers through Rae’s red hair, careful not to get them caught where the blood tangled it together. Some of the tension that held a vise grip on my chest eased as color slowly returned to her face.

      “Stop fucking touching her.” Nico growled for the hundredth time. He’d done it repeatedly since we got into the room. He was jealous, since he couldn’t seem to be close to her without losing his mind.

      “Fuck off.”

      “If you don’t back away from her in three goddamn seconds, I’m going to—” He broke off, for once giving up midsentence.

      “What? Hit me?” I asked, half-kidding. Two-thirds of me wished he would.

      Nico bent forward and pinched the skin between his eyes, his shoulders shaking with humorless laughter. “This is so fucked-up.”

      I stared at him, shaking my head. “When she wakes up and we know she’s safe, we’re hunting every last one of those fuckers down.”
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      The beeping came from far away, beating a distant rhythm into my head. An iPhone alarm or a car alarm or something. Jesus fucking Christ, I was going to shoot whoever was responsible for this. No one, no one, should be subjected to such inhuman torture methods as the incessant beeping of someone else’s alarm.

      Well, maybe really evil people. Like, genocidal dictators. Or my parents.

      My eyes popped open and peered around the room. Not my room. Not my alarm.

      I was in a hospital—that much was clear. The pale yellow walls, satanic screeching monitors, and daytime TV on the flat-screen hanging from the ceiling were pretty hard to miss, even through my blurred vision.

      I tried to sit up, and pain stabbed through my shoulder.

      Oh my God.

      Everything flooded back in a rush. The shed. The shooting. Traitor.

      I opened my mouth to yell for…someone, and I choked on my dry throat. Who did I have to shoot to get some water?

      Blinking several times, the room came into sharper focus. The bed to my left was empty, and from what I could see with my limited range of motion, I was alone. Still, if the rapid beeping of my monitor was any indication, my body had decided the moment I woke up that I was still in fight-or-flight mode, no matter what my brain said to the contrary. In a minute, some nurse was bound to descend on me if that beeping kept up. Good, I can ask what the hell is going on.

      My heart started to pound in my ears as reality hit me. I had no idea how I got here or if anyone else got out of that room with me. The last thing I remembered was the piercing pain of the bullet and Rush standing over me as the room broke into chaos. My chest tightened until it was hard to breathe, and my eyes stung as I took gulping sips of air, trying to get myself under control.

      Footsteps sounded in the hall, and I whipped my head around too fast, pulling on the IV I only now saw sticking out of my arm. I gasped as, instead of a nurse, Sophie walked into the room. Her mouth fell open in obvious shock, and she jumped, nearly dropping the huge iced coffee she was holding. “Oh my God, you’re awake.”

      Relief flooded me seeing her safe, but I still couldn’t take a full breath. “Did…” I swallowed against the panic and gravel in my throat. “Did they get out?”

      Sophie met my gaze, smiling. “Don’t worry, your guys are fine.”

      They were okay. We were okay. I took deep breaths, letting them out slowly until my heart rate returned to normal.

      I rolled my eyes at Sophie’s knowing smirk. Whatever.

      I didn’t really have words for my next, most pressing question—not yet. I reached out to her. “Can I have some of that?”

      She laughed, half in relief, half in exasperation, and rushed over. I reached out, but instead of handing me the drink like a normal person, she elected to hold the straw up to my mouth. I scowled at her but was so thirsty I took a sip anyway, practically moaning as my dry throat subsided. Maybe I had a throat tube at some point?

      “How are you feeling?” Sophie said anxiously.

      “Thirsty.”

      “Aside from that.”

      “It’s really just that.” I glanced up at my sister as I took another huge gulp of sugary coffee. She looked a little worse for wear—though I was probably rocking a similar look. Her blonde hair was tied in a greasy knot on top of her head, and she was wearing a T-shirt and shorts I recognized as mine.

      “We’ve been here a couple days,” she said, as though reading my mind. “We didn’t think you’d wake up for at least another twelve hours or so. You’re not in pain or anything right now?”

      Alarm shot through me, and I ignored her question. “Have I been in a coma or something?”

      “No.” She grinned uncomfortably. “Just a little loopy from the pain meds. Do you know who the president is?”

      I gave her a flat look. “Be serious.”

      “I am. Last night you told Nico it was Kris Jenner, and I think he died a little inside.”

      My heart pounded at that comment, and I tried to sit up a little more. “Where are Nico and Beck?”

      And Rush, I added silently to myself.

      She smiled and sat on the edge of the bed. “They should be back soon. They’ll be pissed they missed you waking up. They’re at the house.”

      My eyes narrowed. “What house?”

      “Let’s maybe take this slow. Let me call a nurse to come check you out. Are you sure you’re not in pain?”

      “No. Not really.”

      She frowned. “Well, that’s good, I guess.” She stood and took a couple of steps toward the door, then turned back quickly. “Oh, your name is Rachel Bellamy. If they ask you for any personal information, just act confused.”

      I blinked. “Excuse me?”

      She beamed. “Exactly. Just like that, that’s really good.”

      I glared over at the still beeping monitor and sighed. I didn’t know the first thing about reading medical charts, but at the very least, the beeping probably meant “alive.”

      Within five minutes, a very nervous nurse came to check me out. I quickly gathered that Nico had filled out my paperwork with false information and then instilled the fear of God in the entire staff. There were several suited Gentlemen and, to my shock, a couple of the Mount Summer patrolling the hospital hallways.

      “They’re taking it in shifts,” Sophie told me in a stage whisper as the nurse took my temperature.

      “I’m surprised Mount—um—our friends are here, and not just Nico’s friends,” I said awkwardly. It wasn’t totally clear to me what we were supposed to be hiding from the staff and what was common knowledge.

      “Yeah. Kyle is here. You should say hi.”

      That warmed my heart for some reason. Kyle was one of the guards I’d known better growing up. Not as close as Connor or Patrick, but he had tried to let Sophie escape the other night before everything went to shit. Speaking of which…

      “I want to know what the hell is going on.”

      My sister nodded fervently. “I know.” She glanced at the nurse, who was now poking at the bandages on my shoulder. “When can she leave?”

      The nurse jumped. “Um, I’m going to have to talk to the doctor…”

      “Cool.” I waved my hands in the air to emphasize what I was saying. “But can you talk to them about it being nowish?”

      The nurse gasped. “You just woke up. Let’s just get your labs back and take it from there.”

      I ground my teeth. That had to mean I was going to be here for a while. I turned back to Sophie. “Can you at least tell Beck and Nico to get back here?”

      She nodded. “Yup. They’re already on their way, and like I said, they’re mad they missed you waking up.”

      The nurse flinched. Yup. Nico had definitely made himself unpopular around here already. I smiled. I couldn’t wait to tease him about that.

      Shifting in bed, I gasped when my shoulder burned. The nurse’s sharp gaze turned on me. “Are you in pain?”

      I gritted my teeth, a little too stubborn to acknowledge I was. “No.”

      “Right.” She tilted her head, eyeing me, and hit a few buttons on the post beside my head that had several IV bags hanging from it. “That’ll help.”

      The pain meds started to kick in, and images of Rush pointing a gun at Nico flooded me. “Is this enough to prove I’m on your side?” Rush’s words made him out to be a traitor, but there was something not right about the look in his eyes. Something that screamed at me to understand.

      I could feel my head getting foggy as bone-deep exhaustion set in. Barely able to keep my eyes open, I looked at Sophie, who was staring down at me in concern.

      “What happened to Rush?”

      A sad smile crossed her mouth. “I think it’s best for the boys to tell you. I’m not sure you’re going to like this story.”

      My chest tightened with her words, but the drugs kicked in fully before I could say anything, and sleep took me under.
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        * * *

      

      I woke again what must have been a couple of hours later. I didn’t remember falling asleep, but this time when I opened my eyes, the room was far from empty.

      The second bed in my room was occupied by two hundred pounds of dangerous, blond, tattooed Adonis. Beck lay flat on his back, his phone raised above his head so he could tap at the colorful game visible on the screen. His teeth pulled his lip ring into his mouth and let it go again, and I opened my mouth to say something to him, but a drumming sensation on the back of my hand pulled my attention.

      On my opposite side, Nico sat with his feet up on my bed, absently tapping my hand with long fingers. I twitched, and he jerked back, as though just realizing what he was doing. I peered up, meeting his black eyes.

      A line appeared in the middle of Nico’s forehead, but it did nothing to detract from his appearance. Not that much did. With expensive clothes, minimal tattoos, and the face of a teen idol, Nico looked like he should have been the nicest of all the Gentlemen. Appearances were bullshit.

      “Thank fuck,” Nico said.

      “Well, hello to you too, Grumpy,” I groaned.

      The bed next to me creaked, and Beck leapt off it, launching himself into my side. “Little Thief—”

      “Get the fuck off her,” Nico snapped, trying to push Beck onto the floor.

      “Don’t start bickering. I already feel like I was hit by a bus. I don’t need a tension headache too.”

      They both shut right up, going statue-still as they stared at me. My brow furrowed in mild surprise. That was a neat trick. I had to admit, if all I had to do to get these guys to listen to me was get shot, then there were probably faster ways I could have gone about it.

      “What the hell happened?” I started. “Sophie wasn’t that helpful. How did we get out? How the hell is Dante still alive? Why the hell does he hate you? What happened with Ru…”

      Ignoring Nico’s squawk and my questions, Beck dropped his head to my stomach. He ran his fingers through the ends of my hair, and some of the tension I hadn’t realized I’d been carrying immediately drained.

      “Thank God you’re okay,” he said, his voice muffled.

      I patted the top of his head and focused my attention on Nico. He, surely, would understand my need to know what was going on.

      His gaze weighed on me as I took a breath. “Rush shot me.” It came out as more of a question than a statement. I tilted my head, my brows pinched together. None of it made sense. “He tried to kill you?”

      I looked at Nico, expecting an answer.

      Except, his expression didn’t look like him at all. He didn’t look calculating or angry; he was staring at my heart rate monitor like he had no idea where he was.

      “Hey,” I said more softly. “Tell me what happened, and then let’s get out of here.”

      Nico seemed to pull himself together, and his expression went blank. “Rush was trying to join the Trilogy for weeks.”

      “Weeks?” I sucked in a breath, fighting against the ache in my chest. The implication of that lingered with me, rattling around in my brain like the tail end of a song lyric stuck in my head.

      “Starting sometime around when we met you, but the breakthrough was when we found the hospital,” Nico clarified.

      Beck’s gentle fingers trailed circles around my belly button, contrasting his low growl. “Rush is fucking lucky I didn’t kill him, Little Thief. I’m still on the fence about it. But it’s not what you’re thinking right now. Once we realized we couldn’t trust anyone to spy, he tried to get on the inside himself.”

      The ache in my chest turned to anger. “And none of you thought to fucking tell me?”

      Nico’s hand closed over mine, refusing to let it go when I went to pull away. “He would’ve told you, Rabbit. If it had worked, he’d have told you. Dante wanted him to hand you over to prove himself. He wasn’t going to do that, so it didn’t fucking matter. The rest was just part of his job.”

      “You mean it didn’t matter until he decided to kill you?” It didn’t make fucking sense.

      Beck kissed my stomach, then propped himself up to look at me. “He knew Nico was wearing a vest. He wasn’t really going to kill him, just make it look like he was.”

      I let his words sink in. It was like a vice was released from my chest. Rush hadn’t turned on us. He was still ours. “So, did Dante buy it?”

      “Yeah, Rabbit. How could he not with you bleeding out on the floor?” Nico’s voice was sharp as he practically hissed the words at me.

      I just rolled my eyes at him and adjusted myself higher on the bed as Nico watched me with near-black eyes. He didn’t look happy I was moving. Too fucking bad, Nico. “Whatever… How did we get out of there? The place was packed.”

      “After you were shot, the Mount Summer men we ran into at the door came back, shot the place up, and got us the hell out of there.”

      Beck sat up a little. “Seems like they’re more loyal to you than Jimmy.”

      I smiled at that. I’d figured when Sophie said some of them were here, but a confirmation was nice. Hopefully that meant we weren’t totally fucked. “I want my dad…Jimmy to be our first priority. We need to separate him from Dante.”

      Nico nodded curtly. “I had the same thought. When you get out of here, we can go over the strategy.”

      “What about Dante?” I asked.

      Nico dropped his head into his hands, elbows propped on his knees as he dug his palms into his eyes. “I don’t know.”

      I scoffed. “What do you mean you don’t know?”

      He lifted his head, a slight edge to his words. “He’s alive if that’s what you mean. We were concerned with getting you out. I’m still fucking shocked we managed it.”

      “No. I meant how did he survive. How did he form the Trilogy?”

      “I have some theories.” He seemed to remember what the hell was happening and softened. “Nothing concrete.”

      For my entire life, the Gentlemen had been the archenemies of my family, the Mount Summer Mob. That rivalry went back generations but had really been solidified ten years ago in a war that supposedly killed both families’ heirs: my brother, Marcus, and Nico’s brother, Dante. We’d stayed rivals until a couple of months ago when my dad and Nico agreed to work together to take down the Trilogy—a new gang moving in on our city. As it turned out, the masked leader of the Trilogy, the Hatter, was Dante fucking Esposito.

      I narrowed my eyes, pulling my hand from Beck’s hair. “By all means. Explain.”

      Nico looked away. Fuck it. I’d been only thirteen at the time of the last war, but Nico was sixteen and became the heir to the Gentlemen right afterward. He had to know more about it than he was sharing, but if he wasn’t going to explain after all this, I was going to literally murder him. That was it for me.

      Beck seemed to have the same feeling. He sat up abruptly. “Nico’s brother was involved with Mar—”

      Nico practically growled, throwing Beck a look so menacing it reminded me of when we’d first met. “Shut up, Beck. I’ll tell her.”

      I closed my mouth and waited. When he didn’t immediately start talking, I shrugged, swinging my attention back to Beck. “As you were saying?”

      Nico groaned. “I was there when our brothers were killed.” He flinched. “At least I thought Dante was killed.”

      I reeled back as though he’d slapped me, ignoring the pain in my shoulder. What?

      “Hurry the fuck up,” Beck snapped. “This isn’t the moment for dramatic pauses.”

      Nico’s ears turned a vivid shade of maroon—not a good sign. “Rabbit, look, it’s more complicated than it sounds.”

      My ears buzzed. “You mean more complicated than the fact that you’ve known all along what happened that night?”

      He winced. “Marcus and Dante were together. They were…” Nico searched for his next words.

      Beck cleared his throat. “Running away.”

      My mind went blank. If the situation weren’t so serious and I didn’t know that Nico couldn’t tell a joke to save his life, I would think he was fucking with me.

      After a few moments, I worked up the ability to form words. “You’re expecting me to believe that Marcus fell in love with his sworn enemy?”

      Nico’s eyes shuttered, closing any sign of what he was feeling. He took a deep breath. “Is it so hard to believe enemies can love each other?”

      My chest clenched. It wasn’t hard for me to believe. Not really.

      “So how did they die if they ran away?”

      Nico’s voice turned hard, the disgust obvious on his face. “You know how this shit works, Raegan. Dante and Marcus were the heirs. Neither of our fathers would have allowed that relationship.”

      My chest turned to ice. Not for Dante, but for Marcus. And if I was totally honest with myself, maybe a little for whatever person Dante could have been back then.

      “So someone betrayed them?” I summarized. “Someone told our parents that they were running away?”

      Nico grimaced, his expression more open than it usually appeared in public. “It seemed that way to me. I don’t know who though. The only people who knew about it, that I was aware of, were the three of us, and we never told anyone. It could have been someone from Mount Summer, I suppose.”

      Beck tugged on my hand. “Both sides were in on it. They formed the alliance immediately after the ‘problem’ was taken care of.”

      My mind raced. “Could Marcus be alive?”

      Nico softened. “No.”

      I shook my head. “But how do you know? You thought Dante was dead.”

      “They shot Marcus in the head right in front of me. It hit Dante in the chest.”

      “Oh.”

      I chewed on my lip as the seconds, then minutes ticked by.

      There was too much to process here. Someone in Mount Summer had possibly betrayed my brother. My brother had loved Dante. Dante hated me and Nico.

      Something wasn’t adding up.

      “Why were you there? How did you even know this was happening?”

      Nico took a deep breath. “I was helping them. I was supposed to cover when they left. I was going to tell everyone they’d been in a fight and I hadn’t seen them since. Then everything went to shit. Rick shot Marcus. I don’t fucking know who shot Dante. I couldn’t do anything to stop it. One second, they were nearly free, then the next, they were both gone. Rick found me and brought me home before anyone realized my involvement in any of it.”

      The words “Rick shot Marcus” knocked my breath away. It was one thing to know a Gentlemen had done it. It was a whole other thing to put a face to them. Especially Rick. I had genuinely liked him. The thought turned my stomach.

      I ran a hand over my face and tried to wrap my head around what he was saying. “But then why hate you?”

      Nico met my gaze dead-on. “I don’t know.”
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      After several days of begging, the doctors finally let me leave. They frankly seemed more than happy to see me and my entire entourage of bodyguards go. I couldn’t say I blamed them.

      One of the nurses insisted on wheeling me down to Beck’s car despite the fact that it was my shoulder that got hit, not my freaking leg. I leapt from the chair the moment we exited the revolving doors and touched the sidewalk, barely waiting for her to stop the chair.

      “Thanks!” I called to the nurse as an afterthought, dashing for the Range Rover double-parked in the fire lane. The nurse looked disapprovingly at Beck’s parking job and didn’t reply.

      They totally hated us.

      Beck’s brows raised as I slammed the Range Rover’s door behind me. He had the heat cranked, and I closed my eyes, resting on the headrest. The temperature was all over the place with the changing of the seasons, and the heat from the seat warmer sank into my bones, warming me from the inside out.

      “How’re you feeling?” he asked, voice light.

      His lips tipped up on one side in a boyish smile that matched the vibe of his Red Bull–branded motocross team jacket and messy hair. You would never know that this man literally tortured and killed people for a living. And liked it.

      “I don’t know what Nico did to those doctors, but he needs to dial it back.” I shook my head. “He cannot go around threatening to kill everyone. It’s a bad look.”

      Beck barked out a laugh, “Okay, Little Thief. You tell him that. See how it goes over.”

      My brows pulled down, narrowing my gaze. “Watch me.”

      He took the SUV out of park and pulled away from the front entrance of the hospital. It had been four days since I’d woken up in my hospital room, a full week since the shooting, and still everything felt kind of surreal. I was off the loopy pain meds now, and my shoulder was sore but not nearly as bad as it could have been.

      I sighed in relief as the warm air from the vents took the last of my chill away, and I closed my eyes, picturing Rush. My heart skipped at the thought of him telling me he loved me a week ago. When I woke up in the hospital and he wasn’t there, a deep ache formed in my chest, quickly replaced with anger, and annoyance when I remembered he’d shot me. These guys were going to get me killed.

      Uh-huh, keep telling yourself that you don’t play a part in that.

      Beck pulled onto the smooth highway before he spoke again. “You need more painkillers?”

      “No.”

      I smirked. Since the second I woke up on that gurney, Beck couldn’t stop worrying over me, and Nico had gone from garden-variety asshole to overprotective psychopath practically overnight. My big scary mafia men turned into mother hens. It was equal parts annoying and adorable. I raised a brow at him, not letting on that a small, very small, part of me liked his fussing.

      “Okay. Let me know.” He gripped my leg, his long fingers grazing the inside of my thigh.

      Heat pooled in my core as they rose higher. My breath hitched in anticipation. It had been a week since anyone had touched me. Whereas he’d normally be pinning me to the wall, Beck was insistent on giving me time to heal. Well, that and the hospital would have been a terrible place to have sex. Not that it would have stopped me.

      I shifted until his fingers reached the hem of my shorts. They slid under the fabric millimeters from my clit. Beck clenched my thigh before pulling his hand back.

      I groaned. “You’re such a tease.” The ache between my legs became so insistent, it wouldn’t be long before I’d be taking care of it myself.

      I ran my nails up my thighs, and his eyes were molten as they tracked the movement. He bit down on his fist, and a groan slipped around it. “Fuck, Little Thief. I’m trying to be good. Just a little longer.”

      “How long?”

      I slipped my hand over my shorts and cupped myself. Beck gripped my wrist, looking like it physically pained him to pull my hand away.

      A horn wailed behind us when the light turned green, and Beck’s knuckles turned white on the steering wheel. “Too fucking long.”

      We drove straight through the downtown rush hour and hopped on the highway out of the city. Our new safe house was out in Kingston, a suburb just outside of Saint Adrian. In the days I’d been in the hospital, Nico had apparently found and bought a house that he found more acceptable than the studio apartment. From the photos he’d shown me of the Zillow listing, it was about ten times fancier than anything I would ever pick out for myself, but I wasn’t complaining. If we had to be in hiding, at least we were doing it with five bedrooms and a pool.

      “Home sweet home.” Beck swung open the door of our new house like a game show host showing off the biggest prize of the week.

      Before I could take anything in, music blasted through the downstairs, like there was a rave going on in our living room. Beck and I looked at each other in bewilderment, and my hand twitched involuntarily to my gun. I was probably getting a little overly paranoid, what with all the crazy shit that had gone on lately.

      Beck closed the heavy wooden door behind us with a soft click. “What the fuck?”

      My eyes darted around the gleaming front hall like someone was going to jump out at me. I needed to calm the fuck down. No one even knew where we were.

      “I’m really into that influencer girl, but I also kind of like the figure skater. I can get down with a redemption arc.” Sophie’s voice shouted over the music, as loud as if she were standing right next to me.

      I glanced up at Beck again, grinning now as relief flooded my stomach. We should have known. This had Sophie written all over it.

      Beck kicked his shoes off before heading down the hall in the direction of the sound. “Do I want to know?”

      I shook my head. “I doubt it, honestly.”

      “Oh my God,” Sophie yelled, “That has got to be a ten. If it’s not at least a nine, I’m done.”

      “Sophia, I swear to God, I will lock you in the garage,” Nico’s angry voice barked.

      “Uh-huh,” Sophie replied dryly. “Go ahead and try it. Rae will love that.”

      I choked on a laugh as I stepped into the enormous living room and took in the scene. The entire room looked like it was designed by the same person who did Nico’s room at the hotel on Main—dark tones, with mahogany furniture and high ceilings. Sophie was perched like a gargoyle on the edge of the gigantic leather sofa. She had her arms outstretched, screaming at the huge flat-screen television, where Dancing with the Stars was on so loud it sounded like we had front-row seats. Nico sat in the armchair opposite her, doing his very best to blend into the slate-gray throw pillows.

      “Having fun?” I asked over the noise.

      They both looked up at me in surprise. Sophie nearly toppled off the couch, and Nico dropped the book he was holding half in front of his face and stood up. Nico’s lips moved, but I couldn’t make out what he said over the noise from the TV.

      “What?” I yelled.

      “How are you feeling?” he screamed back.

      “Fine, I—”

      The music changed, and with it so did the color of Nico’s neck, now turning a dangerous shade of plum. I strode across the room and sat on the arm of Nico’s chair. “Alright, Soph, turn it down. This is cruel and unusual.”

      Despite her living with them for the last week and the time she’d spent in the hotel, it was very clear that Nico had never warmed up to Sophie. She seemed to find it hilarious and had made every effort to antagonize him further. I couldn’t say I’d done much to discourage her—it was kind of funny.

      My sister tossed her blonde hair and shrugged, reaching for the remote. “He could have left the room.”

      Nico rolled his eyes in that way that always made me laugh. “I can’t and you know it, or did you spontaneously learn to shoot a gun overnight?”

      “If I do, you’ll be the first to know when I need a target to practice on,” Sophie snarked back, grinning widely.

      She stood and waltzed toward the kitchen. Nico’s eyes bugged out of his head, and he mouthed wordless insults after her we were probably lucky no one could actually hear.

      “I’m going to make a snack. Anyone want anything?” Sophie said.

      “A lobotomy,” Nico snapped.

      “Doritos if we have any more,” Beck called after her.

      “I’m good.” I raised a hand to wave her off and winced as my shoulder screamed in pain.

      Nico sat up straighter. “You shouldn’t be moving like that.”

      “I’m fine, don’t worry about it.” I grimaced. “Thank you for keeping an eye on Sophie.”

      He frowned, gaze still fixed on my shoulder. “You should go up to bed.”

      I groaned. “I’m fine. You are dancing seriously close to getting punched.”

      He frowned. “Raegan, you were fucking shot.”

      “Yes. And I lived. For the love of God.”

      I didn’t want to talk about the shooting unless it was to plan our next move. Since waking up in the hospital, it had become clear to me we only had one path forward. We had to take back our city.

      Saint Adrian had only ever belonged to Mount Summer and the Gentlemen. The Trilogy needed to fucking go. My goal of taking over Mount Summer from Jimmy hadn’t changed; it had merely morphed since learning that he tried working with the Trilogy. Now, my desire to take over the organization was tied with my desperate need to get revenge on my father for all the fucked-up shit that he’d pulled over the years and my curiosity over why Nico’s brother wanted to kill us.

      Beck’s eyes pinged back and forth between us like a tennis match. “Maybe just chill activities, Little Thief?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Let me know how you plan to kill my dad in a chill way and I’ll consider it. We have plans to go over now that I’m back.”

      From the other room, Sophie gasped. I looked over my shoulder, my mouth becoming a thin line. “Soph, you good?”

      “Yup!” she called back, sounding a little overly cheerful.

      I sighed and fixed the guys with a glare. “This conversation is not over.”

      Spinning on my heel, I marched after Sophie into the kitchen. “Hey. Want to show me the rest of the house?”
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        * * *

      

      It turned out the house had not only a gym and a movie theater in the basement, but a makeshift torture room too. I was dying to know who Nico’s real estate agent was, because I was positive that hadn’t been listed on the Zillow post I’d read.

      “I’m using this room.” Sophie pointed at a bedroom on the left side of the upstairs hallway. “We figure this one will be your room.”

      I poked my head into what had to be the largest bedroom. It was huge—nearly as big as my suite at the hotel. A California king–sized bed took up a large portion of the room. A gigantic bookcase with a picture window covered one wall, while the other was taken up by a currently empty closet and an en suite bathroom. It looked like it was already semi-occupied. An orange T-shirt hung off the headboard like a flag, and a men’s dress shoe stuck out from underneath the chair in the corner.

      “Okay,” I said, shrugging.

      “Yup.” She smiled brightly. “We’ll probably have to go shopping at some point though.”

      I groaned. Hopefully not. Thankfully, when the Hotel on Main was bombed, it wasn’t leveled like the Lexington Street location. Our clothes and stuff were recovered by one of the Gentlemen and brought to our last safe house.

      I strode over to the dresser and pulled open the top drawer. Frowning, I pulled out a pair of jeans. “What the hell are these?” I dug through the rest of the clothes. My stuff was in here, but my wardrobe had definitely been supplemented…mostly with pants. I shook my head. “He’s fucking insane.”

      Sophie picked up some black leather pants. “I don’t know, these are pretty cute. I’ll take them if you’re not interested.”

      “Be my guest.”

      I crossed the room and flopped onto the bed, ignoring the slight twinge in my shoulder when I hit the mattress.

      “You okay?” my sister asked, hovering over me. “For a woman with three boyfriends, you look incredibly grumpy.”

      “I don’t have three boyfriends. I have maybe one and a half. It’s complicated.”

      “’Kay, sure. So what are you and your non-boyfriends going to do now that you’re home?”

      I bit my lip. “Soph…you know we have to kill Dad now, right?”

      She glanced at the gun strapped to my thigh. “It seems like you’ve got a lot of people you have to kill, Rae.”

      I furrowed my brow. “I mean, yeah. That kind of comes with the territory. We kill them or they’ll kill us…and you.”

      “No, I totally didn’t mean that as a judgment,” she said quickly, her eyes big and earnest. “Not at all. I meant like, you have a lot going on, and you’re trying to take care of everyone. You literally just got out of the hospital. Do you need to do this right now?”

      “Yes,” I said automatically.

      “Okay. I’m not trying to defend Dad or say you don’t need to do what you need to do.” She flopped backward on the bed. “I’m explaining this badly. I feel like Dad is like, the Wormtail, you know?”

      I snorted. “Excuse me?”

      “You know. Not the movie version, the book version. Like he’s allowed to go to Dante’s death eater meetings because he did something useful, but his usefulness is kind of over, and now he’s lost their respect? Just a vibe I’m getting.”

      I shook my head. Maybe she was right, but for me, I really felt like we needed to kill Jimmy first. Partly it was personal; partly I just didn’t want the Trilogy to have the resources. I explained as much.

      She leaned closer, her eyes wide with concern. “Are you okay? You seem a little on edge and not just in an ‘I haven’t had an orgasm in over a week’ kind of way.”

      I wasn’t really a sharer—at least, I hadn’t been. I was trying to work on it though. If I had a therapist, I was like ninety percent sure they would tell me I needed to open up more, so getting a jump on that couldn’t be a bad thing.

      “I don’t know. Having what feels like half the city trying to kill us isn’t exactly great for my stress level, and all the bombings…” I trailed off, losing my train of thought. “I just want to make sure we’re prepared.”

      She nodded, glancing back and forth between my eyes, as though looking for something. “Are you sleeping alright?”

      “I’ve been under heavy pain meds. Of course I have.”

      She frowned like that wasn’t the answer she wanted. “Well, Nico bought you an entire house to keep you safe. The least you could do is relax by the pool or something before you go on your murder spree.” She put “murder spree” in air quotes to make extra clear she was joking.

      I frowned. He hadn’t bought me a house, right? Right? That was an interesting question, actually…did we live here now? Like, not temporarily?

      Before I could voice that semi-terrifying question to Sophie, loud music filtered up from the kitchen downstairs. I cracked a smile as Beck’s voice rang through the house, singing at the top of his lungs. Sophie tapped her fingers on her thigh along with the beat. I cringed when Beck hit a high note. “He’s lucky he’s hot and can cook because he sounds like a drowning parakeet.”

      Sophie grinned at me. “Preach.”

      “Hey, get your own.”

      “I thought he wasn’t your boyfriend,” she teased. “And believe me, if I could, I would. You say that like all the hot gangster guys are down to share.”

      “Eh. Well, the way things are going right now, I’m going to become a twenty-three-year-old cat lady because no one is going to touch me.”

      Her phone buzzed, and she pulled it out of her pocket, frowning as she glanced at the screen. She sighed sympathetically and patted my hand. “Well, then we can be spinsters together, but somehow I think it’ll work out.”
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      By the time I made my way back downstairs, night had really fallen. Darkness eclipsed the quiet suburban street outside the huge bay windows above the stairwell. I assessed my reflection in the dark glass as I descended the stairs—I looked like I’d lost a little weight over the last week. Probably all that terrible hospital food.

      For some reason, my mind darted to Rush, and my stomach sank. He’d also been living in a hospital for the last week, as far as I knew—the abandoned Mayfield State hospital where the Trilogy had their headquarters. God, what if we saw him when we went looking for Jimmy?

      I stretched my arms over my head as I entered the kitchen and immediately regretted it. My arm twinged—no, screamed—in protest, and the pain must have shown on my face.

      “What the fuck are you doing back down here?” Nico said from where he sat at the kitchen island.

      He now had a laptop open in front of him and stopped typing the moment I walked in, an expression of mingled anger and concern crossing his annoyingly handsome face.

      “What Nico means, Little Thief,” Beck said, “is he’s worried about you.”

      I whipped around to see him coming out of a door in the huge, state-of-the-art kitchen I assumed to be a pantry. He was holding a loaf of french bread in one hand and a long, serrated knife in the other. The knife was probably for the bread, but with Beck you could never be one hundred percent sure.

      I rubbed my sore shoulder but otherwise ignored their concern. We just didn’t have time for me to be out of commission right now, and God fucking knew I’d been through worse. I’d once run a job for my dad with a broken ankle, two knocked-out teeth, and a dislocated shoulder.

      “What are you working on?” I asked Nico, my voice sounding a tad more accusing than I meant it to.

      He grimaced. “Too goddamn much.”

      “Missing having Rush to actually run the Gentlemen for you?” I grinned half-heartedly, and then my smile slipped when I caught sight of his expression. Okay. Too soon for jokes.

      “In the short term, Rick is taking over the day-to-day operations,” Beck said after a beat when Nico just continued to stare darkly at his computer. I ignored the twist in my gut with the mention of the older Gentlemen. I still wasn’t able to deal with the fact he’d killed Marcus. “Now that we’ve lost a bunch of guys to the Trilogy but also gained a lot of the Mount Summer defectors too, it’s a logistical nightmare. We’re just trying to regroup and figure out how many loyal men we actually have and what buildings haven’t been compromised.”

      “Aren’t those Mount Summer defectors technically mine?” I asked. My tone was light, but I wasn’t kidding. I wasn’t really cool with just being absorbed into the Gentlemen. I still wanted to be my own entity, even if we were…whatever we were.

      “Yes.” Nico rolled his eyes, and I got the impression I was missing something.

      Beck snorted a laugh. “Dude, just say what you mean.” He turned to me. “They’re straight-up ignoring him. They won’t take orders until you get back.”

      Oh. I smiled. That was probably the first really good news I’d heard so far.

      “So,” I hedged. “This is even more reason we should go after Jimmy as soon as possible. We need to make sure there’s no split focus of leadership for the Mount Summer men.”

      Nico nodded slowly. “That, and Jimmy is undoubtedly where Dante is getting his weapons. He has enough already to fund several wars, but we may as well cut off any further supply.”

      I was banking on the fact that if my father died, I could take over the weapons supply lines myself. With the men on my side, inheriting the title of leader wouldn’t matter anymore. We’d have the minor problem that all the properties and front businesses would go over to Sophie in my dad’s will, assuming she was still the heir, but she and I could work that out later. The real power of Mount Summer was loyalty and relationships with the weapons supply lines—not the properties.

      “I think we should go immediately.”

      Beck dropped his french bread on the counter. “Go immediately and what? Kill your father?”

      They were both looking at me like I was high. I rubbed my shoulder awkwardly, and Nico’s eyes snapped to my shoulder. “We aren’t going anywhere until you are healed.”

      “That’s just it,” I said fiercely. “They won’t expect us to go now.”

      Beck picked up his knife again and began slicing the bread with a little too much force. “And with good reason. It would be insane to go now. We don’t have a plan.”

      “When do we ever have a well-thought-out plan?” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      Nico stared at me with black, assessing eyes. “You are the one who always wants a plan. What the fuck is going on, Raegan?”

      I ground my teeth. Nothing. Nothing was going on except that I wanted this to be over. Maybe Dante and the Trilogy were the bigger threat, but to me, taking my father off the board felt more important. Like until that was done, I couldn’t see the rest of the game clearly.

      “It’s just important to me.”

      Beck and Nico glanced at each other, and some understanding seemed to pass between them—one of those silent conversations like Nico and Rush always had when they had to plan something fast.

      Beck crossed behind the kitchen island and wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling my back to his chest in a tight embrace. “Tomorrow? We’ll all go together, but do not fucking dare sneak out and go alone tonight.”

      I almost laughed, but it really wasn’t funny. That was exactly the kind of thing I would do, and we all knew it. “Fine.”

      “Say you promise, Rabbit,” Nico said without standing up.

      I leaned back into Beck’s chest and met Nico’s gaze. “I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      The Mount Summer compound where I’d grown up looked like any other McMansion from the street. The tall stone walls surrounding it were whitewashed and covered in vines, and the exterior of the house had no less than three turrets and five doors. Of course, it was a “front.” It wasn’t until you walked around to the side yard that you realized the lot extended further back than any of the other surrounding houses. There were several outbuildings and a shooting range behind the main house, where other normal people might have placed a pool or a tennis court.

      Nico parked along the side of the road near the front gates, and we clambered out of the car. The ride itself was harrowing. Rush’s absence was again noticeable in that he usually drove when the four of us went anywhere. I sighed and absently patted my guns in my thigh holster to make sure they were still there. I didn’t know when I fell into such a routine that Nico, Beck, Rush, and I had a “usual driver,” but here I was.

      “Lead the way, Little Thief.” Beck stepped up behind me on the sidewalk. “This is your rodeo.”

      I’d picked this time specifically because, assuming the schedule hadn’t changed, my father would be in his office. Granted, now that so many people had defected and my father was essentially a branch of the Trilogy, I wasn’t sure what the deal was anymore.

      The guys followed me around the side yard to the wall in the back I’d climbed the last time I snuck into Mount Summer. All three of us wore all black and were decked out in enough guns and ammo to take out all of Mount Summer ten times over. It was overkill, I knew that, but like hell we were going in unprepared—not after what happened last time we were here.

      When we reached the spot I’d entered the night we’d discovered Dante’s real identity, I paused. “I just remembered the shed I used to climb in isn’t there anymore.”

      “What—” Beck broke off, realizing what I meant.

      My heartbeat sped up as my body remembered the terror of being stuck inside the utility shed. This was not the time or place for this.

      I glanced over at Nico, who had his jaw set and was staring intently through the stone wall like he had X-ray vision and could see the remnants of the blown-up shed on the other side. He shook his head violently. “We just killed your guards to get in last time. Let’s fucking get out of here. We can go through the gate.”

      My brow furrowed. I could’ve lived without knowing that.

      “I can just climb down the other side of the wall,” I hissed, but he was already walking away.

      A sense of foreboding hit my stomach—a gut feeling. Maybe this was a bad idea.

      Back around the front side of the house, we took all of three steps toward the Mount Summer gates before they swung open and a car pulled out onto the street. I didn’t waste any time chatting things over. I took off sprinting toward the now closing gate, not giving a single fuck if the driver saw me—it was probably just some foot soldier, anyway.

      As I passed the car, however, the driver looked up, and it was as if someone knocked the wind out of me. My mother and I made eye contact. She was alone in the car, driving slowly, as she watched me pass. She wore the kind of dress I associated with Midnight Mass, and her expression was that of mingled shock and…something I couldn’t put a finger on.

      I stopped. More out of surprise than anything—in fairness, the last time I saw my mother, I had threatened to kill her, so we weren’t exactly close. She turned away from me, either pretending she hadn’t seen me or ignoring me out of spite, I couldn’t decide, and kept driving. Unease crept up my spine.

      “Rabbit, let’s go,” Nico called from several paces ahead of me.

      I took off again, slipping through the gate just before they closed. I glanced at the booth and was surprised to see it was unmanned. No one was here checking in visitors. Huh.

      It was weird to think we’d only been here a week ago. The grass was long, like it hadn’t been mowed, and if anything was strange, it was that there was no one around. There was usually at least someone visible on the property at all times.

      We stayed close to the edge of the property as we headed around to the back, avoiding the security cameras. Although I had a sneaking suspicion there was no one watching even if we had gotten picked up by a camera.

      The yard was deserted, and there were only two vans in the usually full lot when we reached the back of the house. My hand fell away from the gun at my side, and I swiveled around in confusion. Where were the guys smoking on the porch, the people in the training yard, the cars coming and going? What the literal fuck?

      We passed the remnants of a recent explosion as we made our way to the barracks, and my spine stiffened. The sound of the shed door slamming echoed in my ears.

      “Have a nice life…the last ten minutes of it.”

      Again, my body knew before my brain did that part of me didn’t really want to be here. Nico made a noise in the back of his throat, and I couldn’t even look at him. If he was making that “not totally with us” expression he sometimes got, for once I had nothing helpful to say to jolt him back to me.

      “You want the Gentlemen? The hotels? Take them. I won’t challenge you for it—I don’t even want it. Just let her go.”

      I bit my lip so hard I wasn’t sure if I broke the skin or not. I needed to get my shit together. There was nothing fucking wrong with me. I hadn’t died.

      I heaved deep breaths, trying to force myself not to freak out. This was a terrible time and place for a goddamn panic attack—literally feet from completing our first hurdle in this fucked-up war.

      “Let’s just go home.” Beck put his hand on my back. “We can do this another day.”

      “No.” I forced my voice to sound normal. “I got it.”

      “Jesus fucking Christ,” Nico growled. “You know it’s bad if the sadist is the voice of reason.”

      I sucked on my teeth, wondering not for the first time if Nico was just as bothered by this shit as I was and just hiding it better. Or maybe he was just angry, and I was giving him too much credit. It was honestly hard to tell.

      “I’m just saying, dude, this is a lot.” Beck glanced quickly between my trembling hands and Nico’s too-wide pupils.

      “It’s fine. Let’s just do this.” I shook my head as if to clear it. “Does it feel deserted to you?”

      “You haven’t seen how many men have come over to our side,” Beck whispered.

      “How many?”

      He deliberated for a minute. “I don’t know. A couple- hundred.”

      I raised my eyebrows. I hadn’t realized it was that much. We had roughly four hundred total Mount Summer men, which only left half with my father. Some had to be at the Trilogy base, so there couldn’t be that many here.

      I yanked open the door to the barracks, now unafraid that we’d encounter anyone right away, and stepped inside. “We’ll check this office, then the main house.”

      Our muffled footsteps and the buzzing flicker of the fluorescent lights sounded ten times louder than they should have as we made our way down the hall. I glanced at the office, where I was shot. My stomach lurched, and my head swam.

      “Is this enough to prove I’m on your side?”

      I swallowed back another bout of panic. I was being ridiculous. It was a goddamn gunshot wound, and not even in a life-threatening location. I’m fine.

      Up ahead, the door to my dad’s office was slightly ajar, the light streaming out into the hallway. Unintelligible voices were audible from inside—well, here went nothing, I supposed.

      I pulled my guns out of their holsters and held them in front of me as we crept up to the door. As we approached, my stomach sank even lower, reminding me that the last time we’d been here, things had gone horribly wrong in the blink of an eye.

      “Christ, Raegan. Look around. You’re nothing. You have nothing.”

      I closed my eyes tight, pushing back the memories and trying desperately to focus.

      Nico grabbed my arm, pulling me back, then winced, realizing he’d reached for the injured one. “Fuck.”

      “It’s fine. What?”

      “We’re not going into that office for another shootout. There are no windows or back exits. It’s a hamster cage.”

      “So? We outnumber him?”

      He gave me an odd look. “Raegan. Jesus Christ, you know we don’t operate like this.”

      I took a deep breath through my nose. He was right, of course. “Fine.” I thought for a second. “The roof is flat. We could go up there and wait for them to come out or just make a noise and then shoot them from up there.”

      He didn’t look happy, but both he and Beck followed me up the fire exit to the roof. Again, no one stopped us, which bothered me more than anything else. There really was no one here.

      No one exited the barracks for over an hour, even after I threw several rocks at the windows of the vans. My hurt shoulder was sore from holding my gun up as we lay on the roof waiting, and I wished I’d thought this plan through better. My gut feeling was turning into a verifiable premonition.

      I was trying to decide if I could avoid saying out loud that I’d been wrong and impulsive about this whole thing, when the door to the barracks finally opened. Fucking awesome—maybe it would work out after all and we could forget that the mission had started out as a mess and a half.

      My arm twinged angrily as I raised my gun.

      “I don’t understand!” someone whined from the ground.

      I nearly gasped. That was Connor’s voice. I’d know it anywhere.

      “What the fuck else is new?” Jimmy replied. “Get your shit together, boy.”

      I furrowed my brow. The words didn’t surprise me. He was always caustic and mean. It was his tone—if I didn’t know better, I’d say he sounded drunk? Maybe just tired? It was hard to tell.

      “You’re going to need to turn over the businesses to someone. Sophie isn’t coming back.”

      I peered over the edge of the roof, desperate to get a better look. Someone grabbed the back of my shorts to steady me, and I leaned even further, trusting that either Beck or Nico—I didn’t look at who was holding me—wouldn’t let me fall.

      Jimmy and Connor were walking toward the house. I raised my gun but faltered at the way my father was leaning to the side. Almost limping, like he’d hurt his leg or was seriously lit.

      “Stay in your lane,” Jimmy said. “Stay” came out like “They.”

      My eyes widened. If I had to take a wild guess, the loss of all his loyal men wasn’t a good look for my father. At least he’d be easier to take down this way. Especially with only Connor there, who was a terrible shot.

      I probably should have felt bad about killing my father, but all I could think about was him holding a gun to Sophie’s head. Or that time when I was seven and he and Brian taught me to shoot by literally just shooting at me until I figured out how to shoot back. Or all the very life-threatening missions he’d sent me on over the years without a single concern for my safety. Why the hell he’d never cared if I lived or died, I had no idea, but I didn’t owe him anything now.

      My eyes narrowed, and I raised my gun higher, ignoring the pull in my arm. “Rae,” Beck whispered, trying to get my attention.

      I ignored him. I could make the shot from here if only I could get a better angle.

      “Raegan!” Nico hissed.

      I twisted around to glare at him for making noise this close to the door, and pain shot up my already throbbing arm.

      “You’re bleeding, Little Thief.”

      I looked down in surprise. Sure enough, blood was seeping from my shoulder down my arm to soak my sleeve. As soon as my brain registered the problem, the pain doubled, and the hot, damp blood became sticky against my skin.

      “Oh,” I blurted out, having nothing better to say.

      “We’re fucking leaving,” Nico snapped. “Now.”

      I set my jaw, refusing to move. “No. They’re getting away.”

      “Good!” Nico snapped. “This was moronic. We could have sent someone or made an actual plan or at least fucking waited until you had recovered.”

      Beck’s brows furrowed in conflict. “Come on, Rae. We can try again soon.”

      My stomach churned, probably from blood loss. I rolled my eyes, sighing. Fucking awesome.

      I peered over the side again. My dad and Connor had disappeared. I took a deep breath. “Fine. Let’s go home.”

      If you were self-aware of how fucked-up you were, did that make it better or worse?
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      “Sophia, are you listening to me?” my mother asked from across our small brunch table.

      My fingers curled into my napkin, and my heart raced in my chest. I’d been basically on house arrest for days, and here I was, having brunch with my mom.

      The restaurant was busy for a weekday, each table filled with impeccably dressed mothers and daughters, eating barely there food portions. Their subtle but perfectly tailored outfits screamed old money. We didn’t fit in here, but my mother’s family wasn’t exactly unconnected, and she certainly wasn’t above threatening the owner. She liked to think she was just like Giovanna Esposito, and in some ways, she kind of was.

      I huffed out a breath and pressed both hands over my eyes, trying to ignore the fear of being out in the open that simmered just below the surface. Shit. I probably just smudged my eyeliner.

      I was pretty sure nothing bad could happen here, but that didn’t stop me from jerking in my seat every time a plate was set down a little too hard. Rae would kill me herself if she knew I’d come here. Honestly, I was starting to think maybe I’d screwed up.

      The frantic texts and voicemails from Mom last night insisting she had something critical to tell me were just the beginning. Then she started on the guilt trip. The texts I hadn’t deleted for some reason tugged at my conscience as I stared at my mother across the patio table.

      “Why did you call me here?” I said, my tone sharper than normal.

      If there was one thing I’d learned in the last few weeks, it was not to blindly trust my parents. That’s what happens when your dad holds you at gunpoint. It shatters your belief, and your foundation crumbles under your feet.

      My mother tucked a perfect red curl behind her ear. “Don’t be rude, dear.”

      Rae and I looked alike, but she and Mom were practically identical if it weren’t for the years separating them. They shared the same sharp features where mine were softer like Dad’s. To my mother’s never-ending pleasure, we were all often mistaken for sisters.

      Today, though, there was something off with her. Her expertly painted face couldn’t hide the purplish-blue tones peeking out behind her under-eye concealer. A trickle of fear shook me. God only knew what she was going through at home. My shoulders pinned back, and I double-checked the room. “Are you okay?”

      Her crisp green eyes met mine. “You need to come home, Sophia. Your father…your father is going through a lot. He hasn’t been acting like himself lately. There’s a lot of pressure on him.”

      I raised a brow. “You mean after he found out the deal he made with the Trilogy was actually Dante playing him?”

      My mom waved me off. “He’s fixed all that, but the Mount Summer men are getting antsy. We need to stand as a united front. It’s time you come home.”

      I barked a laugh at the sheer audacity. “Um, no. No, I will not be going back to the place Dad locked me in a room, then threatened to kill me. I’m good, thanks.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You’re ‘good.’” She said the word as though it were poisonous. “You sound like Raegan. You’re better than that.”

      “That you think that’s an insult is all the proof I need not to come home,” I said, emphasizing each word.

      Her gaze fixated on mine. “Your father will forgive you for passing information to your sister. You must know he wasn’t really going to shoot you. You just need to come back before…before anything else happens.” Her brows pinched together, but no wrinkles appeared in her Botoxed face. “Your sister and…her unfortunate choice of friends are being hunted. It’s only a matter of time before they’re caught. The Gentlemen are scattered, and she doesn’t have Mount Summer’s backing anymore. You need to get as far from there as possible. You are not safe, Sophia.”

      “You’re right about one thing. Nowhere is safe anymore.”

      A young man came up to our table, his broad smile dissolving as he looked between us. He wore a flawlessly pressed server uniform. “Um…do you need anything else?”

      I placed my napkin on my barely touched brunch plate. “I’m okay. I was actually just leaving.”

      I stood, forcing the man to take a step backward. The back of my eyes burned, and I rapidly blinked away tears. I was close to my parents. I’d always thought I was their world, but now I could see I was just another tool for them to wield. Unlike Rae, it had taken entirely too long to figure that out.

      “Sophia Alice O’Rourke, don’t you dare walk out of here.” My mother’s crisp voice cut through the room, entirely too loud for our present company. All eyes turned to us, and red crept up my mother’s face. I gave her one last look, head held high, and walked out. She’d chosen her side, and I’d chosen mine.

      I hurried down the hall and out the back alley, where I’d parked the Range Rover I’d “borrowed.” The crisp fall air lifted the ends of my baby blonde hair, and I buttoned my coat closed. The steady buzz in my pocket was a clear sign Rae figured out I was missing. I tugged my phone out of my pocket and fired off a quick text.

      Me: Just grabbed some breakfast. Coming back now.

      I shoved it in my purse before she could reply and dug around for the keys. I was sure whatever she replied wouldn’t be polite. A grin lifted the corner of my mouth. I could not wait to see the look on Nico’s face when I got back. He’d be royally pissed. Good, that man deserved to be taken down a rung. Although I’d give him credit, he’d changed since Rae was shot. Maybe even before that. All the guys seemed to be coming along nicely—well, until Rush.

      A band tightened around my chest as the scene played out in my mind. Rae stepped in front of Nico and collapsed to the ground, blood pooling beneath her. Everything seemed to move in slow motion.

      Distracted, I didn’t notice the figure in the alley until I was slammed face-first against the brick wall behind me. “Oomph.”

      My heart ricocheted in my chest as I struggled. The brick was cold against my chest, a sharp contrast to the heat of the solid form laid flat over my back. My lungs burned with the need to scream. Whoever had grabbed me pushed me so tight to the wall I could only sip the air enough to breathe.

      “Get off me.”

      “What’s a pretty girl like you doing out here?”

      Shit. Shit. Shit. I was royally screwed. “Let me go. You have no idea who you’re messing with.”

      His laugh filled the alley and vibrated off my back. Instead of the vicious sound I was expecting, it sounded condescending. “Oh, pretty girl. I know exactly who you are. Don’t you remember me?”

      Lightning burned up my arms, and I craned my neck to see his face. A large hand gripped my jaw, holding my cheek against the brick, and his nose ran up the back of my neck, sending a shiver down my spine. He made a tsking sound. “Trust me. You don’t want to see my face. You wouldn’t want to know what happens to people who do.”

      My body rioted, unable to decipher between the thrill of his deep voice and the threat. My body was an idiot. The sudden realization of how I knew that voice hit me like a truck. “You were there? You were one of them?”

      “If by ‘one of them’ you mean the men who tied you to a chair and fucked with your head for a few days? Then yeah. I’m one of them.”

      Oh, hell no.

      If I thought a regular street thug was bad, having a member of the Trilogy catch me was a disaster. I’d already had the privilege of being this man’s captive. I was in deep shit now. Adrenaline pumped through me, yelling at me to get the hell out of there. “Let me go.”

      He took a deep breath, and I swore he was smelling me. “Tell me. Why should I do that? I have you right where I’ve wanted you.”

      Where he wanted me.

      His words had no business holding that kind of possession in them, to the point of reverence. He sounded like he’d been waiting for me. I ignored the shiver that ran down my spine. Yeah, Soph. To kill you…

      He was going to drag me off to God knew where. Anger at myself for meeting my mom burned through my stomach, and my heart rate picked up. If Rae came to find me—which she would—they’d kill her this time, and it would be my fault. I squirmed, panic rising to the surface, but he just laid into me harder. Paralyzed, I forced myself to calm, channeling my sister. Think, Sophie. I could only see the empty alley directly in front of me. My only shot to scream would be when he hauled me to his vehicle.

      A sinking weight dropped into my stomach. He wasn’t dragging me back to his car. He didn’t seem to be in a hurry to go anywhere.

      Fear struck through me. If he wasn’t taking me somewhere, what the hell was he doing?

      I dug my nails into his thigh, but they barely sank in through his pants. I bit back a whimper, refusing to show how scared I was. I couldn’t lose myself. I swore I wouldn’t be in this position again, and I meant it. Come on, Sophie.

      My other hand was caught between me and the wall, still stuck in my purse. I shifted my fingers, and my heart jumped when they collided with a cool metal can. I worked to get my pepper spray out, careful not to make too much noise. “They’re going to hunt you down. You know that, right?” I asked, trying to distract him.

      His laugh was barely a rumble. “Oh, I’m counting on it, pretty girl.”

      Adrenaline spiked as I yanked my hand from in between us, directing the spray toward him. It would hit me too, but if I could just get to the SUV—

      His fingers tightened around my throat, and he slammed my hand into the wall, the can dropping as his fingers entwined with mine.

      He tsked, and his breath fanned over my ear. “Pretty girl, you do not want to do that. Although, it’s thrilling to see you’ve let some of that fire you’ve been hiding out.”

      I’ll give him fire. I stomped on his foot, and he hissed, pressing his hips into mine. His fingers tightened on my throat until my head floated. Every beat of his heart echoed through me. He didn’t move; instead, he loosened his grip enough for me to talk.

      “Are you fucking crazy?” I rarely swore, but this felt like the right occasion.

      He laughed again. This time, it sounded like he directed it at himself. “You know, Sophia. I’m really starting to think I am.”

      “Hey, boss. Where are you?” The voice came around the corner, and I froze under him. Had he been holding me this entire time, waiting for backup?

      Stupid, Sophie. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

      He flinched behind me, and his voice dropped so low I had to strain my ears to hear him. “Listen to me. You’re going to get yourself killed going out like this.”

      With each second, the voice from outside of the alley grew louder.

      “Don’t you want to kill me?” I did my best to hide the curiosity in my voice. Curious was not the proper reaction, but neither was his.

      His breath tickled the back of my neck. “Oh, I’m supposed to.” The softest brush of his lips crossed my neck. “The problem is you’ve been under my skin ever since that night I saw you dancing in the club, arms up and free.”

      Shock ran through me. He was at the club all those weeks ago when Rae and I had been stupid enough to dance a night away only to be busted by her guys. My captor was there? I strained to picture their faces, but I could only make out the dark, very large silhouettes. Similar to the one behind me. “But—”

      “Listen to me, Sophia. Do not come out again.”

      “I’m not afraid of you.”

      “You fucking should be.” He tightened on my throat. “There are worse things than me hunting for you out here. You’re lucky it was me who found you.”

      “I don’t feel lucky.”

      “Promise me.”

      “Wait…what?”

      “Don’t let me catch you again. I won’t let you go next time, and I don’t think you’re ready for me to keep you yet.”

      Yet.

      His fingers lifted, letting me take in a breath. I should have screamed, but I didn’t. “You aren’t keeping me. No one is. Never again.”

      His man called from just around the corner, and my captor shifted behind me. Anxious.

      “You have no idea, pretty girl. You have no fucking idea what’s coming. I need you to do something.” His hand tightened around my jaw almost painfully. “You’re going to count out loud to five before turning.”

      “What? No—”

      “Listen to me.” His voice was rough against my ear. “I wasn’t fucking with you before. You don’t want to see my face. I’ll take you right this fucking second if you do.”

      Shit. I nodded. Who the hell cared what he looked like so long as I was as far away from here as I could be.

      He patted my cheek, then ran his hand down the entire length of my body and shoved something I couldn’t see into the pocket of my jacket. “Good girl.”

      “One.”

      His heat left me, his hand letting go last. He stayed behind me, waiting to see if I would disobey. I didn’t budge.

      “Two. You better hurry. You’re running out of time.” I had no idea where I got the guts to sass him like that, but I liked it.

      “Three.”

      The air chilled my back. “Four…five.” I didn’t bother looking for him. Instead, I rushed directly into the SUV, locking the doors, and cranked over the engine.

      I reached in my pocket, pulling out a long chain gold necklace with a small jade charm on the end. I stared at it in bewilderment as his words replayed in my head.

      “I won’t let you go next time, and I don’t think you’re ready for me to keep you yet.”
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      “There.” I winced as I pointed with my hurt arm. “That’s one of our cars.”

      “Gotcha.”

      Beck threw on his blinker and pulled over along the grassy shoulder of the highway behind the blacked-out Range Rover Sophie took. I jumped out the moment we came to a stop and ran around to the passenger side, knocking on my sister’s window.

      Sophie startled and looked up at me through tearstained eyes. She fumbled with the button and unlocked the doors.

      I clambered into the car and slammed the door on the noise of the highway. “What happened?”

      The moment Sophie’s name popped up, I dropped everything—including the stitches Beck was fixing in my shoulder—and rushed out the door to come get her. She hadn’t provided much information about what the situation was.

      “I—I—Mom,” she sobbed.

      I looked at her, nonplussed. She didn’t seem hurt, which was putting my heart rate back to semi-normal. She wasn’t even crying now, just hyperventilating. Okay, panic. I knew panic well.

      “Sophie, look at me,” I told her. “Deep breath.”

      She didn’t seem able to take a deep breath. Fuck.

      “Hey.” I waved my hand in front of her face. “What color shirt am I wearing? Blue, right? Can you see four other blue things?”

      We sat like that for a full five minutes until she was calm enough to take a full deep breath through her nose.

      “I don’t know why I’m freaking out,” she gasped.

      “Okay, so you don’t know what happened?” I asked slowly.

      “No. I just don’t know why I’m freaking out. Everything is fine.”

      I could swear, if there was ever a doubt we were related—there wasn’t—this moment would have solidified for me that Sophie was my sister. A strong sense of kinship filled me—we were at least a mess together. Ooph. Dark thoughts.

      “Okay.” I rubbed her arm over the center console, wishing we were in a better position.

      “I told that guy I wasn’t afraid of him, but I’m totally afraid, Rae, oh my God.”

      She wasn’t making any sense.

      “What guy?” I said sharply. “Sophie, I need you to give me a little more here. I don’t know how to help.”

      She took a few more breaths, then explained quickly what had happened. As she spoke, I typed out a fast text to Beck, who was still sitting in the car behind us.

      “—and Dad is apparently acting crazy,” she finished. “Mom is worried.”

      That part didn’t surprise me. From what I’d seen, Jimmy was not doing well not being the big man on campus anymore. “Okay. Beck is going to go check out the area, and you and I are going home, okay?”

      She nodded, still trying to regulate her breathing. “I don’t know why I’m upset.”

      “Yeah you do. It’s scary, and it’s fine. We’re going to get them, don’t worry.”

      Somehow, Sophie freaking out put everything into perspective for me. There was probably psychology in that—I’d spent my whole life as the protector. I was comfortable in that role. I couldn’t lose my shit and go after my dad without a plan when there were other people counting on me. I had to stay focused.

      Sophie bit her lip, thinking, but didn’t comment as we got out of her car so I could drive. I waited for Sophie to climb into the passenger seat and close the door before turning to Beck. “Do you remember when Sophie and I went to the club all those weeks ago?”

      He nodded, his eyes dancing with mischief. “Of course, Little Thief.”

      “Well, we met some guys there who seemed interested in Sophie. She just told me a Trilogy guy mentioned the club to her today when he threatened her, like he’d been watching her since then, and then I realized something.” I ran my fingers through my long hair. “When we found Sophie at the abandoned hospital, I thought I recognized the guy guarding her, but I couldn’t place him. I just figured it out. He talked to us at the club with his friend.”

      Beck’s eyes narrowed, turning calculating, like he was planning exactly what he wanted to do to those guys. “I’ll go check it out, see if anyone at the club knows anything.”

      “Yeah. I’m going to get Sophie home.”

      Beck ran his hand up my waist, squeezing affectionately. “You sure your arm’s okay to drive?” I rolled my eyes hard at him, and he smirked. “Be safe, Little Thief.”

      I got back in the car and glanced at my sister as we turned toward home. Her head was pressed against the window, her eyes shut.

      “What did Mom want?” I asked tentatively.

      “Just for me to come home,” she said without opening her eyes. “Who the hell knows why. I would think Dad wouldn’t want me back now.”

      “You don’t want to go back, right?” I asked carefully.

      Her eyes flew open. “God, no. I’m here with you, I promise. I’m sorry.”

      I gave her a small smile, trying to remember that Sophie had been close with our mother, and Mom could be manipulative. “It’s okay. No long-term damage done.”

      She looked frustrated. “I need to get better at this. I don’t want to be a liability.”

      “You’re not,” I insisted.

      She gave me a flat look. “Yeah, I kind of am. You keep making Beck or Nico stay in the house with me. I can’t defend myself. I’m the official 1970s Daphne of this Scooby Gang. I want to be the Sarah Michelle Gellar version of Daphne.”

      I laughed for her benefit, but really, my mind was elsewhere.

      The Trilogy hadn’t surfaced, that I knew of, since I’d been shot—until today. That meant they had taken a whole week off. Why?

      The pain in my shoulder throbbed, reminding me viscerally why we hadn’t just stormed their headquarters. The Trilogy was at the advantage. We were disorganized. Regrouping. Dante was smart—he’d been slowly collecting an army, and if it got any bigger, we didn’t stand a chance to stop them. Meanwhile, the Trilogy had been lying low, making God knows what plans to take over the city. We needed something to go our way, and we needed it desperately.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I woke on Thursday to light streaming through my gauzy curtains and landing on my face. I wrinkled my nose, squeezing my eyes shut as tight as they would go and rolling over onto someone’s shoulder. “Five more minutes.”

      “You got it, Little Thief.” Beck shifted under me, clearly half-asleep.

      I’d had another semi-sleepless night, waking up at least four or five times. I dreamed of the Mount Summer outpost, but instead of Patrick, it was Sophie laid out on the ground, in a pool of blood. Prior to the last couple of weeks, I’d always been a heavy sleeper. It didn’t take a genius to work out that my anxiety was reaching a boiling point.

      “You’ve got twenty,” Nico said into my hair, trying to tug me back toward him from behind. “Alarm hasn’t gone off yet.”

      “Your internal clock is spooky,” I yawned, settling into the warmth of them on either side of me. “We don’t even need an alarm. Who cares when we get up.”

      “Some of us have jobs,” Nico yawned.

      “You’re on hiatus,” Beck said.

      “Mmmhmm.”

      Nico really must have been half-asleep to agree to that statement. He absently fanned his fingers out over my stomach, and I squirmed, suddenly warm for a whole different reason. My stomach swooped with an odd combination of anticipation and nerves.

      I arched my back, pressing into him as I ran my fingers down Beck’s chest. Suddenly, I wasn’t tired anymore. Not even a little.

      “Raegan, stop,” Nico choked. “Your shoulder…”

      “It’s been days. It doesn’t even really hurt anymore.”

      Beck groaned in frustration, catching my fingers. “Babe, you can’t pull your stitches again.”

      “Oh my God, I am not that hurt. See, I’m all good.” I lifted my arm above my head.

      Nico made a noise somewhere between a laugh and a groan as he shifted away from me. I scowled.

      It made absolutely no difference what I did to show them I was feeling better—I’d freaked them out beyond repair that day at Mount Summer, and now I was regulated to cuddling only. Or, in Nico’s case, vaguely affectionate lap-sitting. He wasn’t really a cuddler.

      Still, it had been days since I’d been home from the hospital, and I was starting to get seriously annoyed. Frankly, my anxiety would probably go down if I had some outlet to burn off all my energy. At the very least, if they were afraid to touch me, they could sleep in their own rooms.

      I climbed over Beck and strode across the room to the dresser. Pulling open the top drawer, I rummaged around and grabbed a change of clothes. “I’m taking a shower. We may as well get going early.”

      I threw a glance back at them as I closed the bathroom door. Neither looked particularly happy. Good.

      I made my way down to the kitchen and threw myself into a chair with as much force as I could muster. I groaned, allowing a wave of self-pity to wash over me. My sister was attacked, and there was nothing I could do about it. Scenarios kept running through my head: What if I’d been there? Would I have been able to stop him? The answer always turned up: no, not with my arm all jacked up. Not unless I caught him by surprise. It had been a long time since I’d felt this useless, and being coddled wasn’t helping.

      Footsteps sounded down the stairs, and I didn’t look up to see who had followed me. “Ugh, go away.”

      “Rae?” Beck asked from the doorway.

      “Leave me alone,” I snapped, knowing I sounded about twelve.

      Of course he didn’t. He plopped down in a chair next to me and put his head down on the table, looking a bit like a golden retriever. I fought not to smile.

      “Come on, don’t be mad.”

      “I’m not mad, I’m frustrated. You guys are treating me like I’m useless.”

      “No, we’re treating you like you’re hurt. Which you are.” He turned his boyish grin on me, and I was momentarily stunned. He looked gorgeous as usual in a tight gray T-shirt and sweats, with his hair mussed. Normally that might have swayed me, but I wasn’t really in the mood.

      “It really is getting better,” I muttered, already feeling like the point was going to fall on deaf ears. “Why doesn’t Nico bring in his doctor if you guys are so worried?”

      I’d met Nico’s personal doctor once when I cut my leg on some flying shrapnel from one of the Trilogy’s homemade bombs. He was a nice guy, if a little squirrelly. I supposed as a mob doctor, being nervous probably came with the territory.

      Beck bit his lip ring, sucking it into his mouth. “I guess we could call Sommers…”

      He sounded less than sure, but a soft yes was really all I needed at this point. My cabin fever was out of control. “Perfect.” I grinned. “Are you going to call, or should I?”

      Doctor Sommers’ secretary answered on the first ring and let me know that the doctor would come out to the house in the next couple of hours. It seemed to me that I was getting exceptional service, but then I remembered that my new cell phone—much like virtually everything else—was now connected to the Gentlemen and probably had Nico’s name on the caller ID. That was a hard pill to swallow. If I’d stolen the phone, that would have been one thing—at least I’d have been doing something to get it, legal or not, but just being given shit wasn’t really my style.

      I added the phone to my mental tally of things I intended to pay for myself as soon as I took back over the Mount Summer weapons supply lines.

      Almost exactly two hours later—the secretary was apparently very good with estimates—I stood in the living room across from Dr. Sommers, rotating my shoulder.

      “Does that hurt?” the doctor asked. He was youngish—maybe late thirties—with a weak chin and the hint of a mustache.

      “No.” I gritted my teeth.

      It did hurt, but not as much as I would have expected. I’d had way worse. Frankly, I suspected a lot of the pain came from lack of movement.

      “Yes,” Nico spoke over me from the corner.

      I shot him a glare. He was hovering about ten feet back—as close as I would let him get—his posture rigid, like a vampire about to strike.

      “Fucking hell,” I snapped. “Get out if you’re going to backseat drive.”

      Dr. Sommers audibly gasped, and I rolled my eyes. Granted, the way Nico kept tapping the gun at his side was a fair indication of a threat, so maybe the doctor had a point.

      “Let’s get you some new bandages, Miss O’Rourke,” Dr. Sommer said.

      “When can I go back to normal activities?”

      “Define ‘normal,’” replied the doctor.

      I bit my lip. How did you ask about general criminal activities…and sex?

      “The gym,” Nico supplied, rolling his eyes. “When can she go back to the gym?”

      “Oh.” The doctor looked more than a little relieved that we weren’t about to openly discuss murder. “Whenever you feel ready. Just take it easy.”

      “Ha!” I shouted too loudly. “Told you. Suck on that, Nicolai.”

      Beck poked his head in from the hallway. He, wisely, had cleared out of the area when Sommers arrived, but I could practically feel him pacing in the hall like a 1950s dad with a pregnant wife. “All set?”

      “Yup.” I grinned. “I’m cleared for takeoff.”
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      I ground my teeth as the floor of my office shook and the bass of some deafening rap sound pounded through the house. Raegan was in the gym, and I needed to get us some soundproofing immediately or I was going to blow my brains out. The gym issue was pissing me off for several reasons—the noise was frankly fucking high on the list, but there was also her safety. Needless to say, Sommers was fired.

      I stared blankly at the laptop on my desk, where the same Excel document I’d been working on for over an hour remained unchanged. We had several insurance claims to deal with, Feds to pay off, and I still hadn’t found myself a damn assistant. The endless playlist of painfully bad club music wasn’t fucking helping.

      I ran my hand through my hair. I wasn’t feeling optimistic. This shit was far from the most important thing going on right now—I had never hated myself more for deciding that the Gentlemen needed a legitimate business to fall back on if the illegal shit ever went south. Doing everything myself fed my need to control all aspects of the business, but it also meant that things didn’t get done if I didn’t stay hypervigilant. This week, I’d been anything but vigilant. Violent, maybe.

      “Why are you sighing like that?”

      I jolted, swiveling around in my chair, expecting to see Raegan standing behind me, and reeled back. Sophie stood in the door to my new home office, holding a huge coffee mug that said “I’M REALLY A MERMAID.” I raised an eyebrow. When she dropped her fake high voice, she sounded so like Raegan, it was surreal. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “Um, okay, rude.”

      I scowled. Sophie’s mere existence annoyed the shit out of me. “Go away, Sophia. I’m working.”

      If you could call staring at the same budget inconsistency all day “working.”

      “Calm down. You’re going to give yourself an ulcer.”

      My eyes narrowed. Like I hadn’t heard that before.

      Instead of leaving, she rounded my desk and stepped up behind me to lean over and read my screen over my shoulder. What the fuck?

      “Can I help you with something?” I said through my teeth. If she didn’t hear the implied threat, she was even dumber than I thought.

      “You have a miscalculation in the fourth column,” she said, stepping back. “That’s why your formula isn’t working.”

      My eyes bugged out of my head as I glanced from her back to my Excel sheet. “No…”

      Shit, she was right.

      I rolled my eyes and begrudgingly changed the last number in the fourth column from an eight to a nine. “Thanks, I guess.”

      She laughed and tapped her foot to the beat of the music coming from the basement. “So you are capable of a polite response. I’ll alert the media.”

      Bitch.

      “Is there a reason you’re still here?”

      “I just walked in.”

      “I meant in the house at all,” I snapped.

      She ignored me—something I’d frankly killed people for in the past—and leaned against the desk. “I’m bored.”

      I blinked. Is this a joke? “Do you have a death wish? Why the fuck would you come to tell me that?”

      “Oh my God, calm down. I have nothing to do. You have way too much to do, clearly.” She gestured at my unusually messy desk. “Can I help?”

      I laughed. Genuinely, which wasn’t all that common. Good for her, that was fucking funny.

      She frowned. “I’m serious.”

      I couldn’t hide my grin. Not that I tried. “Sophia, no. What do you even think you would be able to do for me?”

      Sophie put her coffee down on a stack of papers and shrugged. “You need a PR person to spin how the hell four hotel bombings wasn’t your fault, or you’re never going to recover. I can do that.”

      My smile slipped. That wasn’t a terrible point—about the PR person, not about her being able to do it. There was no way in hell.

      We stared at each other across my desk. This was fucking bizarre.

      “Sophia—”

      “Sophie,” she corrected.

      “Sophia,” I repeated. “I have spent the last decade trying to avoid you. You should assume that it’s personal. Why the fuck would I want to subject myself to spending any time with you? Even this is a lot, if I’m being honest.”

      Instead of being insulted as I’d intended, she laughed. “That’s why. You’re awful with people.”

      I narrowed my eyes so far I could barely see her. “I’m really not. I just don’t like you.”

      “And you should assume it’s mutual, Esposito,” she said, sounding angry for the first time.

      “Then what the hell are you doing here?” I bit out. “You realize to be my assistant, you would have to spend time with me, right?”

      I shuddered involuntarily, and she laughed. What fucking planet does this woman live on?

      “Yes, I know,” she said. “But even you are better than being locked in this house alone all day doing nothing while my sister slowly goes insane and ends up killing herself trying to do everything alone. I’m not an assassin like the rest of you, but I want to help.”

      Whatever else she had said had blurred into a dull roar at the words “ends up killing herself.” I tensed, leaning forward. “Wait, what’s wrong with Raegan?”

      Sophie looked incredulous. “Aside from everything? Maybe ask her, God.”
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        * * *

      

      The home gym downstairs was nowhere near the level I would have preferred, but it was fine for now. Frankly, most of the house wasn’t quite at the level I wanted it just yet. If we stayed here, I’d have to have the contractor and the designer from the hotels do a longer overhaul on the whole thing. The selling point of this particular house, aside from the size, was the lack of gang affiliation in the area. The entire suburb was more or less a dead zone—or it had been until we moved here.

      I pushed open the door to the gym, and the music got even louder, rattling against my skull. Jesus Christ, I was going to fucking shake her. “Raegan!”

      No reply. Maybe she couldn’t hear me over the music.

      I stalked around the edge of the gym until Raegan came into view, jogging on the treadmill in a black bra and shorts—I pinched the bridge of my nose. I didn’t know what I’d been expecting, but it would have been easier if she worked out in something unattractive. A bathrobe or some shit, instead of whatever fucking not-clothes that was. “Raegan!”

      Again, she ignored me. I circled around to the front of the treadmill, and her head jolted up, eyes widening in surprise. “Hey.” She gasped for air and wiped sweat off her forehead. “Is everything okay?”

      My eyes landed on a bead of sweat dripping down her neck into her cleavage, and I blinked several times as she hit the button to slow the speed of the treadmill. Why was I here again?

      “No,” I replied, and her face went ashen.

      “What—”

      “Fuck, not what I meant.”

      This was the problem with being constantly distracted. I mentally added “Can’t have sex, can’t think straight” to my list of reasons that I was going to kill Rush the next time I saw him.

      Raegan reached for her phone on the shelf of the treadmill and turned down the volume of the Bluetooth. “What did you mean?”

      “Why the hell are you working out?” That wasn’t exactly what I meant either, but it was closer.

      Her eyes narrowed. “Uh, the doctor cleared me. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “You shouldn’t push yourself.”

      She laughed, but there was no genuine humor there. “You sound psycho, you realize that, right? I’m fine.”

      I already regretted coming down here. I’d intended to ask her if something was wrong—clearly there was, but now we were just going to hash out this same argument again. Of course.

      “You were shot, Rabbit. Fucking excuse me for trying to protect you.” I kept wondering if her shoulder was hurt not just from the bullet, but also from my practically ripping it out of the socket in that shed. She hadn’t mentioned that, but I couldn’t get it out of my head.

      “I am not the type to be protected.”

      “No, shit,” I grumbled, more to myself than her. I had never cared to protect anyone before, except maybe Beck and Rush. Go fucking figure I would pick the most difficult woman on earth.

      “Then what the hell are you doing?” She turned back around. “I feel like you should know me well enough by now to realize if you don’t include me, I will just do my own fucking thing.”

      I closed my eyes and tilted my head up to the ceiling. That was absolutely fucking true. “Fine.”

      “Was that it?” she said incredulously. “You came down here to tell me not to work out, even though I was literally just told it’s fine and I have nothing else to do right now, anyway? Really?”

      When she said it like that, it didn’t sound great. I’d actually come down to ask her about what Sophie said—if she was having a hard time since everything with Rush and Dante and her dad. That sounded fucking stupid even in my head—of course she was.

      “Never mind,” I said, backing away from her. “Fuck it. I’m going back to work.”

      Her eyes darted back and forth like she was thinking fast.

      “Listen.” She took a step forward. “I’m really fine, I promise. Want to see how fine I am?”

      I raked a hand through my hair, meeting her gaze. Her eyes were hooded, and she bit her bottom lip. I winced. “Don’t look at me like that.”

      “Like what?”

      I groaned. She knew exactly like what. Like she wanted to get fucked over that treadmill. The problem was, I wasn’t sure I had the ability—or even the desire, really—to be gentle.

      I could picture it. Bending Raegan over the weight bench, tying her arms and licking her sweet cunt until she was crying for it but never actually letting her come until she begged. Making her kneel while I whipped her ass with one of those yoga strap things hanging on the wall.

      But she was hurt.

      “Are you listening?” She took a step closer.

      No. “Yes.”

      She let her hand trail along the hem of her shorts, and my gaze snapped to her fingers. Jesus fucking Christ. I didn’t have the self-control for this shit. Gandhi didn’t have the self-control for this.

      “Raegan.” My tone was a warning, but I wasn’t sure if she realized what I was warning. Please fucking stop. I do not have the ability to keep saying no to you. “You almost died.”

      She made an exasperated sound, and her expression crumpled as I left the room. “Fine. Completely ignore what I’m saying. That’s cool too.”

      I didn’t go back to work.

      Climbing the stairs two at a time, I muttered angrily under my breath. I was trying to do the right thing here, but for what? I didn’t do nice shit like this. This wasn’t normal. If she didn’t care, there was no reason for me to care. I should have stayed.

      I did care though, and that was some bullshit.

      I climbed to the second floor and pushed open the door to the bedroom at the end of the hall, then realized my mistake—all my shit was in Raegan’s room. Fuck. That was not happening.

      I let myself into Beck’s room—which was also almost completely empty—and helped myself to some of his clothes. I scowled at the gray sweatpants and hideous graphic T-shirt. What the fuck. I took a shower and lay flat on Beck’s unmade bed.

      I didn’t have a lot of experience with normal relationships, but I was fairly sure somehow this was going to be my fault. Then again, I wasn’t even sure this was a relationship. Every waking moment of my entire fucking life had become about her. She was making it impossible to think rationally about anything without first worrying about her safety. That had to be more than nothing.

      My phone vibrated on the dresser, and I reached for it instinctively.

      Rabbit: Sorry

      I stared down at the message for half a second, confused. What the hell was she apologizing for?

      Rabbit: That you are being such a dick so you’re going to miss out tonight.

      I groaned. There, now I’d pissed her off. For once in my fucking life, I was trying to do the right thing and…wait, what did she say?

      Me: What do you mean?

      Rabbit: Remember that time you called me a good girl?

      My eyes widened, staring down at the screen. Excuse me? As though that was forgettable.

      I sat up and swung my legs over the side of the bed, my cock painfully hard. She is not fucking doing this to me.

      Me: Yes?

      Three dots appeared and then disappeared. Appeared again, and disappeared. I was going to go over there and take that phone and…no. I was not going to do that. Goddamn brat.

      An audible moan sounded through the wall dividing her room with mine. Every muscle in my body tensed.

      Me: WTF are you doing, Rabbit?
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      Nicolai: what the fuck are you doing, Rabbit?

      I let my fingers trail down my stomach down to my core. My clit throbbed, and I ran my fingers over it, a jolt of pleasure shooting through me.

      Me: You know, being as I’m alone right now with no one to take care of me…

      Raising my phone above my head, I snapped a picture and hit Send before I could second-guess myself.

      I waited with bated breath in the center of my unmade bed, gaze fixed on the door, fingers still rubbing lazy circles.

      My entire body tingled, half with nervous anticipation, half with desire. I rubbed faster, feeling a bit like the royal sacrifice, waiting for the dragon to come and eat her—hopefully.

      My phone buzzed a reply, and I ignored it. Come and get me.

      I knew—or at least, I was pretty sure I knew—why he was refusing to touch me, even though it was obvious he wanted to.

      Nico didn’t do gentle.

      He would always be violent, controlling, and possessive. He was never going to turn into a casual, vanilla sex kind of guy, even if we found our way to a semi-normal relationship. I needed to prove I was on board with that, because that normal-ish relationship could never happen unless someone broke this tension.

      The ends of my hair brushed against my hardened nipples, and I shivered. Removing my fingers, I shifted to a kneeling position. Like a good girl.

      Footsteps sounded down the hall, and my pussy throbbed with anticipation, my heart pounding out of control.

      I’d left the door slightly ajar, and it creaked as Nico pushed it wide, phone still in hand. His hair was wet, and he’d changed into what could only be Beck’s clothes—any other time, I might have wondered about that, but I really didn’t give a fuck.

      Nico leaned on the doorframe and surveyed me with an expression I’d never seen before—somewhere between calculating and hungry. His black eyes surveyed me slowly, taking in my naked body on full display. I flushed hot, though less from embarrassment and more from arousal.

      He ran a thumb over his bottom lip. “What do you think you’re doing, Raegan?”

      I dropped my phone in the center of the bed, and we both watched it hit the tangled blankets in front of my slightly parted thighs. “I would have thought that was obvious.”

      He closed the door behind him with a snap and crossed the room, looking more like a predator stalking prey than anything else. He stood at the edge of the bed, just close enough that I could have reached out and touched him if I wanted. “Let’s pretend it’s not. Explain it to me.”

      “I—” Words failed me.

      I licked my dry lips, and his gaze snapped to my mouth. He wrenched his eyes back to mine. “Were you in here touching yourself, wishing I’d come fuck you?”

      I swallowed hard. “Yes.”

      An involuntary growl rumbled in the back of his throat—like he’d tried to suppress it and couldn’t. “Show me.”

      My eyes widened, and I licked my lips nervously again. That wasn’t really what I’d had in mind. “Wait, what—”

      His hand snapped out, so fast I barely saw it, and tipped my chin back. “This is what you want, right?” He put a lot of emphasis on “this,” and I took it to mean him dominating me. “Then follow the fucking directions. I don’t like repeating myself.”

      My heart pounded, and goose bumps erupted over my skin, though I was anything but cold. He was right. I wanted this—so fucking much.

      I held eye contact, leaning back on my heels and parting my thighs wider to expose myself fully. Cool air hit my throbbing pussy, and I shivered, tingles traveling over my entire body.

      I gasped as my fingers brushed over my clit again, already too sensitive from my previous ministrations. Nico watched me with hungry eyes as I stroked small circles that I could feel in the tips of my toes.

      “Faster,” he directed, gaze fixed on my face rather than my hand.

      I let out a soft moan and swallowed it, startled by the sound in the quiet room.

      “Touch your tits with your other hand. Good girl.”

      I whimpered, inserting two fingers into myself as I massaged my left nipple with the other hand. I could come just from him talking to me.

      Nico’s lip curled, and he stepped closer, finally reaching out to touch me. He brushed my hair back from my face. “Do you feel like you could come, Rabbit?” he said, as though reading my mind.

      My knees shook. “Mmmhmm.”

      “Good.” He grabbed my hand, stilling it, and I jolted at the close contact. “Don’t. You haven’t earned it.”

      My eyes popped open, narrowed—that was going to be fucking difficult. I wasn’t exactly able to stop myself from orgasming. “Are you fucking serious right now—”

      “Get on your knees, Raegan. On the floor.”

      I scrambled off the bed and onto the floor, where the grooves of the hardwood pressed into my knees. Nico came to stand in front of me, staring down with an imperial arch to his brow.

      He pushed down his borrowed sweatpants, just far enough to free his cock, and I nearly choked at the size of him. The only other time we’d fooled around, Nico had gotten me off but stayed mostly dressed himself. Good Lord, how I’d spent months missing out on this, I’d never know.

      “Earn it,” he said, smirking down at me.

      “Yes, sir,” I almost replied, before biting it back. Better not to let him think he’d fully won this round.

      Nico grabbed the back of my head, forcing me forward as he thrust past my parted lips. I choked, swallowing as he hit the back of my throat.

      My breath left me, and I grappled to steady myself on his thighs, unable to do more than hold on as he brutally fucked my mouth.

      “Fuck, you’re perfect like that.” He gripped the side of my neck, thumb pressing down on my throat hard enough to hurt. “Put your fingers back in your pussy, Raegan. I want you to make yourself come.”

      Involuntary tears streamed down my face, and my head spun, almost high from the endorphins and lack of oxygen.

      I ground the heel of my hand against my clit, three fingers thrusting in and out of my core. Fire licked up my stomach, heat coating my entire body.

      I whimpered, mewling around his cock. My throat burned with the need to breathe as the pain combined with the intense pleasure. He pulled out suddenly, letting go of my neck just as I screamed my release.

      Stars danced in front of my eyes, and I coughed, gasping for breath, as I came down from an indescribable intensity. Holy fucking shit.

      Maybe I was high on endorphins, but it felt like there was a poetic justice to this. I’d spent years hating the Gentlemen. Viewing Nico personally as the figurehead of all evil in the world. Knowing without a doubt that if we ever met, one of us would kill the other.

      If we were going to kill each other now, this was probably how we’d go.

      Nico bent down and brushed mascara tears off my face. He bent over and pressed his mouth to mine, running his tongue over my bottom lip. “That’s my good girl.”

      I pulled back and blinked up in confusion. “You didn’t finish.”

      “I’m going to come inside you or not at all, Rabbit.”

      I grinned and took a few deep breaths, trying to return my heart rate to somewhere in the normal range.

      Nico stripped off his T-shirt with one hand and then pulled me to my feet. He leaned into me from behind, crowding me completely, his hard cock pressing against my bare ass. “Bend over the bed.”

      “Are you going to tie me,” I said, half-joking. I clasped my hands behind my back.

      The fact that it was the same position that we’d sat in the shed in wasn’t lost on me—it was intentional. Some part of me wanted it. Hurt me like this. Fuck me like this. Take the control back for both of us.

      Nico wrapped one hand around both my wrists, dwarfing them with the size of his palm. “No. You don’t make the rules, Raegan. Bend over. I want to see your ass in the air.”

      I stretched my arms up, arching my back into him. I expected him to slam into me, rough and violent—and exactly what I wanted—but instead, I felt him sink to his knees behind me.

      He wrapped his long fingers around the insides of my thighs, pushing them wider. My breath caught in the back of my throat.

      He meticulously licked and kissed up the inside of my thighs, running long fingers along the backs of my legs at a torturously slow pace. I moaned embarrassingly loudly, writhing against him.

      He let his teeth graze two inches below where I actually needed it. I pressed my forehead to the bed, squirming, my breath coming faster in anticipation.

      I whimpered as he pressed his mouth to my core. The heat of his breath was somehow better and worse than the slow descent up my legs. I arched my back, bowing off the bed in an effort to get closer.

      I gasped, my hands landing flat against the mattress when he thrust his tongue into my core. I writhed in perfect agony as he traced long, wet strokes from my entrance to my ass, alternating between firm and teasing. His fingers ran along my entrance, teasing, not quite entering, while he drew little circles up to my clit with the tip of one finger.

      “If I wanted to fuck you here, would you let me?” He traced a finger over my asshole, sending shivers up my spine.

      I shifted between my feet. “Yes.”

      A sharp palm came down against my ass, the sting reverberating through me. “Right answer, Rabbit, but not today.”

      Two fingers thrust inside me, and I moaned loud enough for the whole house to hear, my entire body shaking.

      He curled his fingers, stroking inside me, then shoved a third finger in my ass. The sensation became too much. Too hot. Too intense. I screamed into the blanket, and shudders racked through me as my body clamped around his fingers.

      I had no time to recover.

      He wrapped one hand around my throat, and the other ran up my body to cup my right breast.

      Without warning, he pushed into me, and my scream got lost in the blanket.

      My fingers tightened on the blanket, holding on for dear life as he pounded ruthlessly into me, seeming to try to get deeper when there was nowhere else to go.

      I stretched around him, the fullness nearly too much. His hands dug into my hips, no doubt leaving bruises. Just on the edge of painful but in the best fucking way. My stomach contracted, another orgasm beginning to build.

      Nico moved the hand around my throat to my hair, twisting to yank my head back. I stretched, twisting so I could meet his mouth with mine.

      “Do you like that, Raegan? Me owning you with my cock.” He thrust into me again, harder, and I bit back a moan of pleasure.

      “You don’t own me,” I said against his mouth. “Not just you.”

      His hand tightened in my hair, and his next thrust was punishing. “Just me right now. You’re mine, Raegan.”

      My chest constricted with some unnamed emotion, but I said nothing. His hand came down on my ass with a crack that was sure to leave a mark. “Say it. Say you’re mine.”

      “I’m yours.”

      He sucked on my earlobe, letting it out of his mouth with a pop. “Good girl.”

      I shattered, coming so hard tremors rocked my body and darkness clouded my vision. My whole body clamped around him, and he groaned, pulsing inside me as he followed me over the edge.

      He caught himself on his forearms before falling on top of me, his breath heavy in my ear. “Mine.”
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      I leaned back, resting my head against the old brick wall of Duke’s Bar. It was cool tonight, but my warm breath suffocated me in my neon orange mask.

      I’d been posted at the back door, staring at the parking lot for so long I’d memorized my surroundings. From the look of it, this neighborhood had gone to shit long before the Trilogy had moved in.

      There was an apartment building to the right of the bar, only half-rented, and an abandoned mattress store on the left. The surrounding blocks were made up mostly of empty retail spaces and houses that hadn’t been well cared for in thirty years or more.

      In other words, it was the perfect place to hang low.

      Not that the Trilogy had to worry about hiding in the shadows anymore. We’d taken over the city, doubling in size. Nico would have one hell of a time taking the Trilogy on without support, and I doubted there were enough Mount Summer crew loyal to Rae to make up for the defector Gentlemen.

      Door watch was grunt work. Dante made it loud and clear what he thought of me switching sides. If I wanted to be a part of the Trilogy, I was going to have to work for it. Fine by me. If he wanted to fuck with me by keeping me out here all night, I didn’t give a single shit. It gave me plenty of time to think about what an asshole I was.

      Pain lanced through my chest as images of Rae laid out in a pool of blood infiltrated my mind. My world stopped the second I pulled the trigger. It was supposed to be Nico. I would eliminate a problem for Dante, earning his trust, and sever my ties with the Gentlemen all in one shot. It was a fucking stupid last-minute plan, but it would’ve worked.

      I should’ve followed Dante out immediately. Instead, I’d knelt in Rae’s blood as bullets flew, barely registering what was going on around me. I was so out of my goddamn mind, I fought against the Trilogy when they tried to pull me away. Rae had been so pale, all the blood drained from her face, and I’d only made out one word before they dragged me out of there.

      “Traitor.”

      I spent the next twenty-four hours answering questions while the sick Russian fuck, Viktor, cut me up. I’d welcomed every slice of pain and smooth cut of skin. The torture was the only thing holding me together. I deserved every ounce of blood lost. I’d shot Rae. I’d told her I loved her, then shot her all within the span of fifteen minutes. Blood had soaked her clothes, and the sick realization sank in that I’d killed her. After that, everything had gone blank, and I gave zero shit what I told the Trilogy or what they did to me.

      At some point, I passed out. I woke to Dante crouched in front of where I was strapped to a chair. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he looked sympathetic. “She’s not dead yet.”

      The mix of blood loss and relief had the world spinning and going black.

      The next time I woke up, I was in a room at the asylum, full of wall-to-wall bunks with other members of the Trilogy. Since then, I’d been given every shitty low-grade post they could think of. I was on security detail, a street bully, and now an official back door watcher. For fuck’s sake. Dante was playing a game with me.

      I lifted my mask, rubbing a hand over my face, and twisted my neck until it cracked on both sides. I’d kill for a fucking coffee.

      I startled when the door beside me swung open. I huffed out a breath when the man stepped out. He was middle-aged, gray-haired, and covered in tattoos.

      “Jimmy fucking O’Rourke.”

      What the hell was he doing? Jimmy had gone AWOL the second he realized he’d been working with Dante and not some unknown Trilogy leader. He’d been MIA ever since.

      Jimmy laughed. There was something off about him. His normally composed mob boss demeanor cracked, showing his desperation underneath. “Well, if it isn’t the great Sebastian Rushmore. Not so great anymore.” He pointed to where I stood by the door. “Don’t worry, boy.” His tone was patronizing as he gestured toward the door he’d just come through. “Dante and I are good. Just took me by surprise.”

      Motherfucker. I hate this asshole.

      He cocked his head to the side and looked me over. The bastard’s words slurred as he said, “What happened? Did you get tired of sucking your boyfriends’ dicks?”

      He’s baiting you. Fucking leave it. I clenched my jaw shut.

      The drunken asshole would not shut the fuck up. “I’ll admit I was surprised when I heard you tried to shoot Esposito. I thought you were his perfect little bitch. Loyal till the end.”

      A muscle ticked in my jaw. He’s fucking baiting you. Do not fucking engage.

      “You clearly take after your mother. A traitorous slut for whoever wants to fill you with cum.”

      Jesus Christ. My hand twitched at my side, the need to break his face becoming palpable.

      “You’re not the only little whore for those boys, are you, though? Raegan dropped to her knees for a taste of Esposito’s cock. Tell me, Rush. Did you like getting their sloppy seconds? Did she fake moan for you while she turned her back on her family? Dumb fucking slut.”

      I went rigid, vision blurring. He had no fucking idea how close I was to destroying him, or he’d have shut his fucking mouth.

      “It’s a good thing you’re such a bad shot.” He sneered at me, mouth tipped up at the side. “I’m going to enjoy killing her. Not too quick. Draw it out a bit, you know?”

      Anger detonated inside me. A red haze came over my eyes, and I fired off three quick shots. Jimmy hit the ground, eyes wide as blood covered his clothes. I’d fucked up. Dante was going to kill me for breaking whatever deal he had with Jimmy, but it was fucking worth it to watch Jimmy on the ground, mouth opening and closing like a fish struggling for water.

      “That wasn’t very smart, Jimmy.”

      The door swung open, and four members of the Trilogy stepped out, followed by an unmasked Dante. While the Trilogy technically had three leaders—Dante and his two seconds-in-command—Dante was the only one I ever saw walk around without a mask. He looked like a more vicious version of Nico with scars cutting through his face and his hair buzzed tight to his head. He was unpredictable, which just added to how fucking dangerous the Trilogy was.

      Four guns pointed at me, and I dropped mine to the ground, letting go of my breath. My heart pounded in my chest as I waited for the bullets to fill me. It was the least I deserved after fucking things up so badly. I waited as tension soaked the air, and a shudder ran through me as the seconds ticked by. Dante stood silently over Jimmy’s prone body. His laugh cracked off the walls, and I had to hide my stunned reaction when he turned to me smiling.

      “That’s one problem taken care of.” His tone was laced with a sharp thread of anger, undermining his words. His hand wrapped around my throat as he slammed me back against the wall, cutting off my air supply. He didn’t move as I struggled, just leaned harder into me, and a black haze filled my vision. “I was keeping him around until he wasn’t useful anymore.” Dante’s eyes, so similar to Nico’s, narrowed before he smiled wider, letting me go. The guy was fucking insane. “Guess this works too.”

      I collapsed my hands on my knees as I sucked in heaping lungfuls.

      Dante dipped his head to my ear and whispered, “I’ll tell you a secret as a treat for killing Jimmy O’Rourke.”

      My body tightened. Nothing good was going to come from his mouth, and I didn’t want to fucking know.

      “Jimmy signed Mount Summer over to me. The stupid bastard made me the heir in trade for me not slaughtering him and his men.” His laugh trickled down my neck, and I swallowed back my gag. “At least he got one thing as part of the deal. I won’t kill his men so long as they follow me.”

      Jesus fucking Christ. Bile burned a path up my throat. Dante was too fucking smart for his own good, and everyone who wasn’t a member of the Trilogy was fucked.

      He patted my back and straightened, and started barking orders at the men who’d followed him out here. “You’ve got ten days to sort out Mount Summer before we execute them all. After that, they don’t stand a chance.”

      Ten days… The words rattled inside me.

      Raegan.

      No matter what stood between us, there was no fucking way I was letting Dante get to her.

      “Hatter, what happens to the ones we can’t get to?” one of the men asked, his voice familiar, clearly accustomed to Dante’s form of crazy. The other three stood ramrod straight, waiting for their next orders.

      Dante’s chuckle chilled my bones. “Anyone not flipped by then will die with the rest of them. Cheer up, boys—this time next week, our damned souls will be kings of the city.”

      He tipped his head toward the dead body. “Clean that up.” Then he and two of his men disappeared back into the building.

      The man with the familiar voice lifted his mask, revealing Connor glaring back at me. He stood rigid, and the veins in his neck bulked out like some roided-out bodybuilder. “You’re going to pay for that, Gentlemen.”

      I toed Jimmy’s motionless boot and gave Connor a toothy smile. “Nah, I don’t think so, but you should probably hurry along. You don’t have Jimmy left to guard your back.”

      It took several moments before I could stand without puking. The reality of the situation threatened to paralyze me. I had to get my shit together.

      I stared at the dead man in front of me, then at the empty store to my left, and groaned. This was going to be messy. I crouched down, grabbing Jimmy under his arms and pulling him with me.

      His body twitched as I dragged him away from the door. I dropped him.

      No fucking way. Sure enough, the bastard had a fucking pulse.
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      I got out of the shower and pulled a fluffy white towel around myself, twisting my hair in a second one. I had no idea how Nico pulled off furnishing this place, but it took luxury to the next level. The towel wrapped around my chest left my wound exposed, and I ran my fingers over the delicate skin, careful not to prod it. The scab had come off, leaving a red and angry mark, which joined the countless other scars that covered my body. Just another indicator of the dangerous life we lived.

      I slipped off my towel, ready to hurry to my closet. I needed to speak with Nico. Images of last night flooded my senses, and I closed my thighs tight to fight off the ache there. Things had definitely changed between us, but exactly where we stood was still unclear.

      A sharp intake of breath came from the bed when I stepped into my room. Beck laid out over the oversized mattress, bare from the waist up. My mouth dropped as I traced my gaze over his sculpted chest, painted with colorful tattoos. He made a pained sound, drawing my attention. His eyes hooded, and he bit down on his fist. “Fuck, babe, you can greet me like this anytime.” He sat up, dropping his legs over the side of the bed. “Come here, Little Thief. I need to taste you.”

      “Oh, so now I’m not hurt,” I teased.

      “Doctor knows best. He did say you were cleared for physical activity.” His voice rumbled in his chest, and his hooded eyes darkened.

      Jesus. Heat flooded between my thighs, and I suppressed a moan as I walked toward him. Beck tucked me between his legs and gently unwrapped my hair, letting it fall down my back. He tugged the ends until my head fell back, lifting my chest, and captured my nipple in his mouth, the cool touch of his lip piercing pulling a whimper from my throat. Fuck, what these men did to me should be illegal. His hands rose up the back of my legs, cupping my ass, and lifted me to straddle him. His hard cock pushed against my core through the thin fabric of his shorts. We both groaned as I rocked over him in needy movements.

      His phone buzzed on the bedside table, and he sucked on my lower lip, hands guiding me back and forth against him. “Ignore it.”

      Gladly. I raked my fingers into his light blond hair, tightening until he growled. I’d learned what he liked, an extra bite of pain with his pleasure.

      The phone buzzed again, and I pulled away, letting out a huff of breath. “Just check it.”

      He gripped my hip in one big hand, holding me in place while he reached for his phone. He read the message and tipped his head back with a pissed off-groan. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

      I read the message and jumped off him, hurrying to get dressed. “What do you think?”

      He pouted and ran both hands through his hair. “Fine, I’ll drive.”
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        * * *

      

      Duke’s Bar was an absolute dive. When I read the text that this was where we’d find him and the rest of the Trilogy, I’d been less than impressed. My arm ached with the strain of keeping my gun raised as I waited for a clear shot. I needed to shoot him while they were still alone, or I’d lose my chance of escaping, and no matter how satisfying shooting the asshole would feel, it wasn’t worth taking a bullet for.

      One was more than enough, thank you.

      I was perched six floors above them on an apartment balcony railing for the last twenty minutes, not daring to lift my other hand to pull my coat closed against the chill of the wind. It had been over a week since I’d left the hospital, and this was my first glance at the heavily tattooed Gentlemen.

      Come on, Rush, get out of the way.

      Anger burned in my chest a few inches below where the bullet passed through my shoulder, only to be muddled with the annoying mix of longing as Rush raked his fingers through his hair. He looked good dressed in a black hoodie, black jeans, and black boots. He’d blend into the shadows if it wasn’t for the neon mask he held. A firm reminder of why I was here.

      Rush’s gaze darted over the parking lot, hand grasping his holstered gun. His head tilted slightly in my direction but failed to look up. My finger moved against the trigger of my rifle.

      An exasperated groan escaped my lips as two more Trilogy members stepped out of the building, and I lowered my gun from where I pointed it directly at Dante’s head.

      Just a few more inches and I’d have killed him.

      I lowered myself from the railing and climbed through the open apartment window. Glad to be out of the wind, I rushed out of the room and took the stairs down two at a time, racing for the exit. The clang of my pounding feet only disrupted the heaviness of the quiet building over the concrete stairs. I jumped the last few, and pain jarred up my knees, straight into my shoulder. Motherfucker.

      I fought against the grimace trying to take over my face and moved toward the exit door rimmed with light where the old seal had broken.

      The door swung open just as I got to it, and I slammed into a solid chest, shooting pain through my arm. He smelled of a familiar forest on a rainy day, and I struggled not to rest against him. I held my burning arm and took a step back, letting my gaze roam over Rush’s solid form. His dark hair was a mess, sticking up in every direction, and he had a hint of purple and yellow across his cheek from a fading bruise. My fingers itched to soothe over it. My eyes traveled down, over the muscles of his chest visible through the dark fabric, and narrowed, catching on the black-and-orange mask clutched in his hand.

      “Dammit, Raegan. What are you doing here?” The telltale neon mask dropped to the ground as he grabbed my arms, pulling me toward him. I flinched as my shoulder barked in pain, and Rush’s hands dropped immediately.

      His pinched, mismatched gaze scanned from my feet, slowly making its way over every inch of me. Warmth pooled in my stomach, and I clenched my teeth, fighting against the pull to move closer to him. I was still pissed. “You sent a text. Not my fault you expected someone else.”

      “I texted Beck.” Rush’s gaze narrowed on where my jacket peeled back, exposing the angry red circle where his bullet pierced me. In theory, I knew it was meant for Nico’s bulletproof vest, but that didn’t stop anger from biting through my senses.

      He raised his hand slowly, and his fingers lightly traced around the sensitive skin, sending a shiver down my spine. “Fuck, Firecracker. Why’d you have to do that?”

      What? The sour taste of indignation filled my mouth, and all the warm, sappy feeling instantly evaporated. “Me? Why did I do that? You’re the one that shot me.”

      His eyes flashed to mine. “I was aiming at Nico’s vest. He would’ve been fine. You’re the one that jumped in front of the bullet.”

      “Well, I didn’t know that, did I?” I scrunched up my nose. “The bastard wasn’t even appreciative.”

      “Because you’re important to us.” There was too much emotion in his gaze. Too much truth in his words. He dropped his forehead against mine and took a deep breath as he skimmed his thumb above where his shot hit me. “You have no fucking idea. I thought you were dead. I thought I fucking killed you.”

      His grip pinched my uninjured arm, and I shrugged out of it.

      “Well, you didn’t—”

      “Thank God for that.” He dropped his mouth to mine and drew a moan from the back of my throat. Only the sting in my shoulder stopped me from completely molding into him. He jerked back as the small sound of pain escaped me and tipped my head, his thumbs gently skimming over my jaw. “I lost my fucking mind seeing you like that. Hell, I nearly killed the Trilogy men who pulled me away.” He groaned as a mix of fear and rage darkened his gaze.

      My heart thrummed in my chest as I tentatively traced my fingers over the split in his lip. Nasty purple and yellow bruises covered his face. “What did they do to you?”

      “Nothing I didn’t deserve.”

      “Rush—”

      “I knew what I was getting myself into.”

      “Did you? From what I heard, you didn’t have much time to think about it at all.”

      His neck flushed, and his eyes darted away. “Rae, I’m so fucking sorry.”

      I swallowed, absorbing his words, stepping back to break his contact, and rubbed my palms over my face, erasing his touch. “Well, I fucking hope it was worth it. What do you have?”

      His gaze roamed over my face, and he broke into a smile. “You can be mad at me all you want, Firecracker. I’m just happy you’re alive.”

      A pleased tingle skipped through my chest, dimming the sense of his betrayal. I knew why he did it. Knew it wasn’t some planned-out moment he could have confided before. That didn’t mean it didn’t piss me off. “Spit it out. Why did you text?”

      His smile turned wicked. “Well, I was going to let Beck take care of it, but now that you’re here, I think this might be better.”

      Rush led me around a few buildings out of sight of Duke’s Bar until we were at the old furniture store across the parking lot from where we just were.

      I raised a brow at him. “What the hell are we doing?”

      “Patience, Firecracker. You’re going to like your surprise.”

      The back door to the furniture store was locked. I pulled out my pick kit, but Rush held up the keys. A slippery feeling crossed over my chest. He was really a member of the Trilogy, and they trusted him.

      I shifted on my feet as he twisted the key and opened the door to a wide-open store. Where it would have once been filled with furniture displays, it now had a few industrial tables, saws, and large plastic barrels marked “sulfuric acid.” Well, that’s one way to get rid of a body.

      My stomach flipped as the realization hit me. We were in the Trilogy’s disposal location, and I, for one, did not want to be here.

      Rush’s hand trailed up my spine, and he cupped my neck. “No one comes in here unless they have to, and even then, it would be a low-level grunt.”

      There was an area sectioned off with large plastic sheets streaked with dried liquid I didn’t want to begin to figure out. I swallowed, following Rush around the barrier, and inhaled a sharp breath.

      Of all the things he could show me, this would’ve been my absolute last guess. Hell, it wouldn’t have even been a contender. I looked at the slumped-over body on a metal chair. “What the hell is Jimmy doing here?”

      At the sound of my voice, the man in question’s head rose, and he looked at me with unfocused eyes. “Raegan. You listen to me, girl. Get me the hell out of here.”

      I flinched and took a subconscious step forward. How many times had he used that tone with me? How many times had he punished me when I didn’t obey? I tilted my head, scanning over his blood-soaked shirt. His face was pale, and his lips turned blue. I straightened and ignored his demand.

      “What happened to him?”

      Rush cleared his throat, and his gaze danced around everywhere but on me.

      “Rush. What happened to him?”

      His eyes met mine, brows pinched. His voice was hesitant, “I shot him.”

      Air whooshed out of my mouth. “Shot him? You’ve been doing that a lot lately.” My voice came out as a sarcastic hiss, but it was only to cover my shock. Rush shot Jimmy. Jimmy was going to die. What the hell was happening.

      Rush ran a hand through his hair. “I—”

      Jimmy cut him off. “Get me the fuck out of here, Raegan.”

      I expected to feel something at his command. The years of brutal conditioning should have compelled me into action. Instead, a crisp chill filled my veins.

      I had nearly gotten myself killed trying to take him down before, and here he sat laid out on a fucking platter. The man who’d spent years subjecting me to hardship, throwing me to the mercy of his men to either sink or swim. He hadn’t expected me to rise up through the ranks and punished me whenever he thought I needed to learn my place. I’d spent years terrified of him, but I wasn’t that obedient girl anymore.

      A mischievous grin tipped my mouth, and if possible, Jimmy paled further.

      “I don’t think so, Dad.” The title dripped with disdain. “I’ve learned a lot since you sent me to live with our enemies. I think you’ll especially like what Beck taught me.”

      Jimmy flinched, eyes wide at the mention of my tattooed psycho. Beck was known for his particular skills in torture. Jimmy recovered fast, a wall dropping over his expression, eliminating any hint of fear. His eyes pinned on me. “You’re just like your mother. A little whore, more trouble than she’s worth. I should’ve gotten rid of you both before you ever became a problem.” His head lolled to the side. “You weren’t supposed to be born, but the dumb bitch hid she was pregnant until it was too late. Everyone knew. I couldn’t have the world thinking I couldn’t control my own wife. So I let you live in my house, eat my food, spend my money, but you were never mine. Couldn’t you tell?”

      I stumbled backward into Rush, a rope tightening around my chest. Jimmy’s words stole the breath from my lungs, and my head buzzed as their meaning sank in. Rush pulled me into him and held me up when my legs gave out. Jimmy wasn’t my father.

      So many questions flashed through my mind, but simultaneously everything started clicking together. He’d treated me like shit for years because I wasn’t his daughter. Not because I was somehow less or unworthy, but because I was never his. Sophie’s matching eyes and hair floated through my mind. We looked just like our mom, both missing Jimmy’s muddy-brown eyes. I took a long breath and let it out on a sigh.

      “Then…who?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” His voice was weak. “No, I think I’ll keep that information to myself.”

      “Of course you fucking would,” I barked.

      It didn’t make sense. I was missing some crucial part of the equation.

      It was clear that my dad—Jimmy—hated me, but that didn’t explain everything else he’d done over the years. For all his innumerable faults, he wasn’t stupid. Hard to understand? Sometimes. Cruel? Absolutely; but never stupid, and until this exact moment, rarely so erratic.

      I ran my finger over the trigger of my gun. “If I’m nothing to you, why did you train me?”

      Jimmy let out a sardonic laugh. “I didn’t fucking train you. You were just a kid.”

      My brow furrowed in confusion—that wasn’t true. I was there. I was living, breathing, proof that wasn’t true.

      “You were supposed to be eaten alive during training.” His eyes narrowed in disappointment, like I’d done something wrong. “I thought it would be a good life lesson for Marcus to lose a sister, but you had to ruin that too. You always got back up, and the men respected you more for it. Stupid fuckers.” His lips tipped up in a sneer as he delivered the final blow. “Look what that got them. I killed your traitor Patrick and his whole crew because of you.” 

      I already knew Patrick’s death was on me, but the words he spit were like a sucker punch to my gut. I sucked in desperate breaths, calming as the fresh scent of woods on a rainy day filled my lungs.

      Rush reached for me, a calming hand on the back of my neck as I fought to get myself under control. 

      Jimmy’s smile widened as he looked between Rush and I. “You know they’re going to kill you, now. Hunt down your little found family and tear them apart. There’s nothing you can do about it.”

      Fear snaked down my spine. There was truth to his words, but I refused to let that happen. There was one thing I could take care of right now.

      My arms shook as I raised my gun, my finger covering the trigger. “Any last words?” I sounded so sure, but my body trembled. He might not be my real dad, but that didn’t change all of our history.

      “You’re not going to shoot me, Raegan.” His words came out surer than he looked. My heart pounded in my chest, doing its best to break free of my ribs. It was one thing to plan to shoot him from afar, a whole different one to stare down the barrel into his eyes.

      Jimmy took my moment of hesitation to try to get up from his chair, but Rush grabbed him by his shoulders and slammed him back down.

      Too quick to stop, Jimmy snatched Rush’s knife from his holster and held it against my Gentlemen’s throat. He was fast, but I was faster. I unloaded a bullet between his eyes, and he dropped to the ground. I waited for a tinge of remorse to filter through, but all I felt was relief.

      Rush’s warm hands palmed my face, his nose running up my own. “You okay, Firecracker?” He placed a kiss on my forehead, and I leaned my weight into him, letting his warmth soothe me. His hard chest rose and fell with each breath, and I matched his tempo, sucking in his calming scent.

      “Yeah, I think I am.”

      Rush’s chuckle rumbled through me. His voice was light, breaking the weight of the moment. “You saved me.”

      I tilted my face up, resting my chin on his chest. “Whatever. I was planning on killing him, anyway.”

      He smirked, sliding a stray hair behind my ear. “Yeah, but you did it for me.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Stop looking at me all gushy like that. I’m still mad at you.”

      “No, you’re not.” He sounded so sure, and against my better judgment, he was right.

      “Yes, I am—”

      Rush’s mouth covered mine, sending waves of electricity pulsing through my body. I groaned and deepened the kiss. He smelled, tasted, and felt exactly how I remembered. Like home. I would kill Jimmy a thousand times if it meant keeping this man safe and by my side. He trailed openmouthed kisses down my neck and hummed against my skin, sending a jolt of heat straight to my core. He lifted his head, meeting my gaze, and placed lazy kisses over my mouth. His teeth grazed my bottom lip.

      “I want nothing more than to show you how much I fucking missed you, how scared I was. How fucking desperate I am to have you back.” He swept his lips over mine one last time and stepped back. “But there’s something else you need to know.”

      I pulled back and braced myself. Whatever he was about to tell me, I wasn’t going to like it. We might have just won a small battle, but the war was far from over.
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      Streetlights whipped past the darkened window as Nico sped the Range Rover down the highway in the direction of the airport. When I was a little kid, I used to pretend to jump from one lamppost to the next on long drives like this. Today, I could use a game, just to keep my mind off everything going on.

      Unfortunately, I wasn’t a kid anymore, and there was no going back to simpler times. No distractions.

      Beck spun around in his seat, meeting my gaze with intense hazel eyes. “Break it down for us again, baby.”

      After Rush’s declaration yesterday, Beck and I drove home where I’d laid out the whole thing for him and Nico. We’d come up with a fairly solid plan. A plan that was only most likely to kill us, as opposed to certain death. I’d call it 60/40 survival odds.

      The corner of my mouth tipped up. I was getting an extremely dark sense of humor living with these men.

      Our plan now found us in the middle of nowhere, preparing to meet up with our combined men. Everyone needed to know exactly what role they played in order to pull this shit off, or our survival rate would go from sixty to zero, real fucking fast.

      I glanced at Nico in the mirror, and he was already looking at me. His jaw clenched, and a muscle ticked in his cheek before he turned his attention back to the road. Thank God—because I didn’t particularly want to die today. Nico’s driving was scary at the best of times, and right now, he was royally pissed.

      I took a deep breath through my nose. “We should have realized that my dad wasn’t just going to sign over all the houses and businesses to Sophie anymore. Not once he joined up with the Trilogy. The moment he died, Dante got everything.”

      Beck leaned over and squeezed my thigh over the center console. I’d been a mess of emotions after shooting Jimmy. Knowing he had to die wasn’t the same thing as accepting myself after. The dark part of Beck, that struggled with guilt for years, recognized the storm that rocked through me. He was all soft words and gentle reassurances, letting everything drain from me until I relaxed into the knowledge I’d killed the man who I thought was my father.

      “So, he got the properties and the money,” Nico said. “So what? We have money. It’s the men that matter, and roughly half have already defected to us…you.”

      “Right, but he still gained the other half of Mount Summer that was still loyal to him and Jimmy.”

      “How many men does that give him?” Nico’s question was low and held an edge to it. We’d left the radio off to go through our plan on the way to the airport. Nico radiated anger when he was stiff and quiet like this, which shouldn’t calm me, but it did. I felt way more comfortable with the asshole version of him.

      “About two hundred?” I guessed. “Maybe two fifty. So nearly a thousand total. Plus access to all the weapons supply my dad ran through the car dealerships.”

      Mount Summer’s primary source of income was running weapons across the border through our dealerships and labeling them as car parts. It wasn’t really that complex an operation in the grand scheme of things, but it had taken years to perfect.

      Nico’s eyes met mine in the rearview mirror again. “One of these days, you’re going to explain to me exactly how your supply chain works, Rabbit.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It may not fucking matter now.”

      Beck’s grip on my thigh tightened, and the tips of his fingers dug into the inside of my thigh. Heat pooled between my legs, and a shiver ran down my spine. The broad smile on Beck’s face told me he hadn’t missed my reaction. “Relax, Little Thief. Everything is going to work out.”

      Nico pulled off the highway onto a two-lane road. Up ahead, the small private airport came into view. We pulled around directly onto the tarmac, where two planes were parked in front of a large hangar, leaving the inside empty.

      I pressed my nose to the window. “How did we get this place again?”

      Nico didn’t make eye contact with me as he got out of the car and strode in the direction of the hangar. “It’s one of my assets.”

      I bit my lip. I couldn’t decide what that meant. It was times like these I remembered he was richer than God.

      Beck intertwined our fingers, tugging me along inside. “Translation: I inherited it from daddy Esposito, who killed the last owner.”

      I snorted. “Got it.”

      “I think we’ve used that plane once. Maybe twice—a lot of high school is a blur.” He nodded to the one on the right. “The other one technically belongs to Giovanna now.”

      “High school is only a blur because you were always high,” a familiar voice called from behind us.

      I jolted to a stop and whipped around. “I didn’t know you were coming.”

      I launched myself at Rush, who caught me around the middle and lifted me off my feet. He stood next to a beat-up motorcycle that Beck was now eying with distaste and had a neon orange Trilogy mask sticking out of the pocket of his leather jacket.

      “I didn’t know if I’d be able to get away,” Rush said into my hair.

      “Dude, I was not always high,” Beck said by way of greeting. “‘Usually’ is not always.”

      Rush put me down, and Beck glared at him in an uncharacteristically dark way. I held my breath—if he was going to start shit with Rush over my shooting, this wasn’t really the time or the place. I expected that kind of thing from Nico but not Beck.

      “Bro—”

      “Still got all your teeth?” Beck leaned over as if to look.

      I raised my eyebrows—that was a weird fucking question.

      “Yeah.” Rush pushed his hair out of his face, and I noticed some fresh scars on his arm. I blanched. “Their interrogator is shit. Still hurt like a bitch, don’t get me wrong, but I expected so much worse.”

      Beck cracked a smile. “Fucking amateurs. Let’s go.”

      “Well, alright then,” I muttered under my breath. Men were bizarre.

      Rush and Beck flanked me as we crossed the tarmac and entered the hangar. I jolted to a stop. The place was teaming with Gentlemen. It took my heart a few seconds to register they were on my side. Even after months of being around them, the years of considering them as enemies was a hard habit to break.

      Nico stood at a long foldout table, reading through paperwork and talking to Rick and Anthony. A stab of pain pierced my chest looking at the older Gentlemen. He’d killed my brother, and it was fucking hard to look past that.

      No one from Mount Summer had arrived yet, not even the ten men I knew were loyal to me. Dread dropped like an anvil in my stomach, remembering what happened to the last men who chose my side. Images of Patrick had my chest tightening, and the back of my eyes burned.

      I couldn’t go through that again. Warm arms wrapped around my middle, and Beck pulled my back against his chest. His chin rested on the top of my head. “They’ll be here, Little Thief. Just give it time.”

      Nico’s gaze flashed to mine, lines spread out of the corners as he looked me over. He’d been doing that a lot lately. I smiled, letting him know I was okay, and he gave me a quick nod before going back to speaking with Anthony.

      The roar of cars engines filtered through the warehouse, and I went rigid in Beck’s arms. We were sitting ducks in here if the Trilogy wanted to pick us off and fucking idiots for putting ourselves in this position. The door swung open, and my guns were already in my hands.

      Beck’s voice rumbled through my back. “Easy there, killer.”

      Kyle walked through the open door, took one look at my guns, and raised a brow. I holstered them and stood in awe as man after man filtered through the door. There had to be a hundred of them. The tension in my back eased, and I slumped into Beck. I relaxed for the first time since Rush told me about Dante and Jimmy’s deal. This might work.

      “Hey, boss,” Kyle said while coming up to me. It was going to take a minute before I got used to that. We were never close, but ever since he’d let me and Sophie take off at the Mount Summer compound, he’d been solid at my side. I missed Patrick, but Kyle was doing his best to fill the role.

      “How the hell did you find so many guys?” Shocked surprise filled my voice.

      “Most of the men only followed Jimmy because they had to. Now that he’s dead, they aren’t switching their loyalty to the Trilogy.”

      “Yeah, but so many?” Hearing that about half of the men had defected to me and seeing it were two different things. This was nuts.

      Kyle flashed a smile, his dirty-blond hair falling in his eyes. “You’ve got more than a few fans in the ranks.”

      Beck cleared his throat, eyes narrowed on Kyle. “Sucks for them. She’s taken.”

      A laugh busted through me, and all eyes turned on me. I definitely had my hands full with the three of them.

      The men were split down the middle of the hangar. The Gentlemen more than tripled Mount Summer. Not that my guys looked intimidated—no, they were furious. Yeah, that would cause issues if we didn’t figure it out. There definitely wasn’t enough time to create trust there.

      “Come here, Raegan,” Nico commanded from the table, where he stood circled by the other key players of our plan.

      Oh…that tone should’ve pissed me off, but instead, it dropped straight to my core. I blushed when I caught my men watching me. He was going to pay for that.

      “Rae!” A completely different voice called my name from the back of the room.

      I turned and spotted my friend Missy, one of the girls who worked in Nico’s hotel and who was with me when we were captured by the Trilogy, at the back of the room waving at me. I grinned widely.

      Ignoring Nico’s command, I dashed over to Missy and gave her a hug. I could feel Nico’s annoyed eyes boring holes in the back of my head, and that just made the whole thing even better—I fucking loved setting him off.

      “I’m feeling a little outnumbered,” Missy said, gesturing around to all the men, “and for me that’s saying something.” She gave a good-natured wink.

      I laughed. “Thanks for coming.”

      “Are you kidding me? I can’t wait to hear about this plan of yours. The last one got me a huge bonus,” Missy said, as if it was no big deal we’d been captured by the Trilogy on purpose.

      “I assume you’re here to relay the information to the girls?” I asked, knowing the answer.

      “Yeah. Some of the other girls wanted to come, but we figured it was safer to just have one messenger, ya know?”

      “Definitely.”

      The hotel girls were a huge part of the plan we’d come up with, so it was important that they were on board. I was sure that Missy would get them on our side—she’d been a tremendous help during the hospital breakout.

      “Raegan!” Nico barked.

      Missy smirked at me. “You’re being summoned, girl.”

      “It’s fine, he’s just throwing a tantrum. We’ll give it a minute. He needs to be taken down a notch now and then. It’s good for his character growth.”

      I did eventually make my way to the front of the room, and by the time I got there, Nico had turned a light shade of plum.

      “I don’t like—”

      “Sorry to keep you all waiting,” I cut him off with a grin.

      “No problem, Firecracker.” Rush put his hand on the small of my back as we looked at the papers Nico had laid on the table.

      Kyle, Rick, and Anthony stood on one side of the table, Missy beside them, and my boys flanked me—Nico to my left, Rush to my right, and Beck’s heat sank into my back. Rick’s eyes momentarily flashed to mine but dropped back to the table, as hesitant to talk to me now that I knew he’d killed Marcus as I was to talk to him. It was one thing to work with my enemies; it was a whole other thing to work with the man who murdered my brother. That was wrapped with the extra level of fucked-up that he’d practically raised my guys. I shook myself out of it. We didn’t have time for this kind of drama.

      “Raegan filled us in on your conversation last night. Currently, where do we stand on the Trilogy side?” Nico asked Rush, crossing his arms over his chest.

      I glanced into the crowd, wondering how many of the assembled men—excluding Rick and Anthony—even realized Rush had been working undercover. Probably not many—it was better that way, honestly.

      “The Trilogy has been lying low for the last week and regrouping the same as you,” Rush replied calmly.

      “Well, not completely low. They attacked Sophie.”

      Rush raised his eyebrows. “I didn’t know that.”

      I frowned. If the attack on Sophie wasn’t a plan that the Trilogy had set up, maybe it was just one or two guys going rogue? Hmmm.

      “Anyway,” Rush continued. “Dante’s primary motivation is to kill you two.” He glanced between Nico and me. “I’m not even sure he cares about being the top gang in the city, although his friends definitely do.”

      “His friends?” Nico asked quickly.

      “The Trilogy,” Rush said. “As in three. There’s three of them. The Hatter—”

      “Do not call my brother the fucking Hatter. It’s a bullshit name, and we’re not using it,” Nico said louder than was strictly needed.

      I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. It wasn’t funny. Not at all. But that statement sounded so much like sibling rivalry, I just couldn’t handle it. “What does the Hatter mean, anyway?”

      “Fuck if I know,” Rush said. “Trying to keep his name out of the press? It doesn’t matter.” Rush cleared his throat. “I did some digging after I let Raegan know Dante let it slip that there was something big going down.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Something big” was not what I wanted to hear right now.

      “We’ve got ten…no, nine days now until Giovanna’s brothers’ gang is joining them to attack,” Rush continued. “What I can tell you is Dante one hundred percent believes he’ll wipe us off the map when that happens. He may be fucked in the head, but I believe him.”

      “That’s not going to be enough time.” My words came out barely above a whisper and were drowned out by everyone shouting.

      Even Missy tried to talk over the men. My face drained of blood, and acid burned my throat as my stomach roiled. I knew we were on a short timeline, but now it truly hit just how fucked we’d be if we couldn’t pull this off. Anxiety pricked my skin as the world grew smaller with each breath.

      Beck squeezed my shoulders, and Nico’s jaw clenched as he scanned me, not looking at all pleased with my current state of panic. “There’s a hitch though. We need at least two weeks to pull it off. There’s no fucking way we’re going to pull it off in ten days.”

      “What if I could buy us a few extra days? It’s not going to be weeks, but if you grab Riccardo, that would slow Dante down by at least five days.” Rush sounded so confident, I wasn’t sure if it was real or just for my sake.

      I took a deep breath, closed off my emotion, and plastered a smirk on my face. I wasn’t one to back down from a challenge. “Well, it’s a good thing he wants to kill us, then.” I tried to bring the conversation back to the point at hand. “Then he’ll go for the trap.”

      “Yeah, probably,” Rush agreed, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “Excuse me.” Missy raised her hand in the air. “What trap?”

      I’d been kind of waiting for someone to ask. Getting my dramatic moment and all that. “We’re going to give him a target too good not to go after. We all know how much Dante loves to attack our hotels, so we’re going to let him. Nothing like a grand-opening gala to draw him out.”

      Missy’s head tilted to the side, and she rocked back on her sky-high heels. “Well, damn, girl.”

      I straightened and let confidence steel my voice. “We’ve got…” I glanced back at Rush. “Fifteen days to pull this off. That leaves no room for mistakes. You’ll each have your own part in this.” I made sure I met each of their gazes, even Rick’s. “First things first: we need to procure a hotel. All the current options have already been blown up.”

      “I have that covered,” Nico replied instantly. I raised a brow in his direction, but he kept his gaze flat. Fine, he could tell me later.

      I pointed at Rush. “Okay, when you find Riccardo, we’ll go after him. We need him to fuck up Dante’s attack, but we also have plans for him. If we’re going to blow something up, we’ll need an experienced explosive expert, and I think we can all agree he’s the best.”

      Rush’s mismatched eyes met mine. “There are a few guys who trust me more than the others. I’ll pull the information from them.” That left my skin crawling. I didn’t like the idea that Rush had friends in the Trilogy.

      I looked at Rick, Kyle, and Anthony. “I’ll need your help to organize the men. Go through and pick the best of the best and get them ready for the gala.”

      Beck smiled at me. “We should pay our gambling friend at motocross a visit. Collect some of their men too.”

      I nodded to him. That was solid. We could use more help.

      “What am I doing?” Missy’s nose scrunched up in confusion.

      “Well, if we’re going to convince anyone it’s a real party, the men are going to need dates.”
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      It was well past midnight by the time we made it back to the house. Watching Rush leave to return to the Trilogy had me in a less-than-great mood, and I stomped up our front steps and threw the front door open with enough force that it slammed against the wall and bounced back at me.

      “How did it go?” Sophie called tentatively from the other room, no doubt alarmed by the sound of the door.

      I took a deep breath. I needed an outlet for my anxiety. Sex. Or maybe we could get a backyard gun range.

      “Fine,” I yelled. “Good, I guess.”

      “Fine or good?” She came around the corner, already wearing pajamas, a mug of tea in hand. I aspired to be that level of Zen.

      “Good. The plan is all set, we just need an actual hotel.”

      The plan was simple—or at least, it was supposed to be. Nico’s public persona was as a high-society real estate developer. It wouldn’t be all that unusual for him to announce that he was building a new hotel after all his other hotels had been destroyed. We would publicly announce hosting a gala to celebrate the opening of the new hotel and wait for the Trilogy to attack us, then bring down the entire building on top of them. They had blown up our other hotels, but this time, we were going to set off the bomb first.

      “What’s the timeline?” Sophie asked.

      “Fifteen days. If we’re lucky,” Nico said darkly as he kicked off his dress shoes and headed straight in the direction of the bar cart. I liked that line of thinking.

      “Pour me one,” I called.

      “What do you want?” he asked.

      “Literally anything.”

      “Why?” Sophie asked, alarmed.

      “You would want a drink too if you had the week I’ve been having.”

      Sophie and I had yet to discuss Dad in any real way. When I’d gotten home the night before, she’d seemed to know without my having to say it that the job was done. I did warn her ahead of time I was going to do it, but I wasn’t ready to discuss it yet. It didn’t seem like she wanted to broach the topic either. I hadn’t even told her what I’d learned about how we might not be full sisters—it was just too much to process on top of everything else.

      Sophie waved me off. “Not the drink, Rae. Why fifteen days?”

      I followed her into the living room and flopped down on the couch. “Because Nico’s uncles are coming into the city to help Dante, and after that, we’ll never win. We’re already outnumbered as it is. And five of the fifteen days are contingent on tracking down Riccardo.”

      She nodded. “Why is nothing ever simple?”

      “Sophia.” Nico came back into the room and handed me a clear drink with a lime in it.

      “Sophie,” she corrected.

      “I truly don’t care. You said you wanted to help, correct? You can deal with my real estate agent.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked suspiciously.

      “Exactly what I said. I’ll give you his contact info, and you can find us a hotel to buy.”

      She glanced between us, but I just shrugged. Her guess was as good as mine. I had no idea what would possess Nico to suddenly include Sophie in anything.

      I took a sip of my drink and leaned my head back against the back of the couch. I was so tired I could barely think straight.
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      The following afternoon, Nico and I pulled up to a huge waterfront hotel with immaculate landscaping and a large green awning. I craned my neck to see the top of the building from the passenger-side window and found that I couldn’t. We needed to buy a place fast, and Nico managed to pull this one out of thin air.

      “This is for sale?” I asked Nico suspiciously.

      “No,” he replied flatly.

      “Then how…” I trailed off. Never mind. I didn’t need to know.

      “None of our hotels are ever for sale when we buy them, Rabbit,” he answered anyway. “If we got something in shit condition or had to build something new, we’d never have it in time to make the plan work.”

      I nodded. “So how are we doing this?”

      It was his turn to look confused. “What do you mean?”

      I raised one eyebrow. “Are we threatening them or?”

      He laughed. A real one, and a shiver traveled up my spine. “No, we’re actually just going to offer to buy it.”

      “Your mere presence is a threat though, you know that, right?”

      His smile grew brittle. “Probably.”

      A small man in an expertly fitted navy suit came jogging out of the revolving glass doors and hovered next to our car. He swung his door open and waited a beat for me to follow before extending his hand to the man. “Lars.”

      The man stiffened as though jolted with electricity, but after a moment pulled himself together enough to return the handshake.

      “Good morning, Mr. Esposito.”

      This couldn’t possibly be the hotel owner. His hair and clothes said high society, but his demeanor was too squirrelly. He danced from foot to foot, struggling to meet Nico’s gaze and ignoring me altogether.

      Nico turned back to me. “This is the Realtor. Lars, this is Raegan.”

      The Realtor—Lars—snapped to an even greater tension, now focused on me. “Oh hello, Miss…” He broke off, struggling for my last name. “Raegan. Miss Raegan,” he finished lamely.

      I snorted, then felt a little bad. What the hell had Nico done to this poor man? He might not have wanted to threaten the owner of the hotel, but his Realtor was on the verge of a nervous breakdown.

      “Rae is fine,” I told Lars. “I don’t do formality.”

      Nico scowled. Well, too bad. If he was expecting me to turn into the perfect society wife overnight, he was going to be very disappointed.

      “Should we head in?” Lars said uncomfortably.

      Nico nodded, pausing only briefly to direct Anthony to stay outside.

      “What’s wrong with him?” I asked quietly as we headed in.

      Nico snorted. He seemed in an exceptionally good mood for once—two laughs in ten minutes had to be a record. “I upset him the last time we worked together.”

      I bit my lip, putting two and two together. “So, when you bought our house?”

      My stomach flipped when I said “our house,” and then I felt like an idiot. Maybe he didn’t notice.

      His eyes flashed. He totally noticed. “Yes. He wasn’t understanding the urgency of the project.”

      “So you threatened him.”

      “No, I motivated him. Regardless, he is probably much happier with Sophia as a point of contact.”

      I laughed. “Got it.”

      The interior of the hotel resembled all of Nico’s hotels—at least from my perspective. It was all white and gold, with luxury accents and enormous windows. As we walked in, the pretty brunette receptionist threw us a big smile and nodded toward a lounge at the back of the atrium.

      “Four hundred standard guest rooms and twenty-five luxury suites,” Lars droned on. “Of course, the top floor can be converted like the other properties, but it’s currently set up as a honeymoon suite and spa.”

      “Mmm.” Nico didn’t seem to be listening.

      “Uh, is there a pool?” I asked awkwardly when Nico didn’t react. I had no idea what kinds of questions you were supposed to ask when trying to buy a hotel that wasn’t really for sale.

      “Three.” Lars threw me a grateful smile. “Would you like to see them?”

      Not really. “Um, sure.”

      I stepped toward the Realtor, and his eyes fell on my legs. He visibly paled as he spotted the two guns strapped there. I bit back a laugh—that was probably the end of whatever fond feelings this guy had toward me.

      Lars the Realtor quickly escaped to go “entice the hotel management to see things our way,” leaving Nico and I to wander on our own. I got the feeling that wasn’t normal protocol, especially when Nico passed him an unmarked envelope thicker than War and Peace.

      “If I actually cared about this place, we’d have to do an overhaul,” Nico muttered as we toured a gorgeous penthouse suite.

      I crossed from the master bedroom into the gigantic bathroom. “What’s wrong with it?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Everything.”

      “This isn’t my scene,” I muttered, hopping up on the vanity counter.

      Nico looked at me quizzically. “What, the bathroom? It doesn’t matter, does it? We’re blowing it up. You can pick the tiles for the next hotel.”

      I barked a laugh. “I don’t care about tile. I don’t care at all.”

      He looked a little offended. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      I didn’t spend a lot of time thinking about how crazy rich Nico was, especially compared to me. There was gang life, and then there was organized crime, and I was definitely part of the first group. I’d literally grown up stealing from the parties he threw; we were not from the same world. “If we get control of the North End back, are you expecting me to start planning galas?”

      “Rabbit, you would be terrible at planning galas.”

      “I know, that’s what I’m saying.”

      He stepped between my legs, and I lost track of what I was saying for half a second. At this angle, we were roughly the same height. His absurdly attractive face was completely level with mine, so close we were sharing air. I wondered if I would ever get used to this—ever stop staring at him and thinking, “Good Lord, who photoshopped you?” Probably not.

      He pinned me to the counter, one thigh sliding between my legs to rub against my core. “What is this about?”

      “I told you,” I gasped. “This bougie shit just isn’t my scene. I’m never going to like the business side of this stuff unless we’re here to steal something.”

      His fingers ran delicately up my throat, and I whimpered and ground down automatically onto his thigh, the ache between my legs building.

      “Is this more your scene, Rabbit?” he said, his fingers tightening around my throat.

      With his other hand, he popped the button of my shorts and plunged his hand into my panties. I gasped and reached behind me, grabbing hold of the shiny chrome wall sconce.

      Yes. Yes, this was definitely more like it. I tried to say so, but words were lost to me as I ground against the combined pressure of his thigh between my legs and his finger stroking over my clit.

      I was never going to like the idiotic high-society parts of Nico’s job—the fake parts he did to hide our real life—but I loved this. When it came to sex and violence, we were totally in sync.

      His fingers ran up and down, his thumb teasing circles over my throbbing clit. I squirmed, trying to get closer and move away at the same time. “Nico, no fucking games right now.”

      I couldn’t deal with any fucking orgasm denial or whatever batshit thing he was planning. I would spontaneously combust.

      He smiled and opened his mouth, but just at that moment, his phone buzzed in his pocket. We locked eyes as the buzzing continued.

      “Fuck. Please…” I tried to pull his hand from the front of my shorts.

      Quicker than I thought possible, Nico pushed his large hand against my mouth as I let out an involuntary squeak. “Be quiet, Rabbit. Can you do that for me?”

      My eyes widened, and I froze as the phone continued to buzz.

      “Don’t move.” Nico dragged his hand away from my mouth and reached into his pocket to pull out his phone. I gasped as he hit the Accept button. “Hello?”

      He gave me a sharp look. “Quiet,” he mouthed.

      I could hear the muffled sound of someone replying on the other end, but my focus wavered. All I could do was think about where his thumb was still pressed against my desperately throbbing clit.

      We locked eyes, and I shook my head frantically. I couldn’t be quiet. There was no way in hell.

      His thumb began to move again as he inserted his middle and ring fingers inside of me. I pressed my hand to my mouth to keep the sound inside as whoever was on the phone droned on in his ear.

      “Good,” he said, and I wasn’t sure if he was talking to them or me. “Good job.”

      There was a pause where I imagined the person on the phone dying of shock at the praise, and then they started speaking again.

      My hips rocked, and fire licked up my stomach as lights danced behind my eyes. I leaned over and sunk my teeth into the muscle of his neck as my release rocked through me, hard enough that he jerked, and I worried for a moment if I’d broken the skin. Whatever. If he didn’t want me to scream, it was his own damn fault.

      “Yup, fine,” he said hoarsely. “Twenty minutes.”

      He hung up the phone, and I panted, looking up through glazed eyes. “Who was that?”

      He smirked. “Just Beck.”

      I smacked his arm. “You fucking asshole. I didn’t have to be quiet.”

      “But you did such a good job.”

      “I hate you,” I snapped, even as the back of my neck heated. “What did he say?”

      Nico helped me hop off the counter. “He’s back from New Forge. They didn’t come up with anything useful.”

      “Alright, well, let’s go tell Lars this place is good enough to blow up, I guess.”
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      I hit the key code to unlock the front door and jolted when Nico crowded my back, his dick rubbing against my ass. The lock beeped, and my fingers slipped, hitting the wrong button. His warm breath fanned up my neck, and shivers ran down my spine. “What’s the problem, Rabbit? Still pent-up?”

      The fucker knew exactly what the problem was. He’d spent the entire ride edging me but never let me tip over. He had moved his hand up my inner thigh, tracing over my panties until I was practically begging him, but the asshole would stop every time I squirmed.

      “Nico. Please.” He lifted his hips from mine, and I followed, not willing to give up the contact. He gripped my hips and held me in place, preventing me from taking pleasure from him.

      I dropped my head against the door, trying to get my heart under control. My skin was coated in pinpricks in anticipation of every withheld touch. I sucked in a breath and unlocked it, stumbling through the threshold.

      I resisted the little game he played and ran toward the stairs, heading to my room, then glanced over my shoulder with a smirk and said, “You forgot I don’t need your help. I’m more than capable of taking care of it by myself.”

      His face turned serious, jaw tight as he ground his teeth. He tried to grab me, but I twisted out of reach and climbed the first few steps. My hands hit the railing when he spoke. “Are you running away from me, Raegan?”

      My back went rigid, and my core ached at the way he said my name. A caress and a dare at the same time. A part of me desperately wanted to stay with him, but I was going to combust if something wasn’t done immediately. “I don’t like to be teased.”

      “Liar.” I could hear the smile in his voice, closer than I expected. His hand circled my throat, cutting off my air until my head buzzed. “Do you know what happens to people who lie to me, Rabbit?”

      “I fucking dare you to punish me.”

      He tightened his grip and chuckled against my ear. “Not only am I going to punish you, but you’re going to beg for it.” A thrill shot up my spine as his response settled in.

      Nico’s hand trailed down my back, into my panties, and he sank his fingers into me from behind. I moaned and rubbed into his touch.

      “Grab the railing,” he rasped in my ear as he glided his ring and middle fingers from my clit all the way up my ass, soaking me in my wetness. I hesitated, debating if I would follow his orders, and he stopped moving. Fuck.

      I gripped the railing, my skin covered in goose bumps. His free hand reached around, undoing my shorts, then pushed them down with my panties while his other continued to work me.

      He tapped his foot against mine. “Lift this one up two steps.”

      The rhythm of his fingers settled a haze over us, and I no longer wanted to fight him. The air was cool on my swollen flesh. Nico made a grunting sound from behind me, and I looked back at him. The position left me completely exposed to him, and he bit his lip as he took me in.

      “Face forward.”

      I turned and focused on the dark living room, my body vibrating, waiting for what was to come next.

      “Good girl.” He smoothed a palm down my ass, lifting the weight in his hand. “You’re going to do exactly as I say, and in return, I’ll take care of this aching, needy cunt of yours.”

      An electric current thrummed through me, and my skin tightened as I waited.

      His hand came down hard on my ass, and I wrenched away from him, glaring back. He spanked me harder, hard enough the skin seared, the heat traveling between my thighs. He’d gotten me so wound up, even this was making me wet.

      “Look forward and shut up.”

      My entire body tensed. Like hell I was putting up with that.

      His hand ran over my reddened skin, smoothing over the burn. He placed a kiss on the base of my neck. “Trust me.”

      A quiver raced through me, and I faced the room in front of me, but I wasn’t making any promises about shutting up. He sank onto his knees behind me, and I bit back my gasp. He was so close, his breath fanned over the throbbing heat between my legs. Both of his hands kneaded into tender flesh, lifting and spreading my cheeks. “Fuck, Rabbit. I’ve dreamed of this.”

      I squeaked when he ran his nose through my slit and up my ass.

      He bit my right cheek, bruising the skin there, then lapped a flat tongue over the sensitive spot. “Quiet, Rabbit.”

      I bit back a retort. When he was satisfied with my silence, his thumbs dug into either side of my ass and spread me open, lifting me onto the very tips of my toes until he supported me completely, leaving me at his mercy. He held my weight as he thrust his tongue into me. My legs shook too much to support myself. With each stroke of his tongue, I dove deeper into a fog, my senses blurring out all thoughts. Heat radiated from my head, down my spine, so intense it bordered on pain.

      He licked until he was eating my ass. I jolted, unused to the sensation. His wet kisses pushed against the hole, driving against it. I’d never experienced anything like it, and the illicit touch had me tipping my head and moaning. Nico thrust two fingers into my core, pulling back and forth in time with his mouth.

      “Fuck, Nico. Jesus Christ.” My voice was raspy and shook with overwhelming emotion. The hand that held me up squeezed until a bite of pain coursed between my thighs. Between his mouth and his fingers, he had me writhing against him. I lost all semblance of control and let him take over.

      Nico’s mouth and hands abruptly left me, and I shivered at the loss of heat. “Drop your fucking pants, and come fuck our girl.”

      I jerked as Beck dropped his clothes to the floor. His tongue slipped out, wetting his mouth, and he bit down on his lip ring. His hazel eyes were dark and hooded when they met mine. “Hell fucking yes.”

      My body ached for him, and I shifted to get a better view. His blond hair dripped from his shower, darkening the tips. His cock stood straight and bounced as it throbbed. I ran my tongue over the back of my teeth, and the overwhelming need to devour him took over.

      Nico slapped my ass, searing the skin underneath. “I told you not to move, Rabbit.”

      My gaze sliced to his, a little growl on my lips, but my core clenched and fucking begged to be filled. I would play Nico’s game. I wanted to see how this played out. Beck’s touch smoothed over my reddened skin and washed away the sting. His lips grazed my shoulder, hot breath on my neck, the feel of him so close. “Oh, this is going to be fun, Little Thief.”

      I gasped when he ground against me, his cock pressed hard against my ass.

      “You’re going to fuck our girl like the dirty slut she is,” Nico commanded from a step below, his stomach inches from my face. Beck adjusted himself and circled my entrance with his cock, drawing a moan from my mouth. “Our girl’s going to come all over your cock.”

      My eyes rolled back in my head, my teeth clenched, and my hands tightened on the railing. Goddamn it, that sounds good.

      Nico stepped down the stairs until his gaze bored into mine. “You want that, don’t you, Rabbit?” They waited for my consent. It was an actual question, not a demand. Beck’s fingers trailed along my spine, leaving shivers in their wake. I was safe with them, trusted them, and something deeper ached in my chest.

      “Yes.” My words escaped my mouth in a plea.

      “Thank God,” Beck groaned and slammed his cock into me, forcing me to take all of his size in one hard stroke. His hands gripped my hips, fingers digging in, showing no mercy as he took over. He lifted me until I practically dangled in the air, taking all my weight and leaving me helpless against his punishing rhythm. My toes curled, teeth crushed together against the ache concentrating in my core, my mind lost to them, completely focused on the painful throb building within me. My core tightened, an electric pulse traveling from my head down my spine to where Beck rocked into me. The pressure burst through me and sent tingles through my body as I spasmed.

      “Fuck.” Beck growled and sank his teeth into my neck, hard enough to leave a mark. His dick pulsed inside me, emptying himself in hot spurts. He slipped out of me with a groan and lifted my back into his chest as he took a step back, leaving room for Nico to stand in front of us.

      Nico’s hand wrapped around my throat, not applying any pressure, then trailed down my chest until his fingers dipped into the hot liquid that dripped out of me. He pushed it back into my core. “You’re going to keep every bit of his cum in you.” His wet fingers slid out, and then he grabbed my jaw, forcing my mouth open, Beck’s raw taste coating my tongue. I sucked Nico’s fingers, drawing a groan from him, and his gaze burned into mine.

      Nico’s fingers delicately traced my jaw as his eyes flicked between mine. I pulled in a slow breath at the emotion he laid bare. The tension in the room broke from primal to adoring, and my stomach fluttered in response. There was a change between us I wasn’t quite ready to name, but I sank into his gaze, getting lost in his intensity.

      Nico and Beck exchanged a look, and Beck swept me up in his arms and walked us to the living room.

      Nico stood in front of the couch and lifted his shirt off with one hand. Mother of God. My mouth watered as my gaze traced over his lean muscles, dipping into a V into his pants. The man was a level of perfection that shouldn’t be allowed. His hooded gaze met mine as he hooked his thumbs into his pants and pushed them down his legs without looking away. Beck chuckled in my hair when I sucked in a breath, a needy cry on my lips. He placed a kiss on the top of my head. “We’ve got you, Little Thief.”

      Nico sat on the couch, legs spread, and Beck lowered me until I straddled him. His enormous dick immediately filled me, and I whimpered and squirmed against the overstimulation.

      “I’m not ready. It’s too much.” My voice was barely above a whisper as I cried out.

      Nico didn’t move his hips; instead, he covered my neck in slow, openmouthed kisses, letting me adjust to him. Beck dropped to his knees between Nico’s legs. His chest pressed into my back, branding my skin with his heat. Beck’s fingers kneaded my skin, sensing I couldn’t handle light grazes, and lifted my hair off my sweat-soaked neck. He placed gentle kisses on the top of my spine, and the air cooled my overheated skin.

      I shifted and gasped when Nico swelled inside of me. He burrowed his face into the curve of my neck. “Shhh, Rabbit. You did so good. Let us take care of you.”

      His words flowed over me, soft, delicious, full of unspoken emotion. His mouth pressed to mine in patient, devastating kisses. He worshiped me, giving me all control, and I rolled my hips, the heat and ache returning.

      Nico hummed. “That’s my girl.”

      He let me set the pace, and Beck’s soothing hands palmed my breasts. I sank against him, resting my head on his chest, and gave him full access to my body. Nico twitched inside me as one of Beck’s rough thumbs pressed hard on my nipple, and the other circled my clit. A rush of breath escaped me, and my flushed skin pebbled, still overstimulated from a few moments before.

      I met the black pools of Nico’s gaze as his grip took over the rhythm. His intense focus never broke from mine as he stroked unhurriedly into me, letting the pressure build until we both cried out with our release. I collapsed forward into him, and Beck spoke into my hair. “You’re ours, Little Thief. To possess, consume, own, just like you do us.”

      My stomach clenched, and Nico slid his thumb over my jaw, head dropping to mine, silently telling me these words were from both of them.

      Featherlight kisses and calming touches covered every inch of my body until I came back down from my high. My mind slowly lifted from the haze I’d been under.

      My mind foggy from the haze of my orgasm, I barely registered being carried up the stairs. Nico lifted me into the shower and turned on the water, where he and Beck took turns washing me.

      When they were satisfied, they wrapped me in a towel. I was limp in their arms. Nico carried me into bed, where I was tucked between them, each covering me with their heat.

      Just as sleep claimed me, the overpowering sense that I was home took over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      My feet pounded against the pavement in a steady rhythm as I ran past the well-groomed lawns on our picturesque suburban street. An elderly woman walking a white, fluffy dog waved at me as I passed, and I waved back, wondering vaguely if she had any idea that she lived down the street from people for whom the term “body count” was not a euphemism.

      “Oh, you know those kids that moved in down the street? Yeah, I heard they torture people and drop them in lakes.”

      “No, I heard they have satanic three-ways in the blood of their enemies.”

      I grinned and kept running. I liked our house, but we were probably never going to be the type of people who hung out at block parties. Oh well.

      I pushed my sweaty hair out of my face and took a huge swig out of my water bottle as I reentered the house. I froze when I spotted Sophie sitting at the kitchen island.

      Some part of me wanted to turn around and jog around the block again.

      I didn’t know how to talk to Sophie about what our dad—no, her dad—had told me. It wasn’t the kind of thing you just said to someone. “Hey, sorry I killed our dad. Also, we’re not full sisters.”

      “Whatcha doing?” I said instead.

      “Working on stuff for the hotel renovation,” she replied. “And the press announcement in six days.”

      “Nico’s letting you actually help for real?”

      “‘Letting’ is a strong word.” She rolled her eyes. “He’s tolerating it because Rush isn’t here.”

      My stomach panged, but I pushed past it. “Thanks for doing that.”

      “I don’t mind. You guys are the ones doing actual dangerous stuff.”

      I crossed the kitchen to the sink and refilled my water bottle even though it wasn’t empty, just for something to do with my hands. Leaning against the sink, I bit my lip. There was literally no way to bring this up. None.

      “Soph—”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “About Dad—”

      “We really don’t have to talk about it, Rae,” she interrupted. “I know you had to do it.”

      “Er, right. Not that though.”

      She looked up at me, and I couldn’t decide if she wasn’t upset about Jimmy or just in some kind of shock—that didn’t make this any easier. “Whatifdadwasn’tmydad,” I said in one jumbled mess.

      She blinked at me. “Excuse me?”

      I took a deep breath and tried again, staring at the kitchen island as I spoke. “What if Jimmy wasn’t really my dad?”

      She didn’t say anything for a full thirty seconds. “Why?”

      “Well, he thought he wasn’t—”

      Sophie didn’t let me finish my sentence. “Oh my God.” She leapt off her stool and nearly knocked me over with the force of her hug. “Are you okay?”

      “No, you’re crushing my ribs.”

      “Sorry.” She let go. “Why the fuck would he say that? That’s so fucked-up.”

      “Two ‘fucks’ in one breath? What have I done to you?” I gave her a weak smile.

      “No, but seriously.”

      “I think he was serious. He really didn’t think I was his kid, and that kind of makes sense, right?”

      It seemed to take her a minute to process. “Oh. Because he was so shitty to you?”

      My eyes widened even further. She was really on a roll with the swearing. “Yeah, basically.”

      Sophie sank back down into her chair, looking a little shell-shocked. She ran one hand through blonde hair, fluffing up the red roots. “But…we look alike.”

      I’d already thought about that. “We look like Mom. I mean, I guess maybe you’re not his kid either, but I feel like you must be because he liked you.”

      She wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Are you going to ask Mom?”

      I laughed without humor. “Do you think there’s any point?”

      She paused. “No. Probably not.”

      My anxiety dissipated the longer she went without mentioning the fact that we were technically half sisters—like maybe it hadn’t even occurred to her or just didn’t matter that much. “Where is Mom anyway?”

      Sophie shrugged. “I don’t know. She hasn’t tried to call me since that brunch. I think she must have realized I wouldn’t take the call.”

      I shook my head, grinning at the absurdity of everything. “We really hit the lottery as far as terrible parents.”

      “I don’t know,” Sophie said seriously. “I’d rather our mom than Giovanna.”

      “Amen to that.”
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      “Well, that went well,” Sophie said while we walked up the street to where we’d had to park. The hotel’s drop-off area was currently full of construction material, leaving us to park in the nearby lot. I rolled my eyes at myself. When had I become so prissy that a five-minute walk put me out?

      “Thank God for that. We need them to be ready. We’re running out of time until the gala.”

      I took a sip of my extra-large coffee we’d picked up on the way to check in on the hotel’s progress. So far, we’d kept the project on the down-low from both the press and the Trilogy. Since no one knew who was renovating the hotel, we didn’t have to worry about the construction crew giving away our plans. I was pretty sure they thought the owner was crazy based on what we were having them do—they weren’t completely off base.

      Sophie tapped away on her phone, and I grabbed her arm, steering her away from the light post she nearly walked into. She’d been flat-out since we’d broken down the plan. Honestly, I was proud as hell. She’d taken the reins on this project, which left us free to take care of all the other shit that needed to be done to pull this off.

      Aside from our Range Rover, the parking lot was deserted except for a couple of birds and an old gray sedan that hadn’t moved since we’d arrived. I let go of Sophie’s arm as we approached the car, scanning the area for anything off—maybe I was being a little paranoid, but to be fair, we were attacked more often than not.

      Nothing looked out of order.

      The little flock of birds milling around by the car took flight all at once, startled by seemingly nothing. An uneasy feeling crawled up the back of my neck. My Spidey senses—bird senses—were on high alert.

      “Soph?”

      “Hmm?” She finished sending a text to the builder and put her phone away.

      I glanced back at the car. I was being dumb. My paranoid freak-outs had reached Nico-level. Literally, that was red-alert status. I needed to try yoga. “Never mind.”

      Rolling my shoulders, I did my best to shake it off and grabbed the driver’s-side handle. A scratching sound drew my attention to where a thin piece of metal lay under my boot. I crouched down, getting low enough to see under the SUV, and my breath caught in my throat.

      Holy shit.

      I jumped up and tackled Sophie to the ground. Her breath came out in a loud oomph. I only had a second to process what was happening before the Range Rover was launched several feet in the air, only to land engulfed in flames.

      “What the hell?” Sophie cried into the pavement.

      I had no answer for her. I scrambled up, practically dragging Sophie behind me as I ran down the road, putting as much distance between us and the explosion. We tucked into a small mom-and-pop diner, and I pulled out my phone, not looking forward to this conversation.

      “Hey, Little Thief, what’s up?”

      My breath panted out of me before I could get the next words out. “They blew up the car.”

      Beck’s voice dropped, laced with a dangerous cold current. “Where the fuck are you, Raegan?”

      “I’ll ping you the location. Just send someone to pick us up.”

      “Like fuck I’m sending someone. We’re already in the city. I’ll be there.” He hung up before I could argue.

      Sophie clung to my side as we looked around the diner. Every person stared at us. Some even had forks halfway to their mouth as if they’d frozen in time when we’d crashed in. We took a seat at a booth and rested our hands on the checkered tablecloth. I wouldn’t call this place old exactly, but it was certainly dated.

      A young woman with blue eyes and bleach-blonde hair approached, holding a coffeepot and two cups. They rattled together with the force her hand was shaking. Why the hell was she looking at me like that?

      I caught a glimpse of myself in the window and grimaced. I had black streaks on my face, my guns were exposed, and I’d just had a phone conversation about my truck getting blown to bits. If that didn’t do it, the terrified look on Sophie’s face, paired with the road rash along her arm I’d given her when I slammed her into the ground, wasn’t helping.

      I put on my most disarming smile. “We’d love some of that coffee.”

      The waitress poured the coffee and practically ran to the back of the room. Well, shit. If I had a million dollars, I’d bet it on the fact she wasn’t coming back to take our orders.

      I scanned Sophie. Her hair was a mess, and the rash on her arm looked angry, but otherwise she seemed unharmed.

      “You okay?” I took a sip of my coffee. My mouth twisted, and I reached for several packets of Splenda to combat the bitterness.

      She stood there stunned for a second, then seemed to shake it off, a one-sided smirk lifting her lips. “Yeah, of course. It wouldn’t be a Tuesday if we didn’t nearly die, right?”

      My sister seemed fine, but she didn’t have years of tactical training to fall back on in situations like this. “You sure, Soph?”

      She put both hands on the table and met my gaze head-on. “I’m not the same girl anymore. A little near-death experience isn’t going to shake me. Plus, you did a brilliant job with that tackle. You should try out for the NFL.”

      A chuckle burst from my lips but was quickly cut off by a horn blaring. Nico was already getting out of the SUV before we made it to him. His brows were pulled down over furious eyes.

      I went to say something sarcastic before he’d get a chance to berate me but was cut off when his arms wrapped around me, pressing me to his chest like he was afraid to let me go. “Stop fucking nearly dying, Raegan. I can’t fucking take it.”

      His fingers shook as he gripped my arms, pulling his head back. Fear swirled in his dark eyes before he crashed his mouth against mine. He controlled my mouth in a possessive kiss, telling me exactly who he thought I belonged to.

      Nico made an almost feral sound when Beck pulled me into his arms and wrapped me in a crushing hug. His forehead dropped to mine as he took heaving breaths. I ran my hand over his neck and felt his heart pounding against my fingers. “Fuck, babe. You’re going to kill me one day.”

      Sophie cleared her throat, effectively breaking the moment. “I don’t know about anyone else, but I, for one, would like to get the hell out of here.”

      Beck made Sophie sit in the front as he held me on his lap in the back seat. I smirked as he wrapped the seat belt around both of us. “I’m fine.”

      Beck kissed along my neck, his lip ring scraping my ear. “You really don’t fucking get it, Rae. If you died, no one would be fucking safe.”

      Nico glanced back at me in the mirror and nodded.

      Well, damn. They knew how to melt a girl’s heart.
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      Condensation dripped down the side of my half-empty beer—the same one I’d been nursing for the last three-quarters of an hour—and onto the worn-out bar.

      I’d just gotten off my watch shift, and I was tired as fuck. In the last few days, I’d done and seen things that would take a toll on me, but in the end, it got me the information we needed. Duke’s Bar wasn’t nice. It was a run-down hole-in-the-wall, with ripped chairs and ugly waitresses. There was a guy at the front acting like a bouncer, but they didn’t need him. No one came here, and no one would.

      Loud yelling came from outside, muffled, so I couldn’t make it out. The bartender followed my gaze, then turned a glare on me. The old man didn’t trust me. I’d heard him bitching to other guys that they had no business keeping me around. He was smarter than the rest; luckily for me, they didn’t believe him. I put money on the counter and headed out back to where all the noise was coming from.

      A group of men dragged someone into the furniture store, and I followed just in time to see them pull the mask from their captive’s head and blew out a breath at the feeling of being sucker punched. He was a kid. His short blond hair and round face weren’t familiar. My best guess, he was an unlucky Gentlemen’s son.

      He took one look at the plastic screened-off area with a chair in the middle and frantically pulled against the two men securing him in place. He couldn’t be older than fourteen or weigh more than a buck-ten. There had to be a dozen Trilogy men here, all eager to watch the interrogation. The men shifted and yelled profanities at the kid as Viktor slammed him on the same chair he’d strapped me to when I first arrived.

      “Please. I don’t know anything…” His voice cracked as he looked between us, begging to be let go. All the boy would see were masked men peering down at him.

      Viktor stepped closer. “I don’t believe you. Where the fuck are Nico and Raegan?”

      My breath faltered as the distinct acrid smell of piss filled the crowded space. “I swear I don’t know.”

      I believed him. Nico didn’t trust anyone, and there was no way some unknown boy would have that kind of information.

      The first punch collided with his stomach, and the kid folded in half. He gasped for air, trembling in his seat, and kept his head focused on the floor.

      “Look at me,” Viktor barked from over him, then slammed his fist into the kid’s jaw the second he tilted his face up. It rocked him back, blood spitting out of his mouth.

      I swallowed hard and clenched my fists at my sides. I couldn’t watch this. I would break my cover, probably get us both killed, but I couldn’t fucking do this.

      I shouldered my way between the men, getting as close to the chair as possible. They turned toward me when I took a step into the open space between the crowd and the kid. I had no idea what the hell I was doing, but I couldn’t just stand by and watch.

      Viktor snapped to me. “What—”

      His question was cut off when a red-masked man’s voice cracked through the empty space. “The fuck are you doing?” He faced me, and then Viktor’s fist splattered in the boy’s blood. His voice dipped to a growl. “Let him go.”

      The men took giant steps back and scattered out of the room, leaving me, Viktor the asshole, and whichever of the three Trilogy leaders stood before us. Red Mask stood ramrod straight, body vibrating as he turned to us. The bleeding kid was still on the floor at our feet. Fuck, he thought I’d played a part in this.

      Red Mask pulled out a wad of cash and handed it to the kid. “Get the fuck out of here.”

      The kid stood and swayed on his feet, blood dribbling from his mouth and down his chest, before taking off toward the door. I let out my breath as it slammed shut behind him.

      “If I catch you fucking with a kid again, you’re both dead,” growled Red Mask.

      I retreated a step at the menace in his voice.

      He turned and followed the boy out without another word. He didn’t fucking need one. I was a grown-ass man, leader of the Gentlemen, and he’d instilled more fear in me than Nico ever had.

      I cleared out through the back door and slammed my back into the old brick wall of the abandoned furniture store. What the fuck was I doing? If today proved anything, I wouldn’t last in this hellhole. I raked my hand through my hair and took deep breaths, trying to calm my heaving breaths. Sooner rather than later, I would blow my cover wide open, beating the shit out of someone here.

      My phone buzzed.

      Firecracker: I’m here.

      I rubbed my palms over my eyes, not ready to face the person on the other end. What would she think of me now? The Gentlemen who was losing his soul to the Trilogy. This wasn’t the first torture I’d witnessed. Just the worst one.

      Rae met me inside the apartment Nico had rented out a few blocks up from Duke’s Bar. It was a dive, with smoke-stained walls and peeling vinyl. She stood next to a chipped laminate table. The light from the window cast her in a silhouette that defined each of her curves. God, I was like a lovesick teenager, and she was my first crush.

      “You look like shit.” Rae searched my face, then over my body, brows drawn together as she searched for any more damage since the last time she saw me. She wouldn’t find anything. They bought what I’d sold them and were done torturing me. She looked stunning, red hair pulled back in a high ponytail, loose pieces escaping around her face. Her piercing green eyes studied mine. “Are you okay?”

      I looked away and took a deep breath before answering. “Yeah, of course. I’m fine.”

      Her forehead creased and focused on me. “Don’t lie to me. You aren’t very good at it.” Her lips tipped up in the corner, and her fingers traced over my jaw, then slipped into my hair. I leaned into her touch as she drained some of my darkness away.

      “We need to know what the Trilogy is up to, and I’m our only shot at it.”

      “What if we lose?” she said, voice weak. Rae was never unsure; she practically oozed confidence, but the way she looked at me now had my chest tightening.

      I’d spent every waking hour trying to get the information they needed, and the ability to wash away that look was all the proof I needed that this was all worth it. “I know where Riccardo is.”

      Her shoulders dropped and head tilted back, relief visibly washing over her. “Thank God for that. It’s about time we paid the bomb maker a visit.” Her tongue traced over her lip, and she smirked. “Oh, this is going to be fun.”

      My heart thudded in my chest. She was cunning, strong, and fierce. There was no doubt she’d take the asshole out. I had to chill before she decked my overprotective ass.

      Her fingers brushed my bottom lip, and I met her darkened gaze. “Rush, thank you. We really needed this, but I want you home.”

      Home. The sinking feeling I shouldn’t go back leaked in. I had stood by as Viktor took apart members of both the Gentlemen and Mount Summer, grateful they couldn’t make out my face through the mask. The countless times I’d seen Beck at work never came close to the experience of seeing it happen to my own men. Rae’s men. My skin coated in dirt I couldn’t wash off, and no part of me wanted to soil her with it. My brows creased, and I looked away.

      “Look at me,” she said, as if she knew exactly what ran through my head, and lifted on her toes, pressing a lingering kiss over my mouth. I held her gaze for several moments before she continued. “You are a good man, Sebastian Rushmore.”

      The guilt strangling me eased a fraction. A part of me was scared she’d see me differently after all I’d done.

      She trailed her fingers over my cheek, and I leaned into her palm. Her head tilted to the side, eyes on mine for a few long beats.

      “I’ve dreamed of you.”

      A smirk lifted my mouth, a bit of levity breaking through the darkness that had been closing in. “Oh, yeah? What kind of dream?”

      She stepped closer, her fingers curling in the back of my hair. “Let me show you?”

      My chest tightened. It had been too long since I’d felt her around me. Just the thought of it made my dick painfully hard. I had more than one night getting acquainted with my hand while imagining her sweet fucking pussy.

      My chest rose and fell rapidly as I sucked in breaths. It was more than enough for her to just be here, but this…this was fucking everything.

      She tugged my neck, rising on her toes, and I closed the distance between us. The sweet taste of her burned through me, and I groaned into her mouth. My body thrummed in anticipation as I pulled the elastic from her hair, dragging my fingers over her scalp, drawing out a moan from her soft lips. I captured the sound, devouring her in desperate, consuming kisses. Fuck. I needed this. Needed her.

      My fingers tightened in her hair and pulled her head back as I took control of our kiss, swallowing each of her delicious cries. She was sucking me under, and I was happy to get lost in her.

      “Fuck. I need you.” Needed her like she was my lifeline, the only thing holding me from being lost to the Trilogy.

      She sucked hard on my tongue, and a shiver skated down my spine, tightening at the base of my back. I growled, lifting her by her thighs and lowering her onto the table. My fingers dug into her ass, pulling her to the edge, and she moaned as I rocked my cock against her, creating the friction she needed. I bit, sucked, and fucked her mouth with my tongue as I ground into her until she was a writhing mess. Her fingers gripped my hair, and her hips ground into mine as she took from me while small needy sounds escaped her mouth. “Rush.”

      I groaned, tingles running down my back and tightening my balls at the sound of my name. My fingers ran up her smooth thighs, and my dick twitched as her skin pebbled under my touch. So fucking responsive.

      I trailed openmouthed kisses along her jaw, skimming my teeth over the shell of her ear. “You wet for me, Firecracker?”

      “Mmmm.” She lifted her hips, helping me pull off her shorts, and I bit and sucked along the column of her neck, leaving claiming marks for everyone to see. Nico and Beck needed to be reminded to share. I ran my thumb over the thin fabric of her underwear and drew lazy circles around her clit. Her moan filled the room, and I watched her head tip back, mouth open as she ground against me in desperate, needy movements.

      I bit her shoulder, struggling to get myself under control. “Fuck. I won’t last if you keep doing that.”

      I shifted, breaking her contact with my dick, and ate her whimper. She tried to pull me back but froze as I slid her underwear off and traced her sweet core. I groaned, dropping my head against hers. “You’re fucking soaked.”

      My mouth watered with the overwhelming need to taste her. I pushed on her shoulders until she rested on her elbows, staring up at me with wide eyes and a soft smirk. My dick swelled impossibly harder having her laid out for me like this. Mine for the taking.

      I dropped to my knees in front of her, and my balls tightened at the sight of her sweet, wet core, needy for me. Fuck, she’s pretty.

      I circled her clit with my tongue, dragging my teeth over the sensitive spot, and groaned when she gripped my hair, pressing me harder against her. So fucking hot.

      I sank two fingers into her, dragging them over her in a come-here motion, and sucked hard on her clit. I alternated between hard and fast and soft and slow until her legs shook and she gasped for air as she rocked herself on my hand. Her movements grew faster, less controlled. That’s it, beautiful. Take what you need.

      I sank a third finger in, stretching her wide, and her rhythm stuttered as her cry split the room. I licked my lips and pulled her chest into mine, whispering into her ear, “Jesus Christ, you are so fucking perfect, Firecracker.”

      She tucked her head into my shoulder, her breath fanning across my skin, and licked the sweat from my neck. My breath caught as her hands slid between us, making quick work of my pants, and stroked me from base to tip. “More, Rush.”

      Fuck. Her demand was all it took to shatter my brain. I groaned, “I wanted to take my time with you, but I fucking can’t.” I pushed into her in one hard thrust until she took all of me. My eyes rolled back in my head as her hot core enveloped me. She tightened her muscles, and I growled into her neck, my dick begging me to move. “You take me so good, beautiful.”

      I pulled back until only the tip of my dick stayed in her and slammed my hips forward. The table groaned under the force as I repeated the slow, torturous motion. I drew every needy sound from her until her nails clawed my neck, and she bit my lip hard. Her gaze flashed to mine, pools of dark green, not breaking away even as I rocked harder, giving her what she needed.

      The air shifted from desperation to something more, and I poured every ounce of love into her. I’d said the words, but I would make her know it, feel it deep within her soul until there was no doubt I belonged to her.

      Her gaze searched mine, and her fingers raked through my hair. I groaned and drove into her harder with each thrust until she was frantic in my arms. I loved when she was like this, and I couldn’t fucking wait to be back with them.

      “When we get home, I’m going to spread you open for Beck to take.” I lifted her ass off the table, wetting my hand with her, and pushed my fingers against where no one had taken her yet. The thought of being her first sent a thrill down my spine. “You want me here, Firecracker, while Beck fills you?”

      Her voice broke as I entered her. “Nico.”

      Fuck. It’s about time he got over himself.

      My cock pulsed, and I dipped my mouth to her shoulder and ran my nose up her neck, until my lips grazed her ear. “Just wait until we all take you.”

      Her body trembled in mine, pushed over the edge, and she clamped down hard, pulsing around my cock as her orgasm broke through her. “That’s it, beautiful.”

      My thrusts grew faster, and I groaned against her skin as I filled her with my release.

      She collapsed bonelessly on the table, and I whispered praise over her, telling her just how beautiful she was, how good she felt, how much I loved her. I whipped off my shirt and soaked up my mess. She shivered at my touch, and I growled, “So fucking sensitive.”

      I rested my head on her stomach, breathing in her scent. She couldn’t stay here. We were rapidly running out of time, but I needed this to carry me over until I was back to them.

      I trailed my fingers up her ribs under her shirt. This had been the best sex of my life, and we weren’t even naked. “You need to go, Firecracker.” My chest ached with the words.

      Her eyes bored into mine and studied me with fierce intensity. “I want you to come with me.”

      I swallowed and forced a smile. “I’ll be back soon.”

      She kissed me until I groaned into her mouth. “You fucking better, Rushmore. Don’t make me drag you out of here.”

      A laugh rumbled in my chest, and I kissed her once more. She threw on her shorts and adjusted her clothes before heading out the door. I couldn’t promise that. I would do everything to protect her. Even if it ended up killing me.
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      I leaned my head against the car window, the vibration of the highway rattling through me as Nico and I sped down the highway. My gun was heavy in the holster on my thigh, an ever-present reminder that we weren’t going for a normal drive—not that we ever really did normal things. Maybe someday?

      “Is this weird for you?” I asked, breaking the silence.

      Nico glanced over at me. “What?”

      “Hunting down Riccardo. I mean, he’s your uncle.”

      “No. I don’t give a shit about people who try to kill you, Rabbit. If I cared, I would have said something when we planned this shit.”

      That, I supposed, was fair. Getting to Riccardo had always been the keystone in making this work. If we’d learned anything from all the explosions over the last month, it was that we could not rig bombs on our own. We needed the bomb maker. Moreover, we needed the Trilogy not to have the bomb maker. Rush was confident this would buy us the extra five days we needed, and with ten days left until the gala, we really needed it.

      Rush’s intel had us heading to a high school football game, just outside Saint Adrian. Riccardo might have been a bomb maker, but he still had a life, and that life included a complicated custody agreement with his teenage son.

      My stomach did an annoying flip thing, like I’d missed the bottom stair. “What’s gonna happen to his son?”

      I felt a little bad about ruining the kid’s football game. He was in high school, so he had to know what kind of shit his family was into, but still. I didn’t like involving teenagers in our business.

      Nico shrugged. “His mother is from a southern drug cartel family. I wouldn’t worry about him.”

      Ten minutes later, we exited the highway into the quiet suburb of Fairview. It was the kind of town where the houses were cookie-cutter and medium-sized, but our luxury SUV didn’t stand out as we pulled into the line of cars streaming into the high school stadium parking lot. Many had paint on the windshields and kids leaning out of open windows to scream at each other. I stared, wide-eyed and fascinated.

      “What?” Nico asked, glancing at me.

      “Nothing.”

      I could tell without looking he was raising an eyebrow. “Raegan, what?”

      “No, really, nothing. I’ve just never been to anything like this. I didn’t really do extracurriculars. You probably did, right?”

      He snorted. “Beck and I went to a prep school that didn’t have a football team. Not that either of us would have had time for sports, anyway.”

      “Not Rush?” I asked, suddenly distracted. “His dad was part of your family’s inner circle, right? I thought…”

      Nico frowned, cutting me off. “No. The bastard sons of whores don’t get sent to Saint Christopher’s.” He said it with an unusual inflection, like he was quoting someone else, an echo from years past.

      “And the sons of organized crime bosses and mass murderers do?” I said lightly.

      “The irony isn’t lost on me, Rabbit, believe me.”

      We pulled into a parking spot on the far end of the lot in the shadow of a line of trees. I hopped out of the car and adjusted my skirt, making sure it covered my gun. My outfit wasn’t anything I would typically wear, but the goal had been to blend in. Glancing around, I wasn’t sure how well we were doing. The sun had nearly set, so that might help, but there was really no world where either Nico or I could be mistaken for actual high school students. Maybe adults playing high school students on a teen soap opera, but not real teenagers.

      Even in jeans and a T-shirt, Nico still looked like a cross between a runway model and a felon. Meanwhile, my navy blue sundress was a little too tight and was giving off more of a club vibe than the backyard barbeque look I’d intended. As we joined the crowd walking toward the stadium, I caught the eye of several concerned mothers.

      “We’re drawing attention,” I muttered, watching a woman shift her cooler in her arms as her eyes darted back and forth between Nico and me.

      “That’s inevitable no matter where we go,” he hissed back. “Have you looked in a mirror? Everyone stares.”

      The back of my neck heated. He said it so matter-of-factly, the compliment caught me off guard. “Not like that. In a ‘one of these things is not like the other’ kind of way.”

      “Then walk fast.”

      “Yeah, ’cause that’s not suspicious.”

      I did pick up my pace, despite the stares we were getting.

      As we blended into the thickening crowd, I looked up toward the entrance to the stadium and stopped short. Metal detectors. Shit. We couldn’t walk in with our guns; it would set off a panic.

      Nico clearly spotted them at the same moment I had, because he let me tug him back away from the flow of people heading into the stadium. I jerked my head toward the dark lawn behind the bleachers and was thankful that for once he didn’t make any kind of smart-ass comment.

      We crept around the outside of the bleachers, avoiding the harsh fluorescent light from the stadium, the noise from the shouts and chatter growing slightly muffled the further we walked from the rest of the crowd.

      I tilted my head all the way back to look up at the expanse of the metal scaffolding running up the backside of the bleachers. “Just when I thought this was going to be an easy one.”

      Nico snorted a derisive laugh, his profile cast completely in shadow as he followed my lead, staring up at the bleachers. “You are not climbing that.”

      I scoffed. At least we were on the same page about how we needed to get inside. “You are not telling me what to do.”

      “You’re—”

      I groaned in frustration. “If you say ‘shoulder,’ I will shoot you in the foot, I swear to God.”

      He turned to me, his eyes dancing with amusement. “I was going to say you’re wearing a dress, but take your pick of problems.”

      “Oh.” I wrinkled my nose. “You underestimate me. I’ve climbed much worse in much less clothing.”

      His response was cut off by quick footsteps approaching from the direction of the parking lot. We both froze, listening.

      I stepped painstakingly closer to the bleachers as the footsteps pounded toward us, matching the frantic beating of my heart. Nico caught me by the waist and dragged me even tighter into the shadows. My breathing increased, the proximity and adrenaline sending shivers up my spine. “It’s nothing. Just kids probably. This is a fucking high school.”

      “Quiet,” he muttered too close to my face.

      The back of my neck grew warmer, and my focus wavered. What the hell were we supposed to be doing here?

      We stood for a full minute, waiting as whoever was running passed us over. Nico ran his thumb over his bottom lip. “Fuck it, fine. You go first.”

      It took me a beat to figure out what he was talking about. “What, so you can look at my ass?”

      “No, in case you fall.”

      I shook my head as if to clear it. “Oh.”

      The slight wind picked at the hem of my dress as I hauled myself up the metal scaffolding on the backside of the bleachers. As far as things I’d had to climb to break into buildings, this was fairly easy. The problem was that my shoulder did hurt more than I wanted to admit. The tight new skin pulled every time I moved my arm above my head, and I willed myself not to react.

      I swung myself over the railing onto the top row of the bleachers and made eye contact with a girl a few rows down. Her eyes were wide with surprise. Oops. I gave her a big smile and turned away, praying she wouldn’t comment as Nico appeared next to me.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, looking at my arm.

      “Fine,” I grumbled, though I felt anything but. I’d spent my whole life masking any kind of physical injury, and I wasn’t about to start sharing all my feelings now.

      He raised an eyebrow like he didn’t believe me but said nothing. In fairness, if it were Nico who got shot instead of me, there wasn’t a chance in hell he would have been willing to admit it hurt.

      I turned my head left to right, scanning the crowd for Riccardo, even as my stomach sank. The only photo I’d seen had been several years old and grainy, plus the stadium was packed.

      “There.” Nico nudged me and pointed as inconspicuously as possible toward the top of the bleachers.

      I let out a breath. I squinted, shielding my eyes against the reflective lights of the stadium off the metal seats and the flash of hundreds of iPhones.

      A man sat alone in the top of a row of seats, slightly apart from the next family over. I did a double take. Unlike Nico’s uncle Lorenzo, who looked a lot like him, I would have never pegged Riccardo as being part of the same family. His hair and eyes were brown, not black, and he was maybe 5’8” at most—absurdly short for a family where even Giovanna was over six feet in heels.

      “Riccardo isn’t good with hand-to-hand or guns. He’s an engineer. Just don’t let him run.”

      I nodded, taking the lead as we jogged up the right side of the bleachers toward Riccardo. He didn’t see us as his eyes were fixed firmly on the corner of the field, where the home team was huddled having some kind of pregame meeting. As we approached, he pulled out his phone and raised it to take a picture of the field. My stomach did a flip. This high school football dad was literally a mass murderer who built bombs on weekends, kidnapped prostitutes, and had helped Dante try to murder Nico and me on several occasions. What the fuck.

      Nico grabbed my hand to pull me back and silently gestured that we should switch positions so he could walk in front of me along the top row of seats.

      My hand ached to reach for my gun as we approached, but I fought against the instinct. In a crowd like this with so many teenagers, we couldn’t do anything violent—the hope was that Riccardo would have the same thought and leave with us without too much struggle. At least until we got to the parking lot.

      Riccardo didn’t look up from his phone as we stepped up behind him. It was almost sad—the man’s sense of self-preservation was totally off. I reached out and knocked the phone out of his hand, watching as it slid under the seat in front of him—two birds right there. Now he couldn’t call for help, and if someone tried to track him, he’d still appear to be at the game.

      Riccardo jumped and stared up at us, a myriad of emotions flashing across his face. His eyes narrowed with contempt as he glanced from Nico to me. It wasn’t hard to tell that he was firmly on team Dante. Why, I had no fucking idea.

      “I thought this bitch died,” he said by way of greeting.

      I snorted a laugh. “Is that how your family always says hello?” I asked Nico sardonically. “I bet Thanksgiving is fun.”

      Both Riccardo and Nico ignored me. Nico smiled at his uncle in that unnerving way that held no joy. “Hello, Uncle Riccardo. Glad we ran into you. We’re due to catch up.”
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      Beck opened the front door and strode across the lawn, a grin plastered across his crazy-handsome face. “You’re back sooner than I expected.”

      I hopped out of the car and walked around to open the trunk. “He was easier to catch than we expected.”

      Beck peered into the trunk as I swung it open to reveal Nico’s unconscious uncle, and his face split into a grin—sick motherfucker. “Good. Might be a quick one, then.”

      “Maybe.”

      Somehow I didn’t think so. Being easy to catch didn’t necessarily equate to being easy to break, and Beck knew that. I got the impression he was being optimistic for my sake, and I appreciated that. It wasn’t necessary, but the gesture was sweet.

      “Get started early?” Beck asked, gesturing to Riccardo’s obviously broken nose.

      “Not me.” I jerked my head toward Nico, who was now climbing out of the driver’s seat.

      As I’d suspected, Riccardo wasn’t hard to lead out of the stadium, but he did try to make a break for it the second we reached the parking lot. Fucking moron. Nico had slammed his face into the side of the car, and the man was now bleeding freely onto the expensive black interior.

      “Are you both just going to stand there?” Nico said acidly, coming up behind us.

      I threw him a genuine smile. His mood had deteriorated significantly since we’d found Riccardo, and in a weird way, I found that comforting. He had been almost too nice for the last couple of days. It was creeping me out. Did that make me fucked-up? Probably.

      Nico sidestepped Beck and reached into the trunk to toss his unconscious uncle over his shoulder. “Get the door.”

      Beck raised an eyebrow as Nico stalked toward the house, Riccardo’s limbs flopping all over the place. “Need help?”

      I took the answering grunt as a no and jogged after him to open the door. As we passed the kitchen, Sophie looked up at us from where she sat at the kitchen table with a laptop open in front of her.

      “What are you doing?” Nico paused to ask.

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said, her eyes returning to the screen.

      He ground his teeth audibly. “Sophia—”

      “We’ll be downstairs,” I interrupted, trying to herd Nico toward the basement door. Just because I was into his bad mood didn’t mean everyone needed to deal with it.

      “Gotcha. Er, let me know if you need anything,” Sophie said as we disappeared.

      We’d set up a makeshift workroom for Beck in the basement. The room was wall-to-wall concrete and had a workbench with at least half the tools Beck typically used. There were a few metal chairs in the center and one wheeled hospital gurney. It wasn’t ideal compared to the workrooms we’d had at the hotels or up at his lake house, but it would work fine for now. If we kept this house long-term, we’d probably have to do some better soundproofing and drainage.

      Nico caught Beck’s eye as he crossed the room to the workbench. “Where do you want him?”

      “Uh, chair.”

      Nico dropped Riccardo in a heap on a chair in the center of the room and shook out his shoulder, stepping back. He grabbed another chair from the opposite side of the room and swung it around to sit in front of Riccardo, crossing his arms over his broad chest.

      I turned to face him. “Are you helping?”

      His eyebrows hit his hairline. “Are you?”

      I felt the back of my neck heat. I mean, I had planned to, yeah. Was that a problem?

      Beck walked back over and handed me a pair of rubber gloves. “Here, Little Thief. Ignore Nico—he’s shit at interrogation.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Yeah, you are.” Beck leaned into me, running his fingers through my hair. “He always kills them.”

      I frowned but didn’t comment. Beck seemed more alert to me than he usually did before an interrogation. All we fucking needed was for him and Nico to fight and tip him over the proverbial cliff. They’d been getting along shockingly well this week. I allowed myself a pat on the back for that. I was basically Dr. Phil.

      “Do you have a preference?” Beck asked, holding up a sledgehammer in one hand and a scalpel in the other to show Nico. It was one of the very few times I’d ever seen Beck act like he worked for Nico, and not like a friend or…whatever the hell our relationship status was. I wondered how many times they’d gone through this over the years. Hundreds, at least, if not more.

      Nico waved him off. “No.”

      “Scalpel.”

      They both looked at me. Well. I’m going to hell anyway. May as well do it right.

      Beck woke Riccardo with a couple of cuts to his ribs. He quietly explained to me he did that because it hurt like a bitch, but it didn’t actually bleed as much as you would think. Basically, they stayed alive longer. Huh, the more you know.

      Nico’s uncle didn’t seem at all surprised to see us—I supposed when we ambushed him at his kid’s football game, he kind of knew where things were headed. If you grew up in crime families, you had to at least assume that torture could be a possibility.

      My stomach turned over as I remembered Dante’s men had recently tortured Rush. I pushed those thoughts down. I couldn’t go there right now. I had to focus.

      “Where have you been making your bombs?” I asked calmly.

      Riccardo ignored me, his eyes instead focusing on Nico.

      “It’s been a few years,” he said calmly, as though he wasn’t bleeding pretty heavily from several places. “How’s your ma?”

      “How’s your son?” Nico countered. “Do you think he’d like working for me, or should we just kill him?”

      “Fuck you,” Riccardo snapped. “You don’t have the balls. You know Enzo would kill you if you went after Christian.”

      Nico ignored him, sinking back in his chair. “Rabbit, ask your question again. I don’t think my uncle heard you.”

      “Where have you been building your bombs?”

      “Fuck you, bitch.”

      Beck raised the sledgehammer he’d just set aside and brought it down hard on Riccardo’s right knee. The bone shattered with a sickening crunch, and he screamed, gasping for breath as involuntary tears leaked out the corners of his eyes.

      Glancing at me, Beck’s eyes were a little dazed. “Keep asking questions.”

      “Where are you building the bombs?”

      Riccardo screamed.

      “Where are you building the bombs?”

      Bones crunched.

      Finally, Nico’s uncle snapped. “Fine. You won’t be able to do shit with the materials anyway, you fucking cunt.” He squealed as Beck cracked the hammer down on Riccardo’s hand.

      “Beck!” Nico barked, eyes dark. “Stop.”

      “Don’t insult Raegan,” Beck said flatly.

      “What, do you have a magic pussy?” Riccardo asked me, incredulous. Beck raised the mallet again, and Riccardo flinched. “Fuck…fuck. Alright. It’s in a warehouse on Route 12.”

      “I’m going to need you to be more specific.”

      “Near the East End. It’s tucked away about two miles past the Exxon gas station.”

      The ceiling creaked, and I glanced up, grimacing. “Jesus fucking Christ.” Sophie was up there, and I didn’t want her to have to deal with any of this. “We need better soundproofing.”

      Riccardo stared at me for a full beat before opening his mouth and letting out a deafening scream, loud enough to wake the entire neighborhood.

      I could have kicked myself. We’d never had to worry about trivial shit like neighbors before, but if someone called the police…

      Nico pinched the skin between his eyes. “Do something,”

      The comment was unnecessary. Beck already had a roll of duct tape out and was slapping it across Riccardo’s mouth.

      I sighed in relief at the silence.

      The three of us looked at each other. Well, that was the end of questioning for tonight.
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      The following morning, we were no closer to figuring out how to make Riccardo cooperate.

      Knowing where the bomb materials were was a step in the right direction, and we were all set to go retrieve them, but as Nico had pointed out more than once, none of us had any idea how to build a bomb, and we didn’t have time to learn.

      “Riccardo needs to be incentivized to do it,” Nico growled.

      I glanced over at him, where he lay flat on his back on our bed, shirtless, staring at the ceiling. I pulled on a long-sleeve T-shirt over my lacy black bra and tried not to roll my eyes.

      “I know, Grumpy,” I said as patiently as possible. “What, are you trying manifestation or something? Like if you keep saying it, it will happen?”

      He rolled over onto his side and stared at me. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      I shook my head, smiling for real. “Nothing. Come on, I’m hungry.”

      He swung his legs over the side of the bed, looked around the floor briefly, presumably for a shirt, and then appeared to give up.

      “You’re turning into Beck,” I commented, eying his bare chest as we jogged down the stairs. “What will Sophie think if you all keep walking around half-naked? Not that I’m complaining.”

      “Maybe she’ll think, ‘Hmmm, I should get my own apartment,’” he deadpanned.

      I laughed in spite of myself.

      Beck stood at the kitchen counter chopping cantaloupe. I eyed the fruit warily, and he laughed. “Eat something healthy, Little Thief.”

      “I don’t know,” I muttered, taking the smallest cube off the cutting board with two fingers. “I feel like I could live off bacon and be pretty happy.”

      “Someone needs to feed Riccardo.” Nico sat at the kitchen island across from me, his teeth gnawing a hole in his bottom lip.

      I raised my eyebrows. “Really? I thought you were just planning to starve him.”

      “No.” Beck popped a piece of cantaloupe in his mouth. “Starvation isn’t very effective as a torture technique. It would shock you how fast being hungry will cause people to get confused about basic details. If you want real answers, you’re better off feeding them.”

      I bit my lip. I was learning more about torture than I ever thought I would need or want to know. “Pass the cantaloupe, please.”

      I strode toward the basement door, half a cantaloupe in hand, and yanked it open. The stairs creaked as I descended to the makeshift dungeon, and my heart beat slightly faster in my ears.

      Riccardo made no sound when I approached, but then, he did still have duct tape slapped across his mouth. His beady little eyes were murderous as they took me in, watching my every step.

      I came to a halt in front of his metal chair and stood with my feet wide apart. The fluorescent lighting of the basement gave Nico’s uncle a sallow quality, so even though he was probably no older than forty-five, he looked somehow ancient.

      “I’m going to take off the tape so you can eat this,” I told him. “But see my guns?” I lifted my leg a little so he could see the Baby Eagles strapped there. “If you make any move toward me, I’ll shoot you.”

      I reached out and peeled the tape off, and Riccardo sneered at me. “You’re not going to shoot me, bitch.”

      “No?” I said mildly. “Why’s that?”

      “You would have done it last night.”

      He wasn’t wrong exactly. “You’re right. I won’t kill you right now, but I will absolutely shoot you,” I said blandly. “Gunshots hurt like a bitch, and I feel like you could still be useful without a foot.”

      He didn’t say anything, but his eyes betrayed a hint of doubt. I glanced down at the cantaloupe, realizing I probably should have brought food that was easier to eat. I didn’t want to get my hands anywhere near this man’s mouth for any prolonged length of time. Hmmmm.

      “Okay, Riccardo,” I said as nicely as possible. “Here’s what we’re going to do. You can have one hand free, and I’m going to sit here for five minutes with my gun out. Sound good?”

      His eyes flashed, and I imagined he was trying to decide if there was a good way to escape. For good measure, I added, “Nico and Beck are in the kitchen. If you’re planning on running up there, it won’t go well.”

      Finally, he nodded.

      “Great.” I smiled. I undid the binding on one hand and passed him the fruit, then sat across from him with my gun in my hand as promised. “So…should we chat while you eat?”

      “Shut the fuck up.” Juice dribbled down his chin.

      “Fine…I just thought you might be bored.” I waited a full beat. “Seen any good movies lately?”

      “When I get out of here, I’m going to turn you into dust,” he growled.

      “Look, we can go about this differently. You could help us, and we could stop, er…stabbing you.” I grimaced. It was kind of a strange offer after he was already bleeding and strapped to a chair.

      “Fuck you,” he spat.

      “Fine.” I hummed casually as he ate his fruit.

      “What do you fucking want?” he asked after a minute.

      My stomach did an internal dance. “You were very helpful in telling us where your bomb materials are, but now we need your help to use them. Is that something you could do?”

      He blinked at me, then tossed the cantaloupe rind on the floor. “I hope you burn, cunt. You’re wasting your breath.”

      I took a long breath through my nose. This was going to be harder than I thought.
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        * * *

      

      I burst back through the basement door, and three sets of eyes stared at me.

      In my absence, both Beck and Nico had gotten dressed and looked a little more awake. Sophie had appeared and now stood with Nico at the kitchen island, one earbud in her ear, showing him something on her iPhone.

      She dropped the phone immediately, all her focus shifting to me. “Are you okay?”

      “Your uncle is a dick,” I told Nico.

      “Yes, Rabbit. This is news?”

      I scowled. “He doesn’t respond to good cop, he doesn’t respond to torture. I don’t know what to do.”

      “He needs to be incentivized—”

      “Yes, I know, that’s what I was trying to do.”

      Nico closed his eyes and tipped his head up to the ceiling, pausing for a full beat. “Sorry, maybe I’m not being clear. Bribe or threat. My family does bribes and threats.”

      I thought back to that time that I had met Giovanna in Nico’s room, what felt like a lifetime ago. “Like when you gave your mom a plane so she would throw a party?”

      “Right.”

      “We still have a couple of planes, bro,” Beck said. I couldn’t tell if he was kidding.

      My mind whirred, still focused on that one meeting with Nico’s mom months ago. “Would your mother know?” I asked.

      “Know what?”

      “What would incentivize Riccardo? He’s her brother, right?”

      Nico frowned, running one hand through his hair. “Rabbit…we do not want to spend any unnecessary time with my mother.”

      “But would she know?” I pressed.

      He ground his teeth. “Maybe.”
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, Nico, Beck, and I sat in the back of one of the bomb shelter Range Rovers as Anthony drove us in the direction of a popular downtown Italian restaurant. I pulled at the neck of my uncomfortable conservative cocktail dress and scowled. When I suggested we meet with Giovanna, I was sort of picturing just showing up at her house, not this bullshit. At least I had gotten to wear flats.

      There was two cars’ worth of suited Gentlemen following us as a sort of security detail—it was the kind of group that Nico typically refused to travel with but wasn’t all that strange in the grand scheme of things. “My father traveled with at least six men at all times, even when there was no active threat. Giovanna knows we’re at war with the Trilogy now. She won’t think the security is unusual,” Nico had said.

      I leaned my head on Beck’s shoulder as we pulled up to the outside of a large, brick restaurant, and he squeezed my thigh in response. I tuned out Anthony’s voice as he rolled down the window to talk to the valet, who must have agreed to give us special dispensation because before I knew it, we were parking our own cars and a whole battalion of suited men were getting out.

      “Is this what it feels like to be the president?” I asked, tilting my head fully back to make eye contact with Nico. I suddenly felt very short in my flats.

      “You should have always traveled like this, Rabbit,” he growled. “Your father was an asshole.”

      I mulled that over as we crossed the parking lot, ignoring the pang in my chest at the word “father.” He was probably right—Sophie had certainly had bodyguards. Fuck, I’d often been one of them, since it didn’t look suspicious to have two girls of the same age together in a club. Maybe if Jimmy had ever liked me, I wouldn’t feel weird traveling with security now. Then, if Jimmy had liked me, I wouldn’t know how to shoot a gun and I’d be dead now, so there were upsides to everything.

      For once in his life, Nico let someone else lead the way into the restaurant. Anthony and two other Gentlemen entered first while Nico stepped back, holding out an arm for me to wait. I glanced up, surprised, wondering for a moment if he’d had some kind of stroke without my noticing.

      “They’re checking how much security Giovanna brought,” Beck said in my ear as we stood awkwardly, blocking the entrance from the outside.

      “Right. Makes sense. Any guesses?”

      “If I were her, I wouldn’t have brought many,” Nico said. “She likely isn’t sure if we know that she’s involved with Dante. If I don’t already know, bringing a lot of firepower would tip me off.”

      Anthony stepped back out of the restaurant. “Two guards,” he said. “And a girl we don’t recognize.”

      “A girl?” I narrowed my eyes.

      “Er, woman?” He looked uncomfortable. “I don’t know how old she is. Maybe eighteen?”

      I exchanged wary looks with Nico and Beck. We probably should have assumed that Giovanna would do something crazy, just to throw us off.

      “Let’s go,” Nico snapped, his aggravation at having to deal with his mother already evident on his face.

      We filed inside after Anthony, the rest of the Gentlemen close behind us.

      The Hostess took one look at all the guns and made no comment, just pointed toward the back of the restaurant. I tried to offer her a smile, but it was pointless; she had already turned away.

      The restaurant that Giovanna had agreed to meet us at as a supposedly “neutral location” looked to me like a very snobby Olive Garden. That probably wasn’t the mood they were going for, but I had precisely zero frame of reference for what an actual nice restaurant like this was supposed to look like. The white tablecloths and little ties the waiters were wearing at 1:00 p.m. on a Tuesday felt very try-hard to me, but whatever. To each their own, I guess.

      In the back of the dimly lit restaurant, Giovanna sat at the center of a long table meant to seat twelve. She wore a gray, scoop-neck cocktail dress with a diamond necklace that I would have assumed was fake from the sheer size but knew wasn’t. As usual, her most obvious accessory was her garish red lipstick, which matched her talon-long nails. All the better to gouge your eyes out with, my dear.

      Behind Nico’s mother stood two armed guards, as Anthony had said, but that wasn’t where my eye landed. Next to her sat a pretty, white-blonde girl in a pale blue shift dress. She kept her eyes fixed on the table as we approached, like she was afraid to look up at us.

      “Who is that?” I asked under my breath.

      “Dunno,” Beck said when Nico failed to reply.

      “Darling!” Giovanna stood from the table. “It’s so good to see you.”

      “Mother.” Nico’s voice had taken on that honey quality that meant he was two seconds away from shooting someone. “How are you?”

      “Better now.”

      I fought to keep from rolling my eyes. It was incredibly surreal to watch Giovanna act like she hadn’t helped one of her sons try to kill the other. Not that I had a single leg to stand on when it came to murderous parents.

      Nico’s eyes darted to the blonde girl. “I wasn’t aware we were having guests.”

      Giovanna laughed. “Yet you brought half your staff.”

      “Touché.”

      She turned to me. “Hello, Raegan. It’s good to see you again.”

      My mouth fell open involuntarily, but I recovered quickly. “Um, you too.”

      “Sit down.”

      Nico and Beck sat on either side of me across the table from Giovanna and the blonde girl. Our security crowded us from behind, making me feel a little claustrophobic.

      I smoothed my dress across my lap, feeling wildly uncomfortable. Giovanna always made me feel out of place, no matter the situation. As if sensing my discomfort, Beck moved his chair slightly closer until I could feel the warmth of his arm against mine.

      “Drink?” Giovanna asked. “I ordered wine for the table, but we can get anything.”

      “Wine is fine,” Nico replied. His eyes darted to the blonde girl. “Or is she underage?”

      Giovanna laughed. “This is Natasha.”

      She didn’t answer the question about her age, which I took to mean that yes, she was underage.

      “Hello,” Natasha said to the table.

      We all waited a beat for someone—anyone—to elaborate on who this girl was and what she was doing here. In the painful silence, glasses clicked from the next table and the shifting of fabric as the security moved around sounded deafening.

      “And?” Nico prompted finally, looking annoyed.

      Giovanna smiled widely. “Natasha is from the Viktorovna family. She spent several years in Russia studying ballet and is a very adept dancer. She also speaks four languages.”

      Natasha seemed to curl in on herself, growing smaller as all eyes fell on her. My stomach clenched as I caught on. For the love of all that’s holy…

      Beside me, Nico’s hand landed on my thigh, his fingers digging into my skin. “What is the point of this conversation, Mother?”

      The question was rhetorical; it was very clear to me what the point of this conversation was. Fuck, it was probably clear to everyone in the restaurant that Giovanna had brought this girl to display like some sort of prized show pony.

      “I just thought you might want to see all your options, dear.”

      “What options?”

      “Well, seeing as how it didn’t work out with the other O’Rourke girl…”

      She smiled at me, and I fought not to reach for a weapon. I wasn’t jealous exactly, mostly just frustrated. Like, what the fuck. Who thinks like this?

      “So you brought a mail-order child bride? Jesus Christ, Mother.”

      I glanced at Natasha, who had turned a very bright shade of red. I leaned across the table. “No offense,” I whispered. “Just tune this all out. It’s so not about you.”

      Giovanna shot me a dirty look, like my speaking to her teenage prop was somehow more offensive than using an actual human being as a prop in a passive-aggressive pissing match with her son in the first place. This whole thing was mind-boggling.

      “Really, Nicolai,” Giovanna spat. “At least the older one was James’ daughter. This one has absolutely no redeeming family ties. Your taste is abysmal.”

      My heart stopped beating. What was that? Under the table, Nico’s fingers tightened further on my thigh, and I knew he’d heard it too. Giovanna knew who my father was.

      My heart started again, pounding too loud in my ears. Nico said something back to his mother, but I didn’t catch his reply. On my other side, Beck grabbed my hand, running a thumb over my wrist.

      Could I ask her now?

      No…

      Threats and bribes. Nico said his family only reacted to threats and bribes, and we currently needed the information on Riccardo.

      It would have to wait.

      Our food arrived, and I picked at the end of a piece of salmon, now not even remotely hungry. Across from me, Natasha was clearly even less engaged in the conversation going on around her than I was.

      Nico reached across the table and refilled his mother’s wineglass. “I was recently able to catch up with Uncle Riccardo,” he said casually. “He sends his regards.”

      Giovanna dropped her fork. For the first time, I saw a genuine look of surprise, perhaps worry, cross her unusually beautiful face. In an instant, the worry vanished. “Really? How is he?”

      “Good. He’s been busy. A bit tied up at the moment.” Nico’s voice was still casual.

      Beck shifted beside me as Giovanna’s attention turned to him for the first time since we walked in. Up until now, she had behaved as though he wasn’t even there—probably a calculated move, though I had no idea why.

      “Have you been keeping busy as well?” Giovanna said with a catlike smile.

      “I’ve been great,” Beck said flatly. “You know my dad left so much for me to do when he retired, but I think I’m almost done with most of my current projects.”

      “Excellent,” Giovanna said, sounding like it was anything but. She glanced sideways at Natasha, her expression making it clear she now regretted her choice to bring the girl. “Darling, why don’t you visit the ladies’ room.”

      “I don’t need to go,” Natasha said very quietly.

      “Go!” Giovanna barked.

      Natasha scrambled to her feet and power walked away from the table. Once again, I felt bad for the poor kid. Then again, she really was dodging a bullet here. Hopefully, Giovanna would leave her and her family alone after this.

      Giovanna leaned toward Nico across the table, her black eyes meeting his intently. “So, when are you going to kill him?”

      “Do you care?” Nico smiled.

      “When?”

      “I won’t have to if you tell me how to make him cooperate.”

      She rolled her eyes and took a long sip of wine. “You are playing a very dangerous game, Nicolai. Do you think Lorenzo won’t kill you?”

      Nico shrugged. “I’ll risk it.”

      She reached for her purse and pulled out a tiny compact mirror, checking her lipstick as she spoke. “You should kill his son.”

      My eyebrows rose. The way she said it was too callous for my liking, especially since this was her nephew she was talking about.

      Nico laughed, and I wondered if I was the only one who heard the strain in his voice. “If I do that, I’ll have not only Lorenzo, but the boy’s mother will have the Mexican cartel up my ass.”

      Giovanna snapped her mirror closed. “That’s not my problem, dear. You asked my opinion, and I gave it to you. Now, are we having dessert or not?”

      “You don’t care about killing a kid?” I burst out. I couldn’t help it. “And what about that girl?” I gestured wildly in the direction of the bathroom. “What is the point of that? She’s like sixteen, what the fuck.”

      “Your temper is awful, dear. Do you get that from your father?”

      My back stiffened. She was baiting me. I knew that. She wanted me to ask about my father, but my God I wanted to ask.

      Nico fixed Giovanna with a look. “Are you done, Mother?”

      “Are you?” She took a last sip of wine. “I understand this relationship to an extent, you know. I knew her mother in the ’90s, and if she’s anything like her, I’d imagine she’s marginally interesting.”

      I fought not to roll my eyes. “Do you have something to say?”

      “You stupid girl. Do you think you’re going to have a whole new family?” She laughed and downed the rest of her drink. My eyes darted to the glass.

      “Excuse me?” I said, watching the last of the ice swirl at the bottom of Giovanna’s glass.

      “You’re not going to get a happy family. Your mother is a whore who went behind Jimmy’s back to sleep with Rick, of all people. I would know—we all ran in the same circles back then, and whose parties do you think she was showing up at?”

      Her words rocked through me, and I felt the blood drain from my face. Whatever I’d expected her to say, it wasn’t that.

      “So you really didn’t know.” She smiled. “I had begun to wonder if you had figured it out yet. Poor girl—not the daughter of Mount Summer’s leader. Just a low-born Gentlemen. You’re lucky Jimmy didn’t kill your mother when she told him.”

      I spluttered, trying and failing to recover fast enough. Rick was my father.
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        * * *

      

      I slammed through the front door of our house. My heart beat violently against my chest as Giovanna’s words sank in. I’d kept my shit together in front of her, but the second I was out of her sight, the world started to close around me.

      Rick was my dad.

      The man who’d acted as a father figure to my guys was my biological father. The man that killed Marcus… Nausea overwhelmed me, and I leaned over and placed my hands on my knees in the entry.

      I could feel Beck and Nico approach, but I needed space to get myself under control. “Just give me a second.”

      I took another deep breath and straightened. They’d circled me with matching looks of concern.

      Nico’s brows were pinched together as his gaze met mine. “He’s a good man, Rabbit.”

      “Oh, okay. The guy that killed my brother? He’s a good guy?”

      Beck’s tattooed arms banded around my middle, and he dropped his mouth to my ear. I expected him to defend Rick. Go on some kind of rant about how it was all a part of our lives, and Rick didn’t do anything wrong. Instead, Beck said, “Want me to rough him up a bit?”

      What? I struggled in his arms, but he held me firm against his chest. His tone was dead serious. Nico watched me, not arguing with Beck. They’d do it. They’d fuck with the guy that took care of them if I asked. “Why?”

      Beck kissed my temple. “Because he hurt you.”

      My chest squeezed, and warmth filled me. It was an insane way to show their love, but it fit them perfectly. Tension left me, and I let my head drop on Beck’s chest. “Whatever, I’m not doing that. It’s just a lot to take in.” My skin started to itch, and I pushed at Beck’s arms until he reluctantly let go. What the hell was I supposed to do with this information?

      Tension pulled at my muscles until pain radiated from my back. “Do you think he knew?”

      It was Nico who stepped forward, gaze landing on mine. “Maybe not at first, but the fact that no one ever talked about you… Yes, I think he knew.”

      The pain of rejection stole the air from my lungs. He’d left me with Jimmy. Left me in a family that didn’t give a shit about me. He didn’t give a shit about me.

      Anger heated my skin at the realization that I wasn’t enough for him. That even with three parents, none of them cared for me. Not like they’d cared for Sophie. The room started to close in on me as my thoughts pummeled my brain.

      I had to talk to him. Had to know why he’d abandoned me to the people he’d have considered his enemies. Who the hell did that?

      Sophie came down the stairs, took one look at me, and turned fierce eyes on my guys. “What the hell did you do?”

      Tears burned the back of my eyes, and I broke Beck’s hold. “Giovanna told me who my biological father is.”

      Sophie froze on the spot, eyes wide as saucers, and her mouth gaped open. “Oh.”

      “Yeah, oh.” My mouth wobbled, but I held myself together. “He knew, Soph.”

      Her gaze softened, and her look of pity turned my stomach. I had to get out of here, and there was only one place I needed to be.

      “I’m out of here.” I turned and headed to the door. Three sets of footsteps followed me.

      Beck reached for my arm, his hand closing gently on my wrist. I glanced back at him, and I could see my pain reflected in his eyes. He’d take it for me if he could. They all would.

      I swallowed hard against the feelings crashing over me. “I’ll come back. I just need to get out of here.”

      He watched me for a moment, then let go. “Okay, Little Thief.”

      Relief flooded me that Sophie had left the room. I didn’t need yet another person on my case. I needed a distraction, and I needed it badly. I passed through the garage door, grabbing a set of random keys, and hit the Unlock button. A sexy black sports car beeped, and a smile tugged at my lips. That’ll do it.

      I hopped in the car and had to adjust my seat to touch the pedals. The passenger-side door opened, and a pissed-off Nico stared at me for a few moments, daring me to tell him to get out. At my silence, he threw a bag in the back seat, then sat beside me. “Do you even know how to drive?”

      I hadn’t driven in months, but I was good at it. Maybe not race level, but more than proficient enough for what I needed. “Hold on.”

      Nico cut me a sharp look and buckled his seat belt.

      I hit the gas the second the bay door lifted, barely high enough to clear the roof. Impatience and adrenaline pulsed through my veins, and the need to move drove me. I headed to the highway, needing the extra space to open her up.

      The road was smooth and clear. I passed the occasional car, but no one got in my way. Nico had his phone out texting, probably clearing the way of any cops. He didn’t say a word to me, just let me handle this. But his mere presence wormed its way into me, calming the burn in my chest.

      I drove mindlessly for the next thirty minutes until I realized where I’d ended up. I slammed on my brakes on the road that led to Rick’s outpost.

      Nico grunted but stayed silent, letting me figure my shit out. This whole thing felt very un-Nico-like. Normally, he was commanding me all over the place, but he seemed to know I couldn’t deal with that right now.

      My knuckles whitened on the steering wheel as I stared down the road. A part of me desperately wanted to walk up to Rick and demand that he tell me what the hell happened. The idea had my stomach roiling at the possibility of what he’d say. For all I knew, he’d thought of me as some Mount Summer brat. God only knew what his relationship was like with my mother.

      I took a few deep breaths and laid my forehead on the steering wheel, not bothering to move out of the middle of the road.

      Nico’s hand squeezed my thigh. “I’ll go in with you. If he says anything you don’t like, he’ll pay for it.”

      I turned my head to the side, not lifting it, and met Nico’s eyes. “I don’t know if I can.” I felt so fucking weak at that moment. Nico bit his bottom lip, brows pulling together. He was for sure going to call me out on it. We weren’t the kind of people who backed down from a challenge.

      Nico rubbed his thumb along my jaw. “You don’t have to see him. It’s a lot to take in.”

      I nodded and ran a hand through my hair. I’d let this go for today. I had bigger shit to deal with.

      Like getting Riccardo to work for us without blowing us all up.
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      Driving with Beck was always more cheerful than driving with anyone else, and today was no exception, despite the dark purpose of our mission. He had some crazy rap music playing far too loud over the maxed-out speakers, and my seat shook as we whipped down the highway toward Fairview.

      The GPS screeched its disapproval as we parked a block away from our actual destination and got out of the car. The houses on this street were large and imposing, sort of similar to the Mount Summer compound, and gave the impression of new money. I grimaced at the well-lit street with lamp posts every twenty feet. Wealthy neighborhoods were the worst for shit like this.

      Beck grabbed my hand and swung my arm playfully as we strolled toward Riccardo’s ex-wife’s house. I grinned up at him. You would think we were just hanging out.

      “You’re in a good mood,” I commented.

      Not that it was unusual for Beck to be in a good mood, but it was in such a wild contrast to me. My mood had been a low-grade roller coaster of misery and numbness lately, punctuated occasionally with lust. It was a great fucking time.

      “I like watching you work.” Beck grinned wider. “So hot.”

      I forced a laugh. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      I was actually pretty happy to be back in the thick of things. Or as happy as I could really be at the moment. Mildly enthused.

      Working gave me a sense of purpose, even if my job was pretty fucked-up by normal people’s standards. I wondered vaguely what I would do with myself if and when we got back to some level of normalcy. In theory, I would run Mount Summer—or whatever Mount Summer looked like if we merged with the Gentlemen. I really wasn’t sure what a merger or an alliance would look like. Regardless, I probably wouldn’t get to do normal heists anymore like I’d grown up doing.

      “What are you thinking about?” Beck asked.

      “Just wondering what we’re all going to do when this is all over,” I said honestly.

      He got uncharacteristically serious. “You’re not going to leave, right?”

      “No!” I said, more intensely than I intended. “That’s not what I was thinking at all.”

      As I said it, I realized that was the answer to the question I’d had when I first saw the new house. I guess I did live with the guys now. Officially. Maybe I should ask Nico about how our household budget was organized or something. Good God.

      We came to a halt on the sidewalk in front of a huge white house with a large iron fence. The windows of the downstairs were dark, but a warm glow emanated from some upstairs bedrooms. Beck tipped his head back to look up at it, his eyes calculating.

      “I think I should go in alone,” I said.

      He nodded his agreement. “C’mere, I’ll lift you over the fence.”

      “I can climb a fence.” I rolled my eyes.

      He shrugged. “But why bother when you don’t have to.”

      That was a fair point.

      Beck boosted me over the fence, and I landed catlike in the grass on the other side. I paused, wondering if we were going to trip an alarm or anything like that, but it didn’t seem like it.

      When Nico had destroyed my original cell phone a few weeks ago, we’d lost my camera-detecting and jamming app. It had been of Mount Summer’s invention and wasn’t something I could just re-download for iOS. That meant I was doing things the old-fashioned way.

      “Good luck,” Beck hissed from the sidewalk as I disappeared into the darkness of the yard.

      I didn’t reply, not wanting to make any unnecessary noise. I stuck as close as possible to the hedges surrounding the yard to avoid any light from the house or possibly trip up a motion-sensor porch light. The grass was freshly mown and slightly wet, likely from a sprinkler system, and smelled of Miracle-Gro as it stuck to my bare ankles.

      Around the backside of the house, the brick jutted out in a mid-2000s Greek revival style. I fucking loved mid-2000s houses. They were so easy to break into.

      “You would think they wanted burglars,” I whispered to thin air as I pulled myself up the faux stone siding. “Fucking morons. Let’s just add three different types of stone, four doors, and five turrets. That’s a great idea, no one will ever be able to get inside.”

      If I’d been feeling really frisky, I probably could have found a spare key in an obviously fake rock or in a spare panel of the siding, but this was faster.

      The wind pulled at the end of my ponytail and nipped at my bare stomach under my crop top as I climbed up to the nearest second-story window. I pressed my nose to the glass. Beyond seemed to be a hallway—perfect. I didn’t feel like dropping directly into anyone’s bedroom.

      Sliding my fingernails under the bottom of the latch, I gave it an experimental shove. To my shock, it slid open. My stomach did a dance. I was never that lucky.

      This house was clearly not equipped to withstand attack, which in and of itself said a lot. Riccardo wasn’t expecting anyone to attack his son, and neither was his son’s mother. Interesting.

      Not pausing to look my gift horse in the mouth, I toppled through the window and darted down the upstairs hall, searching for the bathroom to hide in. The noises of the house felt infinitely louder somehow, like every whisper of the pipes and tiny creak of floorboards was someone coming up the stairs to discover me skulking around up here.

      I passed by a room that had to be the son’s. The door was closed, thank God, but alternative music blared from inside, and there was a number 15 on the door—like maybe that was his football number? Whatever.

      I spun in a little circle, looking again for a bathroom. It occurred to me then that maybe he had an en suite. Fuck. That would totally screw all this up.

      Well, here’s to hoping, I guess.

      Two doors down, there was a small bathroom. I prayed it was the only one in the vicinity. Ducking inside, I shut the door and leaned against the wood. Breaking into residential houses was so much more nerve-racking than breaking into anywhere else because if anyone caught me, I’d be a little less inclined to just shoot them in the face. Oh well.

      The bathroom was nice but not overly fancy—the kind of second bathroom that the teenage son was probably relegated to and hadn’t been renovated as recently as other parts of the house. I scanned the sink and the medicine cabinet and grinned. As I’d hoped, there was a faux stone toothbrush holder and bottle of mouthwash on the edge of the vanity just waiting to be tampered with.

      Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out a tiny plastic bag and removed two blue tablets. Unscrewing the mouthwash, I dumped in the pills and watched the pills dissolve.

      That done, I replaced the cap and looked around for a place to hide. I hoped he wasn’t the type to shower at night, because he was going to get a big surprise if he opened the curtain to find me standing there waiting for him to go to bed.

      I slid down the tile wall of the bathtub, pulling the pale blue shower curtain closed behind me, and let out a sigh.

      I felt a tiny bit bad about drugging a teenager. A tiny bit. At least we weren’t going to kill him, which had been plan A. The mouthwash plan had been Beck’s last-second stroke of genius, because holding something under your tongue was a much faster way to get drugs in your system than swallowing them. I didn’t want to know why he knew that.

      My ears pricked up as a door opened down the hall. Every muscle in my body tensed, and I sat up a little straighter against the back of the bathtub, reaching slowly for the gun at my thigh.

      Footsteps sounded down the hall, coming closer. I counted—two, four, eight. The bathroom door opened with a creak. I held my breath, willing myself to make no noise.

      It had to be the kid. The telltale sound of the toilet seat flipping up had me covering my eyes, praying he wouldn’t see my outline on the other side of the curtain.

      The faucet turned on. Something clattered against the sink. A cap turned. My heart beat against my chest.

      I wasn’t used to this kind of covert operation. With an adult, I probably would have just forced him to swallow the pill or honestly just shot him, but I was trying to do the right thing here. My morality wasn’t totally sound, but I had some limits.

      The kid brushed his teeth and spit twice. The faucet turned off. The door opened again. The footsteps retreated down the hall, and I let out a long breath.

      Holy fuck.

      Now I just had to wait for him to pass out.

      I glanced at my phone, waiting a full fifteen minutes. A text from Beck popped up on the screen, and I patted myself on the back for remembering to silence the ringer.

      Beck: are you okay?

      Me: yeah. In the bathtub.

      Beck: how long?

      Me: maybe 10

      Standing, I took a deep breath and pulled my gun out of my belt. Better to be safe, just in case the parents were still up.

      I eased the bathroom door open and poked my head into the hall. The house was quiet. Almost too quiet, but then, the music wasn’t playing anymore, and in theory, Riccardo’s son was down for the count now.

      I tiptoed the few feet to the door with the number 15 and hesitated slightly before reaching for the knob. If he wasn’t knocked out, I really didn’t feel like shooting him. I crossed my fingers on my free hand and shoved the door open.

      The room was dark—nearly pitch-black, but for the light from the hallway. Clothes and other shit—bags, sports equipment, a couple of dumbbells—littered the floor. In the center, a tall teenage boy was sprawled across a queen-sized bed, his mouth wide open, eyes closed.

      I quickly shut the door behind me and pulled out my phone for light. I stepped gingerly over a duffle bag large enough that I could have fit inside it and made my way to the edge of the bed. I blinked down at Riccardo’s kid. Even asleep, it was very clear he could pass as a seventeen-year-old Dante, who was essentially a shorter, less aristocratic Nico. I snorted. The genes in this family were fucking wild.

      With a pang, it occurred to me that this was probably what Dante looked like when he “died” trying to run away with Marcus. That was a dark fucking thought.

      “Okay, kid,” I muttered under my breath, more to myself than to him. “What hand is the ring on?”

      I said it like he could tell me, but he didn’t make a sound—thank God. Whatever we had given him was clearly doing its job.

      The entire purpose of this little adventure was to steal the family ring that Riccardo’s son apparently wore at all times. A very convenient gift from his mother that we were pretty sure would convince Riccardo we had his son without having to hurt a kid.

      I reached over and tried to pull Christian’s arm out from under his head where he had fallen on it. I grunted. He had to be well over 200 pounds of dead weight.

      He let out a muffled sound as I shoved him, and I froze. Fuck.

      Black eyes fluttered open, and he looked right at me. I stood stock-still. This isn’t happening. This is a dream. Go back to sleep, kid, I chanted in my head.

      His eyes fluttered shut again. He muttered something unintelligible, rolling over. I let out a breath as the hand with the ring moved out from under his head to flop off the bed. Jackpot.

      Falling to my knees beside the bed, I eased the gold ring off his middle finger. I wrinkled my nose. It was fucking hideous, but whatever, it was mine now, and hopefully that meant this kid got to live.

      “Thanks, man,” I whispered to mini-Dante. “Try not to die.”

      It felt like a hollow statement. In all reality, this kid was probably fucked, anyway. He had two parents in gangs. Granted, this house was pretty normal. Maybe his mom was trying to keep him out of the life. He might have some shot at never having to kill or be killed.

      I darted back out of the house faster than I’d been able to get in. Back down the hall, down the wall, across the wet grass.

      Beck stood exactly where I’d left him. He looked up as I approached on the other side of the fence and grinned as I held up my prize. “Record time,” he said. “We still have time to go to the bomb warehouse.”

      I blinked and pulled out my phone, glancing at the time. Less than thirty minutes. “Jesus Christ. It felt longer.”

      “You’re a wizard, Little Thief. Let’s go.”
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      I parked along the dark street a quarter of a mile up the road from the warehouse where the Trilogy stored their explosives. Close enough that we could book it back to the Range Rover if we had to, but far enough that no one would see us coming.

      I typed out a quick text, letting Rick know we were ready for him. He replied he’d still be another twenty minutes or so before he got here with the van and extra help.

      Rae drummed her fingers on the center console as she examined the giant gold ring. Anxiety practically wafted off her as she fidgeted beside me in her chair, spinning the stolen gold band on her finger. Our girl made quick work of getting it from Riccardo’s son. That boy was going to wake up and have fuck all idea what happened.

      “Come on,” Rae said to the floor. “Let’s just go now and clear the area.”

      “We have to wait for Rick, babe,” I reminded her needlessly. This, I suspected, was the issue.

      “The satellite data told us there’s only four guards and that none of them go inside.” Her eyes were round, like a doll, and pleading when they met mine. “Come on. This is nothing. Let’s just get in there, kill them, steal a finger, and get out.”

      I smirked and ran my thumb over the column of her neck. My voice dipped low, rumbling from my chest. “I’m going to make you look at me like that later. But we’re waiting for backup.”

      Rae huffed, collapsing back in her chair, and glared forward. “Asshole.”

      “Hey now. We stick to the plan.”

      I was well aware of Rae’s affinity for rushing into a situation that could get her killed, and I was over it. I was willing to bet this was less about her wanting to get the mission over with and more about wanting to avoid Rick, but still. I’d rather see her upset than dead.

      “The Trilogy aren’t waiting. There’s eight days until the gala, and we’re running out of time,” she said, her voice tight in her throat.

      I unclipped her seat belt and hauled her on my lap, leaving her legs dangling over the console. I ran my fingers along her jaw and tucked her hair behind her ear. “We’ve got time for this.”

      I could just make out the silhouette of her face in the dim moonlight. Her sloped nose, high cheekbones, and fuckable mouth. I needed the rest of the night to go smoothly because I had plans for later. Nico had shit to handle organizing the Gentlemen, which meant I would finally get her to myself. Not that I minded sharing.

      She squirmed in my lap, and I groaned. Running my hand up her back, I squeezed the base of her neck. “I know the perfect way to get rid of that anxious energy.”

      Her shadow-covered gaze met mine, and her breath fanned over my mouth. Goddamn, this girl was irresistible. I nipped at her lip, sucking on it lightly.

      She melted into me for a brief second before pulling back, putting a few inches between us, a hand firm on my chest. “Beck Bellamy, Rick’s going to be here any minute.”

      My fingers wrapped around her chin and held her in place as I licked and sucked my way up her neck until each of her breaths came out in little huffs.

      I skimmed my lips over her ear. “I know. That’s half the fun.”

      A shiver ran through her entire body, and I captured her mouth with mine. She tasted like the red candy she’d been sucking on during the ride here, and the urge to taste her everywhere took over.

      She broke our kiss. “Fine. But we leave our clothes on.”

      I grinned down at her. “I fucking love a challenge.”

      Her mouth captured mine, and she hummed when I slid my tongue inside. I worked her mouth like it was her pussy, showing her exactly what I wanted to do to her.

      I pinched her nipple through the fabric of her shirt and bra, and she bucked her hips up, rocking against my cock. I chuckled into her mouth and cupped her core through her pants. “You’re going to come for me now. Then when I get you home, you’re going to come all over my fucking cock.”

      She moaned, shifting over me, and ground down. I was going to have a serious fucking case of blue balls. Worth it.

      I skimmed my fingers along the band of her pants, and she arched back, making room for me. I slid my fingers over her and groaned. She was fucking soaked for me and wasn’t wearing any underwear. “You trying to kill me, Little Thief?” I nipped at her ear and worked two fingers in and out of her, finding the rhythm that had her grinding on me. “You’re telling me you’ve been like this all night?” I circled her clit with my thumb, and she rocked into my hand. “Tell you what. Next mission we go on, wear a skirt.”

      Her eyes widened as headlights came down the road, and she tried to shift away.

      I pinned her in place. “You need to come now, baby, because I’m not stopping until you do. So unless you want everyone to see how fucking sexy you are when you shatter for me, you’ll come for me now. Plus, it would be a shame for me to have to kill them all.”

      “Beck.” Her eyes were trained on the car pulling up. “They’re here.”

      “The windows are tinted. Forget about them, and let me take care of you.” I pushed the pad of my thumb against her clit. Her head dropped back, and her mouth tipped open in response. I pictured how that sweet mouth would look when I filled it. I fucked her harder with my fingers, keeping the same circular motion on her clit. She tensed in my arms, and I clamped a hand over her mouth, muffling her cry. “That’s my girl.”

      I was licking her off my fingers when there was a sharp rap on the window. Rae scrambled into her seat, hair a mess, cheeks flushed, and my marks all the way up her neck. There was no way anyone would mistake what we were doing in here, and I fucking loved it.

      I rolled down the window, and Rick peered in. His gaze bounced between Rae and me, and he glared at me before quickly glancing away. “We’re ready when you are.”

      He walked back to the four men he’d brought with him. I smirked at Rae, who’d turned a shade of crimson red. She hissed out, “That wasn’t fair, asshole.”

      “Who are you kidding? You love me.” I kissed her cheek before I jumped out of the SUV, not giving her a chance to process what I’d said. We hadn’t talked about it yet, but she knew how I felt.

      There was no hiding my hard-on from the men. Not that I’d want to. Our girl was fucking hot. Let them see how much I wanted her. That she was ours and not to go anywhere near her.

      Rae tucked herself against my side. “We’re going to talk about that when we get home.”

      “Yeah, we are.” I kissed her temple, and she relaxed into my chest.

      “Come on, Little Thief. We’re late for the last part of our date.” I smirked, handing Rae a black ski mask.

      “This isn’t a date.”

      I winked at her. “It could be. Start off with some B&E, roll into a little extortion, and top it off with a night of amazing sex.”

      Rae raised a brow at me, but her mouth twitched, giving away her hidden smile as she came to stand beside me. “Most women prefer fancy restaurants and flowers, Beck.”

      I caught her around the waist before she could pull the ski mask over her face and kissed her, gnawing her bottom lip. “It’s a good thing you are you, then, isn’t it?”

      I yelped when she pinched my side and spun out of my arms. She smiled, eyes bright in the moonlight, and wet her lips. “You think you know me so well, but I actually do like flowers.”

      Damn, okay, noted.

      Rae marched up to Rick’s men, her cheeks pink but her head held high.

      Rick stepped forward. “Hey, kid. How’s it going?”

      Rae visibly flinched like he’d raised a hand to hit her. I gritted my teeth—the word “kid” was definitely not intentional, but the timing wasn’t ideal.

      Rae ignored him. “Okay, we’re going in first. We’ll take out the guys, then come back for you.”

      Rick furrowed his brow in confusion. “The guys can go. You don’t have to.”

      Rae scoffed. “Yeah, no. Beck and I can handle it.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. This…could be going better.

      Rae gave him no time to argue. She pulled down her mask to cover her face and took off through the wooded path that ran along the side of the house. The trail was barely wide enough for one of us but provided plenty of tree coverage until we could get into position.

      Four guards, dressed all in black, stood spaced out across the wraparound veranda. Each wore a neon Trilogy mask. Damn, those things must get hot as hell.

      The one closest to us leaned up against a post, his gun perched beside him. He wasn’t the only easy target. The other three were in a similar state of boredom.

      Rae tapped my arm, gesturing that she’d take the left side and for me to come at them from the right. Her eyes glinted, and I’d bet a million bucks she was smiling under her mask. She could say whatever she wanted. Breaking into places and killing Trilogy members was exactly what she wanted to do on a date.

      She disappeared around the corner of the house.

      This was definitely my idea of fun, but tonight all I wanted was to get this shit over with so I could get our girl home and show her the best part of the night. I rounded the corner, easily taking the guy leaning on the post out without him seeing me. I turned around the corner, and a hard muzzle of a gun pressed against my skull. Motherfucker.

      “Look who we have here. You might just get me a raise.”

      I shifted, but he pressed the gun firmly against my skull, hissing, “I don’t fucking think so.”

      Rae came around the corner, her eyes widening at the sight of me. Fuck. My stomach sank. She was going to get herself killed. “Just go.”

      She laughed, actually laughed, firing off a round directly between the guy’s eyes. Blood splattered the side of my face. I stood there stunned and looked between her and the body laid out behind me. I adjusted myself in my pants, and my mouth tipped up in a grin. “That was hot, babe.”

      Rae stood in the middle of the veranda, the other three Trilogy spread out around her. “I told you I could handle it.”

      “Never doubted you.” The Trilogy had all been hit between the eyes. “Shit, babe. The only person I know who shoots like that is Nico.”

      “He wishes he had my aim.” She crouched over each man on the ground and examined their hands. “This guy’s a close enough match to Christian.” Her face scrunched up when she reached down and grabbed the guard’s finger and went to cut it off with a knife.

      “That’s the hard way.” I reached into my vest pocket and pulled out the best tool for the job and a small plastic baggie.

      “Beck…are those bolt cutters? Do you randomly keep bolt cutters on you?”

      I looked between her and the tool in my hand. “Well, I guess some people use them to cut bolts.” I made quick work of the guard’s fingers and tossed it into the bag. Rae looked at it, turning a little green.

      “What? You can drill into a guy’s thigh, but cutting off a finger is too far.”

      Her mouth twisted to the side. “I think it’s the keeping it part that’s not sitting right.”

      I texted Rick, and the guys pulled up with the trucks moments later. Flipping open the tailgate, I grabbed the little red-and-white cooler we’d brought with us. The ice was already melting inside when I dropped the finger in. Rae reached for a large duffle bag and pulled out clothes for the both of us. It had been Rae’s idea to pack a change of clothes. Something about how she always ended up covered in blood when she went anywhere with us.

      She ripped off her shirt, exposing a red lace bra, and I groaned, pushing her around the side of the SUV out of the view of the crew. I scanned over her and bit my lip. “Fuck, babe.”

      She stepped out of my reach. “I’m covered in blood.”

      “Never stopped us before.”

      Her ears tinged pink, and she looked away. Hell, that was adorable. I had half a mind to lift her into the truck and prove to her right here she didn’t give a shit about the blood.

      I whipped off my shirt, taking the damp cloth she handed me, and cleaned off the splatter of blood that landed on me. When I looked at her, her tongue peeked out, and her eyes were glued to my abs. I flexed, and her attention snapped to my face, her cheeks glowing red. “It’s okay, Little Thief. I like it when you stare. Especially after you’ve been all murdery.”

      She rolled her eyes and threw a shirt at me. “Just hurry up.”

      One of Rick’s men sifted through several bags filled with different equipment. He nodded to himself and pulled out a tablet with a block attached to it. “We’ll go in first and signal when the house is secured.”

      The guy slowly made his way deeper into the house until we lost sight of him. The occasional loud beeping sound had Rae tensing against me. After a few minutes, the guy stood on the porch, waving us in. “All clear.”

      My chest tightened. I was fucking tired of walking into traps. Rae pinched my ass and used the moment to escape my grasp. Her red hair whipped around her face, and she gave me a sly grin. I groaned as she walked into the building first and jogged to catch up to her. I wrapped my fingers around her wrist and spun her against me, dropping my mouth to her ear. “You’re gonna pay for that later.”

      She smirked. “Promises, promises.”

      My dick twitched, and I watched her as she walked through the building. It was nothing special. The furniture was sparse. A table with four chairs on it, and several empty bottles of beer in one room and a pullout couch, with unmade covers in the other. Looked like Riccardo had been living here.

      “We got something,” Rick called up from the basement.

      I had to duck my head to avoid hitting it on the low ceiling. I sucked in a breath. That’s a lot of explosives. There were crates and boxes full of supplies. Hell, we might not have enough room to store it all in Rick’s outpost shed.

      I cupped my hands around my mouth so not a single person would miss my command. “Pack it up.”
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      Riccardo smirked up at me from the basement floor, looking far too calm given the circumstances. “So you cleaned out the explosive supplies. What now? You don’t know shit about making bombs. You’re more than likely going to blow yourselves up.”

      I leaned my back against the wall and grinned. “You’re right. We can’t build bombs. That’s why you’re going to do it.”

      He barked out a laugh. “I’m not fucking helping you, cunt.”

      Beck lurched forward and slammed his fist into Riccardo’s face. His head lolled to the side, and blood coated his chin. Beck wrapped his hand around the bomb maker’s throat, his knuckles turning white as he squeezed. Riccardo’s face became increasingly red, and his mouth opened and closed as he desperately tried to suck in his next breath. He was slowly turning purple, and Beck still hadn’t let him go. Instead, he crouched down lower into Riccardo’s face. “You are going to apologize, or I’m going to tell Nico he needs to find a new bomb maker and spend the next few days taking you apart slowly.”

      Why was that so hot?

      Riccardo’s eyes went wide, no doubt thinking about all the rumors he’d heard about the Gentlemen’s interrogator. Most of which were true. The man didn’t look away, just stared as he slowly lost consciousness. Fuck, the bastard wasn’t going to give, and Beck was seconds from killing him.

      “Let him go.”

      Beck’s hand dropped instantly, and Riccardo hunched over, gasping for breath. He let his head fall back, blood coating his teeth. “All the more reason for me not to fucking help you.”

      “You see. I thought you might say that.” I grabbed the cooler from where Beck had set it down on the workbench and pulled out the baggy. I barely managed to hold in my gag and said, “So we got a little… incentive.”

      Riccardo’s face drained of color as he scanned over the bag. “What the fuck is that?”

      I held the open bag in front of Riccardo, making sure the ring was visible. His head snapped back to mine, and he screamed, “You took my son? You fucking bitch.”

      Beck stepped forward, but I held up my hand, stopping him. This was what we wanted. “Well, it’s up to this bitch to decide if he stays alive. So you can act tough all you want, about how you can handle Beck’s torture. Which honestly, I doubt. But tell me. Could your son?” I tossed the bag into his lap, and he jerked against his restraints. “Young sturdy kid like that might outlast some, but from the way you kept him separate from your life, my guess is he wasn’t raised to handle it.”

      “Fuck, whatever. I’ll do whatever you need. Build the bomb, set it up. Whatever,” Riccardo pleaded with me.

      “We’ve already got your workshop set up for you at our outpost.” I perched on the edge of Riccardo’s chair as he glowered up at me. “I told you, you would help us.”
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      I hopped on the kitchen counter and watched Beck pull out two bottles of water from the fridge. He turned, tossing me one, and my bottle froze halfway to my mouth when he pulled his shirt off with one hand. Damn. Theoretically, I knew my guys were hot, but my God did I like to be reminded. His colorful ink was on full display. I traced the design up his neck, to where his tongue played with the silver hoop in his lip.

      He ran his hand through his hair that was sticking up in all directions from the ski mask he’d worn. Rush’s mask hair flashed through my memories, and worry crept through my stomach at where he was tonight. He’d looked miserable the last time I’d checked in. I hated every second he was there.

      “What’s wrong?” Beck asked.

      “Hmm?”

      Beck stepped between my knees, and his fingers trailed up my neck, cupping my jaw. “Something changed. One second you were looking at me like you wanted to eat me—” He gave me a cocky smirk. “—and the next, you shuttered yourself off. What’s going on?”

      My knuckles turned white on the counter. “What if they figure out he’s spying for us?”

      I knew I wouldn’t have to tell Beck which him I meant. Rush had been on all of our minds, but we never talked about it. Beck’s thumb grazed my cheekbone. “We’ll get him out, Little Thief.”

      He placed both hands on either side of me, boxing me in. His tone was playful, but his eyes searched between mine. He was still a good six inches taller than me, even propped up on this counter. He tapped his knuckle under my chin with a grin. “I can’t wait to tell him how much you’ve missed him. He’s going to eat that up.”

      “Funny…I just want this to be over. I’m not going to feel good about any of this until Rush’s back with us.” This plan left me feeling completely exposed. Like a piece of my heart was taken out and we’d hidden it with the Trilogy.

      Beck placed a kiss on my forehead, resting his head against mine for several beats. “This is going to work, Rae.”

      “It fucking better.”

      He ran his nose along my neck. “Oh, it will. Then just think of all the foursomes we’ll have.” He bit my ear to punctuate his words, and heat flooded through me. Beck’s eyes dilated until they were nearly all black. “How did you like the date?”

      He was doing it again, purposely distracting me. Like he knew all I needed was a break from the constant pressure to get everything right. I hopped down from the table, skirted around him, and took a step back. His gaze turned watchful, predatory, as he tracked me. I smirked and tipped my chin up, shrugging. “I’ve had better.”

      He stilled, his presence changing until he was practically looming over me, and cocked his head to the side. “You’re going to pay for that, Little Thief.”

      I didn’t hesitate when he started moving. I ripped open the double patio door and rushed outside. The backyard was mostly dark, only illuminated by the pool lights. I barely made it five steps before his arms bound around my waist and he pulled me into the air against his chest.

      “Beck—”

      My words were cut off when he jumped into the water. I sputtered to the surface, wiping my hair out of my face, and smiled. “You little shit.” A shiver ran up my arms, and goose bumps covered my skin. “Aren’t rich people’s pools supposed to be heated?”

      “Nico turns the temperature down so he can swim laps,” Beck replied, pulling me to his chest again, and his warmth immediately sank into me. I wrapped my legs around him, snuggling deeper into his hold. My fingers slipped over the back of his neck and combed through his wet hair. His arms tightened around me, and he placed a kiss on my head, silently holding me for several moments.

      Beck’s face lost his cocky confidence as he looked at me, his lips raised in a hint of a smile. “You love me, Little Thief?”

      Leave it to him to be too impatient for me to come out and say it without prompting. I nipped at his bottom lip, sucking his lip ring into my mouth. “Yes.”

      He groaned, “Thank God for that,” and crushed his mouth over mine.

      His fingers trailed under my shirt, thumbs grazing my ribs, and I shivered for a completely new reason. His tongue traced my jaw and licked the water off my neck as his fingers covered every part of me. Each of his touches felt more possessive than the next.

      He tried to lift my shirt, but the wet fabric wouldn’t give. He grunted and tried again. “Fuck this.”

      I laughed as he hauled us both from the water, not giving a shit about the puddles he left walking us to my bedroom. I kissed up his neck, humming when his fingers dug into my ass and hauled me harder against him.

      When we got into the room, he undressed me slowly, his dark hazel gaze never leaving mine. My chest burned, making it hard to breathe as the tension surrounding us shifted from lust to something more. This man owned me, heart and soul, and he fucking knew it.

      I bit my bottom lip and watched as he undid his belt. His dick bobbed when he freed it from his pants, and my mouth watered. I’d been thinking about wrapping my mouth around him since fooling around in the Range Rover. He sucked in a breath when I dropped to my knees in front of him. I tilted my head back, giving him big pleading eyes, and licked him from base to tip.

      “Fuck, babe.” He groaned and looked down with hooded eyes.

      I worked my tongue over him, slowly taking him in and out of my mouth. He moved to the back of my mouth, and I grabbed his thigh before he could pull back, taking him down my throat swallow after swallow.

      He jerked and went rigid. “Holy fucking shit. Holy fucking shit. You can deep-throat.”

      I slid back, meeting his gaze before taking him all the way down to his base. He shuddered, and his fingers dug into my hair as he lost his control, fucking into my mouth. He grunted and pulled back, his cock escaping my mouth with a loud pop. “Fuck, I’m not done with you yet.”

      I gasped when he hauled me up into his arms and placed me on the bed, settling himself between my legs. I took a sharp breath at the intensity in his gaze. Beck’s forehead dropped to mine, and his voice came out low, almost pained. “I love you, Rae. Like really fucking love you. Like can’t fucking breathe without you. Burn the world down to get to you. You’re ours now. I hope you understand what that means, because there’s never any chance of us letting you go.”

      I ran my fingers down his shoulders and over his ass. He hissed, and his hips jerked forward. “Good, because I’m not letting you go.” I smirked and ran my tongue over his neck and jaw, letting my teeth graze his skin. “Even when you piss me off.”

      His laugh boomed through the room. “That’s my girl.”

      Beck kissed me slowly in unrushed sweeps. His body covered mine protectively as he whispered increasingly possessive words against my neck. “You’re so fucking perfect…” His teeth nipped my sensitive skin. “How the hell did we get so lucky?” He sucked hard, no doubt leaving marks. “You’re ours.”

      The words became a mantra he chanted against my skin. His tongue slid down my neck, soothing the marks he’d made, and over my collarbone before dipping into the hollow of my throat.

      Every touch, every kiss, every word felt like…more. Not just because we were taking our time, but because it was him. Because he was showing me how he felt with each touch. He drifted down my chest, and his fingers grazed the underside of my breast. I sucked in a breath and arched my back, every nerve sensitive, attuned to him. “Beck—”

      My eyes rolled back as he captured my breasts and worshiped them with his mouth. He licked from the bottom over the tip before sucking on my nipple and repeating it on the other side. Jesus Christ. I was going to come from that alone.

      I ran my hands up and down his back, and my fingertips grazed over his goose bump–covered skin. He had me in a fog of lust as he slowly made his way down my stomach. My head tipped back, and I arched against his mouth when his tongue swept over my core.

      He took his time, licking every inch of me, humming. “You taste fucking delicious.” He sucked on my clit, drawing a whimper from my mouth, and his fingers dug into my ass, hauling me higher, giving him access lower. His tongue ran between my cheeks, and I whimpered, squirming in his touch.

      “I was so fucking jealous when I saw Nico eating you. I’ve wanted to do this for weeks.” He lapped against me, and I couldn’t stop myself from rocking my hips into his touch. He groaned, spreading me further. Swirling his tongue, he thrust three fingers into my core. The stretch ached, and I ground against his hand, searching for my release. He twisted until his thumb pressed on my clit, his fingers fucked my core, and his mouth ate my ass. The sensation took over me, crashing in waves, and I screamed my release. Jesus fucking Christ.

      I rested my head on the pillow and took deep breaths, trying to find some form of calm after that orgasm. I twitched as Beck’s breath fanned over my sensitive skin, and his head rested on my stomach. His fingers trailed up and down my side, from my hip bone, over my ribs and back, his touch soothing as I came back to earth. He placed slow, wet kisses over my stomach, and my skin warmed under his touch. He lifted over me when I started to move under him.

      He kissed up my neck, and his mouth pressed into my forehead. “I’m yours, Rae.”

      I believed him. Everything he said and did proved it time and again.

      His hand drifted under me, lifting my hips as he cupped my ass. “I want all of you.” His eyes bored into mine, possession written there. His fingers traced the seam. “Have you ever been taken here?”

      I shook my head, my voice cracked. “No.”

      He groaned, head tipping back. When his eyes met mine, they were almost wild. He reached into the bedside drawer and pulled out a small bottle. “Fucking perfect.” He sucked on my jaw as he covered me, then himself.

      I expected he would flip me over, but his chest sank against mine. His fingers dug into my hair, and his eyes seared into mine as he adjusted himself to my tight entrance. My fingers shook on his back, nerves prickling my skin.

      “Just breathe, Little Thief. I’ll make this good for you.”

      I took three breaths in and gasped as he pushed into me, slowly, letting me adjust to every inch. He groaned as he fully seated himself, and my eyes rolled back. I felt so full.

      Beck’s gaze trailed over my face, and he waited until I took deep breaths before pulling back and rocking into me in agonizingly slow movements. I was completely at his mercy, and I’d never felt so safe. His head dipped to rest on mine, and I whimpered as he tilted deeper, pleasure heating my stomach. He lifted, making room between us, and sank two fingers into my core. His palm pushed hard against my clit, and I cried, the world turning dark as he thrust harder into me. This wasn’t sex—he was claiming me. Owning every part of me.

      My head buzzed as pleasure took over, and I fell off the edge, screaming his name. Beck growled against my neck, emptying himself in me.

      “I love you.” He kissed up my neck, repeating the words. “You’re ours.” His eyes met mine.

      Fuck.

      My heart ached in my chest, and I slipped my thumb over his cheek. “I love you too.”

      He collapsed, his weight crushing me into the bed for several minutes, kissing the curve of my neck. Warmth filled me with every touch.

      He lifted me off the bed. “I’m going to clean you off in the shower, then devour you until you scream my name.”
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      I stumbled into the kitchen bleary-eyed the following morning to find Sophie and Nico already dressed for work and poring over something on his computer screen.

      “Oh, hello,” I said, almost laughing as I leaned against the doorframe.

      They looked up in unison, clearly surprised at being interrupted.

      “Morning,” Sophie said cheerfully. “How did last night go?”

      “Fine. There are explosives at the outpost, and Riccardo’s been successfully motivated to get on board. So we’re all good.”

      Nico stood to kiss me good morning, but I dodged under his arm, instead striding across to the coffeepot and reaching for a mug. I wasn’t quite used to his change in behavior yet. “Don’t stop on my account.”

      “We’re almost done anyway,” he said.

      “We’re really not,” Sophie murmured.

      Nico sat at the table. “We could be.”

      I grinned and took a sip of coffee. “What are you doing?”

      “Just double-checking everything for tomorrow,” Sophie answered before Nico could.

      Tomorrow was the announcement of the hotel project. We’d gone through the plan countless times, but I wasn’t keeping track of exactly what Sophie had been doing, even though I knew it had to have been a lot. “Is everything set?”

      She nodded, not looking up from her laptop. “Yup. Stage is set up, the press thinks they’re coming to some politicians’ speech, and I’ve already got your outfit picked out.” Sophie grabbed my cup from my hands and took a sip. “We just need both of you there so Dante will see the pictures in the paper and stuff and know to go to the gala opening because you’ll both definitely be there.”

      Anxiety pricked my skin, and I rolled my neck. We hadn’t had great luck recently—or ever.

      Nico pulled me onto his lap and ran his fingers up and down the exposed skin of my stomach. “No one knows what we’re doing tomorrow, but us, Rabbit. We’ll be out of there before they get a chance to attack. Quick and easy.”

      “I’m not worried about me. I’m worried about putting a huge target out in the open with lots of civilians around.” I huffed out a breath and looked at Sophie. “You’re still insisting on coming?”

      She nodded. “I have to. Someone has to keep track of the event staff.”

      I twisted on Nico’s lap so I could look him in the eye. “Really? We don’t have anyone else who could do that?”

      He had the decency to look slightly apologetic. Slightly.

      “We really don’t,” Sophie answered, and I swiveled back around.

      I couldn’t decide how I felt about her being so good at this job. It didn’t really surprise me—Sophie had been raised her whole life to be a gang wife, and that skill set translated well to being an incredibly involved personal assistant. The only problem was that she didn’t work in an office. She was far too out in the open.

      “We need to take her to a gun range,” I said to Nico. “Today.”

      I felt him nod against the back of my neck. “We don’t have time.”

      I groaned. This afternoon we were headed to motocross to try to recruit members of the traveling gang to join us. It was a gamble, but one we couldn’t afford not to take. It was just one more thing on top of the millions of things that needed to be taken care of if we had any hope of pulling our plan off.

      “Fine. Tomorrow,” I said firmly.

      “We don’t have time,” Nico laughed without humor.

      I ran my hands through my hair. “Oh my God. Okay, the day after tomorrow. It’s happening. I’m making it happen.”

      “Wait,” Sophie said. “Why?”

      “You need to learn to shoot,” I told her. “Like, yesterday. This is getting ridiculous.”

      “I don’t—”

      “You do,” Nico cut her off. “We are not having this discussion.”

      Sophie’s eyes darted back and forth, trying to decide if she felt like arguing. She must have decided it wasn’t the hill to die on. “Fine, but we can’t go until after one. I have a call with the florist at noon.”

      I tried to hide my smile. I waited until she had disappeared into Nico’s office with my cup of coffee before turning to him. “Admit it. She’s growing on you.”

      “Never.”
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        * * *

      

      Beck came bounding down the stairs, taking two at a time. I swallowed hard as I got my first look at him tonight. He was a low-key sex god on a good day, but right now, he was temptation incarnate. Black hoodie, gray fitted jogging pants, and his hat on backward. It took everything in me not to curl up into his side and drag him back upstairs. He froze when he caught sight of me. His gaze trailed up my exposed legs, over my thighs, then landed on the hem of the skirt Sophie lent me. I wasn’t showing more skin than normal. Hell, it was longer than most shorts I owned, but the way Beck’s nose flared and teeth sank into his fist with a groan made me feel like I stood here naked.

      His voice cracked. “I know we talked about this, Little Thief, but I think you’re going to get me killed if you wear that out tonight.”

      “She looks good. Lay off,” Sophie chimed in from her comfy spot on the chair. She’d known exactly what she was doing when she’d convinced me to wear this skirt.

      Beck’s eyes darkened, trailing over me. “Mm-hmm, she looks more than good.” He raised his gaze to mine, and his mouth lifted in a grin. “Nico’s not going to be happy.”

      “I’m not going to be happy about what?” Nico walked in wearing a perfectly tailored black dress shirt with his sleeves rolled up and the top button undone. His face twisted into a scowl. “Change. Now.”

      I faced him fully, hands resting on my hips and my head tilted to the side. How hadn’t he learned by now that I would do the opposite of whatever he demanded? “Good luck with that.”

      I adjusted my skirt until the hem sat an inch higher, turned, and left the room. Sophie’s singsong voice trailed behind me. “Oh, you did it now. Better sleep with one eye open.”

      The man in question huffed, and I could practically feel the glare he was shooting at me. The hell with it. These men didn’t own me just because we were sleeping together.

      Beck caught up to me and tugged me into his side, dropping his mouth to my ear. “The question is: Did you remember your panties?” he asked just loud enough for Nico to hear.

      Nico growled in response, climbed into the passenger seat, and slammed the door behind himself. Beck glanced down at me and said, “I’d tell you to lay off him, but I think you know exactly what you’re doing to us.”

      My lips twisted to one side, fighting off a smirk. “Maybe.”

      Beck groaned, tightening his hold on me, and tried to crush me into his chest. I dodged around him and jogged to the heavily fortified Range Rover. “Come on, we’re going to be late.”

      Beck’s head tipped back as his hands raked through his hair and tugged at the ends. It was an extremely familiar gesture.

      Nico didn’t say a word when I got into my seat and curled my legs under me. I had the entire back to myself, and my heart dipped when Beck climbed into the driver’s seat. Not having him back here with me was another reminder that Rush wasn’t with us.

      “Put your seat belt on, Raegan,” Nico barked from the passenger seat without looking back. Someone wasn’t happy with me. Oops.

      It was a short, silent drive to the all-too-familiar motocross arena, and Nico’s pissiness was getting under my skin by the time we reached the familiar parking lot. I got out of the SUV. It was my turn to slam the door shut and march around to the entrance.

      Nico caught me around my waist and held me firmly against his chest. I squirmed to break free but stilled when his mouth dropped to my neck. His voice came out feather soft against my skin. “Cut me some slack, Rabbit. My dick was hard as soon as I saw you. It’s going to take actual willpower not to fuck this up by killing every guy that looks at you.” He turned to me and dropped his forehead to mine. “Is it too much to ask for you to wear pants? Once?”

      I lifted on my tiptoes, placed a quick kiss on his mouth, and entwined our fingers. “Then I wouldn’t be able to see the infamously hardened Nicolai come unraveled like this.”

      His eyes darkened, and he lowered his mouth to my ear, his voice a deep rumble that went right to my core. “I hope you know you’ll be punished for this when I get you home.”

      Heat flooded me, and I had a hard time swallowing my next breath. Why did that sound so appealing? I ran my finger up his chest and stopped right below his throat. “Only if I say you can.”

      “Don’t push me, Rabbit. Beck can handle this on his own.”

      Beck held the entrance door open and hollered to us. “If you’re going home, we’re all going home, so just forget it.”

      I ducked under Beck’s arm and entered the arena hallway, Nico following after me. I paused to stare at the rows of posters of Beck lining the wall. Those were new.

      Nico’s hands landed on my shoulders, and Beck walked backward toward the stairs leading up to the booths. “You can quit gawking, Little Thief. Those days are behind me.”

      We’d only made it three feet in before Sadie wrapped herself around Beck, her long, brown hair wiping around her shoulder and big, dark eyes peering up at him through her lashes. She was just as hot as I remembered her. Bitch. “Oh my God. Where have you been! We’ve missed you.” She looked directly at me and winked.

      My skin tightened, and my heart rate spiked as I took a step toward her. This girl had a fucking death wish. I thought she’d have figured out not to mess with me the last time I saw her, but clearly, she needed another lesson.

      Nico wrapped his arms around my chest and placed his chin on the top of my head. “Watch.”

      Beck turned dark, cold eyes on the girl. I’d almost feel bad for her if she was hanging off anyone but one of my guys. He pulled her hands off him, and his voice dripped with disgust. “Don’t fucking touch me, and if you disrespect Rae again, I’ll kill you myself.”

      Sadie’s face drained of color, and she stumbled back. No one bothered to catch her as she collided with the hallway floor. I stepped up to her and held my hand out. She looked at it like it was a snake getting ready to attack her. “Just take it.”

      She placed her hand hesitantly into mine, and I hauled her up. “Don’t touch them, and we’ll be fine. Now fuck off and win a race for me,” I said with a wink.

      She glanced between us, eyes wide, before taking off to where the riders got ready.

      Beck placed a kiss on top of my head, entwined our fingers, and led us up the stairs. “I half expected you to shoot her.”

      “Trust me, I thought about it.”

      He laughed the entire way into the VIP box. We’d been here before. It felt like years instead of months ago. Same black chairs, same view overlooking the dirt motocross track, where the races had already started. But this time, three men I hadn’t seen before stood in front of the glass.

      Nico stepped in front of me. “I hadn’t expected you to be here yet. Sorry to keep you waiting.”

      The three men were gorgeous, tall, built like my guys, but they had light eyes and a slightly foreign look to them.

      The man in the middle spoke with a slight accent. “We wanted to get this over with. No need for bullshit.”

      Beck tensed behind me. These guys weren’t like the pliable Jared I’d met before. They were clearly the leaders of this traveling gang, and they’d come out to personally speak to us. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. Fuck off was a fuck off, whether it was to your face or not.

      Nico gestured to me and Beck. “This is Raegan O’Rourke and Beck Bellamy. I’m sure you’ve heard of Beck before.”

      It wasn’t lost on me that they didn’t introduce themselves. Instead, the guy on the right replied. “We’ve spoken on the phone. I thought it was clear that we wanted to stay out of your city politics.” He spit the words, and there was a pregnant pause. We needed them to listen, but we all knew they weren’t going to get anything out of this worth the risk.

      Nico cleared his throat. “We’ll wave our interest when you come through if you help us now.”

      Holy shit. They must have collected hundreds of thousands of dollars on kickback interest from these guys. To give all that up for them to join our side was huge.

      The blond man in the middle sneered, “The way it looks now, you won’t be in control of the business soon, anyway. Better for us if we work it out instead with the Trilogy.”

      Nico and Beck made indistinct sounds in the back of their throats, and I swore the room dropped three degrees. Hands twitched to guns, and the room practically ignited in tension.

      I stepped between them. “Wait.”

      All eyes landed on me, and I had to roll my shoulders to shake off the burn my guys’ glares gave me. “You’re not wrong. If we don’t get it together soon, the Trilogy will take over. In which case, they’re obviously the safest option. But if you help us, it’ll tip in our favor. My guess is you’re comfortable betting on the riskier option for a higher reward. There’s no way Dante will match Nico’s offer.”

      The three men looked between themselves, then smiled. “Smart girl. We’ll consider your offer—”

      A loud siren pierced the air. We looked through the glass as the track was taken over by black bikes with black-clothed men wearing neon masks. Fuck. The men were fully armed as they rounded up the racers and herded them into the center. Sadie took off her helmet, eyes bouncing in every direction. Even from up here, I could tell she was terrified.

      The bikes kicked up dirt as they circled the racers, cutting off our view, and gunfire echoed off the walls in a deafening roar. I placed both hands against the glass and tried to see what was happening. When the dust cleared, the racers were huddled together, and the Trilogy were meticulously searching the place. Fuck, were they looking for us?

      The Jumbotron in the middle lit up, and a familiar red neon mask flickered onto the screen. Dante’s voice came through the speakers.

      “Consider this a warning. We have no fight with you. You have a day to get out of the city before that changes.”

      The screen cut black.

      Fuck.

      The three men pointed guns at us. The one on the left spoke for the first time. “You heard the man. Get the fuck out.”

      I pulled my guns from their holsters and backed up. Nico stepped between the men and me, and Beck led the way out. Shouts and gunshots filled the hallway. We were cornered. I looked back at the men, guns still aimed at us. Our chances were slim to kill them all without one of us going down too.

      Beck grabbed the back of my shirt and guided me blindly into the hall, the stairs we’d come up a few feet to the right. I trusted him to protect me as I kept my aim at the men in front of us. Nico closed the door, and I immediately turned to get a better look at our surroundings. The hall was empty except for the shouts getting louder from the east end. Of course, it had to be the side we were parked on.

      “Let’s go.” I led the way through the hall, keeping my gun at the ready as I checked each VIP room. Ours had been the first and largest of them all. The Trilogy hadn’t come down this way yet, but it was only a matter of time before we’d run into them.

      Beck and Nico went to step in front of me. “Fuck off, boys. My aim is better than both of yours.”

      Beck’s brightly tattooed arms wrapped around my waist from behind. “Yeah, Little Thief, but you were shot like a month ago.” He kissed the top of my head. “I don’t think you fully understand what that was like for me…us.”

      I wiggled out of his hold and moved along the hall, whispering to them, “If you’re looking for a girl to protect, I ain’t the one, son.”

      Nico groaned. “We’ll cover your back. Lead the way, Rabbit.”

      I smirked as I pressed my back against the wall, peeking around the corner. There were two Trilogy at the end of the hall. They kicked in the door closest to them and fired off a few rounds. Jesus. They’re going to kill them all.

      I held up two fingers and gestured to the right before I came around the corner and fired off two perfect shots. Both men went down instantly.

      “Nice shot, Little Thief. Get to the exit.” Beck pointed to a metal door with a glowing exit sign above it. We’d have to run around the building, but at least we’d be outside.

      I jogged through the hall just as Trilogy men busted through the stairs’ door, cutting off our exit. I aimed at them, but there had to be at least five. Please, God, let Dante still want to kill us himself. Shouts came from the hallway we’d just come through, the Trilogy blocking off our retreat.

      Nico glanced at me over his shoulder. “I need you to run, Raegan. We can hold them back, but I need you to run.”

      I shook my head back and forth. “I can’t do that, Nico. You know I can’t.”

      Beck didn’t look away from the Trilogy he was holding off. “Rae. Just go. Please. We’ve got this.”

      The fear in his voice cracked something deep within in me. Every instinct told me to run, but I couldn’t just leave them. Nico fired off a few rounds, taking the men out in front of him easily, and my breath settled in my chest. They really did have this.

      I took off down the opposite hall, careful to listen before rounding the corner. The hall to the right had the ringing sound of bullets, so I turned left into the silence. I was halfway down the hall before I was slammed into the wall. My breath was knocked out of me as my hands were pinned into the wall. Fuck. Fuck, fuck.

      I was lost without my senses. A neon mask took up my vision, my ears rushed with blood, and my body was held immobile. I was fucking helpless.

      “Caught ya.” The man chuckled. “I’m supposed to bring you to the Hatter, but I’m just going to have to deal with the consequence of killing you later. You killed my fucking brother, bitch. Now I’m going to return the favor.”

      Fear spiked through me as the cold metal of a gun touched my temple. I didn’t have time to think before the loud bang of a gun filled the hallway, and blood splattered my face. Stunned, I stared down at the man who’d just been pinning me to the wall. I didn’t notice the Trilogy member charging me from the right until he was right up on me.

      I jerked. Without my guns, I wouldn’t stand much of a chance, but like fuck I was making it easy on him.

      The man jerked to a stop and ripped off his mask. “It’s me. It’s me, Firecracker.”

      I slumped against the wall and took huge lungfuls of air. I was going to need serious therapy after the number of times I’d nearly died.

      Rush’s hands cupped my face, and his two-toned gaze landed on mine. “Breathe. Just breathe.”

      I did as he said, and my lungs slowly stopped burning.

      “Where the fuck are Nico and Beck? Why the fuck are you in here alone?” He practically growled the words at me, his grip tightening on my jaw.

      “Well, they’re still stuck in here fighting off the Trilogy. Thanks for the warning.” I bit the words out and instantly regretted them as the look of sheer devastation covered his face.

      He kissed me soundly, mouth taking over mine until I relaxed against him. He dropped his forehead to mine. “I didn’t know. I can only catch hints of their plans, but they don’t trust me enough to say things when they know I’m around.”

      The sound of gunshots snapped the moment, and Rush pushed me toward the exit. “That way is cleared. Get the fuck out of here.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’m one of them, remember?” He smirked, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

      My stomach roiled at Rush’s words. I wanted to tell him that was bullshit, but he’d already turned his back to me.

      Fine, we’d deal with that shit later. I glanced back once before escaping through the stairwell. Rush had already pulled his mask back on, indistinguishable from any other Trilogy member. He’d be safe.

      I flew down the steps two at a time and crashed through the door at the bottom. I instantly froze, realizing my rookie mistake. You always checked first before busting out of a building. My gaze darted around, heart pounding in my ears. I blew out my breath as Beck rolled down the Range Rover window. “Get in, babe.”

      I collapsed in the back seat, sucking down heaping breaths of air. That was too fucking close.

      Nico cussed from the front seat, screaming into his phone, and Beck concentrated on the road, glancing around to make sure we weren’t followed. Knowing I was safe, I closed my eyes with one thought haunting me. “They knew we’d be here.”
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      I stood in front of the bathroom mirror and rubbed away a circle in the condensation on the glass to check my reflection. Maybe it was just me, but I felt like I looked older somehow. Stressed, maybe.

      To be fair, between my anxiety over the Trilogy and Beck and Nico sleeping next to me, I hadn’t been getting all that much actual sleep since getting out of the hospital. When this was all over, I was going to invest in a really good face mask and sleep for a year.

      I checked the clock on my phone, as though it would have changed much in the ten minutes it took me to shower. It was still a few hours until we had to be at the venue for the new hotel announcement. Knowing I’d regret not getting ready later when I felt rushed, I threw my wet hair into a ponytail and tossed on one of Beck’s T-shirts and some yoga pants before grabbing my guns and heading down to the kitchen.

      It was perhaps a tiny bit paranoid to carry my Baby Eagles around in our own house, but I was far from the only one doing it. Sure enough, as I entered the kitchen, I spotted Nico standing at the stove with a gun the size of my forearm on the counter next to him.

      Keeping Riccardo in the basement had put everyone on edge, whether we were discussing it or not, and the motocross incident was only intensifying that.

      One of the things that nagged at me was how did they know where we’d be? How had they known where we’d be to bomb our car? They were always one step ahead—and it was making me paranoid.

      I walked up behind Nico and wrapped my arms around his waist from behind.

      “You’re productive this morning.” My voice came out muffled as I pressed my face into the middle of his back.

      He didn’t turn around but shifted as he continued trying to fry his eggs without dislodging me. “You should see the news this morning. It’s—fuck!”

      I jumped as he jerked away from me, sticking his evidently burnt hand in his mouth with a scowl.

      “Having trouble?”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. “This stove is asinine. It gets too hot or doesn’t work. There’s no in-between.”

      “Every day, I learn something new and weird about you, Grumpy.” I nudged him out of the way with my hip to fix the mess he had made in the frying pan. What might have once been a sunny-side-up egg now looked like shoe leather. “Who the hell never taught you to make scrambled eggs?”

      He narrowed his eyes at me, evidently trying to decide if I was making fun of him. “We always had chefs.”

      I strode over to the fridge and pulled out the egg carton and some bacon. Whatever he was making was far from salvageable. “Beck cooks.”

      “Yeah.” He didn’t elaborate.

      He sat at one of the kitchen stools and pulled out his phone as I went about making breakfast. “The incident yesterday is all over the fucking news. If this overshadows today, I am going to—”

      “Shoot someone?” I cut in.

      “Shooting someone would be too kind,” he said under his breath as his thumbs flew across his keyboard. “What’s another word for ‘fillet’?”

      “Disfigure…carve…why?”

      “I’m emailing that reporter who keeps printing shit about us, and I can’t use the same word twice.”

      I snorted. “Your threats are getting creative.”

      “Only to ensure this goes well,” he said. It sounded like he actually believed himself.

      “Sure,” I laughed.
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        * * *

      

      “This is not an option! I have to be there,” Sophie screeched and walked past Nico, who was trying to block her from the top of the stairwell.

      She floated down the stairs dressed in a business blazer and skirt set. She looked the part of a high-class executive. I sat back on the couch cleaning my guns, watching this play out like it was my own personal telenovela.

      “I don’t give a shit if you come and die, but it’ll upset Raegan. You’re not coming,” Nico barked from where he followed behind her.

      Sophie planted both hands on her hips and shot pleading round doe eyes my way. “Rae, I have to go. No one else can make sure it’s all set up.” She looked me over. “And why the hell aren’t you dressed yet.”

      Beck made a squeak sound, trying to hold back his laugh from beside me on the couch. I shot him a glare and then turned my focus on Sophie. “There’s a good chance they know we’re coming. Shit will just have to go wrong in the production, because there’s no way you’re coming with us.”

      She legit rolled her eyes and huffed. “Fine, but can’t you at least wear something…prettier? Tactical gear doesn’t exactly scream, ‘I’m not a gang leader.’”

      I pointed toward a dress hung on the liquor cabinet door. “Wrap dress. It’ll cover this, and no one will be the wiser unless shit goes down.”

      Sophie pulled out her laptop and started talking a mile a minute. Who was in charge of what…sound, lighting, decorations… Beck and I blinked at her as she rattled off information, her anxiousness showing through her need to do something.

      “Sophie.” I placed my hand over hers where she was flipping through information on her computer. “The last thing I’m going to worry about up there are the flowers. It’s going to be okay. You did great. Everything’s set up. It’s our turn now.”

      She looked at me, and her eyes filled with tears. “But why do you even need to go? If you know they’re probably waiting.”

      Nico collapsed on the couch beside her. “I cannot believe I’m saying this, but I’m aligned with Sophia.”

      My head ached. We’d fought about this for a good hour last night. “We need them to know about the gala, and they can’t know we want them to know.” I reassembled my guns with a little more force than necessary. “Plus, we don’t want them to know that we know there’s a mole in our ranks. Only way to accomplish either of those things is to show up as planned.”

      Sophie looked between us and said, “Let’s put it to a vote, then. Beck, I know you wouldn’t want to do anything that put Rae in danger.”

      Beck sat back on the couch and raised both hands in front of him. “Oh no. You are not bringing me into that mess. Rae’s got this. If she says we go, we go.” His head snapped back when a pillow smacked him in the face.

      “Suck-up.”

      We both looked at Nico, stunned, then back at each other. Did Nico just throw a pillow? Guess it was better than shooting the coffee table.

      I placed my elbows on my knees, closed my eyes, and massaged my temples. “Nico. Are you seriously saying you don’t think we should go? It’s the middle of the day, with cameras everywhere. What kind of attack can they throw at us?”

      His eyebrows pulled together, and his face tightened. He looked like it physically pained him to speak. “Fine, Rabbit. But you’re wearing a vest.”

      I glanced at Sophie, but she didn’t say a word about how it would ruin my outfit. She met my gaze and said, “Just throw a jacket over it.”

      I smirked. Fine by me. I’d planned to wear a vest already.

      The doorbell rang, and I opened the door to a smiling Rick. “Hey, kid.” He was dressed in a leather jacket and boots, his brows furrowed. “Where’s your gear?”

      I swallowed back the bile that rose in my throat at the sight of my “father” and silently lifted the corner of my jacket to show off my vest and guns.

      Rick’s smile lifted his face—blissfully unaware of the internal battle I was fighting. Must be fucking nice. “Should’ve known. We ready to go?”

      He was our ride today and our best shot at escape. Sophie purposely planned the press conference to be somewhere with no parking. We didn’t need a scenario where they could set up car bombs in advance. Although, I wasn’t sure they were capable of doing that now that we’d captured their explosive expert.

      Sophie’s arms came around me in a crushing hug. “Just be careful. ’Kay?”

      “Promise.”

      She went to respond, but her gaze caught on Rick, and her head tilted. “Do I know you?”

      “I wouldn’t think so. Maybe you’ve seen me around?”

      Her nose scrunched up, her lips all-but disappearing in a flat line. “Maybe…”

      Beck and Nico followed Rick out the door, and I squeezed Sophie one more time. “It’ll be fine. It’s always fine.”

      “No…you always almost die, then miraculously escape. You’re like a Saturday morning cartoon.”

      I headed through the door and turned to her with a wink. “What can I say? I’m just good like that.”

      Sophie rolled her eyes and cracked a smile. “Keep telling yourself that, Rae Rae.”
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      My eyes widened when we pulled up to the press conference location. It was in a tiny green space in the heart of the city, designed for political press conferences. I tilted my head but couldn’t see the tops of the high-rise buildings surrounding it on all sides. Each building had at least three giant glowing screens showing off the latest ads for jewelry, cars, and clothing.

      We couldn’t exactly announce we were holding a press conference in advance, so Sophie set it all up to look like Senator Johnson was giving a big announcement today as our cover. Nico must have had something big on the senator to get him involved in this.

      There had to be forty members of the press waiting for us when we came to a stop beside the stage. Rick glanced between us. “Ready?”

      “Sure…yup.” Nerves made my voice crack, and I hopped out of the SUV before I could stop myself.

      Cameras flashed, and immediately, I had several microphones shoved in my face.

      “Sophia, look this way.”

      “Ms. O’Rourke, it’s been a while since we’ve seen you out. Are you two dating?”

      Nico moved in front of me, one hand on my hip, and the press took a step back in unison. He was wearing his scary don’t piss me off or I’ll have Beck torture you face. Beck wrapped his arm around my middle from the other side and propped his chin on the top of my head. The press went wild with another round of camera flashes.

      Cool. Our announcement was about to be overshadowed in the paper tomorrow by the announcement that “Sophie” and Nico were in a polyamorous relationship with motocross racer Beck Bellamy. Perfect. Not that I gave a shit what anyone thought, but this was not helping us stay on message.

      I hoped Sophie didn’t mind. Granted, if she was watching the news feed right now, she was probably distracted by the details of the event. Everything was perfectly in place on the ten-by-fifteen-foot stage. The flowers were set up on either side; the mic waited in the middle, and the largest of digital advertising screens was lit up with a live feed of the stage.

      Let’s just hope it stays that way.

      We stepped onto the stage, and a woman in her mid to late thirties with flaming red hair twisted into a high bun spoke into her mic. “Mr. Esposito, I’m from Saint Adrian Today. Is it true you are the leader of the Gentlemen mafia and personally responsible for the recent attacks in the city?”

      Nico spoke into the mic. “Tell me, why would I blow up my own hotels? Do you have any idea what that cost me?”

      The second Nico answered one question, the air filled with twenty more, all the members of the press eager to catch the next sound bite for their story. I ignored them and scanned our surroundings. Everything seemed normal. Quiet even. I didn’t like it. Beck sidled closer to me, and his fingers grazed mine as he did the same.

      “Enough.” Nico’s sharp tone cut through the crowd, and everyone went still. It was almost as if they didn’t put two and two together—that the guy they were accusing of being a mafia leader was actually a dangerous man.

      Nico waited a few beats before continuing. I needed him to hurry the fuck up. My hair was standing on end, and my heart raced in my chest. Something wasn’t right.

      “We’re here to announce that the Esposito family has purchased a new hotel, and it will be opening in six days. We will be hosting a rooftop gala as a way of celebrating the occasion.”

      The reporter from Saint Adrien Today spoke up. “Aren’t you worried about another attack?”

      I could kiss her. We needed that question to pull this off.

      Nico gave a taunting smirk. “Something tells me the Trilogy won’t be making any bombs anytime soon.”

      Whispers erupted across the crowd, and I smirked. If that didn’t call out the Trilogy, I didn’t know what would.

      We all turned toward a loud crash from up the street. It sounded like two cars colliding with each other. Which wouldn’t be too unusual if there wasn’t another one on the other side. Before long, each road leading toward the stage had some form of accident at the mouth of it. Shit, shit, shit.

      There went our escape route. The crowd gasped as Nico, Beck, and I all pulled out our guns. We circled, looking down each road, but there was unnatural calm in the empty streets. An electric feeling crawled up my back, and I could feel the adrenaline kick through my veins.

      The digital screen showing a live stream of us went black, followed by the others that hung on the surrounding buildings.

      I expected to see Dante, but instead, they lit up with pictures. The lobby of the Hotel Esposito blowing up. A picture of me shooting across the street at the café. Nico with a rifle laid out in the motocross arena parking lot. Beck, Rush, and I spinning guns out, looking for a shooter. A short clip of me breaking the Trilogy’s wrist when we stole the laptop.

      The more incriminating images that flicked over the screen, the more my heart sank.

      A flipped-over van surrounded by dead bodies. An image of a truck running over members of the Trilogy in the warehouse we attacked. Consecutive shots of hotels blown up.

      My chest caved as my breath heaved out of me at the image of Patrick laid out on the ground as blood pooled around him.

      Lastly, an image of me dripping in blood in Beck’s arms.

      This was planned. They didn’t just figure out we’d be here. They knew in advance. They had time to prepare.

      The screens flickered, and Dante’s red-masked face appeared. “We’re hunting down the last of the Gentlemen and Mount Summer, so I wouldn’t suggest helping them.” His voice came out in a warning. “We’re going to patrol our city until we’ve taken them out, so get the hell out of our way, or you’ll go down with them.” He removed his mask, and several reporters behind me gasped. It was one thing to guess he was still alive. It was a whole other thing to know. “Nico, Raegan, you better count your fucking days because I’m coming for you.”

      The screens went black, and chaos ensued. The members of the press scrambled behind us.

      “Get the hell out of here. Now,” I shouted at them, but my words were lost to the loud rumble of men charging down the street.

      Jesus Christ, there had to be a thousand masked men bearing down on us with their creepy neon masks.

      The reporters scrambled back to their news trucks they’d illegally parked in the road. Not that there was anywhere they could go. Hopefully, they were all smart enough to make themselves as small as possible there.

      I locked my arms in place and looked down the sight of my gun, aiming directly into the chest of the man at the front. He was still just out of range.

      Five, four, three, two, deep breath, one. I fired off my shot, and he dropped to the ground.

      Bullets ignited the area, but they didn’t quite have my aim and were still too far to be accurate. Would only be a few moments for that to change. Nico and Beck were on either side of me, guns raised and firing off shots. My heart sank at the sheer number of Trilogy coming at us. We were totally fucked. Not only that, this was being played live on the air, so everyone was going to watch the whole thing go down.

      “Fucking idiots, you’re going to get yourselves killed.”

      I practically jumped out of my skin at the voice directly behind me and spun my aim around. Holy shit, I swung my aim wide, barely missing him. “What the fuck, Rush.”

      He glanced over his shoulders to where the bullet had just flown and had the audacity to smirk. “Missed me.”

      “What the fuck are you doing here, man?” Beck called out over his shoulder. He was still focused on shooting down the men rapidly approaching us.

      “Saving your asses. Let’s go. I know how to get out of here.”

      He didn’t have to tell me twice. I hopped off the stage after him. He headed straight to a storm drain with its cover pulled off. I glanced between him and the hole in the ground and froze.

      “Get in, Firecracker.”

      Fine, whatever. So it turned out I have a fear of randomly jumping into unknown holes in the ground. A large pane of glass shattered around us, snapping me back to reality. Unknown space is better than known space with angry armed gangsters.

      Water soaked my feet the second my shoes hit the bottom of the storm drain. The water was only deep enough to cover the top of my feet, but the murky greenish-brown color and overall stench had me gagging.

      Beck climbed down the ladder next, and I quickly got out of the way of the guys following after me. They were all crouched to not bang their heads off the domed ceiling, and the walls couldn’t be more than four feet apart. This was not the place we’d want to be pinned in an attack. I had to stop thinking about it, or I’d give myself a panic attack.

      Rush moved between us and took the front position, his voice echoing off the walls. “Stay close. It’s near black the further we get away from the covers.”

      He pulled out his phone and flipped on the flashlight. We all did the same, casting harsh shadows on the smooth curved walls. Shouts and gunshots above had us moving quickly through the tunnels. I kept close to Rush, not wanting to fall behind in this hellhole. He paused at an entrance to an even smaller tunnel and glanced at an image on his phone. “There’s another hundred yards of tunnel large enough to walk through before it turns into a three-foot pipe. We’ll have to surface there.”

      Nico stepped around the rest of us and took the lead, glancing quickly back at Rush. “When did you have time to learn about the tunnel system?”

      “I didn’t. I managed to google this old schematic of the system, but it’s not perfect. I got lost earlier, or I’d have gotten to you sooner.”

      I squeezed Rush’s hand as I passed him. “Why didn’t you just call us?”

      “By the time I understood what was going down, they’d already blocked off the streets. Honestly, the tunnels were an ultimate Hail Mary.”

      “Well, thank God for that, man.” Beck trailed after us as we made it through the smaller tunnel. I highly doubted the walls were actually narrowing, but by the time we got to the next manhole, my whole body trembled. Apparently, dark, wet underground spaces were not my thing.

      Rush wrapped himself around me and trailed his fingers up and down my arms. “Breathe, it’s done.” He checked his phone again and spoke to Nico. “Send Rick a text to meet us on Fiftieth and Main. You’ll have to climb the ladder. There’s no service down here.”

      I jerked straight and turned in Rush’s arms. “You’ve blown your cover?”

      “Completely.”

      “You’re coming home with us?”

      “Yeah, Firecracker. I’m coming home with you.”

      The minutes it took for Rick to pull up felt like an hour. For how much I hated being in the tunnel, climbing out of the manhole left me feeling completely exposed and made me want to crawl back in.

      I followed Beck into the back seat of the Range Rover, Rush right behind me. We drove through the city chaos all around us. There were cars on fire, store windows broken, and armed Trilogy members on the street. Every digital billboard screen alternated between Dante’s message and images of us. We were totally fucked.

      Rush’s fingers drew circles on the part of my thigh, exposed from where my wrap dress had opened, and Beck ran his fingers gently through my hair, careful not to tug on any knots. It took all the way to the house for my heartbeat to return to normal.

      Sophie came running out of the house, and Rush had to let me go when she crashed into my chest. “Oh my God, oh my God. I was so worried.”

      “We’re alright, Soph.” I looked down at my ruined dress and shoes. “A little gross, but alright.”

      She scrunched up her nose at the smell, but her eyes pinched in a glare. “Why does every one of your plans go wrong?”

      I busted out laughing, the tension finally leaving my shoulders. “Actually, all said and done, it went exactly as planned. The Trilogy knows about the gala, and there’s no way they think we knew about their mole. Not after today.”

      Beck kissed my head. “That’s the spirit, Little Thief. Way to look at the bright side.”
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      “My mother wasn’t there,” Nico said for the third time as we trudged up the driveway to our house.

      I couldn’t tell if he was trying to process the information or if he was just pissed. Maybe both.

      “So she knew,” Beck replied dutifully, letting Nico verbalize the same issue he’d been complaining about all the way home.

      “Exactly. She shouldn’t have known. Someone is passing her information, and she’s passing it to the Trilogy. That’s the only explanation.”

      “I agree,” Beck said.

      “Fucking cunt. I’m going to kill her. I should have done it years ago.”

      Rush and I walked several paces behind them in the semidarkness of the evening. I clung to Rush’s arm, almost unable to believe he was actually home with us. “Home” at the house he had never seen before.

      Nico’s grumbled reply was lost as Rush leaned over to me and whispered in my ear. “How long has this been going on?”

      I tilted my head up to him, coming to a halt in the middle of the front walk. Our faces were almost touching. “What?”

      Nico, Beck, and Sophie disappeared into the house, not realizing we hadn’t followed.

      “They are getting along frighteningly well. I’m worried. Are you dosing them?”

      I hadn’t really noticed, but actually now that he mentioned it, there hadn’t been any random fighting or panic attacks or destroyed furniture in a while. I laughed. “I think everyone just needed better outlets for their energy.”

      He bent down and kissed me. “You are a miracle worker, Firecracker.”

      I pulled back. “Don’t jinx it. You haven’t had to deal with Nico without hundreds of witnesses yet, and you did try to shoot him.”

      Rush grinned and pushed his hair out of his mismatched eyes. It had gotten too long, and he desperately needed a shower and some sleep, but he’d never looked better to me than he did right now.

      “First of all, do you really think witnesses would have stopped him from hitting me if he felt like it? Second, you didn’t know us a few years ago. Nico has literally shot me before. Twice.” He lifted his T-shirt to show me a gunshot wound scar on his right hip I’d never noticed before.

      “Oh,” I said, unsure what else to say. “Where’s the other one?”

      He smirked. “I’ll show you when we’re not standing in the yard.”

      “Perfect.”

      I tugged on his hand and pulled him inside the still-open front door. I grinned when we found Beck and Nico hadn’t moved from the foyer, but Sophie was nowhere to be found. They both looked up, stopping midsentence when we entered.

      Rush glanced around the moment we walked in, taking in the unfamiliar house with the eye of someone cataloging security risks. The fact that he had never been here before was yet another reminder of how long he’d been away from us, and my stomach lurched.

      I turned to him, about to explain where the bedrooms and bathrooms were, but never got the chance. Nico’s powerful arms circled me, and he lifted me into the air as easily as if I weighed nothing. “Let’s go, Raegan.”

      I squawked in surprise, and my legs wrapped instinctively around his waist as he strode purposefully across the foyer.

      “Dude,” Beck complained, sounding amused. “Not cool.”

      My eyes widened at Beck and Rush over Nico’s shoulder as we ascended the stairs.

      “Our room is up here,” I called for Rush’s benefit.

      Beck’s and Rush’s footsteps followed us up the stairs, and I craned my neck over Nico’s shoulder to make sure they were keeping up. “Jesus Christ,” I muttered. “This is not a good time for an anger management crisis, Nicolai. There’s a lot of crazy in this house and only one of me to go around.”

      “I’m not angry,” he snapped, continuing his march down the hallway.

      “Oh, the irony,” I said loudly enough that I heard Beck and Rush laugh behind us.

      I grinned at that—having everyone back. Nico being, well, fucking weird, but at least normal-weird. Beck and Rush laughing at us.

      Nico shouldered open the door of our room and tossed me in the center of our unmade bed. I landed awkwardly, bouncing as I tried to keep my skirt from flying up over my face.

      He stood at the edge of the bed and took my chin in his hand. “I’m not angry,” he said against my mouth. “I’m fucking stressed, and if I’m not inside you in the next two minutes, I’m going to shoot someone.”

      I swallowed thickly and glanced over his shoulder to where Beck and Rush had appeared in the doorway. Rush grinned at me and lifted his shirt again to show me the bullet scar. If I weren’t so turned on, I probably would have laughed, but as it was, my mind went straight past the scar and focused on his abs instead.

      “Okay,” I said breathlessly. “But I want all of you.”

      In the doorway, someone groaned at my words. It shouldn’t have felt like a big statement. Obviously, I was sleeping with all of them, and often together, but I had to think logistically about how this was going to work. Three was pretty simple—or, simpler, I supposed. Four took some effort.

      “You think you can handle taking all of us, Raegan?” Nico said, one hand coming up to wrap around my throat and the other reaching down to cup me under my dress.

      “Can you handle it, Nicolai?” I asked with false bravado, but it came out as more of a whimper.

      He pushed aside my thong and ran two fingers up and down. “Fuck, you’re soaked, Rabbit.”

      “You say that like you’re surprised.”

      From somewhere to Nico’s left, someone made a choking sound. I smiled, knowing things were about to get a lot more interesting. Sure enough, Beck crossed the room and grabbed the back of my neck, twisting my head toward him. He swallowed my noise of protest in a harsh kiss.

      Nico didn’t seem to mind the intrusion. He pushed the straps of my dress and my bra down until I was wearing both as a belt, and I arched my back as he bent his head to suck on first one nipple, then the other.

      My fingers found the buttons of Nico’s shirt even as I pulled my mouth away from his to turn and look at Rush. I paused, my fingers halting with a button halfway through a hole.

      “Are you coming?”

      He needed no more encouragement, thank fucking God.

      In seconds, Rush crossed the room and swapped spots with Beck, pulling my face to his. Beck stepped back to watch as he stripped off his T-shirt and jeans, smiling like the cat that caught the canary.

      “What do you want, Firecracker?” Rush held my face in both hands.

      I squirmed against his hold. “What do you mean?”

      “You said you wanted all of us? How do you want it?”

      Jesus. He wasn’t going to make me say it—that was too much. “I don’t know,” I spluttered.

      Nico picked me up and flipped our positions so he was on the bed and I was sitting on his lap with my back to his chest. He wrapped both hands around my chest, rolling my peaked nipples between his fingers. He lifted me up slightly so I could sink down onto him. I moaned as he filled me, and my hips bottomed out on his lap.

      Rush made eye contact with Nico over my head, and they evidently came to some sort of agreement. He stripped off his shirt with one hand and fell to his knees in front of us. Even on the floor, he was still tall enough that he came up to roughly my stomach, and that was while sitting on Nico’s lap, but he tilted his head up to look me in the eye.

      Rush pressed my thighs wider apart and didn’t break eye contact with me as he ran his tongue over my throbbing clit.

      Good Lord.

      “Can you still move like this?” he teased.

      “Mmmhmm.” I rocked my hips, bouncing up and down on Nico to prove the point, and a shudder rolled through my entire body as I rubbed up against Rush’s tongue and Nico hit somehow deeper.

      “Fuck.” Nico shifted beneath me so he could match my rhythm from below. He ran both hands up my front, squeezing my breasts as he bit down on my shoulder hard enough that it would have hurt if I wasn’t already so high on endorphins.

      “Beck,” I gasped, eyes popping open. “What the fuck are you doing? Get over here.”

      When I’d said I wanted all of them, I meant all. Together. Now. And I was still missing a piece.

      He grinned and closed the distance between us in two strides. “Just wanted to watch you for a second, baby.”

      His fingers tangled in my hair, and he guided my face to his cock, running the head over my lips. I licked up his shaft before taking him into my mouth as far as I could, wrapping my hand around the rest.

      “Damn, Little Thief. You look so pretty like that.”

      I moaned around Beck’s cock as he guided it deeper into my mouth. His fingers tightened in my hair with each thrust. The way he took my mouth was borderline painful, and Nico gripped my hips, lifting me so he could match Beck’s brutal pace. The sensations were too much. Beck groaned, and his eyes rolled back. “Fuck, babe, you’re so good at that. I’m gonna come.” His thrusts became uneven on my tongue as he lost control. I sucked on him harder, taking him deep in my throat. I wanted him to lose his goddamn mind.

      As if he could sense my orgasm coming, Rush’s fingers dug into my thighs, forcing my legs even wider as he sucked on my clit. Beck’s hips bucked, and I swallowed his release. Nico seemed to grow inside me, stretching me as I tightened around him, and my first orgasm tore through me.

      Nico pushed my hair away from my burning neck. “That’s a good girl. You’re so fucking perfect when you come on my cock.”

      Beck captured my mouth, tasting himself on me in slow, soothing kisses. His fingers massaged my jaw, releasing the ache there. He bit my lower lip and groaned, “I love it when you taste like me.”

      I whimpered as Rush lifted me from Nico and flipped me around. I was propped up on my hands and knees, my head over the edge of the bed and my ass in the air, exposed to Nico. The sting of his hand spanking my ass burned and sent a bolt of heat, drenching my already throbbing core. I closed my eyes and lifted my head back as Nico’s fingers gripped my hips, pushing his cock inside me. The new angle made it feel like he filled every inch of me until the sensation took over my mind.

      A smooth tip of a cock rubbed over my lips, and I opened my eyes, meeting Rush’s mismatched gaze as I took him inside my mouth. I hummed as he and Nico took their time, building the ache in me until it became overwhelming.

      Beck stepped to Rush’s side and dug his fingers into his hair, capturing his mouth in a savage kiss. Rush swelled in my mouth, and I rocked back into Nico’s cock. That was fucking hot. I loved seeing them push their boundaries, taking from each other.

      Beck dropped to his knees, his head beside mine, and licked around where Rush stretched my mouth. Rush pulled out of my mouth, digging his fingers into Beck’s hair and thrusting into his mouth. Holy shit.

      Nico’s grip bruised as he pounded into me violently, finding this as hot as I did. Beck sucked harder, his cheeks hollowing out, and Rush let out a pained groan. I met his gaze as he thrust harder into Beck’s mouth. They looked perfect like that.

      I dropped down on my elbow, letting Nico hold me steady, and I could barely reach Beck’s cock. He moaned around Rush as I slid my hand over him, working him closer to his second orgasm. I pushed back into Nico as he slammed into me. All of our breaths came out in desperate pants as we chased our release.

      Desperate, whimpering sounds escaped me. I squirmed so close to the edge but was unable to fall. Nico slapped my ass hard, pulling a moan from my mouth, and my eyes rolled back in my head. Beck grew in my hand as he took over the rhythm. Nico’s hand spanned my ass, soothing the burning skin, and pushed his thumb over my tight hole.

      Rush grunted, “Fuck. Fuck, fuck.” He went to pull back, but Beck held him in place, taking him down his throat. Beck’s cum coated my hand, and a cry broke free of my throat as my release rocked through me.

      Nico’s thrusts turned ragged as he chased his own release, his warm cum filling me. We were a fucking mess.

      I collapsed, my body a puddle, and let Nico lift me to lie out properly on the bed. He tucked himself behind me and moved my damp hair off the back of my neck, placing wickedly soft kisses over my sensitive skin. Beck’s warmth pressed against my chest, coating my tongue with the taste of Rush. Rush took the spot behind him, mismatched eyes wide as he met mine, still processing what had just happened. Fucking them all was more intense than I could have imagined, and I loved every fucking second of it.
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      I woke early the next morning, completely disoriented.

      Peeling my face off Rush’s arm, I blinked in confusion, wondering for half a second where I was. Raegan shifted, grazing my side, and I relaxed as everything came back to me.

      I glanced at my watch. It was barely 5:00 a.m. Early, even for me. Still, we didn’t have a lot of time to relax. The local news headlines had probably already updated, and I had to make a plan to find and kill my fucking mother.

      Moving gingerly, I tried not to wake anyone as I crawled out of the tangle of bodies on our bed. Reaching for a towel on the back of our bathroom door, I strode toward the hall bathroom instead to shower so the noise wouldn’t wake anyone.

      It wasn’t that long ago that I wouldn’t have given a fuck if I disturbed anyone else.

      Sophie would call that growth.

      I stopped dead in the middle of the hallway, fucking horrified. Jesus Christ. I was absolutely fine the way I was, and Sophie needed to leave immediately.

      Granted, how much growth could really be exhibited here was up for debate. It seemed a bit hollow to pat myself on the fucking back for not waking up my girlfriend and…whatever the hell Beck and Rush were now…when I literally planned to commit matricide this evening.

      By the time I dressed and made my way downstairs, it was nearly 6:00 a.m. Almost time for the first anchors to appear on the local news.

      I was becoming addicted to Wake Up Saint Adrian! Which was sad in and of itself. In between fluff pieces about fucking idiotic Girl Scout troops and construction projects and how to make Fourth of July desserts, there was human interest shit, usually about me. How I’d never realized that was beyond me.

      I flipped on the TV and tuned out the beginning of the broadcast while fighting with the asinine coffee maker.

      “I think you’re rubbing off on me,” Raegan’s voice said from the doorway.

      I turned all the way around to double-check that it wasn’t Sophie before replying. Better to be safe.

      “I would have thought that was obvious, Rabbit.” I walked around the side of the island to kiss her. Her hair always smelled like honey and vanilla, but this morning, she smelled more like gunpowder.

      “Ha.” She rolled her eyes. “That was weak. At least say you’re rubbing one out for me or something if you’re going to take the layup.”

      I snorted. “Why bother if you’ve already thought of your own joke?”

      “Seriously though.” She frowned and sat at the table, pushing her long red hair over her shoulder. “No sane person should be up this early. I would never be up right now. This is all your fault.”

      “I tried not to wake you.”

      She waved her hands in the air dismissively. “Not like that. I just mean my schedule has gone to shit.”

      I was admittedly only half paying attention. “Come watch the news with me.”

      She stared at me for a full beat. “I’m sorry, I think I just died for a second there. What are you, eighty? Read it on your phone like a regular fucking person.”

      I ignored her, focusing on making the stupid goddamn coffee maker grind beans. I itched to shoot the fucking thing and just order Starbucks. I gave up and strode back in the direction of the living room, just in time for the anchor to switch topics. Raegan hopped off the stool to follow.

      There were images of us, guns out as the Trilogy rushed through the street.

      “Nicolai Esposito and Sophia O’Rourke were involved in a street shootout yesterday.”

      Raegan’s head jerked up at the mention of Sophie’s name. “What—” She relaxed as footage of herself flashed across the split screen. “I’m not sure if that’s better or worse.”

      “What?” I sat on the couch and pulled her down half on my lap.

      “They think I’m Sophie. Don’t you think that puts her in danger?”

      I thought about that for a moment. “No. You’re the one actually out of the house. It doesn’t matter to the public what your name is. Anyway, Dante can tell the difference now, I think.”

      She put her head on my shoulder. “We should ask Rush.”

      “Ask me what?” Rush’s voice yelled from the kitchen.

      I swiveled my head around to peer into the next room. “How long have you been there?”

      “Few minutes. What did you say, I wasn’t really listening?”

      “Can Dante tell Raegan and Sophie apart?”

      It took him a couple of minutes to make a coffee and come into the living room to sit. He leaned over my head to kiss Raegan good morning and handed her a cup. Then he sat across from us, running a hand through his hair. His eyes trained on the news for a second, then turned back to us. He still looked tired. Last night probably hadn’t helped.

      “He definitely can. I mean, they look similar, but they aren’t identical. Plus, Sophie’s blonde,” he answered, as though there had been no pause between my question and his reply. “Not at first, obviously—there was some confusion over who was who when they tried to take Rae from Giovanna’s house and then took Sophie from the hotel, but they’ve worked it out now.”

      Raegan chewed on her lip, shifting on my lap. “Good,” she said finally. “That’s good.”

      I wasn’t so sure about that, but I knew there was no point in arguing with her about it. “At least after we find my mother, there will be one less person trying to kill you, Rabbit.”

      “Trying to kill us,” she corrected.

      “Sure.”

      I neglected to point out that by killing my mother, I would actually have my uncle’s whole side of the family to contend with, so really, we were knocking off one person but potentially gaining a whole new headache in the process.

      “Where do you think she is?”

      I pondered that. “Probably nowhere interesting. Her house? She doesn’t hide like a normal fucking person.”

      “Then finding her won’t be hard, right?” Raegan asked, confused. “Let’s just have Beck ‘ask’ her what she’s been doing.”

      “It’s more about getting to her.” I sighed. “I didn’t need this problem this week.”

      Rush swished his coffee back and forth in one of Sophie’s stupid pink mermaid mugs. His eyes darted back and forth like he was making a plan. Thank fucking God he’s back. I cannot do this shit without help.
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      My mother had two primary residences and two secondary ones. For the majority of the year, she split her time between the penthouse at the—now destroyed—Hotel on Lexington, where I’d grown up, and her waterfront house overlooking the harbor where the tall ships came in. She also had a summer house on Chappaquiddick and the Aspen ski house she’d bargained away from me a couple of months ago.

      Realistically, she could have been at any of those houses—barring the hotel on Lexington, obviously. It was also possible that she’d gone somewhere else altogether. In short, if she didn’t want to be found, it was pretty fucking likely that we wouldn’t find her. I was hoping that her tendency toward narcissism and the assumption that nothing was going to hurt her would mean that she would just be at her house as though nothing was wrong.

      Rush changed lanes at a rapid clip as we sped along Route 93, heading toward the outskirts of the city. Raegan loading weapons in the back seat provided an almost calming soundtrack. For once, she had agreed to carry a larger gun.

      We pulled down the long driveway to my mother’s house and parked in front of the brightly flowering shrubs by the wraparound porch. We hadn’t alerted her we were coming for obvious reasons, but it also didn’t seem worth it to sneak up on the house. Either she would be here or not.

      A young, dark-haired woman in her mid-twenties I vaguely recognized answered the door wearing the plain black uniform of household staff. I couldn’t decide if I recognized her because she’d worked for my mother long, or because she hadn’t and was actually a Trilogy member or one of my uncle’s girls or some other bullshit.

      “Yes?” the woman said. “May I help you?”

      Her gaze caught on me, then traveled to Beck and Rush, then back to me. She ignored Raegan completely, as though she wasn’t there.

      “Is my mother home?” I asked.

      Her eyes widened, and I couldn’t fathom why. It wasn’t like it wasn’t obvious who we were… It clicked—I’d probably fucked this woman at some point at a party or something, and that’s why she looked familiar. At least she probably wasn’t planning to kill us.

      She looked down. “Um, no, not right now.”

      I made an exasperated noise. “Mind if we check?”

      It wasn’t really a question. We brushed past the maid and into the familiar foyer. I spared her half a parting glance. “I’d leave if I were you.”

      She hovered by the door, biting her lip. She seemed to deliberate, opening and closing her mouth, before nodding and striding out the door without another word.

      “She’s here,” Rush said, watching the maid go. “That was weird as fuck.”

      I nodded my agreement. The maid was clearly told to say no one was here and then picked self-preservation. The house was not empty.

      My mother’s beach house looked like something out of a badly staged Oscar-bait Kennedy biopic. Two twin staircases met in the center of the foyer, and the upper balcony looked over the sitting room, which she decorated all in white. A baby grand piano was the centerpiece of the living room, but I happened to know that except for parties, the only thing that piano was used for was collecting dust.

      Raegan pulled her guns out of their holsters and spun them in her hands, grinning up at me. “So, should we just take it room by room?”

      “Why so cheerful, Little Thief?” Beck twitched, lifting his arm like he was going to throw it over her shoulders, and then remembered we were not in a casual situation. He let his arm drop.

      “Check out all the art.” Raegan’s face glowed with excitement, and she stretched her back like a cat. “And I’m pretty sure that chandelier is real gold. I’m just thinking maybe we’ll get some souvenirs.”

      She and Beck headed in the direction of the living room while Rush and I hung back.

      “I fucking hate this house,” Rush muttered.

      I grunted my agreement. When we were kids, my father used to throw large lawn parties here with the popular hotel girls and the upper-level Gentlemen. I glanced up at the upper balcony of the second floor, where Beck, Rush, and I would sit with our legs through the railings and watch the party, drinking stolen booze.

      “Do you have the balls to jump?” Dante’s voice said through fifteen years of intervening memories.

      “Fuck off,” I told him. “You’re insane.”

      “What if I said I would push your stupid fucking friends if you don’t jump? What about then?”

      Two deafening gunshots and a crash echoed through the house, and my spine straightened. Raegan. Black seeped in on the edges of my vision, making it nearly impossible to focus or see where I was going as I stepped blindly in the direction of the reverberating sound.

      Rush and I sprinted into the next room, skidding to a halt just before we slammed into Beck and Raegan from behind. The blackness receded at the sudden realization that they at least were still standing.

      I crowded Raegan from behind, my hand falling to the small of her back where the skin was visible over her shorts.

      “What the fuck was that? Who fired?” I yelled too loudly. To Raegan’s credit, she didn’t flinch at the volume of my voice.

      “Me,” Beck said, his tone flat and concentrated. “Someone is on the patio.”

      I peered through the patio doors that I now realized were shattered across the white living room rug. Nothing moved outside. There was no sound, aside from our synchronized heavy breathing and the distant whistle of my mother’s faux waterfall pool outside.

      “Maybe a staff member?” Raegan whispered under her breath. “Or just an animal or something?”

      I let out the rest of my breath.

      Out of the corner of my eye, something black moved near the baby grand piano.

      We all must have seen it at the same time. Beck and Rush went left, Raegan and I went right. Dozens of gunshots exploded to life in the room, and my heartbeat stopped before doubling in speed, pounding in my ears louder than any of the noise going on around us.

      Raegan ducked just out of the room, pressing her back to the wall of the foyer, both guns held out in front of her. I stood across from her on the opposite side of the entryway, the six or so feet of open space between us insurmountable. She took a deep breath, then peered around the corner quickly before stepping out and returning fire.

      “Raegan!” I barked, unable to hide the note of panic in my voice.

      I didn’t have an end to that sentence. Anything I could have said—“Get the fuck back here,” “Stop,” “Let me”—were pointless as she was already stepping back behind the wall to reload. Fuck, she was fast. Sometimes I forgot just how good she was.

      “Do not distract a shooter,” she barked back, eyes flashing. “Jesus Christ, Nicolai, are you fucking new?”

      That stung a little. She was good, but she’d also been under an insane amount of pressure since getting out of the hospital. At the moment, of the two of us, I was far and away the better shot.

      I leaned over to see where her bullets had landed. Two—no, three—confirmed hits. Well, at least she seemed to be feeling a bit better.

      “Do not fucking move,” I told her, my eyes hard.

      She laughed. “Are you—”

      “You got three. It’s my turn.”

      I stepped out from behind the wall before she could comment.

      I squeezed the trigger, and two bullets landed squarely in the man’s face. Blood sprayed the wall and white silk ottoman behind him like a Jackson Pollock painting. Beside the fallen man, another black-clad shooter raised his weapon toward me, but too late. His skull shattered, and he sprawled beside his friend.

      I let out the breath I was holding, spinning on the spot looking for other shooters, but the room had gone suddenly, eerily quiet. Why…

      Another shot rang out and then another. My eyes darted back and forth, looking for the source.

      “Clear!” Rush called from somewhere to our right.

      I lowered my gun a fraction.

      “How many?” Raegan announced her presence from a few feet back before coming up behind me.

      I spun to face her, my jaw set. “There weren’t many left.”

      “Ha!” Her face split in triumph. “Don’t even start. I win.”

      I opened my mouth to argue with her but closed it again. The floor of the living room now housed—my eyes darted back and forth—nine…ten. Ten bodies. Ten bodies that had been far too easy to kill.

      I pushed sweaty hair out of my eyes. “Did anyone get hit?”

      A chorus of no’s answered, and I breathed fast, the hair on the back of my neck standing up. Rush and I made eye contact across the room, and his expression mirrored my feelings on the whole situation. Something wasn’t right here. He jerked his head to the side as if to say, Your call.

      I pulled out my phone slowly, swiping the screen to unlock it.

      “Who are you calling?” Raegan asked.

      “The cleaners.”

      “What happened to that maid who answered the door?” Rush asked. “She knew something was going on.”

      I froze with my thumb hovering over the dial button. Fuck.
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        * * *

      

      The woman really hadn’t gotten all that far. We were lucky that my mother made her staff park on the street at the bottom of the winding driveway, so the walk had undoubtedly taken her some time, and she hadn’t been able to drive far before we caught up to her nearing the end of the block.

      Opening her window, Raegan peppered bullets into the back tires of the unassuming gray Honda. I met her eyes in the rearview mirror.

      She shrugged. “What? It was the easiest.”

      We blocked in her car with our much larger one, and Raegan grabbed the woman by the back of her uniform, hauling her out of the car. This time, I gave her a more careful once-over. She still looked familiar to me, but not in the kind of way like she was really important.

      “What’s going on?” the dark-haired woman shrieked, but there was something hollow in her hysteria.

      I looked over to Beck. He had seemed more stable lately than he had in months, but that wasn’t what we needed right now. Stable wasn’t going to torture this good-looking twenty-year-old girl until she died or cracked. That wasn’t the kind of thing that regular people did. It was the kind of thing that Beck used to do. Weekly.

      Raegan pressed her forearm to the woman’s neck. Hard. “I’m definitely your best option at the moment, and I’m really not that nice. I’m guessing Giovanna wasn’t a great boss, right? So don’t die out of loyalty to her.”

      “She’s not even here,” the woman croaked.

      “Great.” Rae grinned. “Where is she?”

      “I don’t k-know.” The woman was turning red fast from lack of air. “Left yesterday. Out of the country.”

      I pinched the skin between my eyes. If that was true, it would be a first.

      A black van careened around the corner from the opposite direction of the house and headed straight for us. Rush swore loudly and tried to shove Raegan out of the way of the oncoming vehicle. His effort made no difference. The van stopped short of actually hitting us or the maid’s gray Honda, but in the chaos, Raegan dropped her hold on my mother’s maid, who bolted for the trees on the side of the road.

      A second team of eight black-clad men leapt out of the van, guns raised and pointed right at us.

      “Get into the fucking car!” I yelled.

      It was a pointless order. Our bulletproof Range Rover was mere feet from the Honda, but already bullets were flying. They embedded themselves in the Honda, the metal and shattering the glass of the windows. Any that flew past and hit our Range Rover ricocheted off, hitting trees and pavement. We were going to get killed by ricochet before we ever had a chance to shoot back.

      I lifted my gun, squinted past the glare from the oncoming headlights, and fired into the crowd. Someone yelled, and for half a second, the bullets stopped coming at us before starting up again.

      Car. Need to get in the car.

      The shooters must have realized they couldn’t spray bullets at us execution-style for fear of the ricochet off the Range Rover. Instead, the nearest shooter leapt toward us, arms outstretched. I fired, once, twice—fuck. “I’m out.”

      “Here.” Raegan pressed one of her guns into my hand as she backed toward the Range Rover. “I’m almost out too.”

      Our bullets had caught several of the oncoming men, but we were still outnumbered five-four, and they hadn’t already used most of their ammo on a warm-up fight. That must have been the whole point of sending in the pawns. A strategy like this reeked of Giovanna.

      I took a few steps backward, herding the others toward the car. I yanked open the passenger-side door with the opposite hand but dropped it as pain shot up my arm.

      I peeled up the sleeve of my shirt and slammed the door shut and blanched. “Motherfucker.”

      “Are you hurt?” Raegan leaned over the center console to look.

      “Not important,” I spit out, though the real answer was yes. Either a bullet or some flying glass had embedded itself in my arm—it was hard to tell which through the blood. “Rush, let’s fucking go.”

      Rush stared straight ahead through our practically indestructible windshield. His jaw was tight.

      He pushed the button to start the car and shot us forward into the middle of the oncoming group. I winced as a body flew high in the air, slamming back down on the hood of our car. The man’s face slid down the glass of the windshield in front of me, frozen in surprise.

      “That’s…one way to do it,” Beck said from the back seat, sounding a little dazed.

      Rush backed the car up, and the wheels bounced over something large in the road. “Did you have another idea?”

      “Nope. I got nothing.”

      I took a deep breath, the throbbing in my arm a dull background hum as we sat in silence. I pulled off my shirt and used it to mop up the worst of the blood. Bullet graze, probably. Might need a couple of stitches…

      Out of the corner of my eye, something moved outside the left passenger window. “There!”

      Beck was out of the car first, sprinting toward the last man and tackling him to the ground. The man grunted as he went down but dropped his gun, letting Beck pin his arms behind his back. Blood coated the right side of Beck’s face, stemming from a cut on his temple. That, combined with his grin, made him look practically feral.

      “Where do you want to take care of that one?” I asked, pressing my balled-up shirt to the wound on my arm. Fucking Christ that hurt.

      “Doesn’t matter. It will take me five minutes,” Beck said with the same cadence as if we were discussing the weather.

      The guy on the ground’s eyes darted up to me, and I wondered briefly if he spoke English. I frowned. If he was just going to kill him, I could do that myself. Maybe I’d overestimated how normal Beck had been lately. Fuck.

      “I bet you any of my cars they’re just hired guns.”

      “I don’t want your cars.” I rolled my eyes. “What makes you sure?”

      It was Raegan who answered my question. She walked up behind Beck and wiped the blood off his face with the back of her hand, drying it on her shorts. “That fucker’s whole unit just got killed. Now he’s just hoping he can still get a paycheck. He won’t care about loyalty to whoever hired him.”

      “Exactly, Little Thief.” Beck smiled at her.

      I grimaced, unable to muster even half of the enthusiasm Beck was showing. “I hope for my mother’s sake she really is out of the country.”

      “Why?” Raegan asked. “That would be a pain in the ass.”

      I pinched my bleeding arm and squeezed my eyes shut. “Because if she isn’t, I don’t have words for the kind of pain I’m about to rain down on her.”
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      The news flashed on the giant TV in the background, but I was barely paying attention. I sat in the center of the couch while Beck twirled my red hair around his finger to my right and Rush drew circles on my thigh with his thumb, branding my skin with each touch. They were both dressed casually. Beck was in neon orange shorts and a black-and-green T-shirt. On anyone else, it would have looked ridiculous. Rush wore his typical uniform of a plain T-shirt and jeans. The fabric of his shirt pulled over his chest and defined his muscles.

      I shifted in my seat, and Beck trailed his fingers along my neck, sending a shiver down my spine. “Later, Little Thief.”

      I glanced over to Sophie, who sat focused on the TV in the club chair beside us while Nico paced the room, half on his phone, half watching.

      He’d skipped his jacket today, instead rolling the cuffs of his white dress shirt up past his new stitches and leaving the top buttons open. His finger-raked hair gave him a boyish look that made my mouth water. Was it wrong to find stressed Nico attractive? Probably. Did I care? Not in the slightest.

      It had been three days of footage of the Trilogy roaming the city wearing their signature masks. Tension was high now that our business was out in the open. It wouldn’t take long for the press to fully turn on us. Luckily, the Trilogy made a big enough spectacle of themselves to keep the heat on them.

      Today’s news was different. This was about us; the reporters just didn’t know it. The screen filled with images of what they were calling “The Saint Adrian Massacre.”

      Pictures of bloodstained walls covered in bullet holes played in a carousel at the bottom right corner as a news reporter listed off the details of the scene. Since the victims were family to the Espositos, they laid the blame fully on the Trilogy. Thank God for that. Even we couldn’t get away with committing a massacre.

      Conveniently for us—though I felt a little bad about thinking about it in such terms—the carousel massacre overshadowed Giovanna’s maid, who had been reported missing by her family, and the evidence of the shooting that had taken place right down the street from the house. Giovanna herself had not surfaced, and we were taking that as proof that she really had fled the country. It was bittersweet. It was also clear evidence that Nico’s mother knew a real war was on the horizon and had gotten the hell out of Dodge—that wasn’t a great sign as far as our survival odds went.

      Nico halted in front of the TV, his eyes blank on the wall as he sorted everything out. He straightened and buttoned his shirt. “We need to regroup. Get everyone together. We are going through the plan until everyone knows the exact role they play.” He scanned me from head to toe. His gaze landed on my shoulder. “We can’t have a repeat of the last time.”

      I rolled my eyes, fully aware that they weren’t impressed with my brash decision to go after Jimmy alone. They didn’t need to worry. Lesson learned—we were stronger as a team and all that.

      Before I could say as much, Nico looked at Sophie. “Get everyone in the hotel conference room by the end of the hour.”

      She nodded, phone already at her ear. She disappeared into the next room, her low voice giving someone details.

      I looked at my sleep shirt and shorts, blowing out a breath. “I guess I’ll change.”

      Beck kissed my temple. “It’s a damned shame, babe.”

      It took less than fifteen minutes for us all to reconvene in the entry. Nico looked between all of us. “Raegan and I will take the Panorama. The rest of you take the Range Rover.”

      “Yeah, no thanks, man. All in favor of Rae coming with us, raise your hand.” Everyone besides Nico agreed. He tilted his head in my direction.

      “I’ll catch a ride back with you.”

      His gaze narrowed on me, and he licked his bottom lip. “Fine.”
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        * * *

      

      Anthony, Kyle, and Rick were already sitting around the hotel conference table when we walked in, the Gentlemen on one side of the eight-seater maple-wood table and the lone Mount Summer man on the other. Even in a truce, they needed those three feet of separation.

      “Hey, boys.” I smiled at Kyle and Anthony. Rick went to stand, but I shot him a glare. I wasn’t ready to talk to him yet.

      The room was nothing special. The design was at least a decade old. I was pretty sure it killed Nico that the hotel we were about to blow up was beneath his normal standards.

      Beck tucked me under his arm and led me to the table. He took my right side, his leg brushing against mine, and Nico glared at Sophie when she sat on my left side. She gave him a quick, knowing smirk before turning back to the men. Rush and Nico were forced to take the seats across from us. Beck squeezed my thigh, not giving a single shit he was on the Mount Summer side.

      Once Nico and Rush were seated, I clapped my hands together. “Good news. We had a mole. That’s how the Trilogy knew we were going to be at motocross and our press conference.”

      Kyle chuckled. “How is that good news?”

      His smile dropped at the look on my boys’ faces.

      My voice came out light. I was still ecstatic at this turn of events. “Well, it’s good news because it was Giovanna, and she’s gone.” Our men’s mouths dropped open in surprise. “We didn’t kill her. She’s out of the country.” Not that it should’ve been a surprise if I did kill her. I mumbled the words under my breath, and Beck’s chuckle vibrated through me.

      Nico’s voice cut through the room. “After the problems with our last events, we’re going to regroup quickly. Break down the plan so we’re aligned.” He looked around. “Where the hell is Missy?”

      “Here!” Her sugary-sweet voice came through the doorway, and she dragged the chair from the corner to sit beside Kyle. He was looking at her like she was a snack. She ignored him, knowing we didn’t pay him enough to afford it.

      She looked at me and smiled. “So, what’s the meeting about?”

      Nico groaned and looked like he was going to kill her. She’d grown confidence around him since we snuck into Trilogy headquarters together. She no doubt thought being my friend would protect her from the big bad Nicolai Esposito, and she was fucking right.

      I smirked at her. “Just a quick recap of the next few days. So hopefully it doesn’t get screwed up and we all die.”

      She paled, and her smile faltered before taking over her face. “Oh. That’s all?”

      “Pretty much, yup.” I popped the P for extra emphasis.

      Nico shot me a look, telling me loud and clear to shut up, and cleared his throat. We were going to talk about that later. His teeth ground together, and a muscle ticked in his jaw before he continued. I bet it was fucking killing him not to bite Missy’s head off. “We have four days until the gala. I want an update on where we are.”

      “Riccardo has been working on the explosives as planned. I don’t have an exact update because he refuses to talk to us. Just cusses us out,” Rick replied. His gaze drifted back to mine. I ignored him, the grain of the table suddenly interesting.

      “Raegan and I will take care of that.” Nico said it with a lethal calm that had my skin tingling. Oh, this would be fun. He looked at Kyle and Anthony and waited for a response.

      Kyle glared at him. The Mount Summer men were working with the Gentlemen, but that didn’t mean they were happy about it.

      “What’s up, Kyle?” He softened at my questions.

      “Renovations in the hotel are nearly done. Once Riccardo’s ready, we’ll get the explosives in place. Our guys are prepped.”

      Anthony spoke before needing to be asked. “Gentlemen are ready for the gala. They’ll be there to go through the escape plans with you.”

      I looked around the table, taking over for Nico. “Missy?”

      “The escorts are good to go, whenever you’re ready,” she replied, looking smug. She was as proud of her girls as I was.

      “Okay, good. That leaves you, Soph.”

      “Venue is set, press have been called, and the police chief is sending a detail as planned.”

      Nico stood from the table. “Good. Let’s go home.” It still felt so weird when he called it that.

      I walked out of the hotel first, going directly for the Range Rover. Strong fingers wrapped around my wrist, and Nico’s rough words grazed my ear. “You are riding with me.”

      Right, right. How could I forget?

      Rush wrapped me up into a hug, and I snuggled closer, taking a deep breath of his woodsy smell. A warm chest pressed into my back, and Beck kissed the top of my head.

      Fuck. A girl could get used to this.

      “See you back at the house, Little Thief.”

      Nico was already waiting in the black sedan by the time I’d extracted myself from between the guys. I expected his normal shuttered, bored look, but the look he gave us was searing. I rolled my neck, letting my breath relax before I did something stupid like pull them into a hotel room.

      Nico had my favorite radio station playing when I sat in the passenger seat. I smiled at him, turning it up, and sang the rest of the way home. Nico parked in the five-car garage.

      “You’re a horrible singer, Rabbit.”

      I smirked. “Aw, Nico. Don’t lie. You loved it.”

      His eyes darkened as they pinned me in place. “Something like that.”
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      A phone opened to a Saint Adrian Today article landed on the table in front of me with a thud, making the milk in my cereal spill. Was cereal for lunch a weird choice? Probably, but Beck was out, and this was me fending for myself. “What the hell?”

      Nico placed both palms on the table on either side of me, caging me in. “Look at the article, Rabbit.”

      A quick glance had my stomach dropping through the floor. I pushed my bowl away as I read. The article referenced the Trilogy capturing and executing members of the motocross gang. I thought they’d all gotten out, but there must have been some stragglers. And Dante made good on his promise.

      With only three days left until the gala, we didn’t have time to take on other people’s problems. We were already doing everything we could to take out the Trilogy. It would just have to be enough. I rubbed my hands over my face and pulled my hair into a high ponytail with the elastic I kept on my wrist. There was nothing we could do about it now. “Let’s just figure out the Riccardo problem, then we can worry about the mole.”

      Nico dropped his mouth to my ear. His lips barely grazed the sensitive shell. “Whatever you say, Rabbit.”

      I sucked in a gasp as heat flooded through me. A compliant Nico was a deadly Nico. He gave me a knowing smirk before pulling me from my chair and heading toward the garage.
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        * * *

      

      Gravel crunched under the car wheels as Nico parked in front of the shed we’d turned into a shop for Riccardo. From the outside, it looked like nothing, but the inside was Dexter’s motherfucking laboratory.

      The gray metal shed was stacked full of the explosive materials we’d stolen from Riccardo’s lab. There were no windows and no other doors. Instead, the walls were lined with shelves jammed with more components. No one better light a match in here or fire off a gun. It was a good thing we didn’t need to shoot Riccardo to threaten him.

      Nico unlocked the sturdy door using both a key and thumbprint and swung the door wide. The man in question turned to glare at us from where he stood in front of a large worktable in the center of the room.

      “Hey!” I sang cheerfully. “How goes it, my man? What’s new?”

      Nico threw me an exasperated look, and I shrugged. Just because we were technically holding Riccardo hostage, torturing and threatening him didn’t mean I couldn’t be friendly.

      Riccardo looked a little healthier since he’d been moved out of the basement, but not by much. His nose and cuts were healing awkwardly—I wished I could say I felt bad, but I kept coming back to how he’d helped kill Patrick, all the Mount Summer guys, and tried to kill us and the hotel girls.

      “Cunt,” Riccardo muttered under his breath.

      Nico’s hand twitched toward his gun, and then he seemed to think better of it—what with all the explosives. He contented himself with kicking a nearby crate in his uncle’s direction. Riccardo ducked as it bounced off the wall behind the workbench.

      I smiled. “I’ll take ‘head cunt in charge’ if you want. You can call me whatever you want, friend. We still own you.”

      Riccardo glared down at his cluttered workbench, pushing his magnifying glasses up to the top of his head. “What do you want? I’m fucking busy.”

      I walked to the table across from him and leaned my hip against it. I kept my back straight but my shoulders relaxed, not wanting to give a hint of hesitation away. “The way I hear it, you’ve been giving our guys a hard time.”

      “Do you want me to make the deadline?” He met my glare with one of his own. “That’s what I thought. Tell them to leave me alone.”

      “I can do that. If you give us an update now, that is.”

      Riccardo rolled his eyes but gestured to the equipment in front of him. “I’m a few days away from having this all together.”

      “You have three days.” Nico barked out his words.

      “That’s not possible.”

      Nico placed both hands on the table and stared at his uncle. His face was a stiff mask. “Well, for the sake of your son, you better make it possible.”

      Riccardo’s nostrils flared, and his hands gripped the table.

      For such an evil guy, he truly loved his son. My stomach roiled—I didn’t love knowing we used that love against him. At least the poor kid was still safe.

      “If you want me to accomplish that. You need to leave me the fuck alone.”

      Something felt off about this entire exchange, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. Everything with Riccardo seemed just a little too easy. My unease probably stemmed from years of daddy issues, who turned out to not be my real father…

      “Three days.” Nico crossed his arms over his chest. “Do you think I’m fucking kidding? I will skin Christian alive. He’s bleeding and crying all over my outpost, giving everyone a fucking headache. I would be ecstatic to get rid of him now.”

      Riccardo glared at Nico but nodded. “Three days.”

      I jumped back into the car, Nico landing hard beside me. He flipped down the visor and grabbed a pair of expensive looking sunglasses hanging there, and put them on. He seemed completely unbothered to have just threatened to skin his seventeen-year-old cousin. The man should have written a self-help book on compartmentalization. “Chicken Soup for the Murderous Soul.”

      We had one more thing to take care of today, and something told me Nico wasn’t going to like it. For a change, we weren’t going to torture the information out of our marks. No, we’d use honey to loosen their lips. Men were stupid around pretty girls and alcohol.

      “I have to stop off at Missy’s before we head to the bar.”

      Nico’s eyes snapped to me, and his brows pulled together. “Why?”

      “I need an outfit.”

      “You don’t have anything of your own?”

      “Not like I’d need for tonight.”

      Nico’s gaze narrowed on me. “What are you up to, Rabbit?”

      I smirked. He knew the basics of the plan. We needed to confirm that the Trilogy took the bait and would in fact be at the gala. Not sure he’d like how I executed it. I punched Missy’s address into my phone and directed Nico until we pulled up in front of a small duplex. A dark cloud had descended around him the closer we got.

      Missy was already at the door smiling when I reached it, and she handed me a black duffle bag. She glanced at Nico in the car. “Oh, I wish I could be there for this.”

      “You really think he’ll have a problem with it?”

      She barked out a laugh. “Yes. Good luck, girlie.”

      I pointed at the two guns strapped to my legs. “I don’t need luck.” With those parting words, I winked and got back in the car.

      Nico drove to a secluded parking lot, eyeing the bag the entire time. He parked the car in a way that created a screen between the building and the road so I could change in a decent amount of privacy. He sat sideways with the door open, feet planted on the concrete ground, his gaze branding my skin.

      I opened the bag and pulled out a brunette wig and some barely there clothes. I tossed my wig at him. “Let’s go find out what the Trilogy is up to.”

      Nico’s gaze darkened on me as I pulled my shirt over my head, exposing my black lace bra. My skin tingled as his eyes trailed over every inch of my skin, catching on my fingers when I began shimmying out of my pants.

      I turned to face the wall, pushing my pants down to my ankles, and he groaned as my ass came into view.

      “Why the fuck aren’t you wearing panties, Rabbit?”

      I glanced over my shoulder and bit the side of my mouth. I’d forgone them ever since I got Beck’s reaction the first time. Ignoring Nico, I bent down, ass up, and stepped into the skirt Missy had packed me. It was skintight and barely long enough to cover the important bits.

      I turned to face him. Everything about Nico screamed predator as he lifted himself from the car. It was in the fluid way he moved, the way his shoulders tensed, his fist clenched at his side, and his black gaze narrowed hard on me. I spun to face him and backed up as he crowded me, until my back made contact with the wall. His arms caged me in. “You are not wearing that.”

      Oh, there he was. I knew he couldn’t resist trying to tell me what to do. I tilted my head and smirked. “I think it’s perfect for what I’m doing tonight.”

      Nico made a low growl-like sound in the back of his throat, and I bit my bottom lip. “If you go out like that, I’m going to kill someone.”

      I smirked and ducked under his arm. “Sounds like every time we go out.” I quickly grabbed my shirt from the hood of the car and pulled it over my head. It was tight, with a low V-neck, showing off entirely too much cleavage. Missy had styled me perfectly, and by the way Nico was stalking me, he thought so too.

      I jogged around the car and hopped into the passenger seat, adjusting my wig. When Nico didn’t immediately follow, I leaned over the console to shout to him to get in the car. “Come on. We don’t want to get there too late. We want them drunk, not wasted.”

      The veins in Nico’s neck stretched taut. He looked like he wanted to murder me. He glanced at the night sky, took a deep breath, and blew it out when he got behind the wheel. “I hate the fucking wig.”
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        * * *

      

      Since the press conference, the Trilogy were everywhere in the city. We didn’t have to look long to find a group in a bar. They had their masks with them, but the majority tucked them into their back pockets, letting everyone know who they were without the suffocating heat of wearing it.

      Nico had stayed outside a few extra moments so that it didn’t look like we’d come together. I think it physically pained him to do it.

      I didn’t go directly to the men. Instead, I leaned against the bar and smiled at the bartender. I ordered some fruity drink that was more juice than liquor, biding my time until one of them came and talked to me. It took less than five minutes for the first man to approach me. He was tall and could be good-looking, but his lanky frame and too-sharp jaw gave him a weaselly look. He also looked younger than me, which told me he wasn’t my mark. I needed someone a little higher on the food chain if we wanted to get any information out of them.

      “So…you come here often?” Weasel guy asked, not lifting his gaze from my breasts. I fought back the shudder as a slimy feeling coated my skin. Gross.

      I plastered on a coy smile. “Not recently.”

      His brows pinched together. “This place just opened two weeks ago.”

      Shit, shit, shit.

      “I have a different definition of recently.” My shoulders relaxed when he didn’t question me further. He didn’t hold himself like he was suspicious. No, he looked like he was going to try to pull me to the restroom, whether I liked it or not.

      I caught the eyes of a member of the Trilogy who was sitting in their booth. He watched us, a darkness tightening his features. He was in his mid to late twenties, had mousy brown hair, and medium build. I smiled at him. He was the perfect mark. Old enough to know something, average enough to be distractible.

      He got out of the booth and grabbed the weasel’s shoulder, who shot a glare back at him but paled and backed up from me the second he recognized him. “She’s all yours, man.” He stumbled away, and I had to work hard not to roll my eyes.

      I craned my head back to make eye contact with the man that loomed before me. He ran his tongue along his top teeth. “Did you come here alone?”

      I shifted on my feet, giving myself the look of nervousness that any normal girl would have. “Uh…yeah.”

      He approached until his shoes touched the tips of my boots. “That wasn’t smart. Someone could take advantage of you.” I swallowed down the bile at the thought of him touching me.

      “Someone like you?” I let a hint of fear travel through my words and stepped back.

      He followed me, not letting me put distance between us. “Nah, not me. I’ll take care of you.” His hands grazed up the outside of my thighs, stopping at the hem of my entirely too-short skirt. The back of my neck burned, no doubt from the intensity of Nico’s glare. He was not going to like this.

      I cleared my throat and gave him my most innocent smile. “Maybe we can meet up next weekend?”

      His fingers twitched, dipping under my skirt an inch. “I can’t next weekend. We’ve got plans.”

      I pouted and widened my eyes so that they were pleading. “You can’t reschedule?”

      Heat practically poured off him as he licked his lip. “It’s a gala. I can’t move it.”

      I couldn’t hide my smile. Fucking perfect. That was all the proof I needed that the Trilogy would be there next weekend.

      He narrowed his gaze on me, not expecting my reaction.

      I blurted out quickly, “Maybe sooner, then?”

      My heart pounded in my chest as he scanned my face.

      “Good. Let’s get out of here.” He reached down for my hand.

      Holy shit, this guy is forward.

      Happy that I got what I needed, I yanked my hand back, ready to punch him.

      My hand halted in midair as the man slumped in front of me, unconscious. I blinked, my brain trying to catch up to what had just happened.

      To my right, Nico shook out his fist, his eyes murderous. I gaped, glancing back to where he’d been sitting moments before, to the knocked-out man slumped on the bar. “Fuck…why?”

      “He was going to touch you.”

      I grabbed his shoulders and yanked back. The look he gave me could blister. Fuck. The last thing we needed was blackout-rage Nico. “We need to get out of here.” I dropped my voice low, “I won’t be able to fight them off.”

      My words snapped him out of his daze. There was no chance we’d win this fight with all the Trilogy members here. Especially with me having to leave my guns back in the car.

      Nico dragged me after him out to the car and didn’t stop until we were both seated in it. He glared, the muscles in his forearm twitching as he pulled out on the highway.

      “You are going to pay for that, Rabbit.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “Put me down, Nicolai. Or so help me God, you’re a dead man.”

      Nico strode through the entry, a raging Rae over his shoulder, and made a beeline for the stairs. A loud slap echoed through the room as Nico’s hand struck Rae’s ass, followed by her irate scream. A tingle of excitement skirted up my spine as a sliver of my crazy slipped out. This was either going to be a bloodbath or the hottest thing I’d ever seen. No matter what, it’s gonna be a good fucking time.

      “Everything okay, baby?” I asked, following them up the stairs.

      Rae lifted her head to frown at me. “Beck, make him put me down, or you can’t touch me for a week.”

      Nico huffed out a laugh and headed toward her room, and I remained close on his heels. There was no way I was missing what was about to go down.

      I raised both hands in surrender. “Come on. Don’t be like that.”

      “I mean it, Beck.”

      “You mean it now. Wait till we have you on that bed. I bet Nico has you screaming something else.”

      She growled at me but didn’t reply.

      Rush was already sitting on her bed when we came in. He studied us, and his grin grew as he took in the sight in front of him.

      Nico dropped her on the bed. “She was flirting with the Trilogy.”

      I didn’t believe for a second she was hitting up some guy, but I sure as hell wasn’t about to interrupt the show.

      “I wasn’t fucking flirting with him. Just because we’re…” She gestured between them, not naming the obvious. “Doesn’t mean you own me.”

      “Listen to me, Raegan. That is exactly what it means. You do as I tell you.” The second the words escaped his mouth, Nico paled slightly under her glare.

      My mouth dropped open. “Oh, you fucked up.”

      Rae’s gaze traveled slowly from his toes to his head, and she made a little disappointed tsking sound with her tongue when she landed on his face.

      A chuckle caught in my throat. No one pulled off faking that Nico wasn’t pretty, but she made a damn convincing attempt.

      Nico wore his standard blank I don’t give a fuck face, but the ticking of his jaw gave away his bullshit. It would fucking kill him not to boss her around like he was used to, but he was smart enough to know that wasn’t a good idea right now. Our girl was pissed, and she was gonna make him pay for it.

      Her head tilted back as she studied him. I could practically see her mind ticking through all the ways she’d torture him. A wicked smile twisted her mouth. “It’s cute that you think that you’re the boss, Nicolai.”

      She pulled her shirt over her head, revealing a see-through black lace bra. My mouth watered, and I bit my lip at the sight of the pink of her nipples visible between the cut-outs.

      “Raegan…” Nico’s tone was a warning.

      She hooked her thumbs into her skirt and dragged it down her legs, ignoring him. I groaned. Our girl stood there, flaming hair around her shoulders, bare to us, and commanded the room.

      We are lucky bastards.

      Nico’s fist tightened at his sides as Rae stalked up to him, stopping millimeters from his chest. Our girl managed to look down at him, even with her head tilted all the way back. Tension practically radiated off them, and my blood hummed. Her tongue ran over her bottom lip, and his eyes darkened, his thumb grazing the still-red skin from where he’d spanked her ass. She had all of his attention, and our girl wasn’t scared. She lifted on her toes and brushed her lips over his. “You want me?”

      He groaned at the threshold of his control, and my dick swelled with anticipation.

      “You like to tell us all what to do?” She trailed her fingers up his chest and unbuttoned his shirt. “You like to spank my ass until I do what you say?”

      His black gaze narrowed on her for several moments, and then he nodded. “Get to the point, Rabbit.”

      “I may play with you behind closed doors, but if you ever try to tell me what to do again in front of anyone besides the people in this room, we’re done.” Her teasing tone melted into something deadly serious.

      Nico stiffened, brows shooting up. “That’s out of your control now, Rabbit.”

      “Don’t fucking push me, Nicolai. No one controls me. I let you tell me what to do.” They were toe to toe, and somehow, even dressed in only a black bra, she was still intimidating as fuck.

      Rush got up from the bed, his dick a hard outline in his pants. We’d both throw Nico out of this house before we let him fuck this up for us.

      Rae rose and bit Nico’s lip, then sucked it into her mouth. “Sit on the chair, Nico. Time to teach you some manners.”

      Nico’s forehead fell to hers, and his fingers dug into her skin as he tried to get himself under control. His black eyes pinned her. Was he not going to sit the fuck down? He damn better listen to our girl. I’ll go get rope if I have to.

      “Only because I want to watch you, Rabbit.” Nico pulled back, eyes not leaving hers, then sat on the chair. His hair was out of place, his shirt unbuttoned, but it was the intense look on his face that drew the tension in the room taut. Nico didn’t like to be leashed, but he was letting her, anyway.

      If that’s not love, I don’t know what the fuck is.

      She monitored him for a few more moments before turning her soft eyes on me. Any anger she felt for Nico was completely missing from her expression. She looped her arms around my neck, and I gave her a lazy grin. “I missed you, Little Thief.”

      “You always miss me.” She ran her nose along my throat, rising until her lips grazed my mine.

      A low rumble formed in my chest, and I spoke against her mouth, “Fuck yeah I do.”

      Her tongue delved between my lips and swirled around mine. I chased it with my own, only to have her suck on it like it was my cock. Fuck. My balls tightened, and I lifted her until her legs wrapped around my waist.

      Rush watched, hand stroking himself over his pants, and looked like he might die if he didn’t join.

      I kissed Rae softly. “Can Rush help too?”

      She flashed a smirk at Nico, then at Rush. Her gaze raked over him, eyes turning impossibly darker, and she bit the rim of her lip. “Yes, please.”

      Nico groaned as she said the words he always demanded, and he looked like it physically pained him to stay in that chair.

      Rush ran his palms up her back, raising her heavy hair to put biting kisses over her neck. He was marking her with each one, and the idea had blood surging to my dick, excited to do the same. He made quick work of her bra, and she moaned when he cupped her breast in each hand. I pressed her back to his chest, forcing him to steady us, and rubbed my cock against her.

      Fuck. I needed more. I unwrapped her legs, doing my best to resist the whimper she made as her feet hit the floor. Jesus Christ.

      I shuffled backward until my legs hit the edge of the bed and took her with me onto it. I lay flat on my back and lifted Rae over me until she straddled my face. Nico’s gaze was black, and I smirked at him, loving it.

      “Sit on my face, baby.” Her eyes widened, and she glanced at Rush, who was now kneeling at my head, facing us.

      I clutched her legs and drew her sweet pussy directly above my mouth. I moaned as I guided my tongue between her thighs, where she was already soaked for us. Her legs flexed, not resting fully on me. I bit the inside of her thigh and smiled at the marks left there. “Sit on my fucking face.”

      She made a high-pitched cry, and I caught her before she moved away. My voice turned soft as her eyes darkened on mine. “Stop whatever the hell is going on in your head. Make me fucking drown, baby.”

      I didn’t give her a choice. I wrapped both forearms over her thighs from behind, overpowering her until her full weight was on me. I thrust my tongue into her, groaning as she coated my mouth and throat. Fuck, my Little Thief tasted so good. I devoured her, alternating fucking her with my tongue and sucking on her clit until she was a moaning, writhing mess over me.

      “Jesus, Beck.” Her head tilted back as she moaned my name. Sexiest goddamn thing I’d ever heard. My dick swelled, painfully hard, the zipper rough over the skin, but who the fuck cared. My girl was going mad all over me. Because of me.

      “You’re really missing out, Nico,” Rush said when Nico grunted from where he watched. I could only imagine what he’d look like now, barely contained.

      Rush stripped and was now stroking his cock, watching me eat every drop of our girl. “Fuck, Firecracker. You’re stunning when you ride him like that.”

      Rush helped her forward until she was supported by her hands, still taking what she craved from my mouth. His cock passed between her lips, and my dick ached. She took him down like a champ. Her throat worked to swallow until he bottomed out, and we groaned.

      Holy fucking shit. She’s deep-throating him.

      I couldn’t see her face, but her greedy sounds and hollowed-out cheeks showed just how much she wanted it. He started slowly but quickly rocked harder into her, losing control as she fucked my face with the same mad intensity. I reached up and cupped Rush’s balls at the same time as I bit down on Rae’s clit, and they cried out with their release. Rush fell back and pulled Rae onto his lap, where he praised her, slipping her hair behind her ears.

      Nico stood, a predatory edge to his movements as he approached Rae. She’d lost some of her boldness in the afterglow of her orgasm and looked at him wearily. He was done with her little game, and she fucking knew it. I raised to my elbows to watch.

      Nico’s hand tightened on her jaw, forcing her head up. “Did you have fun?”

      She smirked. “Yes.”

      His eyes darkened, and the glint of his teeth showed in a wolfish smile. “Good. It’s my turn.”

      She closed her lips in a tight line, and defiance flashed in her eyes.

      “You’re only going to pay more for your stubbornness.”

      She practically growled at him, “Let go—”

      He cut her off and pried her mouth open, dominating it with his. She pushed her back into Rush’s chest, and Nico climbed on the bed, following until she was crushed between them. His hands dug into her hair, and he forced her head back, exposing her neck.

      Her mouth opened on a moan, and her fingers raked his hair as he covered every one of Rush’s marks with a bite of his own.

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      The three of them were hot as fucking shit. Her skin flushed pink, and a sheer glint of sweat covered her as they worked her. I stroked down my cock, watching Nico suck her nipple into his mouth. She looked fucking delicious, head leaned back, eyes half-closed as he did what he wanted to her.

      Her hooded gaze followed my hand on my cock. She whimpered as precum dripped from the tip, and I slid it down my length.

      Nico looked between us. “You like watching him?” She gritted her teeth, not giving him the satisfaction of an answer. “Answer the fucking question, Rabbit. Or do you need a reminder of what happens when you don’t?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yes, what?”

      “Yes, I like watching him.”

      “Good girl.” He ran his thumb over her cheek. “Now fuck him.”

      Her eyes snapped to mine, and she bit her lip. Oh, she liked that.

      “Come here, Little Thief.” I shifted further up the bed, making room for her to straddle me. I groaned as her tight pussy took me in completely, her hips bottoming out on mine. She was beautiful on top, seizing control, her head angled back, flaming red hair dripping down her back. I crunched up, capturing her nipple between my teeth, and Rush swallowed her moan. Her fingers tightened in my hair until my scalp barked out in pain, and my hips bucked into her from below. God, I loved it when she did that. It made everything sharper, more intense. Rush took my place, drawing her nipple into his mouth, and she used his shoulders for support as I thrust into her.

      “Fuck,” Rush murmured against her skin as he watched where I disappeared into her.

      She moaned, and I drove in harder until she was grinding down on me, searching for more friction. “I’ve got you, Little Thief.” I slipped my hand between us, circling my fingers over her wet clit, just how she liked it, and kept my punishing rhythm as she came apart, body clenching so hard, my eyes rolled back in my head.

      “That’s it, beautiful. I love the way you take my friends.” Rush’s mismatched eyes met mine, dark and hooded, and my dick twitched still in her. Fuck, that was hot.

      Nico got on the bed behind her and pushed her down until her chest laid flat against mine, her ass lifted in the air. I gripped her cheeks and spread her wide for him, eating up her whimpers. His eyes were pitch-black as he dripped liquid in the seam of her ass. She jerked as his fingers must have entered, and goddamn I wished I was able to see. Her incoherent sounds becoming louder as she slowly rocked over me into his hands.

      I felt him pull out, and she loosened. Nico ran his hand up her back until it cupped her neck, gripping her in place. “You can take me, isn’t that right, Rabbit?”

      Her teeth sank into my shoulder, and I nodded at Nico, letting him know she was ready.

      He slowly pressed into her inch by inch, and I nearly lost my fucking mind at how tight she became. She tensed in my arms, and Nico paused. I lay perfectly still as she tried to adjust for him.

      Rush leaned over us and whispered in her ear. “Take a deep breath, beautiful. Relax.”

      Her chest filled against mine, and her body went soft.

      Nico groaned as he pushed the rest of the way until his balls hit the bottom of my cock. He slowly rocked back, then forward, and the intensity of him gliding through her, only her thin wall separating us, was almost more than I could take.

      Every inch of his cock felt like he was fucking me, and from the pained look on his face, he felt the same way. I followed Nico’s pace, rocking into our girl, and all three of us groaned.

      I rubbed my hand over Rae’s cheek. “You okay, baby?”

      “Yes,” she mumbled, nodding against me.

      “That’s my girl. You take them so good.” Rush stroked her side, and she shivered between us.

      Nico picked up speed, thrusting harder, and I followed suit. Rae shook between us, her incoherent cries growing louder until she pulsed around me. Her sharp teeth sank in hard enough to break the skin, and my balls tightened, the sensation of her tight pussy and Nico’s cock driving me crazy, making me cry out with my release, filling our girl.

      Nico groaned, thrusting hard three more times before he pulled out, covering our girl’s ass.

      Jesus fucking Christ. I can die right the fuck now and be happy.
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      Nico crossed his arms over his chest, his lip curling in a condescending sneer. “Are you even looking at the target?”

      Sophie stood, feet planted hip-width apart, as she looked down the sight of her gun and fired, completely missing the target. We’d been practicing for the past half hour, and she wasn’t getting any better. She whirled around. “What do you think?”

      “I think if you were looking at the target, you’d have hit it by now.”

      “I think I would—”

      Sophie swung her gun wildly, and Nico took a wise step back to avoid getting pistol-whipped by her flailing limbs.

      “Okay.” I moved between them and carefully guided Sophie’s gun to the table. “Let’s not kill each other today. Nico, you’re done. I’ve got this. Can you go scan the lobby? Maybe she’s already here and waiting.”

      Nico mumbled something under his breath. I caught “waste of time” and “fucking late, of course” but chose to ignore it. We were all a little on edge.

      We’d finally—finally—gotten around to taking Sophie to the gun range. It was better late than never, though still several days past when I’d planned and months past when I should have done it.

      Sophie didn’t say a word until Nico cleared the room. “Your boyfriend’s a dick. What were you thinking, choosing him to teach me?”

      I huffed out a laugh and fought back the urge to shout he wasn’t my boyfriend when he so clearly was. “I know you hate to admit it, but Nico’s the best shot.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’ll believe it when I see it. Beck or Rush would have been just as good, and I don’t have to work with them all day.”

      I blew out a breath and changed the subject. “I think the reason why you keep missing the target is you tense just before you squeeze the trigger.”

      She raised a brow but got into the position Nico showed her. I adjusted her arms and told her to fire off a few more rounds.

      Gunshots ricocheted through the shooting range, and just as I thought, her arms jerked slightly before she fired in anticipation of the recoil.

      I placed one hand on her back to support her. “I need you to relax. Don’t worry about falling back. I’ve got you.”

      Sophie rolled her shoulders and readjusted her stance. I could feel the tension in her back and gave it a light squeeze. “Breathe. Take three deep breaths and let yourself relax. When you feel calm, take the shot.”

      Sophie’s back rose and fell with each deep breath, and she successfully hit the target with her next shot.

      She jumped, squealing, and I wrapped my arms around her, preventing her from turning. “Gun down first, Soph.”

      She placed the gun down gingerly, and I let her go. She turned, blinding smile on her face. “I shot the target!” Her body practically vibrated with excitement, and I couldn’t help grinning back.

      “You did good. Now do it again.”

      “Wait. How many times?” she asked while rubbing her arm.

      “Until you never miss.”

      She groaned, picked up the gun, and murmured about how we were a bunch of sadists.

      I glanced all around us for probably the fourth time in the last ten minutes. Teaching Sophie to shoot was only part of the reason we were here. Finding neutral and nonsuspicious places to have private conversations was more than a little difficult these days, especially when I had no idea what side the person I was trying to meet was on.

      “Anything?” Sophie asked.

      “Nope. You?” I eyed the phone sticking out of her pocket.

      “Nope.”

      I’d debated heavily last night before finally giving in and calling my mother. She hadn’t answered—not that I’d expected her to, but she’d texted back an hour later, and we’d agreed to meet at the shooting range of all places the following afternoon. I wasn’t even sure my mother could shoot a gun.

      Sophie put her hand on my arm. “Nervous?”

      I gave her half a grin. “Yup.”

      The door swung open, and my mother entered. She was recognizable instantly from her bright red hair and stupidly out-of-place sunglasses and jewel-tone dress. She looked like she was headed for the Kentucky Derby, not a meeting with her daughter at a shitty gun range.

      “Something wicked this way comes,” I muttered under my breath.

      Sophie laughed. “Do you want me to go over there with you?”

      I mulled that over. “No. If you do, she won’t listen to me.”

      “True.”

      Mom spotted us instantly—to be fair, there were few other people here, and the others were burly men. She made a beeline for us, and I held up a hand to stop her, indicating I would meet her in the middle.

      “Here goes nothing.”

      I led my mom to a small metal table with a couple of chairs meant for watching the shooters. The noise of the range was loud enough that we wouldn’t be overheard, but still, my heart sped up, and I glanced around several times in case anyone was hovering nearby.

      On the other side of the range, Nico returned to Sophie and said something to her. She corrected her stance and began shooting again. My mom watched too, her expression hard to read.

      “Shall we get this over with?” Mom said.

      I sighed. “Fine.”

      I didn’t know what I expected. Pleasant small talk? I almost laughed. We’d never been chatty people. We’d never even gotten along. I stared my mom in the eye, watching for any sign of obvious deception. “Is there any reason that Giovanna Esposito would think that a Gentlemen named Rick is my father?”

      Whatever my mother had expected me to say, it wasn’t that.

      Her face surpassed white and turned a color that Benjamin Moore might have called something like “Elderly Lace” or “Christmas Past.” I’d never seen that expression before, but I imagined it was how I’d looked after Sophie got kidnapped and when Rush shot me.

      She recovered relatively quickly. “When did you speak to Giovanna?”

      I found it odd that she used Nico’s mother’s first name rather than any sort of qualifying title or, as I would have referred to her, “that bitch.” It implied that Giovanna hadn’t been lying when she said they knew each other—then, everything that had happened over the last several months should have told me that. That Sophie had been married to Nico as a teenager at all implied our parents had some kind of history.

      “I have the misfortune of seeing her semi-regularly.” I tapped my fingers on the table. Not a straight answer—my mother hated that.

      She tsked, annoyed, and her expression turned accusatory. “What did you do to make Giovanna interested enough in you to bring this up?”

      I threw my arms up. “I don’t know, fuck her son?”

      “Raegan!” my mother snapped, scandalized.

      “I’m not sure it would have mattered. She hated me anyway, Mom.” I rolled my eyes. “Probably because she fucking loathes you.”

      “Stop swearing. We’re in public.”

      “We’re at a gun range, get a grip.” I took a deep breath, then another, trying to center myself. This was already going badly. Putting both palms flat on the table, I leveled my mother with a look. “Okay, can we start again, please?”

      She ran her hands over her purse, seeming as uncomfortable as I’d seen her in a while—since I’d held her at gunpoint, anyway. Her eyes darted over to Sophie, and it couldn’t have been more apparent that she would rather be sitting with my sister, regardless of how their relationship was these days.

      “Fine,” Mom said sharply. “Ask me what you want to know.”

      I fought not to roll my eyes. I already had, but whatever. “Okay. You know who Rick is? He works for Nico?”

      “That makes sense. He used to work for Alessandro.”

      That wasn’t really an answer—but at the same time, it was… She wasn’t denying knowing him, which was essentially guilty by proxy. Still, I wanted to know for sure. “You had an affair with him.”

      It wasn’t a question.

      “I don’t know why this matters anymore.”

      After years of experience with my mother, I probably needed to accept that an indirect denial was as close as I was going to get to an admission of guilt. I sighed, deciding to operate as though she had confirmed it. “Did you know he killed Marcus?”

      Her face went flat, like all light had been wiped from behind her eyes. “Alessandro? Yes, Raegan. I don’t know why you associate yourselves with these people after what they did.”

      I blinked. That…wasn’t right.

      “Okay…” I said slowly, trying to follow whatever the hell she thought was going on. “But Sophie was married to Nico.”

      She glanced over at Sophie. “I didn’t want that, and she’s divorced now. If you knew what was good for you, both of you would leave now.”

      I bit my lip. My mother didn’t know that Rick had killed Marcus. Did I want to be the one to tell her? No. I didn’t. She didn’t need to know. I certainly wasn’t happier for knowing.

      Still, this meant that my mother wasn’t going to be able to give me any useful information—except maybe why she’d had an affair. I could guess that myself. My father—Jimmy—was unpleasant at the best of times.

      I ran both hands through my hair…what did I really want from this meeting now?

      “Are you staying in Saint Adrian?” I asked. I had no idea what else to say.

      “For a bit.”

      “Where are you staying?”

      She gave me a shrewd look. “Why? Are you planning to finish the job?”

      I winced, but I supposed that was fair. “Alright. Well, I guess that’s it, then.”

      My mom and I had never been close. Fuck, I wasn’t sure she even liked me. If there was anything comforting about this whole paternity mess though, it was that I finally had some idea as to why. I’d probably been a constant reminder for both my parents of an affair that they were trying to pretend had never happened.

      Someday, when I got around to finding a therapist, at least I now had a jumping-off point.

      I pushed back from the table and reached for my gun, shoving it back in my holster. “Alright, well, thanks,” I said uncomfortably, backing away.

      “Raegan,” my mother called when I was a few paces away.

      “What?”

      She looked like she might have intended to say something else—maybe it was my imagination. Or just wishful thinking. “Let your sister know I’m still in the area if she wants to get lunch.”

      I rolled my eyes. That was about what I should have expected. People didn’t fundamentally change who they were overnight—often not ever. And in fairness, I had killed her husband. That probably wasn’t earning me daughter of the year, even if she had liked me to begin with. I would have to make my peace with that.
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        * * *

      

      I drummed my fingers on the dashboard the entire drive home from the gun range, my nervous energy spewing out my pores.

      In the back seat, Sophie barely seemed to notice far too engrossed in her cell phone, but Nico kept tossing me assessing looks every time we hit a red light or he changed lanes. Like he was worried I was going to explode or something.

      “Uh-huh,” Sophie said quietly to someone on her phone. “How about twenty?”

      “Who is it?” Nico growled.

      She put her hand over the speaker. “Contractor. They need an ETA.”

      “Do you want to come see the progress on the hotel, Rabbit?”

      I chewed my lip, listening to Sophie chat away to the contractor without really taking in what she was saying. She really was working about ten times as hard on this as I’d seen her do on anything. I was starting to wonder if she liked it or if she was just trying to stay busy to avoid dealing with her feelings—that was certainly what I was doing.

      If I stopped moving long enough, I became all too aware that in the last week alone I’d killed the man I’d always thought was my father, learned said-man wasn’t my father at all, and discovered my biological father was the man who killed my brother. No big deal or anything.

      Part of me wanted to go talk to Rick, but a larger part of me was straight-up terrified. Not a lot scared me, but talking openly about my feelings about my family? Yeah, not so much.

      “Can you drop me off at home,” I said, making a split-second decision.

      “No one is there,” Nico said as though I didn’t know that. “Beck and Rush are working too.”

      “I know.”

      His eyes narrowed, and I got the feeling he knew I wasn’t planning to actually stay at the house. “Fine.”

      We didn’t speak again until we pulled into the driveway of the big house. I looked up at it through the blue-tinted windshield and wondered, not for the first time, if this was where we would live permanently now. I wasn’t superstitious, but it felt almost like a jinx to imagine a real future when our survival chances were so low.

      Would there ever be a time when I didn’t think like that?

      Nico got out of the car and slammed his door. I sighed—apparently, we were about to have a chat.

      Sophie met my eyes in the rearview mirror. “Oh, I’m sitting right here. This is all you.”

      I sighed and reached for the handle of my door. “Fair.”

      I wanted to pretend I had no idea what he was pissed about, but for once, it was pretty clear. I did have kind of a tendency to sneak off and do life-threatening shit without telling anyone—that wasn’t my plan today, but I could imagine being with me was nerve-racking.

      I allowed myself a pat on the back for self-awareness. That had to count for something.

      I rounded the side of the Range Rover, where Nico was leaning against the driver’s-side door. He was running one hand through his hair, and his brow had furrowed so low down his face his eyes were barely open.

      “Did you ever smoke?” I asked suddenly.

      “What?” He gave me an odd look.

      “I don’t know. It just occurred to me. You really look like you could use a cigarette. Or like, something stronger, I don’t know.”

      He ignored me—not that I could really blame him. “What did your mother say?”

      “Nothing.”

      He scoffed and rolled his eyes, pushing off the side of the car. “Raegan.”

      “No, really. It wasn’t fun, but she wasn’t helpful either. I didn’t get what I wanted out of it…” I broke off. I felt like I was rambling.

      It didn’t seem to matter; Nico clearly wasn’t listening anyway. He turned, boxing me in so I had to take a step back against the car myself. “So now what? Where the fuck are you going now without backup, because I know you’re not just taking the afternoon off after meeting with your mother.”

      “I’m—”

      I had sort of envisioned that if I ever ended up in the kind of relationship where I lived with someone, I would magically just become a more open person—that clearly was not the case.

      He took a step closer, backing me up against the door. “You can’t keep doing this to us, Raegan. I fucking love you, but this needs to stop.”

      I gritted my teeth and forced myself to voice what I was planning—it was harder than I expected, which was stupid because I didn’t even need to hide what I was doing. “I’m going to the outpost. I’m not even doing anything dangerous, God.”

      Wait.

      I blinked as my brain caught up with what he just said, my heart pounding loud in my ears. Nico opened his mouth like he’d been planning to argue with me—and he probably was—and then closed it again.

      “Wait. Say that again.”

      Maybe it was my imagination, but I felt like I could see him trying to recalculate—pull back from the argument he thought we were about to have about how I just ran off and did things on my own and shift to trying to be supportive. Emotional support wasn’t exactly Nico’s thing.

      “This needs to stop,” he repeated.

      “Not that part, you prick.”

      He leaned over and pressed his lips just below my earlobe, and a shiver traveled up my spine. “Don’t be greedy, Rabbit.”
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        * * *

      

      Dust and leaves kicked up under the tires of my borrowed Range Rover as I pulled into the yard and drove around to the back entrance. The weather had gotten significantly colder in the last weeks, and it was starting to feel like fall with a capital F. My standard uniform of shorts and a crop top was becoming wildly out of season, so I’d begrudgingly worn some of my new jeans and thrown a jacket on top.

      I stopped the car and sat with both hands on the wheel, staring straight ahead.

      It would be stupid of me to come all the way out here and then leave. Again.

      Realistically, I had gone twenty-three years without knowing anything about my father. No one was forcing me to have this conversation. I definitely wasn’t expecting to leave here with some kind of brand-new family—it seemed like Rick knew I existed and hadn’t tried to be involved before. Though that probably would have been more than a little difficult, so it was hard to blame him entirely for that.

      I just felt like if I didn’t at least ask what happened, I wouldn’t be able to put the whole thing to rest.

      I opened my car door and stalked toward the outpost, keeping my head down. Anxiety rose in my chest, squeezing the breath from my lungs. I probably looked like I was headed toward the gallows rather than to speak to my estranged biological father.

      I took the steps two at a time and knocked firmly with my left hand, the finger of my right hovering over the trigger of my gun. Just in case. Rick opened the door, and I relaxed.

      I’d wondered if I would notice something different, standing this close in better lighting. I didn’t.

      Rick still looked the same to me as he had the other few times I’d seen him. He had reddish-blond hair and beard and was built like he might have looked a little like Beck when he was younger but was now probably nearing sixty, so it was hard to tell. I could recall thinking we had a similar sense of humor when he’d come to bring me and the guys food in our one-room apartment above the laundromat, but aside from that, I couldn’t see any resemblance between us.

      “Hey, kid.” His eyes darted to the side as though one of the guys might appear behind me.

      “It’s just me,” I said before he could ask. “Er, can I come in?”

      “Sure.”

      Was it my imagination, or did he look nervous? No, definitely nervous. He knew. He had to know.

      The main room of the outpost was more bar and meeting room than anything else. There were ancient photos hanging on some of the walls and upturned oil barrels intermingled with old wooden chairs surrounding a couple of folding tables. The whole place smelled a bit like pipe smoke and gunpowder, but not in a bad way. I had to admit, I was more comfortable having this conversation in a place like this than I would have been in one of the fancy Esposito hotels.

      The little outpost where Rick and some of the other less city-dwelling Gentlemen worked reminded me a lot of the Mount Summer facilities I’d grown up around. It had the same kind of half-motorcycle-club, half-junkyard appearance from the outside, and the inside was somewhere between a bachelor pad and a bar. Despite the fact that the Gentlemen overall were a higher-class organization than Mount Summer—more organized crime, less street gang—they still had a very gang-like underbelly, and I was honestly here for that.

      Rick turned his back and strode across the room toward the bar. “Everything okay with the hotel?”

      “Yeah.” I shrugged off my jacket.

      Rick watched my jacket as it hit the chair with apparent anxiety, like the small indication that I planned to stay awhile was a personal attack. “Are yer boys okay?”

      “They are.”

      We watched each other across the room, neither willing to comment. I’d never been so tongue-tied in my life.

      “How old are you now?” he asked, running a hand over his beard.

      “Twenty-three. Why?”

      “Want a drink?”

      I laughed. “Fuck yes. Would you have cared if I wasn’t twenty-three?”

      His eyes darted up and to the right as he clearly thought about that. “No idea, kid. This is unfamiliar territory for me. I’ve never tried to talk to my own kid before.”

      I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding and sat in the nearest chair while he went about fixing us a couple of drinks. The table had half an abandoned game of poker on it, and I picked absently at the nearest card—a queen of hearts—with my thumbnail. At least he had acknowledged it so I didn’t have to.

      Rick carried over two full glasses of something amber and set one in front of me. “This isn’t the good stuff, but it’ll do the job.”

      I snorted and brought the drink to my nose to sniff it. It all smelled the same to me. “You act like I didn’t grow up in places just like this.”

      He winced. “I don’t know how to feel about that. Didn’t Mary keep you out of this shit?”

      The way he casually referred to my mom by her first name solidified for me more than anything else would have that they knew each other. “No. We weren’t—aren’t—close.”

      It seemed stupid to lie.

      “And your, uh—” He clearly had no idea what to call my dad.

      “I killed Jimmy. I thought the guys would have told you that.”

      “Right.”

      Rick took a long sip of his drink, looking wildly uncomfortable. For whatever reason, I felt the need to comfort him, like my life wasn’t actually that bad. “I’m close with my sister,” I said quickly, then wondered if he even cared or why I had to bring it up. “And I live with Rush and Nico and Beck now, and really, they’re my family, anyway. I mean, yeah, my parents were pretty shitty—like that’s not really a question—but I made my own family, so I don’t even know why this matters…you know, in case you were worried or anything…”

      I heard myself say it and realized it was true: I’d made my own family.

      I’d spent the last weeks in a state of low-grade anxiety. The constant buzz in the background of “what if this isn’t permanent?” “what if things fall apart?” had been plaguing me throughout every step of our plan—a never-ending distraction. The damage that my parents had inflicted was deep-seated, but everyone around me my entire life had shown me exactly who they were and how much they cared about me. It was just about me letting myself believe that this was real.

      “I’m glad you have that,” Rick said.

      I blinked, refocusing on him.

      This conversation suddenly felt easier. Less loaded. I didn’t need this to be anything, and if nothing came from it, I would still be fine.

      “I just wanted to ask you…” I took a deep breath and tried again. “You shot my brother.”

      His eyes widened, and he pushed his drink away, scooting his chair slightly closer to me. “Raegan.”

      “Rae,” I corrected. No one but my angry parents called me Raegan—well, and Nico, but it sounded different coming from him.

      “Rae,” he tried again. “I think you need to understand that no one realized that your brother and Dante knew each other.” He frowned. “Fuck, sorry, Esposito probably did, but the guys didn’t.”

      I frowned, confused. “Which Esposito?”

      He ran a hand through his beard. “Alessandro.”

      “Nico’s dad.”

      “Right.”

      “Can you just start at the beginning?” I took another sip of my drink.

      “Alright. So this has nothing to do with your mother. This was a decade after that.”

      “Thirteen years,” I corrected. “I was thirteen when Marcus died.”

      He winced. “Right. And I hadn’t seen your mother in probably…” He looked up and to the side again, as though searching for the memory in the back of his brain. “The last time I saw Mary, it didn’t go well. Your mother was anxious about Jimmy killing her and you. There had just been some incident with Jimmy accusing her of playing favorites.”

      “To Sophie.” I nodded.

      “No, to you,” he said. “Accused her of the affair still going on, which obviously was true. He pulled you out of bed and ran shooting drills with you, and you nearly died.”

      I gaped. I remembered that vividly—it was one of my strongest memories of early childhood. “That’s how I learned to shoot,” I said, bewildered. “My dad and his guards would just shoot at me until I eventually shot back.”

      Rick’s face twisted in anger. “Fucking hell, Rae. No. The punishment was for your mother. She told me about it, and we broke it off. Never saw her again, except from a distance at parties and shit.”

      My mind spun. That didn’t sound like my mom at all. She had always been cold to me. Always favored Sophie…huh. I shook my head as if to clear it. “So get to Marcus. What happened?”

      Rick put both elbows on the table. His leather vest pulled around the shoulders, and my eyes zeroed in on the faded Gentlemen tattoo on his arm.

      “So, back then, the rift between the Gentlemen and Mount Summer was bad, but the city wasn’t as divided. It amounted to more fights in the street than a line down the middle. Alessandro had nothin’ in common with Nico. Less business minded. The hotels were less important, and the prostitution was more like human trafficking.”

      I thought of Nico’s uncles and wondered if that—the trafficking—was why Alessandro married Giovanna, not that it mattered. “Why did you join if Alessandro was so bad?” My eyes narrowed. I really wasn’t down with trafficking. I had a line.

      He put both hands up. “I never claimed to be a saint, kid. I was born into it, same as you and yer boys. Most old-timers were.”

      I frowned. I guess that made sense. I wasn’t thrilled, but I couldn’t judge either. “Alright. So you’re working for Alessandro and Giovanna? Then what?”

      He rocked back on the legs of his chair, swirling the ice in his now almost empty glass. “I did almost the job that yer boy Rush does now, but I spent a lot of my time focused on Dante.”

      “Why?” I asked quickly.

      “That kid was always fucking psychotic.” He shook his head, clearly remembering. “You’re lucky you never met Alessandro. That fucker was dumber than a blunt axe, but Giovanna is smart.”

      I groaned. “I know. She left the country, you know?”

      “That doesn’t surprise me at all. She won’t turn up again for years if you ask me. Anyway, the point is that Giovanna has some strong genes, and Dante was a problem for everyone. Especially when he turned eighteen.”

      “And he was sneaking out with my brother,” I prompted.

      “Apparently.”

      I tried to imagine my brother being friends—let alone being in any kind of relationship with Dante. It was just bizarre. Then again, my relationship probably looked bizarre from the outside. Maybe Dante was different if you got him alone?

      “I don’t get it,” I said to the table.

      “I didn’t know either, kid. I knew I had to spend half my life chasing Dante around the city. I knew he was always getting himself into shit. The day that your brother died, Alessandro told us we had to go after him again. We didn’t know until we got there that Nico was with them, but that made things much worse—from our perspective, we were about to lose two heirs in one shootout.

      “The kids were standing in the middle of the pier, and Mount Summer was approaching from the opposite side. All I could see was that Marcus was standing right next to Dante with a gun out—it looked to us like he was about to shoot him.”

      “According to Nico, they were running away.”

      “Yeah, but we didn’t know that. Honestly, if we did know that, I don’t know that we would have let them go, but we wouldn’t have shot them like that.”

      I took a deep breath. I could picture the scene. I could picture it before now, but with the extra context—well, it was still crazy, but I could at least understand how it happened. Nothing made sense about gang violence. I should have realized there wasn’t going to be a neat answer to this. Violent things were just brutal. Nonsensical.

      “Didn’t it bother you to shoot my mother’s son?” My voice shook, and I realized I was crying. I wasn’t sure when I’d started.

      He watched me, a sad expression crossing his face. “Do you want a nice answer or a true one?”

      It took me a minute to decide. I’d heard a lot of true things today, most of them not nice. “A little of both. Sugarcoat it a little for me.”

      He forced a laugh. “Fair enough. I felt bad years later. I feel bad now. I think about it a lot, especially after meeting you. At the time, I was just wrapped up in my job and the life.”

      I nodded. That sounded about right.

      I wondered if I would feel bad about some of the people I’d killed in five, ten, fifteen years or if it would just feel like part of my job. Some part of me hoped I would feel bad. Like that would mean that we’d gotten to a point where there was a level of normalcy that wasn’t just violence and moved on.

      “Thanks for talking to me,” I said, shoving my chair back from the table abruptly. I was done. That was all I could handle for the day. Maybe ever.

      “Er, no problem.” He looked surprised, like he thought there would be more.

      I made my way to the door, feeling like I should at least say something else so he knew we weren’t going to have to be super weird during work for the next couple of days. We still had a plan to complete. “Are you going to be at the hotel tomorrow?”

      “Yup. I can go now if you—”

      “No, it’s fine. Rush and I will be there tomorrow.”

      That hadn’t helped at all. A hug was way too much. A handshake felt weird. Maybe just nothing.

      “Where are you headed?” Rick asked as I opened the door to a tremendous gust of cool fall air.

      I let the first genuine smile I’d made all day cross my face. “Home.”
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      Rush and I got out of the Range Rover in front of the hotel and waved the temporary valet off when he went to move it. After the past few months, I learned my lesson on how important it was to always have an escape route close.

      I wrung my hands in front of me until they turned red as I craned my neck to look at the top of the building. We needed at least sixty people to pull this plan off. Which meant sixty people were putting their lives on the line for us.

      Rush’s warm fingers slipped between mine and separated my hands. “It’s going to work, Firecracker.”

      “What if—”

      He swooped down and stole a wicked kiss that left me panting. He smoothed a thumb between the crease of my brow. “If you keep looking worried like that, I’m going to start worrying. Then I’ll tie you to a chair so you can’t come with us tomorrow.”

      I broke out of his hold, laughing. “Good luck with that.”

      Sophie was already here and headed into the building. She looked pure business with her navy blazer and skirt combo, blonde hair pulled back in a tight bun, and makeup highlighting her delicate features. She hadn’t looked up from her phone as her manicured fingers flew over her screen as she walked to the front doors.

      When Sophie missed grabbing the handle for a second time, I swung it open and placed my hand on her lower back, directing her through one of the huge double glass entry doors. “Hey, Soph. Everything ready?” I said from directly behind her.

      She jumped several inches, letting out a high-pitched squeak, and went for her gun. “Jesus, Rae. I could’ve shot you.”

      “Could you have though? We need to work on your draw time.”

      She rolled her eyes, and I followed her into the lobby. My mouth dropped open seeing the work she’d done. There were flower displays flanking a long red carpet that led to the elevator banks and four low-hanging purple chandeliers directly over it. Between the florals and the lights, it looked like something out of a fairy tale. I straightened the oversized T-shirt I’d stolen from one of the guys and tucked the front into my leather shorts. I felt more than a little underdressed. I glanced toward Sophie, and she smiled.

      “Don’t look so shocked.”

      Rush banded his arms around my middle and placed his chin on top of my head. Warmth flooded me. I loved when they did that. His deep timbre vibrated into my back. “Looks great, Soph.”

      She gave him a bright smile at his use of my nickname for her. So bright that if she wasn’t my sister (and I didn’t know for one hundred percent certain she didn’t see them as anything more than my boyfriends), I would’ve taken out her eyes.

      Rush chuckled and dropped his mouth to my ear. “You feel tense, Firecracker. You’re not jealous, are you?”

      I wiggled in his hold. “You wish.”

      “What? Wish that you were possessive and jealous over me? Fuck yeah I do.”

      Well, he got his wish, not that I was going to voice that little fact out loud.

      We took the short ride to the rooftop, and the elevator door dinged before the doors opened onto where the gala would be. There were lights half-hung and tables half-made as if the setup crew that was here was kicked out just before we arrived.

      Sophie turned, walking backward into the room. “I’ve got a few things I’ve got to handle. If you need me, I’ll be the one yelling at the sound guy.”

      Rush squeezed my hand and kissed my forehead. “I need to talk to the guys. Let me know if you need anything.”

      Missy ran up to me, wearing a skintight burgundy dress, and linked her arm in mine as we walked through the hotel rooftop terrace. “I see you survived Nicolai’s punishment for that outfit I lent you.”

      Heat crawled up my neck and flushed my cheeks. “I wouldn’t exactly say it was a punishment.”

      Her laugh pierced through the open space, and her eyes glowed with mischief. “So did the others help?”

      When I couldn’t meet her gaze, she giggled and patted my arm. “Good for you, girl.”

      She’d brought at least thirty girls with her this time. A far cry from the handful we’d convinced to come on the last mission. Something told me the dresses and champagne had something to do with that. “They’re ready. I already debriefed them on the basics, so you just need to cover the specifics.”

      “Perfect. Time to get started.” I left her by the elevators and walked further into the room. Sophie appeared on my right, and Rush on my left. My clap split through the noise of the space, and the room went silent, everyone’s focus turned on me. Our men and women naturally fanned out in a U-shape to see me better.

      “By now, you should’ve gone through the plan for tomorrow night in theory, but we’re going to do it in practice. Think of it like a dress rehearsal.” A lightness took over, bubbling in my veins. This was the fun part. “The basic plan is simple: lure the Trilogy to the roof, force them to funnel through the only entry point, and get the hell out of here before we set off a massive bomb in true Trilogy style.”

      A woman with long black hair stepped forward. “Um. Raegan…” Her voice dipped, her eyes darting to the elevator bank and the singular stairwell, but she continued. “How exactly do we get out of here?”

      My face slipped into an easy smile. “That’s where Operation Chutes and Ladders comes in.”

      “We should call it Operation ‘Shoots and Ladders,’” Rush said, from where he stood over the nearly invisible trapdoor. “Shoots.”

      I raised a brow, trying not to smile. “Oh my God, sometimes I forget you’re kind of a nerd. Anyway.” I gestured at the floor. “In order to rapidly escape, we’ve created a system of hidden, trapped doors to let you get down each floor.”

      Rush lifted the door, and everyone took a step closer. “There’s a slide in each one. Once we’re attacked, this space will be overwhelmed with Trilogy men. It’s essential we get everyone out within seconds of them landing on the roof.”

      There was a gasp from the crowd as Sophie walked up to Rush and made quick work of going through the floor, disappearing immediately.

      I waited until everyone’s focus was back on me. “It’s technically as easy as a kid at a park, but we’re going to practice it over and over again until you’ve got it perfect. The last thing we need is a pileup at the bottom. We need to be able to move people out of here in a quick yet organized fashion. Nothing is more dangerous than panic in this type of situation.” Once everyone nodded, I continued. “Anyone who isn’t a skilled shot gets out first, and everyone else will form a defensive semicircle around each escape route, the most experienced members leaving last.”

      Sophie came through the stair doors just in time. “Sophie has a list of everyone’s assigned escape route and team leader. When shit goes down, you need to know where you’re going, or all hell will break loose. Understood?”

      A chorus of agreement rang through the room. “Alright, get started. I want this to be seamless by the end of the night.”

      Rush jogged up to me and smiled. “God, you’re hot when you’re bossing everyone around.”

      “Keep your mind on task.”

      “It’s hard when it looks like you’re only wearing my shirt.”

      I reached down and tucked the shirt back into the front of my shorts, revealing them. My eyes scanned Rush. He was wearing a plain black T-shirt hung loose over jeans, and he was in fact hard. I bit my lip, wondering how difficult it would be to sneak out of here.

      “Where do you want us?” Anthony said as he approached with Kyle and Missy. There was a knowing glint in her eyes, and I had to hide my smirk.

      Rush pulled out his phone, and within a few taps, three phones beeped. He turned his screen toward them. “I’ve just sent you a schematic of the hotel. Each one of you will be in charge of an escape route and making sure everything runs smoothly. Everything you need to know is in there.”

      I smiled at them. “Think of yourselves as team leaders, making sure every man gets out. You’re going to want to time the drill. We’re aiming for less than two minutes to get everyone down one floor.”

      Anthony cleared his throat. “How—”

      Rush straightened, and his full mafia boss presence took over him. “That’s why we’re practicing. We’ve done the math. It’s possible if done correctly.”

      With that, they headed to their doors and started running their teams through the drill.

      I walked around the space until my feet grew sore. They’d run through the plan countless times now. Sophie was at my side, making sure everything went perfectly.

      “Okay, call them in,” I said to a tired-looking Sophie.

      She put her fingers to her mouth, and her wolf whistle broke through the noise.

      “Alright, let’s see how we’re doing. If your times are good, we can call it. If you’re too slow, we keep going. Anthony?”

      Anthony smiled. “A minute fifty.”

      “Nice. Kyle?”

      “A minute forty-five,” Kyle said, looking cocky as fuck.

      “Good job. Missy?”

      A broad, mischievous smile crossed her face. “A minute thirty-five.”

      Stunned faces turned to her, and she just winked at me. Never underestimate a woman.

      “Okay, let’s call it a night. Great work today, everyone. Get some rest. Tomorrow, the fun begins.” I waved everyone off and leaned into Rush’s chest when he came to stand behind me.

      Sophie’s peppy voice broke through my exhaustion. “That went well.”

      I rolled my head to the side, not lifting it from Rush. “You did good, Soph.”

      She practically beamed at me. “I’ve got some more things to take care of here. I’ll get Anthony to drive me back.”

      I followed her gaze to where Anthony watched her, and I smirked. “Alright then, have fun.”
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        * * *

      

      I came into the house through the garage and immediately spotted Nico. He sat on the living room club chair, phone pressed to his ear, and looked up as he heard me and Rush come in. His shirt was mostly unbuttoned, his tie loosely hung over his neck, and his sleeves were rolled up, showing off his flexed forearms. My fingers itched at my sides to go over there and mess up his still perfectly styled hair.

      “Nicolai.”

      “Raegan.” Nico’s dark gaze stalked me as I walked into the kitchen, unstrapped my guns, and dropped them on the counter. A bone-deep tiredness had set in, but there was a prickly undercurrent running through me I couldn’t shake. I propped my back on the island and leaned down on my elbows, rolling my neck until it cracked. I sighed. It had been a long day. Successful but long.

      Rush’s soft lips brushed across my temple. “You should get some sleep.”

      I rolled my eyes. I was as exhausted as I was anxious. “Are you kidding me? The gala is literally tomorrow. There will be no sleeping tonight.”

      I lifted from the counter as if to say, See? I’m awake, walked over to where Nico was still seated, and stole his glass from the table beside him. “I won’t even be able to think about anything else,” I muttered, taking a sip of his whiskey.

      Nico’s near-pitch-black gaze focused on my throat as I swallowed the amber liquid. He hung up on whoever was still talking on the other side midsentence and stood, forcing me to take a step back. He took a predatory step toward me. “Is that a challenge, Rabbit?”

      A thrill went through me, and my skin pebbled when his thumb and forefinger gripped my jaw just hard enough that I couldn’t turn my head.

      “Rush, what do you think? Do you think we can make our little Raegan forget all about tomorrow?”

      The warmth from Rush’s chest sank into my back, and his fingers trailed feather soft up my thighs, dipped under my shirt, and traced the curve of my stomach. His thumb circled my navel as two fingers dipped just beneath my shorts, and heat ignited in my core. His teeth grazed my ear. “We’re going to make you come so fucking hard, beautiful. The only thing you’ll be able to think about is screaming our names.”

      I moaned and rolled my hips against him. That sounded fucking wonderful.

      “Where’s Beck?” Rush asked, unbuttoning my shorts, his fingers continuing their slow, torturous tease just above where I needed them.

      Nico’s lips tipped up on one side. “He’s still with Rick.”

      I whimpered as Rush sank a finger into me, and he groaned against my neck. “That’s too fucking bad for him. Our girl is so fucking ready.”

      “Is that pretty pussy of yours needy for us, Rabbit?”

      “Yes—” My voice broke as Rush stroked his finger slowly, pulling it all the way out, swirling around my clit, and pushing it back inside.

      “Good, let me see it.” Nico’s hands grazed the sensitive flesh of my sides as he lifted Rush’s oversized shirt over my head. His gaze hooded, and he let out a low grown as my black lace bra was revealed. He trailed his tongue over the swell of my breast and sank his teeth into the sensitive flesh. “Fuck, Rabbit. The things I want to do to you.”

      His tongue soothed the mark he made, and heat flooded my core. Fuck, that sounded good.

      Rush groaned, and he slipped another finger in me. “She fucking liked that. Do it again.”

      Nico’s deft fingers made quick work of the front clasp of my bra, and his teeth ran along the tip of my nipple. Every nerve concentrated where he grazed, anticipating his bite. I was never one for sexualizing pain, but if this was what it meant to have Nico hurt me, I was fucking here for it. Every second of Nico’s barely there touches stretched out indefinitely. Between Rush’s lazy strokes and Nico’s fingers, I was becoming a needy mess between them.

      “Fuck, Nico. If you’re going to bite me, then bite me.”

      “Be careful what you wish for.” His teeth sank into the tender flesh of my breast, and my mouth dropped open in a silent scream. Intense pain, followed by the deep lick of pleasure, had me pulsing my release around Rush’s fingers.

      My head dropped back against Rush’s chest, still recovering from my orgasm. Rush made quick work of removing my shorts and turned me so I faced him, cupping my jaw in his hands. “You want us to use this sweet pussy of yours, don’t you, beautiful?”

      My knees trembled, and he steadied me with his hands on my hips. I could handle one of them talking dirty like this, but two might fucking kill me.

      Nico’s hands grazed down my arms. “Answer the question, Rabbit.”

      I nodded.

      Nico tsked, his grip holding my wrist together. “I thought you’d have learned by now to answer when asked.” His palm came down hard against my ass, leaving me both soaked and pissed off. Nico’s palm smoothed the skin, his fingers barely skimming the crease of my ass. Images of him licking me there flooded my mind, shattering any inkling to brat him.

      “Yes, I want you to fucking use me. Just hurry up.”

      Rush chuckled, his breath fanning over the curve of my neck. “Don’t worry, Firecracker, we will.” He pulled his head back, only to capture my mouth with his. He didn’t bend for me, so I had to stand on my tiptoes, and my head tilted all the way back. His tongue stroked over mine, rebuilding the ache between my thighs until I was pushing my hips into his hard cock.

      Nico’s smooth, silky tie slipped over my wrist, and I jerked back as he tightened it on my skin, locking my wrist in place behind my back. I struggled with the hold and glared back at him. “You’re supposed to get consent, asshole.”

      “Do you consent?” His smirk turned wicked as his dark gaze took me in. His gaze might as well have been a physical touch for how hot it was making me.

      “Yes.” I huffed, wanting to make him pay, but all I wanted right now was for him to fuck me.

      “Good girl.” He pulled back on my arms, and a shiver of pain traveled through my shoulders. “Don’t move too much, Rabbit, or this is going to hurt.”

      Forced to follow him, he pushed me down to kneel on the couch. I watched them both with hooded eyes as they stripped down, revealing muscled chests. Rush’s tatted skin was a stark contrast to Nico’s tanned abs. I licked my lips as Rush lined up on the couch behind me, and Nico knelt just out of reach in front of me. He stroked his cock from root to tip, and my mouth watered at the thought of wrapping around him.

      I went to move forward but nearly fell flat on my face without the use of my hands.

      Rush’s hands gripped my bound wrists. “Careful, beautiful.”

      I glared up at Nico as he slowly fucked his hand. It was mine, and he fucking knew it. He met my gaze, his tongue traveling over his mouth. “Fuck, I wanted to drag this out, but you look so good tied up like that.” He shifted closer until the head of his cock pressed against my closed lips. “Take me in that pretty, wet mouth of yours.”

      Rush’s fingers slid down my ass and sank into my core from behind. I moaned, and Nico took advantage, thrusting into my mouth, the salty taste of his precum coating my tongue. I hung precariously between them, completely at their mercy, unable to put my hands down. I had to work to accommodate Nico’s large size, and he groaned, gaze turning black when I let my back teeth graze over him. Let’s see how he likes a little pain.

      Nico rocked into me with slow strokes, maintaining his torturous pace. Rush sank a third finger in, and I moaned around Nico’s cock. Nico’s hand gripped my hair, holding me in place as he bucked deep into my throat, and I took advantage of the crack in his control, sucking him down hard. I closed my teeth around him as he went to pull back, and he stilled.

      Rush chuckled. “Oh, you’re fucked now, Nico.”

      Nico and I stayed like that, tension pulsing through me, until he caved, thrusting hard into my mouth with punishing movements.

      Rush alternated between circling my clit with his fingers and pressing into me. It wasn’t enough. Every time his fingers left me, my core ached to be filled.

      “I need more.” My voice was a breathy plea that Rush was more than happy to answer.

      Careful not to let go of his grip on my arm, he guided his cock into my entrance. Nico slowed to match Rush’s pace. The sensation of hanging between them, powerless as they used my body, had my mind going fuzzy and an ache building in my stomach.

      I moaned as Nico’s thrusts lost control. His legs shook with the restraint to hold himself back. His fingers dug into my hair, just shy of being truly painful, as he fucked my mouth. Rush steadied me so I could take all of Nico down.

      “Fuck.” Nico groaned as he filled my mouth with his release and collapsed back onto his heels. He ran his hands over his face and gently lifted me until I was upright, Rush still fully inserted inside me. The new angle had my eyes rolling back. Nico’s fingers traced along my jaw and slid a wet strand of my hair from my face. “Fuck, Rabbit.” His tongue delved into my mouth, tasting himself, and he hummed. “I want you to always taste like me.”

      An impossible ask, but that didn’t make it any less hot. I shifted back into Rush, stealing a groan, and he twitched inside me. Nico’s hands trailed down my arms, and the bite of the tie released. He helped lift me until my arms wound around his neck, and my head dropped on his shoulder for support. His fingers trailed down my spine in soothing strokes as I caught my breath.

      Rush moved fluidly in and out, drawing out my pleasure until it felt like my mind was bending. He dropped his head to my back, and his hands circled my waist just above my hips and pushed down on my spine until my ass tilted up. He groaned as he took advantage of the new angle and railed me into Nico’s chest.

      My mouth dropped open on a plea, and I pushed back, desperately searching for my own release.

      Nico’s hand slid down my stomach, and his fingers circled my clit, causing my eyes to roll back and a pained cry to escape my mouth. “You’ve been such a good girl.” His fingers pinched my clit as his words grazed my ears. “Come.”

      I detonated, and my core pulsed around Rush, his hips stuttering with his own orgasm. We collapsed in a pile, Nico under me and Rush covering my back. All I could do was breathe as I recovered from one of the most intense orgasms of my life. Although I thought that with every orgasm lately. I drifted off to the cadence of their breaths, barely registering footsteps in the hall.

      “Motherfuckers, you couldn’t have waited.” Beck’s voice was low so as not to wake me but came out so disappointed I couldn’t hold back my sleepy smile. I wanted to say something, but my mind was too far gone, and I slipped off into sleep, forgetting all about whatever was worrying me.
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      Sophie tapped the butt of her gun against her leather-clad leg while leaning against the bathroom vanity. Her green eyes followed me as I paced back and forth from the bathroom to my bedroom, trying to make myself look halfway presentable.

      “You look fine,” she said.

      “Please,” I scoffed. “Like you wouldn’t be losing your shit.”

      I reached down and adjusted my thigh holster, trying to make the voluminous, silver skirt of my ball gown lie flat over the two guns and long knife I liked to keep with me at all times.

      “Oh, I totally would,” Sophie agreed. “I am. But why are you again?”

      “Just a little nervous,” I told her truthfully.

      There was so much riding on every aspect of this plan going absolutely perfectly, it was enough to give me prematurely gray hair. Despite how many times we’d gone over everything, I was still more than aware that any number of things could go wrong, and as usual, it wasn’t just my life on the line. There were literally hundreds of people depending on me and the guys to lead them and get them out safely. No fucking pressure.

      I stepped up to the mirror and leaned around Sophie to adjust my hair. I did look, in her words, “fine.” Good, even. I’d done my long hair in barrel curls and had added a dark crimson lipstick that stood out against the bright silver of my dress. If I didn’t know better, I would assume I was really attending this gala.

      Sophie turned to stand next to me in the mirror and checked herself out, decked in black-on-black tactical gear. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a bun, her only accessory a gold necklace I couldn’t recall seeing before. She laughed, snorting slightly. “I look like you.”

      “You always look like me.”

      “More, today.” She pulled at the neck of her black turtleneck.

      “Yeah, well, I’m jealous. I’d much rather wear that.”

      I scanned my sister’s face in the mirror. Ever since realizing that we probably weren’t full sisters, I kept trying to find the visual clue. Like, I should have known all along. Yet, I couldn’t see it. We looked as much alike—like, our mother, really—as we always had. It was driving me batshit.

      Sophie handed me the gun I’d let her borrow. “Can you make sure this is loaded right?”

      I grimaced. “Maybe we should just get you a knife or something.”

      “No, I got it. I’m just double-checking.”

      Before I could protest further, there was a soft knock on the door. I glanced up quickly as the door opened.

      “Ready?” Rush asked awkwardly, hovering in the doorway.

      “You don’t have to knock,” I told him as I checked Sophie’s gun, which was mercifully loaded correctly.

      “I know,” Rush said, shoving his hands in his pockets. “Getting used to being back, I guess?”

      Sophie glanced between us. “I’ll be downstairs. Don’t take too long.”

      She hurried out of the room, and I heard her quick footsteps on the stairs before refocusing on Rush. He wore a suit, but it was that of staff rather than a guest. I was reminded suddenly of the gala where we’d first met and danced. Surreal.

      “You look beautiful,” he told me.

      “Thanks.”

      He took a couple of steps toward me. “Nervous?”

      “Yes,” I said truthfully. “Very.”

      He stood inches away. “Don’t worry, Firecracker. We won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “I know. It’s not me I’m worried about.”

      There had never been a moment during this entire planning process where I’d worried about my own safety. It was the hotel girls, and mine and Nico’s men, and of course the guys and Sophie I cared about. All these people were willing to put their lives on the line due to loyalty. I just wanted to make sure we weren’t leading them into a slaughter.

      Rush laughed softly. “I know that too. I’m just saying.”

      I cracked a small smile and slipped my hand into his. “Come on, let’s go get this over with.”

      He tightened his fingers around mine. “When this is all over, I’m going to tear that dress off you with my teeth.”

      I laughed for real as a shiver traveled up my spine. “I’m going to hold you to that.”
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      Cameras flashed as I stepped out of our limousine onto the sidewalk. Nico offered me his hand, and I took it, leaning slightly on his arm as we walked toward the front of the hotel.

      I had to admit, it did look good—better than it had a week ago, that was for sure. Huge red banners hung from the windows, matching the carpet that traveled up the wide marble steps to the front door. That hideous green awning was gone, replaced with a new golden arch. You would never know we’d only bought the place on Monday.

      A reporter from the St. Adrian Chronicle yelled some question for the society page, and I strained my ears, unable to make out what they’d said.

      “What?” I muttered. “I can’t hear them.”

      I was surprised when Nico threw a possessive arm around my waist, guiding me in front of him away from the flashing lights. “Ignore them, Rabbit.”

      “What did he say?”

      “Could have been anything. Are we getting married? Did we kill that judge who just died? What’s our opinion on the war on Christmas?” He made an annoyed sound in the back of his throat. “We don’t answer questions.”

      I laughed. “Personally, I think the war on Christmas should continue until it stops illegally occupying October. Let Halloween be its own thing!”

      He rolled his eyes as I waved to the reporter, putting on my best fake smile, the kind I had practiced for years to get into events and steal from rich assholes like the Espositos. Oh, how the turntables had turned.

      The reporter snapped a picture, and I wondered vaguely how I’d be credited in the paper tomorrow. Not that it mattered. In all honesty, I’d probably be mistaken for Sophie. Once the hotel blew up, the news would no doubt have loads to say about us. I could picture the local news headlines now: The Young and the Murderous? Are the rich and beautiful elite at the center of the city’s most notorious organized crime families?

      I lifted the hem of my ball gown as we entered the hotel. The rooftop lounge of the new Hotel on Sunset had been completely transformed overnight. I hoped whoever Nico was paying to decorate this place was getting paid overtime—they had to be for doing this all so quickly.

      Glittering lights dotted the edge of the roof, and a view of the city on one side and the water on the other surrounded us. A dance floor took up a good half of the space, while a long bar, high-top tables, lounges, and standing room made up the rest. About half the guests were already here, milling around and swaying to the music. From the way they were chatting and drinking, you would never know it was a fake party.

      As we stepped through the immense double doors onto the dance floor, a black-jacketed server appeared at my elbow and shoved a purple mixed drink into my hand with almost manic enthusiasm.

      “Er, thanks,” I told him.

      The kid flushed, maybe realizing he’d overdone it a little as he took two steps back. His eyes met Nico’s next to me, and he paled. “Welcome.”

      “Calm down, kid,” a familiar voice called from across the room. “No one is going to shoot you. Rae, try the drink. They’re good.”

      I grinned as my gaze found Missy striding toward us in a black, slinky cocktail dress. Whatever Sophie had done, it had worked wonders. There was no way that Missy would ever be mistaken for a prostitute tonight—even a high-end zone. She looked like a movie star. “Damn, girl.”

      “I know, right?” she gushed. “I love it.”

      “Nervous?”

      “Not so much anymore.” She winked, gesturing to the bar. “I’ve had two of those purple things already.” She turned to Nico. “Good evening, Mr. Esposito.”

      I laughed. “You don’t have to be formal.”

      Nico’s eyebrow raised as if to say, Yes, she does, but he didn’t correct me. Instead, he leaned over and put his chin on the top of my head. “Hello, Missy. Thank you for being willing to help.”

      Missy looked like she might faint—either from the words “thank you” or from the casually affectionate gesture. I really couldn’t blame her.

      I leaned back into Nico’s chest. “Where’s Beck?”

      “Here.”

      Beck appeared next to me and bent to kiss me on the cheek. Missy’s eyes widened, glancing between the three of us. Miraculously, she said nothing. I suppose she’d probably seen just about everything.

      “Everything looks good,” Beck said.

      Nico nodded. “Is Sophie in place?”

      “Yeah.”

      Only Nico and I had decided to enter through the front for the cameras. Well, us and some of the hotel girls and Gentlemen posing as guests. Sophie was in the back with Riccardo, and Rush was going through all the floors below us making sure every trapdoor worked perfectly.

      I turned and scanned the room for where I knew each trapdoor to be. One under the bar, one under the cocktail tables, one near the potted plant in the far corner. Everything was going to be fine.

      I tilted my head up to get a good look at the silver-and-crystal lanterns strung overhead. I frowned, my gaze catching on the rainbows of light they cast on the ornate furniture.

      “What’s wrong, Little Thief?” Beck ran his fingers up my exposed back.

      Honestly, lots of things were wrong. “I just feel bad that we’re going to have to blow it all up,” I lied. No need to share my anxiety with the group.

      “Occupational hazard,” Nico muttered. “I’ve already lost four hotels this year. What’s one more?”

      I pursed my lips and took a sip of my purple drink, which was surprisingly good. “I can’t tell if that’s supposed to be a joke. We’ll work on it.”

      His black gaze went flat, but Missy chuckled.

      “Looking good, kid,” a voice said from behind me.

      I spun to find Rick approaching us from near the bar. He also held one of the purple drinks clutched in his large fist. I blinked several times at his combed reddish-blond beard and well-tailored suit. I’d never seen the man wear anything other than dirty jeans and a leather vest, and for the first time, I could kind of see what my mother might have seen in him.

      “Hey,” I said awkwardly. What the hell did you say to your newly discovered father? “Thanks.”

      “Evening, Rick,” Nico said smoothly as though this were a normal party. He checked his watch. “We’ve got about fifty minutes.”

      Rick shifted as though his suit was too tight. “Lookin’ forward to getting this over with.”

      “Same.” I handed Nico my untouched purple drink, grinning. “Here, use this for your toast. Let’s get this show on the road.”

      He scowled at me, bringing the drink to his nose to sniff it. “What the fuck is this?”

      “I think the bartender called it ‘Down the Rabbit Hole,’” Missy said, tossing her long dark hair. “Cute, right?”

      I choked, raising my eyebrows. If we didn’t die tonight, I was going to kill Sophie.
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      “You’re looking a little nervous, girl,” Riccardo said, disdain dripping from his voice. “First time blowing up a building?”

      I rolled my eyes for the hundredth time and did my best to stop from shifting my weight from side to side. He was less than happy to be handcuffed to a dumpster behind the hotel, and he’d wasted no time in complaining about it.

      We were tucked beside the loading dock, out of sight of the employee smoking area, and my nose burned with the reek of garbage. I would have to talk to Nico about the importance of cleanliness of his other buildings.

      Riccardo adjusted in his seat, his free hand drumming on his thigh. He was far enough away that he couldn’t reach me, but something felt off about him. He was far too relaxed, almost happy. Pinpricks climbed up the back of my neck.

      Jeez, Sophie, relax.

      The overwhelming noise of the guests arriving at the front of the building quieted as the last of them trickled inside, making the atmosphere almost eerie. I glanced at my phone for the millionth time. Forty-five minutes until boom time. My stomach flipped as my nerves took over.

      The clear sound of Nico’s toast came through the radio, and I huffed out a breath. Everyone was in place now. All we had to do was wait.

      Riccardo’s fingers tapped harder on his knee, and his leg now bounced up and down.

      Maybe he hates waiting as much as I do.

      Through the radio, I could just make out the chatter of women in the background. The girls looked fantastic when I helped them get ready. I’d rented everyone’s dresses and charged it to Nico’s AMEX. He would be pissed, but whatever; they needed to look the part. There was no way anyone would guess a girl decked out in Prada was really a prostitute.

      Forty minutes until boom time.

      I’d spent the better part of yesterday watching demolition videos, trying to wrap my head around what was about to happen. When it came to taking down buildings, there were critical beams, and if you took those out, there was no way to stop it from coming down. Buildings didn’t explode outward; instead, the weight of the floors above them crashing into the ones below took out each level like a game of Jenga.

      I kept myself busy and double-checked the lines running into the building were secured to the remote. It was like a souped-up laptop, if laptops took steroids, and required ten cables to run. As I pushed on the last connection, it made a loud chirp, and the screen lit up, flashing a countdown. 29:59. The seconds ticked down. 58, 57, 56.

      Oh shit. It’s too early.

      Panic flashed through me. “What. What happened?”

      Riccardo’s gaze was on mine, and his lips slowly raised at the corners. “This is what happens when you put trust in the wrong person. You are all so cocky that you couldn’t see the risk in front of you.”

      “How do I turn it off?” My voice came out in a high-pitched squeak, my breath tight as I became frantic.

      Riccardo’s laugh echoed off the walls, and his head dropped back. “You don’t. In twenty-eight minutes, it’s going to blow with everyone inside it.”

      “No. No, no, no, no.” I turned on the spot, looking between the cables and the laptop. I reached for them and tried to tug them out.

      Riccardo’s chuckle stopped me in my tracks. “I don’t particularly want to die right now, but it might be worth it to take you out.”

      I spun toward him, hands on my head. “What are you talking about?”

      “Pull the wires and the explosives I fit in the bottom of the remote will blow.”

      My head snapped back and forth between him and the laptop. I couldn’t just take his word for it, but on the other hand, if he was telling the truth…

      Nico’s voice still filtered through the radio, and the roar of applause drowned him out. They were all still up there, and they had no idea what was happening. Panic rose, and my head swirled.

      Think, Sophie, think.

      I hit the button on my radio. “Rae. Rae, come in.”

      Nothing came back besides the normal sounds of the gala.

      “Rae! Mayday. Code Red, whatever you call it.” My hand shook as I screamed into the receiver. “Get the hell out of there. It’s going to explode.”

      The silence that met me was deafening.

      Riccardo smirked. “Radio problems?”

      My fist clenched at my sides. “How did you do it?”

      He shrugged. “I’m good with technology.”

      “But we have your son.”

      “Not in there you don’t.” He sounded so sure. At what point had he called our bluff? “Once everyone’s dead, there won’t be anyone to stop me from getting him.”

      I sucked in a breath, and the computer made another beeping sound. Shit… “But the Trilogy will be in there.”

      He chuckled and shrugged. “The Trilogy was just a paycheck. I’m first and foremost a Cesari. My family’s not going to be happy to hear what you and your friends did to my son.” Riccardo’s gaze rose to the top of the building. “It’s really too bad Nico’s going to be in pieces. I’d have enjoyed taking him apart.” His gaze fell on me. “Guess I’ll have to settle for you.”

      He jumped up from his seat, and I tripped over the wires scurrying backward, landing hard on my butt, forgetting he couldn’t reach me.

      Riccardo stood, hand still chained to the dumpster. “You’re not a smart girl. Just like your momma.”

      My heart clenched in my chest, stealing my next breath. Tears burned the back of my eyes, but I pushed myself up and rubbed the small rocks from my palms. I had to get to them. I threw the useless radio on the ground and headed toward the hotel entrance.

      “You don’t have enough time to warn them, you stupid bitch. It’s too late.”

      My steps faltered with his words. I sucked in a breath and reminded myself that I wasn’t some helpless princess anymore. “Fucking watch me.”

      The wires propped open the back door, and I made quick work of jumping over them. The empty prep kitchen was a dead giveaway that this ball was a trap. I slipped out of the double steel doors into the wide-open entry. There wasn’t a soul in sight. I checked my watch, and my heart pounded in my chest. It had been five minutes since the bomb had turned on. I only had twenty-five left to get up there and back.

      I pushed the elevator button countless times, the glowing sign on top displaying the L for lobby.

      Please. Please, please. Let the elevator still work.

      The doors chimed and opened, and my cheeks puffed out as I let out a rush of air, immediately hitting the top-floor button. The normalcy of the ride made my skin crawl. There was nothing normal about this situation. Everything’s wrong, and they don’t know it yet. I just had to make it up to Rae and her guys so we could get everyone out of here.

      Who cared if the Trilogy wasn’t here yet? With any luck, they’d break in perfectly timed with the explosion.

      My boot made a loud clicking sound as my toe tapped. Each floor number lit up at an intolerably slow speed. Floor sixteen. Dammit, how many floors were there?

      The elevator lurched to a halt, and my back slammed into the wall. The sickening realization sank in. They’d shut them down just like we’d planned.

      Oh, shit. No. No, no, no, no. I could not be stuck here.

      I dug my fingers through my hair, pulling in from its elastic. I knew nothing about elevators, and even if I did, there was no way I could pry the door open by myself.

      Twenty minutes.

      My chest sank, and my eyes burned. I wasn’t going to make it.

      The lights turned off, and I was plunged in complete darkness so pure I couldn’t make out my fingers directly in front of me. My teeth clenched to fight back the panic, but my mouth still wobbled. I was stuck in this death box, and everyone I cared about would still be upstairs when the place blew. I rubbed my eyes as tears ran down my face. I failed.

      A light flashed above me, and I had to blink away the spots at the back of my vision. The doors chirped, and I made a crazed, giddy sound as they slowly opened. An orange emergency light flashed on the panel. Holy shit.

      Okay. Okay, okay. I was two floors below the rooftop, with just under twenty minutes left. I slammed into the poorly lit stairwell. Most of the light came from the enormous floor-to-ceiling windows on the right-side wall. My lungs screamed in my chest as I raced upward, taking two steps at a time. I forced air into my lungs and pushed past the ache in my legs. I could deal with that later.

      The door to my right swung open and banged against the wall. Startled, I barely dodged out of the way. Large hands lifted me off my feet from behind and pulled me into the hotel room. The man grunted as I dug my nails into his hands and struggled against him. “Let me go.” I emphasized each word even as his grip turned painful.

      I was so close.

      He forced me to the ground as three men dressed all in black except for neon masks stood over me, laughing. “Look what we’ve got here. You’re one of those O’Rourke bitches, aren’t you?”

      A man behind me tugged on my hair until my scalp screamed. “Not the one the boss wants. Guess we can have some fun with her.”

      The man in front of me undid his pants as the other tugged on mine. These sick fucks were going to rape me in the middle of an invasion. A smile tipped my mouth, happy for the first time the building was going to blow.

      “What the hell are you smiling about?” The man behind me pulled my fisted hair hard enough I slid a few feet and my pants nearly cleared my ass. I whimpered at the sting and kicked out at the surrounding men, landing one in the chest of the guy whose hands were latched onto my pants. He fell with a groan.

      His brows pinched together, and his teeth clenched. One second, he lunged for me, the next, blood sprayed my face and he slumped to the ground. Two more shots rang out, and the grip on my hair loosened.

      I expected to see a member of Mount Summer, at the very least a Gentlemen, but Dante Esposito stood two feet in front of me, hand stretched out. He was a bigger, scarier version of Nico. His shaved head, tattoos up his neck, and black eyes had me scrambling back from him, my hands slipping in a pool of blood.

      “I killed three of my own men for you. You owe me now,” Dante said, voice barely above a whisper. “Take my damn hand.”

      I hesitated. He’d killed the men attacking me, but that didn’t mean he didn’t plan on killing me himself or worse, using me against Rae.

      “I’m not going to kill you. Just get the fuck up,” he barked out, voice firm.

      Screw it. I grabbed his hand, not having much choice, and let him haul me up to my feet. He took my gun from my holster and checked it for bullets before handing it back to me with the safety off. “Go sneak through your escape route. What did you call it? Chutes and Ladders?”

      The room swirled around me, and my vision blurred. He knew. “How?” My voice broke around the word, unable to process what was happening.

      Dante grinned at me. “That’s a pretty necklace you have. Where’d you get it?”

      My skin crawled as my stomach dropped to the floor. I was going to puke. It was me all along. I was the fucking mole. I ripped the necklace off, tossing it to the ground. It hadn’t been his voice that day in the alley, but he was clearly behind it.

      I stood frozen, gun in my hand, eyes focused on Dante’s intense glare. He might’ve been good-looking if he wasn’t so terrifying, made worse by the scar cutting through his eyebrow. My head tilted, roaming over his features. He looked so confident. He didn’t know that Riccardo was blowing the building early.

      “You better run now. You’re too late to warn your sister, but you still have time to get yourself out.” He jerked forward, and I stumbled back. “And, Sophie.” Dante paused until I met his gaze. “Don’t fucking die.”

      I took off down the hall, wishing he wasn’t standing between me and the stairs. I glanced back, but there was no sign of him. Dammit, the only way out of here was through one of our trapdoors. I tried to remember the room number for this floor, but all I could remember was it was on the east end. I pushed on each door, hoping one would finally open. Only four doors left until I was at the end. The next door swung open easily, the lock already disabled, and I stumbled in. I rushed through the living space into the separated bedroom. There was a slide headed up to the loud sounds of the party and one going down to safety. My heart crashed against my chest. There were only fifteen minutes left, hardly enough time to get myself out, let alone the others.

      Screw it. I climbed the plastic slide and pushed at the trapdoor at the top.
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      Rush clasped my fingers between his larger ones as he spun me across the gleaming dance floor. I smiled up at him as my silver dress cascaded around my ankles.

      “Careful, Firecracker.” He grinned.

      “I should have worn something else,” I grumbled. “I don’t know how I’m going to run in this.”

      “Hopefully you won’t have to run,” he said close to my ear.

      “Famous last words, Sebastian,” I said, teasing. “Don’t jinx it.”

      “Don’t call me Sebastian.” He was still grinning, his two-tone eyes flashing under the dim lantern light.

      “I’ll call you whatever I want, and you’ll like it.”

      “Isn’t that the truth?”

      The room had filled with even more of our fake “guests,” and there was loud conversation to be heard over the pounding music. Even I had almost forgotten this whole evening was fake. “Almost” being the operative word. My anxiety had definitely gone down a bit since being dragged out onto the dance floor, but it was impossible to entirely put aside the reason we were here. Especially every time we spun past the cocktail tables covering the trapdoors’ entrances that were our escape routes.

      “What time is it?” I asked Rush.

      He shifted the hand that held mine to glance at his watch. “We’ve still got time.”

      I took a deep breath through my nose, focusing on the weight of the guns that bounced against the outside of my thighs with every step. “Okay. We got this.”

      We spun past a trapdoor again, and my heart stopped beating. I should have known better than to jinx myself. The door in the floor swung open, and Sophie’s blonde head popped out, swiveling frantically, her eyes wide.

      “Oh my God—” I breathed.

      “Rae!” she yelled, catching sight of me.

      In seconds, she had hauled herself up and out of the floor and was dashing over to Rush and me.

      “What the fuck?” Nico’s voice said from next to me as he appeared out of nowhere. “Sophia, what—”

      Sophie doubled over, clutching a stitch in her side. She panted, glancing between Nico and me as she tried to force words out. My heart pounded against my ribs as the longest seconds of my life flashed before my eyes.

      “It…” Sophie gasped, unable to speak as she had clearly run.

      “Someone get her some fucking water!” Nico screamed at the room at large.

      Sophie was two steps ahead of him, grabbing a champagne glass off a nearby table and downing half of it in one gulp. She coughed, spluttering, and wiped her mouth. “The bomb is going to go off in less than fifteen minutes. We need to get the fuck out of here right now.”

      Sophie’s face drained of color, and I followed her line of sight. Since meeting the Gentlemen, there were several times when shit had really hit the fan. Getting kidnapped, Sophie’s kidnapping, when the warehouse was attacked, being locked in the shed, being shot…just to name a few. I was starting to almost expect catastrophe. But nothing could have prepared me for Dante Esposito climbing out of the trapdoor Sophie had just come through.

      Before I could react, a loud noise drew my attention. The trapdoors that we’d so carefully planned and hidden banged open, and masked Trilogy streamed through onto the roof, flanking us on all sides.

      No.

      I whipped my head back toward the double doors where we’d expected them to enter, only to find it firmly closed.

      My sister grabbed my arm urgently. “Rae, we need to go now!”

      “Go where?” I said more to myself than her.

      How were we going to get out with the trapdoors infiltrated?

      The nearest Gentlemen to the Trilogy had already jumped into action, and gunshots rang out across the rooftop.

      I stared openmouthed in shock for what was probably only a second but felt like a full minute. The sensation of buzzing hit my ears as too many things happened at once. I couldn’t move.

      Nico recovered faster than I did, shoving me behind him as his brother stared at us with amused eyes. “Raegan, leave. Now.”

      I shook my head, clearing it, and ignored him. Reaching for my gun, I crossed my fingers on my free hand that we’d have the opportunity to fight about how I didn’t listen later—if we got to fight about this, that meant we’d made it out alive.

      Dante pulled a gun out of his belt and spun it casually in his left hand as he strode toward us, totally unconcerned by the chaos breaking out around him. His black gaze was fixed firmly on Nico, and it struck me once again how similar they looked. Or would have if Dante didn’t have such crazy eyes.

      “You just won’t die, little brother.” Dante smiled.

      “Ironic,” Nico drawled, feigning casualness well despite the tension in his jaw. “I was just thinking the same thing.”

      I glanced at Nico, and we made brief eye contact. He took a few steps backward, gun still trained on his brother. Like a moth to a flame, Dante followed him into the fray of fighting men. I gritted my teeth. He would be okay. He’d have to be.

      Behind us, the noise of Gentlemen fighting Trilogy grew louder, gunshots and screaming definitely alerting the press waiting on the ground that something was wrong.

      I turned, and my knuckles whitened on my gun as I took full stock of the room. There were already bodies littering the floor. Mostly Trilogy, but some Gentlemen and Mount Summer too. A lump formed in my throat. This wasn’t supposed to happen like this. My gaze caught on Anthony, who had just landed a wicked punch directly into Connor’s face, blood coating his teeth. What the hell happened to him to grow so far apart?

      Someone darted forward, and I raised my gun before I recognized the black dress.

      “Now?” Missy asked uncertainly as I lowered my weapon.

      “Now,” I told her distractedly, pointing toward the exits we’d secured. “We’ll try to keep them away and buy you and the girls some time.”

      She didn’t need telling twice, disappearing into the floor.

      I squared my shoulders and planted my feet, raising my weapon toward anyone who might be thinking of coming after the women now jumping one after another into the hole in the floor behind me. Sophie did her best to mimic my stance—at any other moment, I would have praised her, but at this moment, she was pissing me off.

      “Get the hell out of here,” I told Sophie as I watched girl after girl disappear.

      “No.” She pulled her own gun out. “I’m not leaving you.”

      I ground my teeth but didn’t really have time to argue with her. Out of nowhere, a bullet whizzed past my nose, and Sophie yelped beside me, clearly also feeling the heat. Instinctively. I shoved Sophie hard in the shoulder, and she toppled to the ground out of the line of fire. Oops. Better that than dead.

      I spun on my heel and returned fire, hitting the shooter in the chest several times until he fell backward.

      “Soph?” I spun back around. “Oh, fuck.”

      Sophie lay on the ground, her eyelids fluttering feebly, her limbs splayed out like a broken doll. I fell to my knees next to her, hands flying to the shallow gash on the side of her head.

      “Mmmph—” She mumbled something unintelligible.

      “Oh, fuck me.” I glanced around frantically for the source of her head trauma. Several blonde hairs stuck to the edges of a glass cocktail table. I grimaced. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry.”

      Craning my neck, I searched for any of my guys. I didn’t need to look long as pounding footsteps heralded Beck’s arrival. “What the fuck happened to her? Are you okay, Little Thief?”

      “Never better,” I said sardonically. “The bomb is going to blow early and…” I gestured helplessly at my semi-unconscious sister.

      I met his terrified eyes and watched the chaos of the roof reflected back in them before a masked Trilogy member stepped between us. Before I could react, the man fell to the floor, shot in the head.

      I whipped around, trying to see where the bullet had come from.

      “They’re fucking everywhere,” Rick growled, lowering his gun as he jogged toward me.

      I gave him a grateful smile. He was an excellent shot, especially for an old guy. My stomach lurched. It was that excellent shooting ability that had killed Marcus.

      I shoved that emotion aside. Not the time or the place.

      “I can’t lift her. You’re going to need to carry her down the stairs,” I told Beck, trying and failing to lift Sophie’s shoulders myself.

      He looked conflicted. “Fine, but you come too.”

      “I can’t leave Rush and Nico.”

      “I can’t leave you.”

      “You kids are fucking idiots,” Rick snapped. “Don’t all die just to die together. Get yourselves out, and you’ll have a better chance of all surviving.”

      I threw my arms up. Rick might not have raised me, but we were cut from the same fucking cloth.

      “Fine,” Beck growled. He reached for me and pulled me into a hard but brief kiss. “I’ll take Sophie. If you’re not down in five minutes, I’m coming back in for you.”

      “Deal,” I said as he scooped Sophie easily into his arms and strode the couple of feet toward the trapdoor.

      A band around my chest loosened as two of the people I loved disappeared toward safety.

      I ran into what was left of the fighting. Mount Summer and the Gentlemen were doing a good job of holding off the remaining Trilogy, but they needed to leave, or they’d die anyway. “Chutes and ladders!” I yelled. “Let’s go!”

      Kyle turned when he heard my voice, narrowly missing a bullet whipping past his left ear.

      I gestured wildly to him. “Get the fuck out of here!”

      As I dodged between dead bodies and flying bullets, my mind was totally narrowed. Where were Rush and Nico?

      Reaching for my second gun, I cursed the decision to wear this goddamn ball gown. It hadn’t really been an option, what with the ruse we were trying to sell to the Trilogy and the media, but fuck it was inconvenient.

      I kicked off my high heels and reached for the bottom of my gown to tear off enough fabric that I could run. As I bent and tore at the dress, arms circled me from behind, lifting me clean off the ground in a tight bear hug.

      “Caughtcha,” whoever had grabbed me growled in my ear.

      The strong odor of stale cigarettes filled my nose and mouth, and I shrieked in surprise, kicking wildly as I fumbled for the trigger of my gun.

      The man took a couple of steps backward, trying to carry me off to God fucking knew where. That wasn’t going to work for me.

      I bent my head and bit down hard on the man’s arm, sinking my teeth as far as I could into his skin.

      It’s steak, I told myself as blood filled my mouth. Just imagine it’s steak.

      My captor howled, dropping me as he tried to shake my teeth free of his forearm. I dropped to a crouch, spinning to reach for my gun and point it at the masked Trilogy man now bleeding heavily through his sleeve. He stared at me for a brief second through the holes in his mask before I landed two bullets in his neck.

      Spitting blood onto the ground, I grimaced. Could have been worse, honestly.

      Finally, near the double-door entrance, I spotted Rush’s chestnut hair over the shoulder of a red-masked Trilogy. Oh, fuck.

      Without stopping to consider, I dashed forward and fired off three shots into the man’s back. He slumped forward, and Rush’s wide eyes met mine as he caught the dead body instinctively before letting him drop to the ground.

      “Firecracker,” he said on an exhale.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Thanks to you.” He smirked. “That’s the second time you’ve saved me.”

      I realized then that he had no gun, clearly having lost it at some point in all the mayhem. I pressed one of my guns into Rush’s hands. “Here. I’m going to want that back though.”

      “I love you,” he said seriously.

      “I know.” I forced a grin. “Now, please get out of here, and if you argue with me about it, I’m taking the gun back.”

      Rush’s eyes darted over my shoulder, clearly not fully listening to me. He raised the gun I had just handed him and fired next to my ear. I jumped, spinning around and pressing a hand to my head as my ear rang. A man with a shotgun fell to the ground behind me.

      “Sorry,” Rush said, focusing on my hand pressed to my ear. “Is it bad?”

      “I’ll live.”

      He pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Nico and Dante went through the double doors before they got locked.”

      “Okay.” I let out a small breath, knowing that while Nico was with his crazy brother, he was at least on his way downstairs. “Then let’s go.”

      Rush grabbed my hand as we dashed toward the trapdoor. We stopped at the entrance.

      There were still maybe fifty Trilogy on the roof but only a handful of our men. My eyes zeroed in on Rick across the dance floor, still fighting with two masked men.

      “Firecracker,” Rush warned, seeing where my eyes had gone.

      “Go. I’m right behind you.”

      “Like hell. You first.”

      “I’m just going to get him. Sophie already went down. Please go make sure she’s out. For me.”

      Rush’s eyes darted back and forth, indecision written across his face. He glanced at his watch. “I’m not leaving you. I’m waiting for you right here. Go grab Rick, and we’ll all leave.”

      My eyes widened in frustration, but it was clear he wasn’t going to budge. “Fucking fine. Stubborn asshole.”

      Rush hovered by the door as I ran across the roof to reach…could I call him my dad? Rick. To reach Rick.

      “Come on,” I yelled.

      Rick barely looked at me, his eyes totally focused on the men he was holding off with a gun in each hand. “You go, kid. I’m right behind you.”

      The Trilogy men looked at me, clearly realizing what I was trying to do. One of them made a move toward me, and I raised my weapon even as Rick stepped further in front of me.

      “We don’t have time for this,” I told him.

      “And you need to realize that someone had to hold them off, kid. That was a flaw in your plan all along. You go, and I’ll give you a few minutes so they don’t shoot you in the back on your way down.”

      My eyes widened even as my heart sank. “No.”

      “Raegan.” Rick’s eyes never met mine, always staying firmly fixed on the men he was keeping from moving any closer. “You need to leave now. There’s no point in us all dying.”

      My stomach churned with emotions I didn’t have a name for. “I can’t leave.”

      “You can and you will.”

      “Firecracker,” Rush screamed from the doorway. “Ten minutes.”

      Rick tried to push me backward with an elbow without losing sight of his target. “I wish I got to know you better, kid. I wish I’d fought harder to keep you.”

      Tears welled in my eyes as I took a couple of steps backward. I had no words.

      “Rae!” Rush screamed, the panic evident in his voice. “Eight minutes.”

      I turned and left.

      Now I knew where I’d gotten my stubborn streak and my tendency toward self-sacrifice. It definitely wasn’t from my mother, and God fucking knew it wasn’t from Jimmy. Rick must have passed on that particular quality to me, and that was the reason we would never get a chance to know each other.

      My vision blurred with mascara, and salty tears poured into my mouth as Rush pulled me into the hole in the floor, forcing me to climb the ladder in front of him. My bare feet slipped on the last rung as we landed in the hotel room below and dashed for the door.

      “I’m so sorry, Firecracker,” Rush said over the ringing in my ears.

      “Let’s just go,” I choked.

      My breath came in rapid pants, half from running and half from crying as we dashed down the concrete stairs of the emergency exit, every step reminding me we had only minutes to spare before the whole building went up in smoke.

      I turned the corner of the third floor and came to an abrupt halt.

      Nico and Dante stood on the landing, six feet apart, staring at each other, and each had a gun pointed at the other’s head.
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      Dante grinned at me as he took a backward step. We’d entered the stairwell the Trilogy was supposed to have come through. Before they’d ambushed us using our own escape routes. I followed Dante, aim steady, unable to look back through the double doors. Raegan, Beck, and Rush were still inside, but Dante was too much of a threat not to handle him first. The sick fuck was on a mission to kill Raegan, and I’d be dead before I let him anywhere near her again.

      We descended the stairs, guns pointed at each other. “They’re not going to make it, you know? A little birdy told me the bomb you set up is going to blow sooner than you planned.”

      Panic darkened my vision, but I shook it off. Raegan was more than capable of getting them out of there. “Fuck off.”

      Dante’s maniacal laugh echoed through the hallway. He was a fucking lunatic.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” I screamed, rounding on him as my frustration hit a boiling point. “We’re brothers. What the hell happened to you?”

      Dante and I had never been close, but we hadn’t hated each other. I hadn’t wanted to kill him. Fuck, I’d been the only one trying to help him. Everything about this situation fractured my brain.

      Dante laughed without humor, spinning his gun in his hand. “You happened to me.”

      I rolled my eyes, unable to hide my disdain. “That’s fucking melodramatic. Been working on that long?”

      “About ten years,” he barked, clearly not joking.

      I could not believe we were having this conversation, but Dante wasn’t done. He was still talking as he descended the stairs.

      “You set us up. Tell me. Was it that you want to be the leader of the Gentlemen so bad you were willing to kill your own brother? Or were you like everyone fucking else, incapable of understanding losing yourself to our enemy? But you understand now, don’t you?”

      “Are you high?” I laughed genuinely.

      Of all the things I’d been accused of over the years, wanting to be in charge of the Gentlemen was patently false. My father was entirely right when he said I had the wrong personality for it. I took a step backward, trying to subtly gauge the distance to the next landing of stairs. It probably wasn’t jumpable.

      “You love that redheaded bitch. Did you tell her? Did you man up, or have you been a little bitch like you were as a kid?”

      I ignored the insult. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I thought you were a sweet fucking kid. I actually felt bad for leaving you in that hellhole. But you had me fucking conned, didn’t you.”

      “Dante!” I yelled, getting seriously fucking pissed now. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      We paused on the next floor’s landing. He didn’t even seem to be listening to me, and I wondered not for the first time if he was at all sane anymore or if he was having this conversation with himself more than me.

      “Smart like Mom,” he said. “The sick fuck that you are shined through after all that, didn’t it? You gave Marcus and me up to daddy, and he had to be so pleased with you.”

      My eyebrows hit my hair as I caught on to what he meant. Or what he thought he knew. I lowered my gun slightly, and his eyes darted to the movement.

      “I was trying to get you out,” I said. “Fuck, I was there. I saw you fucking die. There’s no coming back from that.”

      “Bullshit,” he sneered. “You were the only one I told, Nico. The only fucking person who knew where we’d be. You were supposed to help us escape. You expect me to believe you had nothing to do with it?”

      My eyes darted back and forth, thinking. “I killed Dad.”

      Dante’s eyes widened slightly. “The fuck you did.”

      “Yeah. Took years to set it up.”

      His mouth twitched, almost like he was going to smile. “Fuck, I thought Mom did it.”

      I spoke slowly, like a hostage negotiator. “No. Want me to tell you about it?”

      Dante waited a beat, and then his eyes narrowed. “You’re a fucking good liar, I’ll give you that.”

      Damn.

      I ran my free hand through my hair. “Why would I lie about any of this? I thought you were dead. I thought they killed you, and can’t you see I’ve been changing things? In all the fucked-up shit you’ve been doing to us, did you take a single fucking second to examine what the Gentlemen is now?”

      “But you were the only one who knew!” he screamed, his face turning a shade of red I’d only seen in the mirror.

      “I didn’t tell fucking anyone.” I forced myself to remain calm. “Is that what you’ve believed this entire time?” I barked a laugh. “Is that what all of this is fucking about? You’re fucking insane, Dante. You’ve twisted reality so fucking hard you haven’t given a shit who you kill.”

      “I’m not letting you turn this around.” He shook his head, his gun arm shaking wildly. I eyed it warily. “They all knew exactly where and when to ambush us.”

      I nodded. That was true, and it had plagued me for years. I’d always assumed that our dad had us bugged or something and called Jimmy. It wouldn’t have been totally out of character for him to make a deal with an enemy for a common goal—fuck, he married our mother because Lorenzo was a threat.

      “The bitch of yours, her father killed Marcus, and yet he’s still around. How can you tell me he didn’t deserve to pay?”

      I ground my teeth, swallowing the urge to shoot him simply for the continued use of the word “bitch.” Choose your battles. “Rick is loyal to the Gentlemen first. He didn’t know what was happening. All he knew was the man with the most reason to kill both of us—Marcus—was standing two feet away from us. He thought he was protecting you.” I paused. “He knows now. I told him a couple years ago, and it wrecked him. He’s a good guy.”

      “It was still his gun,” Dante said, stubborn as ever.

      Suddenly, something clicked for me. “This is why you’ve been fucking with Raegan?”

      “He shouldn’t get to just die. He deserves to suffer.”

      My eyes widened. He was fucking crazy.

      He raised his gun again, as though he was gaining a second wind. “Well, if it wasn’t you, then who was it, Nico?” He spoke like he still doubted anyone else was involved.

      I raised my gun to match his. “I don’t fucking know. Who did Marcus tell? You told me—isn’t it possible he told someone?”

      “There’s only one person Marcus would’ve told, and she wouldn’t have fucking said anything.”

      “Drop your gun, Dante.” Raegan’s voice echoed off the concrete of the empty stairwell as she came around the corner, Rush right behind her.

      Dante’s gaze shifted to hers. “Speak of your Rabbit, and she appears.”

      I took advantage of his distraction to close the distance between us, slamming my fist into his jaw, and found joy at the sight of his body crumbling to the ground.

      “You should’ve just shot him.” Rush stepped around Raegan and jogged down the stairs to meet me, gun pointed at Dante’s head.

      I frowned down at my unconscious brother, opening and closing my stinging fist. Fuck. Five minutes ago, I would have. But now that I understood Dante’s motivation… No matter how delusional it was. “We can’t kill him.”

      Both of Raegan’s brows shot up, and her eyes narrowed. “Excuse me? We sure as shit can.”

      “For once, Rabbit, do as you’re told,” I growled.

      Fuck, she’s going to kill me one day.

      I fought to lower my voice and reached down, hauling Dante’s limp body up by the armpits. “We don’t have time to get into it now. I will explain later.”

      Her foot tapped rapidly on the floor, evidently torn. “Fine. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      Rush grabbed Dante’s opposite arm and rushed down the ridiculous number of stairs. We had minutes to get outside, which would have been hard enough without carrying Dante.

      “Oh, you’re going to die, little brother. Let me fucking go.” Dante’s voice came out clear for someone who was just passed out. I grunted as he tried to pull himself free of Rush and me, but we managed to restrain him.

      Rae laughed from a few steps ahead of us, where she was taking two steps at a time. “Since you asked nicely. Yeah…sure, we’ll get right on that.”

      “Cunt.” Dante bit the word out.

      Rush jerked on his arm hard enough to dislocate Dante’s shoulder. “Not a good idea unless you want her to kill you. As it is, she already voted to shoot you while unconscious.”

      He was dead weight in our arms, forcing us to drag him. We were going too fucking slow. Rae stopped at the next landing to wait for us.

      “Go, Raegan.” I barked the words—all command, no request.

      She winked.

      Oh the fucking audacity.

      It would’ve turned me on if she wasn’t so close to dying. “I need you to hurry. Please.” I instilled as much pleading into my voice as possible.

      My shoulders dropped when instead of flying down the rest of the stairs like she should have, she pulled her gun out and pressed the cool metal between Dante’s brows. He gave her a cheerful smirk.

      A muscle ticked in Raegan’s jaw as she stared my brother down. “Listen. For whatever reason, your brother didn’t want to shoot you upstairs. Which means you must have done or said something to make it worth saving your measly life.”

      Dante’s eyes narrowed on her, losing all signs of a smirk.

      “The bomb is going to go off in less than five minutes. We still have two floors to cover. You’re either going to stand the fuck up and help us get the hell out of here, or I’m shooting you dead, not giving a single damn about what Nico says. I’m not letting us all die because of your stubborn ass.”

      Dante laughed and stood, taking his weight, and took a step forward. “Oh, I get it now, Nico. Your girl has a little of Marcus in her after all.” He didn’t fight us the rest of the way down.

      As we crashed out of the emergency exit on the ground level, my legs burned with the speed we’d come down the stairs. We burst through the glass entry doors, making it across the parking lot just in time for the explosives to go off. Rush, Rae, Dante, and I stood in silence as the top several floors of the building came down under its own weight, a bloom of dust coating the air.

      The wail of sirens and flashing blue and red lights broke through the heavy smoke as debris came crashing around us. The parking lot was full of police screaming commands. An angry Riccardo was being pushed into a cruiser as he glared at us. The cops turned their guns our way. Their faces were ghost white, mouths open as they took in the scene. I ran my tongue over my top teeth and looked them down. They weren’t going to shoot me, and we all knew it.

      The police chief walked up to us with a group of officers at his back, his face stern as he took us in. “Son, you know I hate to do this, but Nico Esposito, you are under—”

      “Before you finish that, I have a present for you.” I pushed Dante forward.

      The officer to his right grabbed hold of him, securing his hands behind him. “Dante Esposito. Leader of the Trilogy. That’s who you’ve been searching for all this time, right? Newspapers have been going on and on about how you haven’t been able to catch him. Here he is.” I jerked my head toward the crumbled building. “And his men won’t be causing you any problems either.”

      The officer opened and closed his mouth like a fish.

      Rae stepped in front of me and glared down her nose at him, her hands perched on her hips. “So we done now?”

      The officer looked between us and Dante. He shook his head like he couldn’t believe what was happening. “Yeah, you’re free to go. Just stop killing people.”

      She smirked as she spun into my arms. “No promises.”

      She shrieked as I hauled her over my shoulder, not giving her the chance to get herself arrested. Let’s get the fuck out of here.

      A black Range Rover pulled into the parking lot, crunching rubble under its wheels. Sophie appeared through the passenger window. She looked nothing like her perfectly coiffed self. Her hair was half pulled out of her ponytail, dirt smeared on her face, but her smile took up her face when she looked at us. “Get in. Or are you guys going to hang out here with the cops all night?” She nodded toward where a group of officers was staring us down. I tossed Rae into the back seat, and Rush and I followed after her.

      She wrapped her arms around my middle, tucking her head against my chest, and Rush lifted her legs over his lap.

      Rae laughed uncontrollably. “I can’t believe that worked.”
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      “You look tired, boss,” Kyle shouted over the music. His brows drew together as he searched my face. It was so loud at the Mount Summer camp, he had to lean in to be heard, his jacket brushing my arm.

      I was more than a little tired—exhausted, actually—I wasn’t going to ruin the mood for everyone celebrating the success of tonight. I plastered a strained smile on my lips. “First, I’m pretty sure there are rules about not telling your boss they look bad, and second, you should see yourself.”

      Kyle shook his head like a wet dog and dislodged fine dust that was turning his brown hair gray. His smile lit up his face as he turned to look at the thrum of people and shouted, “We did it.”

      A chorus of shouts and raised beers echoed back to him. Kyle turned back to me. “You want to go through the debrief?”

      I scanned over the laughing faces in the crowd. We’d gathered at the compound after the gala, and it didn’t take long for music and drinks to come out. The drunken toasts were not far off.  I pushed down the ache eating at my chest, at all the faces who were missing from the crowd. Our men deserved one night to let loose before reality came crashing down around them. There would be more than one crying widow come the light of day. “Tomorrow. We can do it tomorrow. Go have fun.”

      He looked between me and the hordes of people partying, his gaze landing on one of the escorts. His eyes gleamed as she met his gaze, and he gave me a lazy smile. “Alright, boss. Tomorrow.” He glanced at Beck, who approached us holding a beer and a White Claw and winked. “Have fun tonight.”

      Fucking cheeky bastard. I was going to have to put a stop to that if I wanted to be taken seriously as the leader, but that could wait. I shooed him off. “Fuck off, Kyle. Debrief is at 7:00 a.m. sharp.”

      Beck groaned as he wrapped his arms around my waist and hauled me into his chest. “Fuck that. She’ll meet you at ten.”

      I squirmed in his grip, annoyance burning up my skin. I wouldn’t be undermined in front of my own men. Beck dropped his mouth to my shoulder, placing a soft trail of kisses up the curve of my neck, instantly erasing any memory of anger. “Trust me, Little Thief. You’re going to want to sleep in after what we have planned for you tonight.”

      His words drove a shiver through me, and heat swirled in my lower stomach. I rolled my eyes at Kyle, ignoring his raised brows. “I’ll call you at ten. Behave, and try not to get alcohol poisoning tonight.”

      Kyle smiled while walking backward toward the pretty blonde in the torn pink dress. “I’ll do my best.” His smile and tone said he was absolutely full of shit, but the tension I’d been carrying drained out of me.

      Beck handed me my drink, and I took a long sip of the crisp liquid and let my head settle back on his chest. My heart clenched with thoughts of Rick as he stayed behind so we could leave.

      I’d never known Rick, not really, so a part of me worried it was silly to mourn for him, but there was still a hollowness where hope had been.

      Beck’s fingers gently grazed my chin, turning my face up to his. I took a shuddering breath as I fought back the burning in my eyes. I had lost countless people in my life; I wasn’t sure why this one man felt any different.

      Beck leaned forward and kissed my errant tears away. “It’s going to be okay.”

      I sniffed, and let out a self-deprecating laugh. “I know. I’m being stupid about this.”

      He stiffened and leaned down until all I could see was his hazel eyes, answering as if he read my mind. “Rick was a good man, Rae. There’s nothing stupid about wishing you had more time with him.” 

      I let Beck comfort me for a few more minutes, then took a deep breath and shut it down. Tonight was for celebrating. Everything else could come after. I tipped my bottle and swallowed it down in a few big gulps, my eyes trained on the sea of dancing bodies.

      My hips slowly swayed with the music, until I was pressing back into the strong body behind me.  Beck’s teeth captured the soft flesh of the bottom of my ear, and I sucked in a sharp breath. His deep voice rumbled through my back, barely audible over the music. “You want to dance, babe?”

      His voice was velvety over my skin, and a slow smile stretched my face, remembering the last time we’d danced. It felt like forever ago.

      Rush came up beside us. “What’s got you all flushed like that, Firecracker?” His voice was low and laced with the promise of everything he wanted to do to me.

      I bit my bottom lip to stop a moan from escaping when I met his hooded, mismatched gaze.

      Beck chuckled when my knees gave out, and he held me against him. “I was just asking her if she wanted to dance with us.”

      A sly smile lifted Rush’s mouth that turned into a boyish grin. I had half a mind to drag them both into my old room here. No, that wasn’t right.

      “I want to go home.” My words were met by two simultaneous groans.

      Rush grazed my lips, sandwiching me between them. “God, Firecracker. I love it when you call it that.”

      I felt like I could die happy with Rush teasing my mouth with his own and Beck’s heat soaking through my back, but something or someone was missing. I glanced around the open area and spotted Nico already looking at me.

      His black gaze was hooded as he watched me with his best friends. Anthony was talking to him, but his full attention was on us. Nico abandoned his man and made his way toward us, cutting the distance with each step.

      My heart kicked in my chest when Nico’s gaze focused on where Rush was licking up my neck, and his feet faltered. It was a heady feeling knowing that we could affect the great Nicolai Esposito. That he was ours.

      “You’re the leader of the Mount Summer gang. Don’t make yourself look bad,” Nico barked from directly beside us.

      Indignation filled my chest, and I pushed both Beck and Rush off me, ready to put Nico in his place. The second I stepped out of their embrace, Nico captured me in his own and devoured my protest with his mouth.

      I fought against his kiss, clenching my teeth, but his hot fingers tightened on my jaw until I opened for him soon, forgetting all about being pissed. My hands fisted his jacket, pulling him closer, needing to feel every inch of him. His hard and demanding kiss turned soft and slow, naturally tapering off. Nico dropped his forehead to mine, and we took slow, deliberate breaths.

      “Don’t look at me like that, Rabbit. It was the only way to get those two to let you go.” He lifted his chin to where Beck and Rush watched us under hooded eyes. “Your men respect you. You will never have to worry about that.”

      His words washed through me, and I met his gaze, a smirk slowly lifting my mouth. We fucking did it. A bubbly feeling floated in my stomach as I looked around at our men. Mount Summer and Gentlemen alike danced and drank in celebration. We’d done more than take down the Trilogy. We’d demolished the war between our families forever.

      Beck’s tattooed fingers entwined in mine. “Let’s go home, babe.”

      I nodded, because that sounded like a great fucking plan. “Wait. Where’s Sophie?”

      We’d come here together, and I’d have to find her before we could leave. She’d looked like death when she told me all about the necklace and how the bastards had been monitoring her. I needed to know she was okay.

      Rush took out his phone, sending off a quick text, and Anthony stepped through the crowd, bringing a disheveled-looking Sophie with him. I breathed a sigh of relief. She looked more like herself with her hair down and smiling face.

      “We’re heading out. Where’s your stuff? I can help you get it?”

      She glanced between us, her skin flushed pink. “Yeah, I don’t think so. I’m going to stay here tonight. I miss my own room.”

      I tilted my head, sensing the lie, and she looked at my guys and winked at me. I hauled her into my chest, hugging her tight enough she protested in my arms. “I love you, Soph. Take care of yourself tonight.”

      A mischievous smile took over her face, and she wiggled her fingers at us. “Have fun.”

      Before I could say anything, Beck lifted me over his shoulder, cutting off my air supply, and headed to the Range Rover parked nearby.

      “Let me down,” I said half-heartedly. Any other day, I’d fight on the principle of not being manhandled, but let’s face it, I fucking loved it.
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        * * *

      

      We stepped through the front door, and Nico groaned when his phone rang for the fifth time in the last five minutes. He looked between the three of us where we headed to our joint room. He looked torn between answering his phone and saying fuck it and following us.

      The shrill ring started again, and he groaned, hitting the Answer button and holding it to his ear. “What?” His words were bitten out and held enough steel in them I almost felt bad for whoever was on the other end. Almost.

      A warm feeling spread through me as I looked around our room. It was a mix of their stuff and mine. The closet was nearly overflowing with Nico’s suits. Beck’s motocross magazines lined the nightstands, and Rush’s laptop was open on the desk.

      Beck stepped behind me, his fingers unzipping the back of my dress, and Rush slid it down my thighs, his knuckles dragging over the sensitive skin. A shiver ran through me as his gaze darkened at my revealed body.

      “Shit, Firecracker. Next time you go out like this…” His hand cupped between my legs, fingers easily gliding through my wet core, stopping just before entering me. A low rumble ran through his chest, and he dropped his head to mine. “If I catch you bare under your skirt like this outside again, I’m going to fuck you right where you stand. You understand?”

      He scanned my face and must have read the challenge there, because he groaned, nipping my bottom lip. “You are going to be the death of me.”

      Rush kissed along my neck as Beck’s fingers grazed the backs of my thighs, over my bottom, and up my bare spine, leaving a trail of goose bumps in their wake. I moaned when he lifted the heavy weight of my hair, massaged my scalp, and pressed his hard cock against my lower back, his thin pants the only barrier between us.

      Rush circled two fingers around my clit, just out of reach of where I wanted him, and licked the hollow of my throat. “Keep making that sound, beautiful.”

      My head dropped back on Beck’s shoulder, exposing my chest to the trail of his kisses. “Mmmhmm.” The small sound of agreement was the only sound I could make. Rush kissed down my chest and groaned as he sucked on my nipple. I ground into Beck, and he grunted, hands gripping my hips, pulling me tight against him. “Fuck, babe.”

      Beck nipped and sucked, marking the opposite side of my neck as Rush had. He lowered himself, and heat pooled between my thighs as their hands and mouths grazed every inch of me. The world seemed to spin, the overwhelming lust fogging my brain like trying to see underwater. I shuddered when they dropped to their knees. Rush’s tongue swirled around my navel, his fingers still teasing my entrance, and Beck pressed kisses into my lower spine, growling, “We’re going to make you come so fucking hard.”

      Rush caught the back of one of my knees and lifted it over his shoulder, bringing him so close his breath fanned over my naked, wet skin. Beck wrapped his hands around my waist and lifted me until my toes barely touched the floor. His teeth grazed the top of my ass, making promises I knew they’d keep. Holy shit.

      Rush watched me with mismatched eyes as he licked over my clit until I was squirming between them. “We’re about to ruin you, Firecracker. Hope you’re ready.” His words came out as a low rumble against my skin, and I fisted his hair to keep myself from falling forward when my knees went weak.

      I nodded my head yes, unable to form words as both their mouths descended on me, Rush from the front, Beck spreading my cheeks and licking me from behind. The double sensation had my eyes rolling back, and every nerve focused on where they touched me. My core tightened and ached, needing to be released. A series of incoherent pleas escaped my lips, and the boys’ joint chuckles fell across my skin. Frustrated, I ground my hips between them, chasing both of their mouths as the pressure built until my skin was tightening. Fingers slid through my wet core and pushed into the tight hole in the back, just as others sank into me, filling me up on both sides. My head tipped back, and my mouth fell open on a cry.

      I was so lost to the world, I didn’t notice Nico coming into the room until his mouth crashed over mine, eating my moans. Fuck. It was too much, more than I could take. I was so fucking close.

      Rush and Beck increased their rhythm, and my eyes rolled back just as Nico bit down on my nipple, detonating the tension inside me. My body shook so hard I lost my balance, and Nico caught me in his arms as Beck and Rush dragged out the last pulses of my release. I collapsed against him, panting, and listened to the pounding of his heart. I scraped my nails over his chest—he was entirely too dressed.

      He lifted me off my feet and laid me too gently on the bed. His mouth grazed mine. “We’re going to see how well you know us. Can you tell the difference from me fucking you to them?” I turned my head to the side and watched Beck and Rush strip out of their clothes. I swallowed back a whimper as their cocks were exposed. My mouth watered, and my core clenched, desperately wanting more.

      I looked back at Nico. “I can tell.”

      He smirked. “We’ll see about that.”

      Nico removed his tie in slow, controlled motions. His deft fingers made quick work of his dress shirt. How did he make taking off his shirt so fucking hot? He removed his belt, rolling it into a neat circle prior to leaving it on the table. Beck and Rush came around the bed, but my focus was on every inch Nico slowly revealed me. When his boxers hit the floor and he fisted his cock in his hands, stroking from root to tip, a thrill went through me. His gaze darkened when my mouth tipped up in a devilish smirk. There was just something about being fucked by all three of them that did it for me.

      Beck’s mouth dropped to my ear. “You trust us, Little Thief?” His voice came out unsure as he echoed the question he’d asked all the weeks ago on the roof. I had trusted them then, and God have mercy because I absolutely trusted them now.

      I turned to look him in the eyes. “I trust you.”

      Joy seemed to radiate from him that quickly turned dark. His tongue ran over his bottom lip, playing with the silver hoop. “That’s good, Little Thief, because you’re going to need to.”

      With those parting words, he wrapped a silky material twice around my eyes, cutting off my sight. Plunged into darkness, the hair on the back of my neck stood up. The sound of my raging heart filled my ears as I was laid bare in the center of the bed. There was a vulnerability to being exposed like this. The loss of one of my senses had my body tingling in anticipation.

      The bed shifted with their weight until I no longer knew who stood where.

      Cool air touched my skin, but it wasn’t responsible for the goose bumps that covered me. The anticipation of their touch had every nerve at the ready.

      Breath fanned over my stomach, drawing a moan from the back of my throat. Jesus. They weren’t even touching me yet and I was losing my mind. My back arched, head pressing into the bed as wet, openmouthed kisses trailed down my skin until they hovered just above my core.

      My ears strained to hear him. Anything to give away which of my guys was touching me, but the rushing blood through my ears made it impossible.

      A tongue licked from my entrance, circled my clit, and repeated the action. Starting off slow, then increasing in speed and pressure until I was writhing on the bed. “Oh, fuck. Please.”

      I didn’t even know what I was begging for, just more. Whoever it was knew what I needed, because fingers sank into my core as teeth gently bit my clit and the world exploded around me with my orgasm.

      Strong hands stroked up my thighs, over my stomach, and up my arms as a heavy body lay over me, hips nestled between mine. I whimpered as a thick cock pressed into my oversensitive clit. A rumble ran through his chest, but he must have bitten back a sound. I traced his arms, trying to feel which one of my guys this was, but he smoothed his hands up my arms, entwined our fingers, and pinned them above my arms.

      I shifted, but his heavy hips tilted and impaled me on his cock. My mouth dropped open on a cry that was stolen by a desperate kiss. I planted my feet and lifted my hips, giving him a better angle, and he groaned against my mouth.

      The action had an inkling of an idea of who was making love to me whisper in my head. I ran my tongue along his mouth and smiled as the cool hoop touched my tongue, confirming my thoughts.

      “Beck,” I moaned his name, and that was his undoing. Any control his thrusting had was demolished by his name. His kiss turned gentle, a stunning contrast to the strength he was pounding into me.

      “Fuck, babe.” His hips stuttered, and his hot release filled me. He placed kisses over my cheek, along the bridge of my nose, and down to my ear. “You are so fucking hot. If I didn’t think they’d kill me, I’d never get off of you.” He bit the lobe of my ear and rolled off me.

      I was left panting on my back for only a few seconds before I was lifted onto my knees over someone. I went to stabilize myself on their chest, but both my hands were pinned together in a near painful grasp behind my back. I gasped, and my chest arched forward, meeting a warm mouth. I moaned as tongue and teeth teased my right nipple and a hand massaged and pinched the other, alternating between hard and soft until I was struggling to breathe. My body shook, barely able to stay up on my own.

      Just as it started to overwhelm me, I was lifted and pushed down on a cock. My mind went wide as the too-full feeling took over. My wrists were let go, and fingers grazed over my skin as I loosened around him. As soon as I was able to sink all the way down, his touch went from soft to punishing. He gripped my hips, controlling the speed of my movements, making me pound myself down around him.

      Each clash of our bodies sent a shock through me, soaking my core. He dug his fingers in my hair and yanked back, exposing my neck to his bites. “Fuck.”

      The edge of pain mixed with the undeniable pleasure had me crying out another release. I ground down as the sensation rolled through me, and my brain fogged over. Laid over his chest, I kissed up his neck and whispered in his ear, “Nico.”

      His groan rumbled through me, and his hands banded around me, crushing my breasts against him. He hadn’t come, which meant they were going to take me together. My mouth watered in anticipation of sucking my mismatched Gentlemen down my throat.

      I stiffened as warm liquid dripped down my crack. “You have no idea how badly I’ve wanted you like this, Firecracker.”

      The head of Rush’s cock circled my back entrance and pushed in slowly, one inch at a time. My teeth sank into Nico’s chest as I took them both in. I was stretched so far, the pressure felt like my mind would break apart.

      “Rush.”

      His breath grew choppy as he fully entered and stilled. I took heaping sips of air, trying to adjust around them.

      “You feel so fucking good.” Rush kissed along my neck in soothing, slow strokes. “You take us so well.”

      My body trembled as he sucked on the sensitive skin below my ear, and I started to move between them.

      Strong hands stilled my motions. “Stay still. We have this,” said the fox to the rabbit.

      The drag and pull of their combined cocks had me whimpering incoherently within moments. Any possible pain that had existed turned to intense need. Suddenly, what felt like too much wasn’t enough, and I rocked back into them. They both groaned and thrust harder as we began to fuck in earnest. It only took a swipe over my clit for me to come apart on a cry between them, followed quickly by their releases.

      We lay in a tangled heap, desperate to catch a breath. My boys took care to slide out of me and cocooned me between them. Beck reached over Rush’s side and stroked my damp hair off my face.

      After a lifetime of feeling like I was on the outside, I fell asleep in the comforting knowledge they were my family.
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      The County Jail could only be described as “beige.”

      The concrete bricks of the massive building were a yellowish off-white that reminded me of Ace bandages. The high, stone walls with the barbed wire on top were the same miserable color, and the paint on the inside of the front office had been done to match. Even the plastic furniture and the uniforms the police officers wore were kind of a light-sandstone color. Also known as “beige.”

      I stood with my three guys next to a champagne-colored counter and tapped my fingers against a stack of manila envelopes while we waited for the guard at reception to go find someone to help us.

      Rush ran his fingers over the bare strip of skin between my jeans and the bottom of my jacket, and I shivered. “Hey. Not here. I bet there are cameras.”

      “Awesome,” he muttered into my hair, and I laughed.

      It had been just over two weeks since the new hotel exploded and things returned to normal—or as normal as anything ever was for us. Over the last few weeks, all the Trilogy men had either slunk off into obscurity or tried to return to the Gentlemen and Mount Summer. We were up to our fucking eyeballs in trying to weed out all the people who had turned on us, but once we got rid of them all, we would have a much tighter ship. And a much fuller lake.

      A uniformed police officer—one of ours, though I couldn’t recall his actual name right now—marched a sullen-looking Dante down the hall. His black eyes flashed when he saw the four of us standing in the little lobby, shoulder to shoulder, and he sneered.

      “Come to gloat?” he spit.

      “Oh, yes,” I yelled back. “We had nothing better to do with our Saturday than come throw rotten fruit at the peasant in the stocks. Burn the witch!”

      Rush put his hand on my back. “Mixing your metaphors there, Firecracker.”

      “Shhhh. He doesn’t know that.”

      I wasn’t actually sure if Dante did know that. I didn’t know a lot about him. Maybe he was fucking Rhodes Scholar or a major history buff—it didn’t really matter.

      “Your bail is posted,” the cop told Dante. “Let’s try not to piss off the people paying to get you out of my hair.”

      Dante whipped his head around, this time to stare specifically at Nico. He didn’t say anything for a minute, but his eyes said a lot—moving back and forth while he evidently tried to decide what was going on. “Nah, fuck no. I’m all set. ’Preciate it.”

      Nico rolled his eyes and leaned over to me. “What did I tell you, Rabbit? This is an absolute fucking waste of our time.”

      Beck snickered, and I wondered if he was thinking along the same lines as I was. Despite Dante having lost his high-born accent, he and Nico were more or less the same stubborn asshole, just in different clothes.

      Dante’s handcuff jangled as he tried to steer the nonplussed police officer back in the direction of the jail cell. This was probably a first for the officer. Not that many people said no to half a million dollars’ bail.

      “I guess your friends will be disappointed, then,” I called.

      Dante stopped. “What?”

      Rush stepped forward around me. “You didn’t think we were going to take you home, right? You’ve got people waiting outside.”
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        * * *

      

      Two figures stood in the parking lot next to a blue jeep parked uncomfortably close to our Range Rover. The nearer of the two, I’d seen a few times before. He was tall and blond and looked more like the singer of an alternative pop-punk band than a gang member. He was the one who’d been in the room at the hospital when we’d gone to get Sophie and whom we’d met in the club weeks before that. He didn’t smile or give any obvious sign that he recognized me—probably for the best.

      The other one was vaguely familiar as well. He was tall, with raven-black hair and an angular jaw. His eyes were fixed on our car, and though I knew he couldn’t actually see inside through the blacked-out glass, a shiver ran up my spine.

      Dante turned from us to his friends as though waiting for the other shoe to drop or someone to pull out a gun. That, I supposed, was fair. When nothing happened, he crossed the pavement to stand between the two men, the three of them facing the four of us.

      “This is conditional,” Nico said, shoving his hands in his suit pockets. “They already know. You leave the city, no harm, no foul.”

      Dante sneered at his brother, and all I could think of were those black eyes through the slits of his Trilogy mask. “So what, you’re going to keep the Gentlemen for yourself?”

      “Yes,” Nico said, his eyebrow ticking up. “And you get to not go to prison for life. I think that’s a good deal for you, personally.”

      Dante opened his mouth and closed it again, trying and failing to figure out how he could come out on top.

      “If you come back, we can just do this all again,” Beck said, grinning in a way that implied he hoped they would try.

      Rush crowded my back, swinging his free arm over my shoulder. “I imagine it would be hard to find the time to raise another gang army after what you did to the last one.”

      “Got it,” the blond guy cut in. His voice was kind of low and gravelly, like a California surfer.

      Dante threw his friend an annoyed look but said nothing. Dante’s problem had always been that he didn’t really want to run the city. He wanted revenge, which wasn’t a solid starting point from which to run a gang. That wasn’t how you raised an army of loyal men. How the hell he’d held on to these two, I’d never know.

      My eyes found the surly-looking man—he was the only one who hadn’t spoken. He didn’t even seem to be totally listening to us; he was still watching our car.

      “Is there something interesting over there?” I snapped, waving my hand at him.

      His expression didn’t shift from mild boredom as he turned back to me. “Tell your sister I want my necklace back.”
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