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      It’s been three days since the whole disastrous fake date with Ensley. Three miserable days filled with me moping around, wishing I could take back what I did while trying to figure out how to make things right with Gregor and process who my real dad is.

      Winston Maerriellie.

      My dad is Winston Maerriellie.

      My dad is Winston Maerriellie, leader of the Fareland mafia.

      Fuck. Shit. Fuck. I can’t even wrap my head around it.

      Deep down, I know this is bad, especially if my father finds out. What I don’t understand is why my mom said Winston would hurt Elodie and me if he found out about us. Perhaps his wife would be pissed if she found out he had an affair. Yeah, that doesn’t sound like something the leader of the mafia would worry about. There has to be another reason. And my mom knows that reason. Getting the truth out of her is impossible right now, though, since I haven’t seen her since that night I confronted her. From what my dad told me this morning when I showed up to his office for work—bright and early just like he commanded—she went on a vacation to some spa. How convenient.

      If she thinks hanging out at a spa is going to save her from telling me the truth, she’s wrong. I may have been a pushover—and in some ways, I still am— but if I’m ever going to put my life together—or well, get it started—I’m going to have to start standing up to my parents. Or my fake dad—who I’m going to call by his first name, Nicholas, because I can’t stand the idea of calling him dad anymore—never really could.

      I wish I could already stand up to Nicholas—and I fully plan on it—but I’m taking this step by step, moving cautiously until I can figure out what’s going on. Then I’m saying peace out and starting a new life. I just hope Ensley will forgive me and want to be part of that new life.

      A voice inside my head laughs at me. Yeah, fucking right. She’s never going to forgive you after what you did.

      I grit my teeth at my conscious. What a fucking asshole. Granted, he’s probably an accurate fucking asshole.

      Sighing, I stab the shovel into the dirt and continue digging the hole Nicholas ordered me to dig the moment I showed up at his office this morning. He’d told me to drive up on the Fareland hillside and make a right when I reached the lake. Then I was to drive out into the trees and dig a hole until he shows up. I don’t even want to know what the hole is for, but if he shows up with a heavy trash bag that reeks of rotting flesh, I’m out. I don’t care if Nicholas shits a brick. Burying a dead body is not something I’m going to do no matter the consequences.

      I lift my hand and wipe the sweat from my brow, wishing I’d worn shorts. But Nicholas has a strict button-down shirt and tie dress code for whenever I work for him. So, right now, I’m sporting a light blue button shirt, a red tie, black jeans, and nice sneakers, all of which are covered in my sweat and dirt. Nicholas despises it when I wear sneakers, which is kind of why I do it. It’s my one and only act of rebellion. How fucking pathetic am I?

      “Pretty fucking pathetic,” I mutter to myself then stab the shovel into the dirt again.

      As I dig deeper into the ground, my thoughts drift to Ensley. She hasn’t been responding to my texts and who can blame her after what I did. Still, I keep trying because it’s all I can do. I’d be more worried about having no idea where they are, but El messaged me a few times and said they’re okay. She won’t tell me anything else, so I’m left wondering where the two of them are and what they’re doing. Or, well, I guess I should say the three of them, but I don’t like to think about the third party that went on their little road trip. Not that I don’t like Gaige, but he’s a guy and he’s with the girl I like, probably too much. I don’t like thinking about all the things they could be doing with each other. Sure, I don’t really think Ens is the sort of girl who’ll randomly hook up with someone. I mean, I’m pretty sure I was her first kiss for fuck’s sake. But sometimes people do stupid, out of character, things when they’re hurting. Like me.

      I glance down at my scabbed knuckles, a painful reminder of just how stupid and out of character I’ve been acting over the last few days. Enough that I rammed my fist through my bedroom wall. It hurt like a motherfucker and I now have a huge ass hole in my wall. But the pain did momentarily distract me from my own head, so I guess there’s that.

      The distraction only lasted a minute. Then the pain subsided and my mind went straight back to focusing on how bad I’ve fucked up. How Gregor is pissed off at me and is threatening to tell my fake father he’s not my real father. How if I don’t figure out a way to get Ensley to accept him, he’s going to retract his job offer. How if I do get Ensley to accept him, I’ll be betraying her again and will probably lose any chance of being with her. That is, if I even have a chance anymore.

      And then, of course, there’s the fact that my real father is part of the mafia, which means that, by blood, I’m technically linked to the mafia.

      Yeah, and I thought Nicholas being a corrupt lawyer was bad.

      I grip the handle of the shovel and the wood scrapes at my palms. I’m probably going to have blisters tomorrow. Good. Maybe the pain will offer me another brief moment of distraction.

      Unable to stand the heat any longer, I slip my tie off and peel off my shirt. Then I go back to digging, only stopping when my phone buzzes. I figure the message has to be from my dad, so I’m kind of surprised when I see Gregor flash across the screen.

      I’ve only heard from him once since Friday night and he didn’t seem too thrilled when I told him I didn’t know where Ensley is. He demanded I find her and I tried—I really did—but the only people who know where she is are El, Ens herself, and Gaige. And none of them will tell me. And yes, I even caved and tried to text Gaige.

      His reply: Sorry man, but El’d cut off my nuts if I told you.

      I would’ve given him shit for being afraid of my sister, but El can be a pretty scary chick when she wants to be.

      Walking into the shade, I lean against the side of the car and open the message from Gregor.

      Gregor: Have you found my daughter yet?

      Me: Not yet. I talked to my sister, though, and she said she was okay.

      Gregor: I don’t want to know if she’s okay. I want to fucking know where my daughter is. Every day that passes by where you don’t bring her to me, makes me less and less willing to let you come work with me.

      I grind my teeth until my jaw aches. Will there ever be a day when I’m not being threatened?

      Me: I’ll figure out something soon. I promise.

      Gregor: You better come through on this, Carter. It’s more important than just our deal.

      Me: What does that mean?

      He doesn’t respond, leaving me to worry.

      But my worry is short lived as two SUVs drive up through the trees, heading straight for me. I start to panic that some stranger is about to find me in the middle of the woods, digging a hole that’s big enough to hold a body or two, but then relax as I recognize the passenger in one of the vehicles.

      Nicholas.

      But who the hell is in the other car?

      I soon get my answer as the vehicles come to a stop and a few people file out, one of those people being Winston Maerriellie.

      Well that’s just fucking great. Not only do I have to deal with Nicholas, but I also have to deal with my real dad, the leader of the Fareland mafia, along with about five of his bodyguards.

      All of them are dressed in suits as if going to some important business meeting, which makes me wonder the real reason behind the hole and why they’re here, in the middle of the woods.

      “Carter.” My dad greets me as he walks up and measures up the hole. “It looks like you actually listened for once.”

      I resist an eye roll. I almost always listen and that’s part of the reason I’m in this mess.

      I stuff my phone into the back pocket of my jeans and try my best not to eyeball Winston, worried he’ll somehow realize the truth. “So what’s up with the hole?”

      “That’s none of your damn business.” He rubs his jawline. “You can pack up and leave. Just make sure to go home, take a shower, and wash your clothes.”

      Great. He definitely has to be using the hole to bury a body. Does that make me an accomplice? Fuck, I think it does.

      Despite how much I want to shake my head, I nod, pick up my shirt and slip it back on. Then I stuff my tie into my back pocket, collect the shovel, and round to the back of the vehicle. As I’m stuffing the shovel into the trunk, Winston approaches Nicholas.

      “You think this is the best place for this to happen?” he asks Nicholas while assessing the hole.

      “Have I ever steered you wrong before?” Nicholas asks, crossing his arms.

      Winston shakes his head. “But I want to be careful with this one. Gregor isn’t like the others we’ve gone after. He’s got more connections and power than them, which means he can fight back.”

      Nicholas’s brows elevate.  “You’re nervous?”

      Winston’s lips twist into a smirk. “Nervous? I thought you knew me better than that.”

      “You’re right. My mistake.” Nicholas pauses. “I just wonder how you think Gregor is going to react if he finds out what we did to his precious first.”

      First what? First born? Are they talking about Ens?

      I tense. What is Winston planning to do?

      “Oh, he’s going to find out. That’s all part of the plan. But he can’t find out until everything is done and the body’s already rotting—then he’ll have no choice but to break,” Winston says with a maliciously pleased grin. “Broken men are easier to take down.”

      “That they are,” Nicholas agrees with a bob of his head. “It’s why I refuse to have anything in my life worth breaking for.”

      I mentally roll my eyes as I shut the trunk and head for the driver’s side. Give a round of applause for the father of the year.

      Winston nods in agreement. “That’s always been Gregor’s weakness. He never could fully let go of the people he cares for. It’s selfish of him really, considering the world he chooses to live in.”

      “It really is.” Nicholas shields his eyes from the sunlight flickering through the tree branches above. “I still can’t believe he thought you wouldn’t find out he had a daughter. A real one.”

      I’m about to open the door, but freeze as terror lashes through me. Are they talking about Ruby or Ensley?

      “He should know better,” Nicholas adds. “All those years wasted not seeing her just so in the end you can find out about her. He should’ve completely cut ties with her, but he couldn’t just let her go. And now you’ve found his weakness.”

      “Well, you found her for me.” He grips Nicholas’s shoulder. “Your loyalty has earned you a place in my family.”

      No… There’s no fucking way they could’ve found Ensley. They can’t be going after her. I must be misunderstanding them.

      Then another thought occurs to me. Holy shit, is Nicholas joining the mafia?

      “As I promised, your daughter won’t be touched when we go to pick up Gregor’s first.” Winston releases Nicholas’s shoulder. “I just need access to the tracking device on her car.”

      My heart violently thrashes against my chest. They’re going after Ensley? They know where she is? Why do they keep referring to Ensley as Gregor’s first? Does Nicholas have a tracking device on Ens car? Does that mean he has one on mine too? Does he know I’ve been secretly meeting with Gregor for the last few months?

      Hopefully not, but it doesn’t really matter right now. What matters is saving Ensley. I need to text El what’s going on and then tell Gregor. Hopefully, he’ll know what to do. Because while I want to protect her, I’m not stupid enough to think I can fight against the entire Fareland mafia all by myself.

      Doing my best to shove my nerves aside—because the last thing I want to do is appear nervous in front of these guys—I open the door to climb in.

      “Carter,” Nicholas calls out.

      I turn around, my heart a nervous wreck. “Yeah?” Thank God, my voice comes out even.

      He stares at me for a beat or two longer and I fight not to squirm. “You understand that what’s said here, stays here, right? If not, you’ll have a place right beside the hole you just dug.”

      I nod. “Yeah, I understand.”

      My fake father gives me a fake smile. “Good. I’ll see you at home.”

      Nodding, I climb into the car and drive out of the trees, moving slower than I want to. But seeming too eager will only make me look suspicious. Once I’m out of sight, I dial Gregor’s number and put the call on speakerphone. He doesn’t answer, so I leave a message on the voicemail, telling him to call me ASAP, that Ens is in danger. I consider calling the cops, but I’m pretty sure Winston is paying the sheriff off. I try to call Ens, but of course she doesn’t answer. I call El and Gaige too, but neither of them pick up. So, I send Ens and El a message, hoping to God that one of them reads it.

      Then I press down on the gas and speed like a motherfucker toward Gregor’s office.
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      A lot of people say you shouldn’t run away from your problems. That you should face them head on. That if you do, things will eventually get better.

      When I first took off with Elodie and Gaige, I thought I was being a coward, but I was too scared to make another choice. Now that I’ve been away from Fareland for a few days, I think I made the correct choice. Not with running away from my problems but by deciding to take a breather before I face my mom. If I had gone home that night after all shit hit the fan, I might have said something I’d end up regretting. When I do go home, I want to be calm. Well, as calm as I can be.

      As for facing Carter, that’s an entirely different story. Part of me is furious with him for playing me like a sucker while the other part feels as though maybe I deserved it for attempting to play him. How can I really be upset with him when I was doing the same thing? The truth is I don’t think I can.

      Still, that doesn’t make my heart ache any less over his betrayal. Stupid heart. I don’t know why it’s always been so stubborn about wanting to get attached to Carter. And hearts aren’t like hormones at all. When I had a crush on Carter, I could handle him not wanting me. But now that I… Well, I’m not really certain exactly how I feel about him yet, but my feelings definitely deepened for him after the time we spent together. And now I’m left feeling like a tiny hole is burrowing into the center of my heart.

      “Earth to Ens.” Elodie waves her hand in front of my face, causing me to flinch. She shakes her head as she slurps on her vanilla shake, a gentle breeze blowing strands of her blonde hair into her eyes. “Dude, you space out more than anyone I know.”

      “That’s completely not true. Gaige does it more than me.” I prop my feet onto the wooden bench attached to the picnic table we’re sitting on.

      Gaige, El, and I are at a park in some Podunk town about three hundred miles or so away from Fareland. We’ve been here for a couple of hours after making a stop to get something to eat for lunch, go to the bathroom, and see the sights. Unfortunately, the “sights,” if you can even call them that, consist of a burger place, a gas station, a cow farm, and the most pathetic excuse for a park that I’ve ever seen with a rusted swing set and a tipped over slide. Still, we decided to chill out at the park for a while so we can eat while Gaige gets high.

      “Only when I’m stoned,” Gaige protests as he hops onto the table beside me.

      He has a joint in one hand and a burger in the other, and he’s decked out in all black even though the temperature is already veering toward one hundred. But that’s usually how he dresses.

      He sets the burger down on his lap and raises the end of the joint toward his lips. “Which I’m about to be, so brace yourself and let the spacing out begin.” He smirks before setting the joint between his lips.

      Elodie rolls her eyes. “This is so not fair. Ens and I shouldn’t be forced to have to deal with your stupid stoner talk for the next few hours.”

      He digs a lighter out of his pocket, lights up, and takes a hit from the joint. “You’re just jealous because you’re stuck being driver and can’t get high with me.”

      “Well, yeah, duh.” She grimaces as she pops a fry into her mouth. “You know I’ve never been very good at being DD.”

      “I can drive for a while if you want me to,” I offer as I stir my shake with my straw.

      She shakes her head. “Sorry Ens, I love you to death but no one drives my baby but me.” She worriedly glances at her Porsche parked in the parking lot. “I’m already on edge having it parked in this town. It stands out way too much. What if someone shows up and tries to steal it or something?”

      I peer around at the empty park and the fields that surround us. “For that to happen, there’d have to be people around.” I rest back on my elbows and stare at the cows in the field. “This place is one step away from being a ghost town.”

      Gaige takes another inhale from the joint, holds it in, then smoke snakes from his lips. “What if it’s like one of those towns in horror movies where any tourist that enters gets trapped there? And the townspeople are like vampires or monsters or just straight up whack jobs? What if we’re being watched right now, but we just can’t see anyone?”

      El and I trade an amused look.

      El dunks a fry into a cup of ranch. “And let the stoner talk begin.”

      Gaige gives a one shoulder shrug as he hands me the joint. “Here. Hold this for me while I eat my burger.”

      “Yes, boss,” I joke as I take the joint from him.

      He tsks me as he unwraps his burger. “You’re sounding more and more like El every day.”

      I shrug. “You say that like it’s an insult.”

      “Well, that all depends on who you ask.” Gaige flashes El a conniving grin and gets rewarded with a fry to the face.

      “You’re such an asshole sometimes.” She pretends to be irritated, but I can tell she really isn’t by the lack of effort she puts into her insults.

      She’s been acting strange since we took off. I wish I knew what was bothering her. We haven’t really spoken much about what happened, only given Gaige a quick recap when we picked him up, which was a sporadic move made when Gaige called and we told him we were going on a road trip.

      “I want to come,” he practically begged. I could hear yelling in the background. “I need to get the hell away from here for a few days anyway.”

      I’d glanced over at El, who could hear the conversation since I put the call on speakerphone. She shook her head, but when someone screamed in the background at Gaige’s place, she caved.

      “Fine, you can come,” she said with an exaggerated sigh. “But you have to promise not to be annoying or a manwhore.”

      “I’ll try my best, but no promises,” Gaige replied, sounding uneasy.

      Elodie sighed again, but let the subject drop, probably because of all the screaming. Clearly someone was upset, but Gaige never embellished when we picked him up and we knew better than to press since he rarely speaks about his home life.

      After we took off from his house, we hit the road, only making stops to go to the bathroom, get something to eat, and buy some clothes and toiletries, using El’s emergency stash of cash in her glovebox. We’ve spent the last few days driving toward no real destination, sleeping in the car and once in a hotel, just the need venture keeping us going. But no matter how much space I put between Fareland and myself, I can’t ditch the pain of betrayal, not just from Carter, but from my mom as well.

      I still can’t believe she’s been keeping my father from seeing me. Perhaps she has her reasons, but she should’ve told me before all this happened.

      I haven’t talked to her since I called her that night, only sending her a few messages from El’s phone to tell her I’m okay and that I’ll come back home when I’ve cooled off. I would’ve texted her from my phone, but after what happened with the SUV and the strange girl, I ditched it. And by ditched, I mean I threw it out the window. I don’t know for sure if there was a tracking app on it, but I’m not about to take that risk, especially when I have no clue who’s tracking me.

      For the first day of our drive, I spent a lot of time worrying if we were being followed. Every vehicle that got too close to us made me edgy, but so far none of them have been anything more than tailgaters so far. But I can’t shake the feeling that I’m being followed. By who, I haven’t got a clue. Maybe my dad? I’m not sure. I might be able to get some answers from my mom, but I’m not ready to talk to her yet, the pain of the fresh betrayal wound still too raw.

      As the ache in my chest begins to build, I put the joint to my lips and inhale deeply. I normally don’t get high in the middle of the day and don’t do it very often, but I need a break from my mind and my heart.

      “Traitor.” El glares at me as I exhale a cloud of smoke.

      Gaige swallows a bite of his burger then laughs. “Ha, ha. Now I’m not the only one who’s going to be annoying.”

      I take another hit and then rest my elbows back on the picnic table. “Sorry El, but I need a break from my own head.” When a flicker of guilt flashes in her eyes, I aim a finger at her. “Don’t. What happened isn’t your fault.”

      She stares out at the pasture while nibbling on a fry. “It sort of is, though.” She continues to absentmindedly nibble on a fry. “I mean, I’m the one who talked you into trying to make Carter fall in love with you. If I hadn’t, this might not be happening.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.” I hand Gaige the joint as he sets his half-eaten burger down on his lap. “From what I got from reading that text, my father and your brother made some sort of plan that required Carter to bring me to my dad. I’m betting that’s why Carter asked me out and took me on that date. He never did tell me where we were going, but I’m wondering if he was just going to take me to my dad.”

      The pain in my heart expands as I remember how amazing that night had been up until I read the text Carter received from my dad. All the stuff Carter had said to me… all the kissing and touching we’d done that night… None of it was true. He never wanted to kiss me. He never thought I was pretty. And I’m guessing he was probably lying when he told me he’d never made fun of me, that he was only teasing and flirting with me. But the one thing that’s confusing is that photo he supposedly took of me. That photo was from a while ago, so either this plan between my father and him has been going on for a while, or he wasn’t lying about that. Or maybe he didn’t take the picture at all and just got it from someone else. Who really knows at this point.

      The one thing I do know, though, is that none of this is El’s fault.

      I swallow down the shaky breath wanting to escape my lips as I shamefully admit the truth. “I wish I could say this wasn’t true, but deep down, I know if Carter had asked me out, I would’ve said yes, even without your plan, El.”

      “Yeah, I know.” El scoots back, lies down, and stares up at the sky. “But I still feel like it’s partly my fault. Carter’s my brother, and it’s my fault you even have to be around him.”

      “So what? You’re not responsible for what he does.” I gulp down the rest of my shake then lie down on the table beside her. “And I don’t want you to blame yourself. You’ve been the best BFFFB ever and nothing will ever change that.”

      “Oh yeah.” She turns her head, a smile quirking at her lips. But a drop of sadness resides in her eyes. “What if you get a hot, rich boyfriend one day and I convince him to run away with me? But then he returns to have sex with you one time and you end up pregnant with his child? But he still runs back to me?”

      I giggle. “If we end up living in a soap opera, I’d still love you. And besides, in the end, he’d probably just end up impregnating you too. Then you’d have to come back to live with me and we’d raise our children—who would be half-siblings—together. But since they’d share birthdays, we’d lie to them and tell them they were really twins.”

      “Yeah, but wouldn’t they get upset when they found out the truth?” she plays along with a smile on her face.

      I shrug. “By the time that happened, we’d be living on our private island, that we never told anyone the location to, sippin’ on margaritas and laughing at the mess we left behind and leaving their father to deal with it.”

      She laughs. “Hell yeah, we would.”

      I laugh with her while Gaige stares down at us like we’ve grown two heads.

      “You guys are so weird.” He rests back on his elbows and inhales another hit. “And kind of morbid.”

      “You like hanging out with us, so what does that make you?” Elodie teases with a wicked glint in her eyes.

      Gaige shrugs. “I never claimed to be normal.”

      “Neither did we,” El quips with a sassy smirk.

      “True,” Gaige agrees, slipping on a pair of sunglasses. “I guess that’s why we get along so well.”

      They look at each other and then bust up laughing, like Gaige’s words are the most ludicrous thing ever. Me, I sit there in silence and wonder when the two of them are going to finally hook up. Because one day it’s going to happen. Just you wait and see.

      He hands me the joint and then lies down on the table. “I need a nap.”

      I put the end of the joint to my lips and inhale deeply. “I need some cookies. And cheese.”

      “I need to get high,” El gripes. “You two are bumming me out.”

      I move the joint in her direction. “Just take a hit, then. We can hang out here for a while. We don’t have to leave anytime soon.”

      “True,” Gaige adds, shutting his eyes. “I’m cool with lying here and taking a nap, just as long as those cows don’t start staring at us.”

      My gaze flicks to the cows. “Yeah, I know. They’ve got some pretty shifty eyes, don’t they?”

      Gaige bobs his head up and down. “I think the really big one that’s standing close to the fence was trying to summon me over there with its mind powers.”

      El chokes on a laugh as she takes the joint from my fingers. “Oh my God, Gaige, what the hell is in this shit?”

      “Lovely things.” Gaige sighs contently.

      I giggle then get comfortable and shut my eyes too. I know El takes a few hits as the skunk-ish scent continues to lace the air. I remain motionless, feeling more relaxed than I have in days. So relaxed that I manage to fall asleep without even noticing. I don’t know how long I sleep for, but I swear it feels like only a moment goes by before El is frantically shaking my shoulder.

      “Ens, wake up.” She gives me another harsh shake. “We have a huge fucking problem.”

      My eyelids feel like lead as I open them and blink up at the sky, now darkened with clouds. “How long was I out?” When I laid down, the sun was shining.

      “I don’t know,” El says in a panic. “I fell asleep too.”

      “Would you two quit yammering?” Gaige mumbles. “It’s nap time.”

      “No, it’s time to wake the hell up.” The worry in El’s tone is even more evident this time.

      I sit up and blink at her. Her bloodshot eyes are wide with fear and she has her phone in her hand.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, trying not to freak out.

      “I just checked my phone and got this message from… Carter.” She winces as she says his name.

      I eyeball the phone like it’s the devil. “I don’t want to read it.”

      “You need to read it,” she insists, urging me to take the phone. “I’ve had my phone shut off. It’s been a while since he sent it…” She swallows hard, her eyes flooding with tears. “This is so bad, Ens.”

      Nervousness chokes me as I take the phone from her and read the message.

      Carter: El, I know you’re mad at me and I completely understand, but you need to call me ASAP. Ens is in danger, which I know sounds fucking crazy, but please just trust me and call me, okay? And you need to ditch your car. Dad’s got a tracking device on it and he’s letting Winston Maerriellie use it to track Ens down.

      My heart races in my chest. “Who the hell is Winston Maerriellie and why the hell is he tracking me down?”

      El shakes her head. “I have no idea why he’s tracking you down, but I do know who Winston Maerriellie is. My dad represents him and I’m pretty sure he might be part of some mafia in Fareland.” She muses over something. “Although, I don’t think my father knows that I know that. He thinks I’m too stupid to understand what’s going on. But I so do.”

      “What the hell? Fareland has a mafia!” I practically shout, my voice echoing around us.

      Gaige bolts upright, furiously blinking his eyes. “What the hell are you two shouting about?”

      I shove the phone in his face. “This.”

      He reads the message then his face drains of color. “Winston isn’t just part of the mafia. He’s the leader.”

      El and I gape at him.

      “How the hell do you know that?” El snaps.

      Gaige fidgets uncomfortably. “Because my father works for him.”
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      I don’t know how much time passes in silence before El snaps out of her shocked trance. Me, I continue to remain lost as a wild monkey in a city.

      “Holy fuck, you’re like a little mafia baby offspring,” she says, astounded and kind of impressed.

      “First of all, I was only a mafia baby offspring when I was born,” Gaige clarifies, shooting her an annoyed look. “And second, it’s not as cool as it sounds.”

      “Oh, I beg to differ,” she says, impressed. “It sounds cool. Like way cool. And kind of sexy.”

      He cocks a brow. “Is this seriously turning you on?”

      El innocently shrugs. “Kind of.”

      He shakes his head. “You’re so fucking twisted. I’m not even kidding.”

      “I don’t really care.” Her expression falters. “We need to get out of here, right?”

      He stares at her incredulously. “What the fuck are you looking at me for?”

      “Because you’re the mafia baby offspring.” She hops off the table and puts her hands on her hips. “So tell us what to do, Tell us how to outrun the mafia.”

      “And tell us why they’re after me,” I add, wiping my sweaty palms on the sides of my legs. “Because I’m really freaking confused about that. I mean, I’ve never even been around a member of the mafia before, so why would they suddenly be after me?”

      Pity crams Gaige’s eyes. “I’m sorry Ens, but I really don’t know.” His jaw ticks. “I try not to get involved with my dad’s business as much as possible.”

      Okay, so I think I’m starting to get a glimpse into why Gaige rarely talks about his family and why he doesn’t seem to like to be around him.

      “But I might have a few ideas on how to outrun them.” He hoists himself off the table and motions for us to follow him as he hikes across the grass.

      El and I hurry after him, jumping as thunder rumbles across the sky.

      “I think we need to call Carter.” El stares down at her phone in her hand while chewing on her bottom lip. “He might be able to tell us more about what’s going on.”

      “That’s a good idea.” Gaige walks out of the gated area of the park. “You call him while I work on your car.”

      “What do you mean, work on my car?” She punches in the passcode to her phone. “There’s nothing wrong with it.”

      Gaige crouches down beside the back tire of her car. “I know. I’m going to get the fucking tracking device off it. That should buy us some time to figure out our next step.” He extends his hand underneath the car and feels around.

      Elodie’s eyes are huge as she stares at Gaige in awe, as if seeing him for the first time. “So sexy,” she mouths to me before dialing in Carter’s number and wandering to the front of the car to talk.

      I’d laugh, but the situation is too terrifying. How can this be possible? Why would a mafia leader be after me? Is the strange girl who showed up on the side of the road linked to this? Does she work for this Winston guy? The last thought makes me shudder.

      Then another thought smacks me out of nowhere. One that makes my stomach churn. Does my dad have anything to do with this? It can’t be a coincidence that all of this is happening at the same time he tries to pop into my life. My mom also said he wasn’t a good man and I once heard her tell my aunt his money is corrupt. Wait, could he be part of the mafia too?

      “Maybe I should call my mom,” I say. “She might know more about this.”

      “Let us get on the road and then you can call her.” Gaige straightens, clutching a small, square, black box with a red blinking light. “You’ll need to be careful when you talk to her, though. Her phone could be bugged.”

      My jaw nearly smacks the ground. “People actually do that?”

      “The mafia does. I’m not really sure if they qualify as people, though. I think once you start killing…” He hastily clears his throat. “But anyway, yeah, we need to be extra careful no one finds out where we are.”

      Everyone keeps saying we, like the mafia is after all three of us. According to Carter, though, this Winston dude just wants me.

      “Maybe I should go off on my own,” I suggest, although I really don’t want to. “You and El don’t need to get involved in this. Whatever this is.”

      Gaige blasts me with a stern look. “Don’t start with your self-sacrificing shit.”

      “Hey, I don’t do that,” I protest, jolting as thunder booms.

      Gaige’s brow arches. “You don’t?”

      I hesitate. “Do I?”

      He reluctantly nods. “You take the fall for a lot of things El does. And I know you don’t talk to your mom about a lot of stuff because you don’t want to upset her. You’ve even taken the blame for me a couple of times, like that one time when we got caught ditching school. And then this whole making Carter fall in love with you plan… You didn’t want to do it, but you did it anyway because you thought you were helping El. And look where it got you.”

      I crinkle my nose, more at myself. “This isn’t El’s fault.”

      “I know. That’s not the point I’m trying to make.”

      “Then what point are you trying to make?"

      “That you put other people’s needs before yours way too much. And now it’s time for those other people,” he gives my arm a pat, “To return the favor.”

      I want to argue with him, tell him there’s no need for the three of us to suffer through this—again, whatever this is—but he looks dead set on not backing down. And once Gaige decides to do something, usually there’s no convincing him otherwise. El’s the same way, too.

      Gaige gives me another pat on the arm before turning in a circle and skimming the area. His gaze settles on a rusted truck parked out in a dry field. “I’ll be right back.”

      Scratching my head, I watch him make his way across the park and jump over the fence into the field. Once he reaches the truck, he sticks the tracking device underneath it, and then hikes back toward me. Hopefully, whoever ends up driving the truck won’t get freaked out when Winston shows up. Hopefully, no one gets hurt. Hopefully, we get away.

      I’m worried I might be putting too much hope into hopefully.

      “Ens?” El says, her voice cautious.

      I turn and find her standing beside me with an uneasy expression and clutching her phone.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask worriedly.

      She anxiously nibbles on her bottom lip. “Carter wants to talk to you?”

      I warily glance at the phone. “Why?”

      She cups her hand over the receiver. “Because he needs to explain a few things to you about what’s going on.”

      The idea of talking to Carter sends a flurry of nervousness through my body. Not only because he betrayed me, but I also feel like I need to tell him the truth about the plan El and I created because I feel guilty.

      “Can’t he just tell you?” I ask, acting like a big chicken.

      “He says there’s some stuff that you need to hear and he doesn’t want to tell me first.”

      “Do you think I should?”

      El lifts her shoulders, shrugging, worry written all over her face. “I don’t want to make the decision for you, but I think considering the situation, you probably should talk to him, just so we can have more deets about what’s going on.”

      I decide to put my big girl panties on, woman up, and deal with the problem. I mean, what other choice do I have? The problem isn’t going to just go away.

      As I reach to take the phone from her, I feel like I’m in grade school all over again, getting ready to talk to a bully. I hate that I feel that way. Wish I could go back to the other night at the lake and never find out about Gregor and Carter’s deal.

      “Hello?” I answer, putting the phone up to my ear.

      “Hey.” He seems nervous and very un-Carter like.

      “Hey.” I sound stupid, but I don’t know what else to say.

      A beat of awkward silence stretches across the line.

      “Are you okay?” he finally shatters the silence. “Fuck, that was a stupid question, right?”

      “It’s fine… I’m fine.” I decide to focus on the problem at hand. “El said you needed to talk to me about something?”

      “Oh… Yeah… I did… Do…” He blows out a shaky breath. “I don’t even know where to start.”

      “Maybe start with the most urgent thing.” I recline against the side of the car, chewing on my thumbnail. “Like why this Winston guy is after me.”

      “It has to do with your father. He’s at war with Winston and Winston wants to use you to get to Gregor… Gregor’s your father, but I think you might know that already.”

      “Yeah, I do. I saw his name on the text I read in your car.” Bitterness creeps in my tone. I’m a wreck, even though I hate admitting it. But I can’t believe what I’m hearing. That what’s happening is because of my father. That the Fareland mafia leader is chasing me because of my father.

      What the shit kind of alternate universe is this?

      No wonder my mom tried to keep me away from him.

      Suddenly, I feel bad for ignoring her for the last few days. I’m sure she thought she was protecting me by not telling me who my father is. And she probably was. But I wish she'd told me a long time ago, so I could’ve at least had a heads up that something like this might happen.

      More heavy silence trickles across the line and El motions for me to get in the car.

      “We need to go now. Carter gave me instructions to where we can hide out for a while,” she whispers as she opens the driver’s side door. “You can talk to him while we drive.”

      I climb into the backseat, giving Gaige the passenger seat for the first time during our road trip, mostly so I can talk to Carter privately. Well, as privately as one can have a conversation while being in a car.

      “Where are you right now?” Carter asks as El starts up the engine and peels out onto the road, skidding the tires and sending dust everywhere.

      “We were at a park, but now we’re on the road again.” I position the phone between my ear and shoulder and fasten my seatbelt.

      “Good.” He exhales in relief. “El said Gaige was taking the tracker device off the car. He got it off, right?”

      I recline in the seat, fully aware he hasn’t told me much about what’s going on. Part of me wonders if he’s being evasive on purpose, either to mess with me or to keep me from learning exactly how bad the situation is—it really depends on which Carter I’m talking to at the moment. The one I grew up with or the one who kissed me at the lake.

      “Yeah, he took it off and put it on some old truck in the middle of a field.” I cast a nervous glance out the back window to make sure no one is following us. To my relief, not a single car is on the road. “Hopefully that’ll throw them off for a while.”

      “I’m sure it will for a bit, but that’s not going to stop them.” His voice is laced with fear. “You guys need to be extra careful. Don’t use credit cards. Ditch El’s phone when you have a chance. Gaige might want to ditch his phone too, just in case they figure out he’s with you guys. Don’t text your mom, unless it’s from a burner phone. And I don’t think you should tell her what’s going on. It’ll only worry her and could put her in danger. Tell El the same—to keep this between the three of you.”

      “Okay,” I say. “We haven’t really told anyone where we are anyway.”

      “Good.” His voice is strained, but he quickly clears his throat. “And keep an eye out for any cars tailgating you. When you make stops, make them short and keep an eye out for big dudes in suits.”

      “Big dudes in suits?” I repeat questioningly.

      “I know it sounds cliché, but it’s pretty accurate. All of Winston’s men wear suits.” He gives a short pause. “I don’t want to scare you, but I think it’s better that you understand the severity of the situation, so you’ll keep your guard up.” The line momentarily goes quiet. “These guys are bad news, Ens. They carry guns. They do awful things… They hurt people—kill people.”

      My oxygen is nearly ripped away from my lungs.

      “How do you know that?” I croak out.

      “Because my dad’s been working for them for a while.” A long, unnerving pause passes. “He’s their lawyer and has gotten Winston and a lot of his man acquitted for a ton of bad crimes they’ve committed. And I know this because my dad’s been training me to take over his business since I was a kid… I’ve seen and heard a lot of the twisted shit that’s gone on, which usually I hate, but today it came in handy.”

      I cast a glance at El, wondering if she knows all of this. She catches my eye in the rearview mirror and her brows furrow.

      “What’s up?” she whispers.

      I hold up a finger, indicating for her to give me a second. Then I ask Carter, “You mean, when they were talking about coming after me?” I press my hand to my chest where my heart is racing. Is it possible for a heart to stop beating from exhaustion?

      “Yeah… I was doing… something for my father. Then Winston and his men showed up, along with my dad and I overheard them talking about you…”  He doesn’t finish.

      I don’t want to ask, but feel like I should. “Carter, what’re they planning to do to me?”

      He doesn’t respond right away and I swear my heart almost stops beating.

      “I don’t really think you should worry about that right now,” he finally says. “Just let El take you to this safe place and when we meet up with you, I’ll answer more of your questions.”

      His evasiveness makes me worry even more.

      “Is he going to kill me?” My voice is barely a whisper, but Gaige still glances at me worriedly.

      I rotate to the side, not wanting to endure the worry in his eyes. It only makes my worry amplify.

      “No.” But the way Carter’s voice slightly trembles makes me wonder if he’s lying. Before I can ask, though, he hurriedly adds, “Look, I need to get off the phone. If my dad finds out that I’ve bailed out, he might track my phone and we’re currently on the road heading to meet up with you guys. In fact, I’m supposed to ditch the phone after I talk to you so we probably won’t be able to communicate for a while. But just make sure to lay low until we get there. Then we’ll figure out what we’re going to do next.”

      It’s crazy. Ten minutes ago, I didn’t want to be near him. Now I can’t wait to see him again. But that might be because I want more answers.

      Yeah, keep telling yourself that, Ensley.

      I sigh. “Okay.” I pause as I replay his words. “Wait, you said we? Who else is coming with you?”

      “A… friends.” He hesitates. “Of your father’s.”

      My heart throbs even more. “So my father knows about everything that’s going on?”

      “He does,” he answers. “And I know you’re upset with him and me—all of this—but I promise you there’s more to this story than you know. And your father wants to protect you.” A beat ticks by. “I do too.”

      A ton of questions pour through my mind, but I don’t have time to ask them. So I settle with an, “Okay.”

      “Good.” His voice is a mixture of worry, relief, and fear. “I’ll see you in a bit.”

      “Okay.” Wow, two okays in thirty seconds. Way to up your social skills, Ens.

      It doesn’t really matter, though. I have bigger things to worry about than whether or not I’m acting like a spazz. Like trying to outrun the mafia and trying to stay alive.

      Reality abruptly crashes over me.

      Holy crap. How quickly life can change. One minute I was worried about whether Carter really liked me and now I’m on the run from a mafia leader who may or may not want to kill me. Sure, Carter never said the word, “kill,” but his avoidance to tell me what Winston is planning on doing to me said enough.

      I’m not just running away from the mafia.

      I’m running for my life.
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      I’m speeding down the highway toward a motel located in town in the middle of fucking nowhere, where I’ll meet up with El, Ens, and Gaige. I have a bag of weapons in my trunk, and Holden is in the passenger seat, giving me directions to the motel. How I got in this position is beyond me.

      Well, okay, that’s a lie. I know exactly how I got here, I can backtrack it all the way back to when I drove off from the grave-in-question I had been digging for Nicholas and Winston.

      After I left the woods, I made sure no one was following me. Then I drove downtown to Gregor’s office. I didn’t park near the office, though, too afraid one of Winston’s men would spot my car and rat me out.

      Unfortunately, when I walked into the office, Ruby informed me that Gregor was currently on a plane that was leaving the country; that he had an urgent business complication that needed to be handled. She said she maybe could set up a conference call while he was on the plane, but insisted she needed to supervise it. I didn’t like that she was going to know so much about what’s going on, but arguing with her was completely pointless.

      “I’m his business associate.” She reclined in the desk chair and crossed her arms. “What Gregor knows, I know as well. That’s how businesses work.”

      “I hate to break it to you, but that’s not how businesses work. I work for my father and I don’t know half the shit he does—and I really don’t want to either.” I sank down in a chair across from the desk and yanked my fingers through my hair. I was veering toward a panic attack, knowing Ensley was out there, unaware that the mafia was coming after her. I wanted to protect her, wanted to be near her, wanted to know she was okay. Wanted to have her, but that was a completely different problem. One that could wait. “But whatever. I don’t have time for this. I need to talk to your father ASAP.”

      She slanted forward in the chair and overlapped her hands on the cluttered desk. “Why?”

      “Because…” I didn’t want to tell her the entire truth, mostly because it was my fake father and real father going after her. “Look, Ens’s life might be in danger, and I don’t know what to do.”

      She grew serious then and picked up the receiver of an old-school phone. “Let me see if I can get him on the line. He’s on the plane right now, but I still might be able to reach him.” She pushed some digits then put the phone to her ear.

      I tried not to flip out as I waited, but I was freaking the fuck out. I needed to get to Ensley. Needed to protect her. But I had no clue how to outrun the mafia without help. I just hoped Gregor knew what to do. And Ens or El would call me back.

      “Carter needs to speak to you. Says it’s an emergency… Hold on, I’m going to put you on speakerphone,” Ruby said, causing a tiny drop of relief to wash over me.

      She pressed a button then put the phone down.

      “Carter.” Gregor’s voice crackled through the speaker. “Ruby said there was an emergency. I’m hoping that’s the truth and that you didn’t just make my daughter take time out of her busy schedule to call me.”

      I didn’t know where to start, so I decide to get straight to the point. I gave him a quick recap of what Winston and Nicholas had spoke about in the woods and how I had been digging a hole I was pretty sure was Ensley’s grave. I also accidentally let it slip that Winston was my real father, at least according to my mom. He didn’t seem too surprised by that.

      “I knew it was him,” Gregor said after my slip up.

      I shook my head. “How?”

      “It was in the file I’ve been using to blackmail you with.” The way he dropped the word, “blackmail” so casually made me grind my teeth. “Your mother had a DNA test done on you two a little after you were born. I’m not quite sure how she managed to get some of Winston’s DNA, but your mother’s always been good at manipulating and tricking people into getting what she wants. Like telling your father she was pregnant with his twins so he would marry her.”

      “Why would she rather marry him than Winston, though?” I wondered, anxiously bouncing my knee up and down. I just wanted to know where Ens was, if she was okay. I wanted to get to her, be near her. “Winston has more money.”

      “Yes, but Winston is a dangerous man,” he explained. “And more than likely, he wouldn’t have married her. He might’ve even tried to get rid of you and your sister. He still might if he finds out the truth.”

      I worked my jaw from side to side. “Why? We’ve never done anything to him. Never asked him for anything.”

      “You sound upset about it,” Gregor noted. “Were you hoping he’d step up and become your new father?”

      “No,” I answered truthfully, glancing at my phone. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Neither Ens or El had responded to my messages or voicemails. Where are they? “But that doesn’t mean I want him to kill my sister and I either.”

      “I’m sure he won’t as long as he doesn’t find out.” He paused. “I know this is probably not something you want to hear, but I’m going to do you a favor and tell you anyways… Winston Maerriellie has been preparing for his oldest son to take over as boss for a very long time—since before he was born. He chose his wife based solely on her bloodlines and her last name. It gave him connections and ties to other families—families that have a lot of power. But you and Elodie were born a few months before his oldest son, which means you’re technically his oldest son, which means, according to Fareland mafia tradition, you should be taking over as boss. But Winston wouldn’t want that to happen. Not only does your mom not have the right last name or bloodlines, but it’d mean all the time he put into training who he thinks is his oldest son would be for nothing. He’d either have to start over and train you, or he could get rid of you. And considering your mom kept this a secret for eighteen years, my bet is Winston will go with the latter choice if he finds out. Or he may know you’re his son already and has threatened your mother to keep quiet about it.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I felt sick to my stomach. “And what about Elodie? Why would he hurt her? She’s not a threat.”

      “He might not. Who’s really to say. Mafia bosses can be unpredictable.” He dragged out a pause. “But anyway, enough with the small chitchat. We have an emergency that you need to handle—my daughter’s life depends on it.” He sounded freakishly calm about it.

      “You act like you’re not surprised this happened.” I rested my elbows on the desk.

      “That’s because I’m not,” he replied simply. “From the day Ensley was born, I knew eventually my line of work would put her life in danger. It’s why I kept my distance—why I left her mother in the first place. Her mother was relieved … after what she found out what I did for a living, all the illegal stuff I was involved in. She wanted nothing to do with me and wanted me to stay away from Ensley.”

      I guess that made sense. Sort of. Although, it felt like he had omitted some of the details.  “If that’s true, then why didn’t you leave Ruby too?”

      “Ruby’s different,” he said. “I didn’t have a choice with her since her mother died giving birth to her. It was either let her go into a foster home or take care of her myself. But don’t think I let her go unprotected. It’d take an army to get to her.”

      “Why not give Ens the same protection?” I asked bitterly. “And actually see your daughter?”

      “I thought about it, but by then, her mother wouldn’t have any part of it. When she found out the truth about what I do for a living, she didn’t want to have anything to do with me. She even got a restraining order, which is part of the reason why I had you get involved. I figured if you had Ensley come to me then not only would her mom not be involved, but Winston might not find out about her.”

      Just what exactly does Gregor do that would make Ens’s mom get a restraining order? And how did she even get a restraining order when a lot of the police are being paid off by Gregor?

      Something wasn’t adding up.

      While I knew some stuff about Gregor and his business, I didn’t know everything. When we’d made the deal, I didn’t dare ask him for a lot of details, fearing he might call off the deal if I did. But with everything that was going on… With what he was saying… With Ensley being in trouble… I needed to know more.

      “What do you do, exactly?” I asked. “Because with all this shit going on, I’m really starting to wonder.”

      “Father, as your advisor, I’d advise you not to answer that question,” Ruby interrupted, glaring at me.

      “I appreciate your advice, Ruby,” he said. “But if Carter is going to be working for me, he should know what he’s getting into.”

      Ruby crossed her arms, slumped back in the chair, and her eyes shot daggers at me. But she didn’t utter a word, which was probably a first for her.

      “As you know, I own a lot of underground clubs,” Gregor said. “But what most people don’t know—at least people out of my clientele—is that inside those clubs, I run a side business that focuses solely on giving people their hearts truest desires.”

      Okay, that wasn’t what I was expecting at all. “What does that even mean?”

      “It means I make people’s desires come true, and a lot of people will pay top dollar to have that happen. Of course, the people who come to me usually desire illegal stuff. It also gives me a lot of power because I get to keep their secrets. That’s part of the reason Winston has harbored a grudge against me for the last decade—I have more dirt on him and his little worker bees than even his worst enemy. But you’ll learn more about that later, when you start working for me.”

      “Am I still going to work for you?” I questioned, unsure if I even wanted to anymore. I mean, part of the reason I was even going to work for him to begin with was to escape Nicholas’s corruption. But Gregor sounded almost as bad, maybe even worse. Plus, my real father was apparently his enemy. But I didn’t want to point that out yet and piss him off. I wanted to help save Ensley, needed to more than my lungs needed oxygen. Not only because I couldn’t stand the idea of losing her, but to make up for all the wrongs I did to her. “I messed up this thing with Ensley pretty badly. And… what about my father? My real father? I mean, he’s going after your daughter.”

      “As far as I’m concerned, Winston isn’t your father. And you should look at it that way too.” Silence. “This war going on between Winston and I has been going on since Ensley or you were even born. I can’t hold that against you. Besides, I need you to protect her.”

      “But I fucked up. I’m not sure if she even trusts me anymore.” I slumped back into the chair. I fucked up multiple times, by not bringing Ens to him, by fucking up the plan, by lying to her.  The last one is what really bothers me, what makes my chest ache.

      If I could go back and do everything all over again, I wouldn’t have made the deal with Gregor. I would’ve just told Ens the truth about how I felt about her. And maybe, just maybe, I would’ve stood up to Nicholas and told him I didn’t want to work for him. Then I would’ve left. Left and been with Ensley. God, talk about heart’s desires.

      “You did fuck up, but your mistakes can be erased. And from what you’ve told me, my daughter is the kind of person who will forgive you,” Gregor told me. “And if you make this right, you can still come work for me.”

      “How do I make this right, though, when the mafia is after her?”

      “By following these instructions.” Then he told me a plan that would help me erase the mistakes I made with him. A plan that would, hopefully, protect Ensley.

      I just hoped I could trust him. Trust that he was telling the truth. But… I don’t know. Something still felt off. But I was still going to go to Ensley—I needed to be close to her and make sure she was protected. Then I’d try to find out more about Gregor, his business, and this war going on between Winston and him,

      “And I’m sending one of my men to help you,” Gregor said after he was finished explaining the plan.

      “Who…” Before I could finish, the office door swung open and in walked Holden.

      Yeah, to say I was fucking surprised would be an understatement.

      Holden didn’t seem the least bit surprised, though, a grin plastering across his face. “Carter, glad to see you finally decided to man up and join the other team.”

      “You’re making it sound like I came out of the closet or something,” I grumbled, shaking my head.

      “Yeah, maybe that wasn’t the right way to word it.” Holden entered the office and smiled at Ruby. “Ruby, as always, it’s nice to see you again.”

      Ruby flipped him the middle finger.

      Back in the parking lot on graduation day, Holden had seen me arguing with Ruby, and he acted like he didn’t know her, only of her. Clearly, he’d been lying. What else had he been lying about?

      Holden must have sensed where my thoughts were heading because he said, “Sorry, but I had to keep it a secret.”

      “Why?” I rose to my feet.

      He shrugged, stuffing his hands into his back pockets. “The less people who know about what I do for a living, the better.”

      “What do you do exactly” How did I fucking not know about this?

      “What do you do exactly?” Holden retorted, making a subtle but valid point.

      That we both had secrets.

      So instead of having a pity party over the fact that my BFFFB—yeah, thanks for that, El—had been lying to me, I asked, “Does your dad know?”

      “ “Nope. Yours?”

      Which one? “Hopefully not.”

      He didn’t ask questions, which made me wonder how much he knew about me. “We should get going.”

      I said goodbye to Gregor and then we left the office. Before we hopped into my car, he went to his truck and grabbed a large duffel back from the backseat. When I asked what was in the bag, he told me protection, which meant weapons. I’d spent enough time around Nicholas and men like Winston to know what a large duffel bag usually carried.

      After we’d peeled out onto the road, El had finally called me back. I’d never been so relieved in my life to hear from her. No, I take that back. I’d never been more relieved in my life than when Ens had got on the phone with me.

      I just hope everything goes according to plan. That Ensley will be safe from Winston. That I can protect her. That she’ll give me the chance to protect her. Because, with everything that’s about to happen, she’s going to have to trust me more than she’s trusted anyone. And considering our history…

      I have my work cut out for me.
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      The safe place turns out to be located out in the middle of freakin’ nowhere. And I mean nowhere. The place is a dump. Plus, to even find the town, we had to weave through a thick forest for what felt like an eternity.

      At first I thought maybe El had taken a wrong turn or hadn’t followed Carter’s directions properly—El’s never been the best at following directions. But eventually the dirt, mud, swamps, and trees opened up into a small, flat space of land that supported the most ancient—albeit, awesome looking—town I’ve ever seen.

      “Do they have alligators here?” Gaige asks, eyeballing the pools of murky water practically drowning the land surrounding the rundown houses, stores, and buildings.

      Elodie shrugs. “What do I look like, an alligator wizard or something?”

      “You could, if you wore the right hat,” Gaige teases through a yawn.

      Who can blame his exhaustion. We’ve been on the road for hours, worrying about every single vehicle that drives too close to us. And when we made a stop, our nervousness doubled. El even ran out of the bathroom once with her pants halfway down because someone banged on her stall. If she’d looked at the person first before panicking, she would’ve realized that the mafia wasn’t going to send an eighty-year-old woman with a cane to capture me. But the damage was already done. And by damage, I mean that everyone in the restroom had already seen her ass. Good thing El doesn’t embarrass easily. Me, I blushed a bright shade of red. And it wasn’t even my ass everyone saw.

      “So this is where Carter told you to go?” I ask, assessing the single-story motel that looks straight out of the movie Psycho.

      She nods, reaching for the door handle. “Well, actually your dad told Carter to tell us to go here.” She frowns. “Is it okay to talk about him?”

      “Who? My dad or Carter?” I ask, then sigh, realizing I sound bitchy. “Sorry.”

      El wags a finger at me. “Don’t you dare apologize for any of this. None of this is your fault.”

      I scoot across the seat toward the door. “Actually, it kind of is, since Winston is only coming after us to get to me so he can use me to get back at my father.”

      Her lips parted. “How do you know that?”

      “Because Carter told me.” I brush strands of my long, brown hair out of my eyes. “Apparently there’s some sort of war going on between the two of them and I’ve officially become a tool Winston can use to overpower Gregor.”

      “Is that maybe why your dad stayed away from you?” she asks. “Because he didn’t want to put you in danger?”

      Holy crap. Is that the reason?

      “I don’t know… Carter never said anything about that.”

      El picks up the burner phone that we bought from some guy Gaige knew who lived in a town we were passing through, because apparently, on top of his father being in the mafia, Gaige has connections with sketchy looking guys who sell burner phones and, as he put it, “other illegal shit.” I didn’t ask what the other illegal shit was. Figured some things were better left in the dark.

      “I hate that no one can get ahold of us,” I admit as I open the door to get out. “I know I sent my mom a text and everything, but if she finds out even a little bit about what’s going on, she’s going to freak out. And she can’t text me—no one can.”

      “I know it sucks. But you can occasionally text her with this.” She holds up the burner phone.

      “Yeah, but no one can text us back.” I huff out a stressed breath. “If she does find out, I won’t even know.”

      El frowns. “I’m sorry this is happening, Ens.”

      “Yeah, me too,” I say. “And I’m sorry you two were dragged into this mess.”

      Her lips part in a protest, but I bail out of the car, not wanting to hear her try to convince me again that this isn’t my fault. Because it is. Well, it’s more my father’s fault than anyone else’s, which hurts like a bitch, let me tell you.

      All those years he was absent, I conjured up all sorts of ideas about what sort of person he could be, but never did I imagine he’d be a guy at war with a mafia leader. What sort of person even gets into a war with a mafia leader? What does my father do? Who is he?

      I frown, wondering if I’ll ever find out or if I’ll ever meet him. Carter never mentioned if my dad was coming here.

      So many unanswered questions.

      Sighing, I lower my feet to the ground and get out. Almost instantly, the muddy air absorbs into my pores and beads of sweat dew my skin. On top of the humidity, the air reeks of old fish and dirty sink water.

      “This place smells awful.” El fans her hand in front of her face as she climbs out of the car.

      Gaige crinkles his nose and eyes the sketchy gas station across the street. “It’s definitely not a pleasant smell.” He tenses as something splashes in the swamp beside the gas station. “Shit. We should go inside before we get eaten.”

      “Way to be tough, mafia baby offspring.” El jumps at the sound of rustling bushes. “Yeah, let’s get our asses inside.”

      Giving her a salute, I round to the back of the car with Gaige. We start to collect our bags while El heads inside to check us in.

      “Wait. How are you even going to get a room?” I call out to El. “Won’t they be able to track your credit card?”

      “I was told you father owns the place.” She walks backwards toward the office. “I’m basically just going to get a key.”

      My lips form an O as I take in the shitty hotel that looks one step away from crumbling. “My father owns this place?”

      “Your father owns a lot of places,” Gaige says, handing me a bag he collects from the trunk. “He’s actually a pretty wealthy man.”

      I eyeball the motel. “Really?”

      He nods, grabbing another bag from the trunk. “He owns a bunch of clubs too. Clubs way nicer than this.” He slings the bag over his shoulder and shuts the trunk. “More than likely, he owns this place for situations just like this.”

      I frown. “So his daughter that he’s never met can have a place to hide out from the mafia?”

      “Yeah, pretty much,” he says. When my frown deepens, he adds, “Men like Gregor always plan for situations like this. My father’s the same way.” Anger briefly flames in his eyes. “It’s the only way they can survive and keep the people close to them safe.”

      I nod like I understand, but I don’t. Up until ten hours ago, my biggest worry was why Carter had betrayed me. Now my biggest concern is if I’m going to get whacked by the mafia.

      “Did Carter say when he’d get here?” Gaige asks.

      I draw my sunglasses off as the sunlight slips behind the trees enclosing the town. “Nope.”

      He stuffs his free hand into the back pocket of his jeans. “How are you feeling about that? About seeing Carter after… everything?”

      “I don’t know.” It’s the truth too. When Gaige shoots me a doubtful look, I sigh. “I swear I’m not lying. I just have mixed feelings. Part of me is furious with him for what he did. But the other part thinks maybe I deserved it for playing him too. And I haven’t even told him what I did. For all I know, when I do, he’ll bail out of all of this.”

      “I really doubt he’s going to bail out, if he made a deal with your dad,” Gaige says, setting the bag down on the ground.

      “But why exactly?” I wonder. “What exactly does my dad do that makes him seem so… powerful?”

      “A little bit of everything.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “It means I don’t even know everything that your dad does.” He drags his hand across his face. “You could always find out… He has this website that only certain people can access, but I can hack into it—I’ve done it before. But you might not want to find out all the details. Trust me, there are many times when I wished I didn’t know all the things my dad has done.”

      His words send a cold chill up my spine, but I find myself wanting to know. Wanting to know what sort of terrible person my father is.

      Can I do it? Am I brave enough to look?

      I wrap my arms around myself as another shiver crawls up my spine. The fear only doubles as a truck rolls by, moving at the pace of a snail.

      “Relax, Ens.” Gaige drapes an arm around my shoulders, “Everything’s going to be okay.”

      I want to believe him. I really do. But considering the three of us are on the run from the mafia, I don’t think I can.

      I quickly pull back, frowning. “What is that?” I pat his back where his shirt meets the waistband of his jeans. “Shit, is that a—”

      “Shh…” Gaige puts a finger to my lips as El strolls out of the motel’s front office.

      “Well, kiddos, I got us upgraded to a suite.” She spins the keychain around her finger. “But considering what a shithole this place is...” She pulls a face at the numbered doors on the building. “I have a feeling suite or not, we’re going to want to put plastic on the sheets.”

      I force out a laugh, utterly confused. Because I’m pretty sure Gaige has a gun tucked into the back of his jeans.
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      I’m in deep shit. I realized this the moment I went to get rid of the tracking device from El’s car and noticed I’d received a message from good old daddy dearest.

      Dad: Where the fuck are you?

      The only time he messaged me was when he wanted something. I should’ve ignored him, but I always carry the fear that he’ll know when I was disobeying him. It’s a fear that I’ve harbored since I was six years old and he decided to teach me my first lesson on what happens when I disobey. And not just disobey him, but his family as well. And when I say family, I don’t mean my mom, my brother, and I. I mean his business family, which is way more important to him than his blood family, something I learned during my first lesson.

      He had taken me out in a boat to the middle of a small pond. Once he had anchored, he’d handed me a handful of rocks.

      “Put these in your pockets,” he instructed, dropping the rocks into the palms of my hands.

      I did what he said and filled up my jacket pockets with the rocks, but still had some rocks leftover. I went to throw them into the water, but he snatched ahold of my wrist.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he growled, his fingernails digging into my flesh.

      Tears prickled at my eyes, but I sucked them back, knowing more than likely he’d hit me for crying.

      “There’s too many,” I managed to get out in a somewhat even voice.

      “There’s just enough.” He dug his fingernails deeper into my flesh. “Put what’s left in the pocket of your jeans.”

      He continued to grip my wrist hard until I had put the rest of the rocks into my pockets. Then he let go of me and scooted back toward the motor.

      “Now, get in the water,” he commanded as he started up the engine.

      Fear pulsated through me, but I knew better than to argue. Sucking in a deep breath, I hoisted my legs over the side of the boat and lowered myself into the lake. Between the fall breeze and the chilly water, my body instantly went into freezing mode. My muscles constricted and my teeth clanked together.

      “N-now what?” I chattered, struggling to stay afloat from the extra weight of the rocks.

      “Now, you swim back without sinking to the bottom,” he said. “And let this be a lesson of what happens if you ever screw me or my family over. Only next time it’ll be bricks tied to your legs, got it?”

      I bobbed my head up and down and he sped off, the water waving behind him.

      I wasted no time, starting to swim toward the shore. The lake was fairly small and the distance to land didn’t look that far. But the longer I swam, the heavier the rocks felt. Halfway, I started to struggle, my limbs aching, my body quivering from the cold.

      “He has to come back,” I whispered as I fought to swim against the lull of the waves.

      The sad part was, I believed my dad would come back to get me. But he didn’t. He wasn’t even at the shore when I made it there, beyond exhausted and veering toward hypothermia. My mom was waiting for me, though, with a blanket in her hand.

      “You did good.” She wrapped the blanket around my shivering body. “You should feel proud.”

      I didn’t feel proud, though. I felt numb. I thought maybe the numbness was from the cold, but twelve years later, I still feel the same way inside. Well, most of the time anyway. There are rare occasions when I do feel the slightest bit normal. Like when I’m with Ens and El, which makes what I did completely fucked up.

      I follow Ens and El into the motel room, remembering the message that followed my reply to my dad. I hadn’t told him where I was, just said I was busy. Apparently, though, he knew more about what I was doing than I thought.

      Dad: Are you with Ensley? If you are, tell me where you are.

      When I didn’t respond, another message buzzed through.

      Dad: Remember what happens if you screw over the family. You’re supposed to be keeping an eye on Elodie and if you’re doing what you’re supposed to then Ensley should be with you.

      Panicking, I did something stupid.

      Me: Yes, I’m with her.

      I didn’t feel numb at that moment. I felt achy, like I had ripped my own heart out of my chest. I betrayed Ens. I betrayed Elodie. I had betrayed the only two people I’ve ever considered real friends. Just like I betrayed her all those years ago. The girl I called my friend. The girl who I didn’t save.

      And now she’s gone and may never come back.

      Dad: Good. Here’s what I need you to do. I need you to find out where they’re going and message me the location.

      I didn’t reply, and El made me ditch my phone before I ever got a chance. But that doesn’t mean I can’t get ahold of him now. I could easily use the extra burner phone inside my pocket. But I’m torn over what’s right and wrong and who is really important to me. Ens has been my friend for a couple of years now and she’s always been nice to me. The damn girl has been too nice to everyone. She doesn’t deserve whatever my father and his family plan on doing to her, which will be awful, the kind of things that haunt people’s nightmares.

      “This place is…” El scrunches her nose at the orange curtains covering the window, two queen-sized beds, and the television that looks straight out of the sixties.

      Ens’s face mirrors El’s, but as always, she tries to be optimistic. “It’s not that bad. Just a bit dusty.” She drops the bag onto the shaggy carpet and a cloud of dusts poofs into the air. She coughs, fanning her hand in front of her face.

      El sighs, walks over to the window, and peers outside. “Well, that answers our earlier question about the alligators.” She glances at us with wide eyes. “There’s one in the pool.”

      Ens’s eyes widen. “Really?”

      El nods. “Yep.”

      Ens shudders, her gaze roaming to me. She doesn’t say anything, but I know she has questions as to why I have a gun tucked in the back of my pants. Little does she know I’ve carried the gun with me since the day I first jumped into El’s car.

      My whole life is a fucking lie.

      Moving away from the window, El flops down on the bed. “I really want to take a shower, but I’m too scared.”

      Ens tears her gaze off me, leans into the bathroom, and flips on the light. “It’s actually not that bad.”

      El gives her a wary look before standing up and walking over. With a weighted sigh, she backtracks into the room and grabs her bag. “I guess it’ll have to do.” She steps inside the bathroom and closes the door.

      Ens glances at me again then picks up her bag off the floor and heads over to the bed.

      I set my bag on the desk. “You doing okay?”

      “Yeah.” Her voice sounds all sorts of wrong.

      “Is this about the…” I drag my fingers through my hair. “About the gun?”

      She shrugs, her hair falling into her face as she digs through her bag. “I just don’t get why I can’t tell El.”

      “You’re not wondering why I have it?” I question.

      She shrugs, peering up at me. “I figure it’s because you’re part of the mafia.” She redirects her focus back to her bag.

      I sit down on the bed. “Tell me what’s wrong. Because I can tell something’s bugging you.”

      “Other than we’re stuck in some shitty hotel because we’re on the run from the mafia?” She heaves a heavy sigh. “Sorry, that was a bit of a pity party, wasn’t it?”

      She’s too sweet for her own good. Winston’s men are going to eat her up if they find her. And if I text my father the location like I’m supposed to, that’s exactly what will happen. Winston and his men will show up and destroy Ensley to ruin Gregor.

      I’m still a bit shocked Gregor is Ensley’s father. She seems too kind and caring to be the offspring of a very corrupt and twisted man. Then again, Gregor didn’t raise her. Makes me wonder what sort of person I’d be if I hadn’t been raised by my father.

      “You’re fine, Ens.”  I struggle over what to do. “You don’t need to apologize for being upset.”

      She sits down beside me. “I’m not upset. Well, I am, but more with myself.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I dragged you into this mess.”

      “I was dragged into this mess the day I was born.”

      She fixes her gaze on me. “I’m sorry.”

      I scratch at my arm. “For what?”

      “I don’t know. I guess, for being born into the mafia.” Her gaze drifts toward my back. “You don’t seem too happy about it.”

      I’m not. But admitting that aloud is basically sealing my death. So I keep my lips zipped. What do I do? What is right? What is wrong?

      I really don’t know.

      “I don’t want El to find out about the gun because I don’t want to scare her,” I admit. “She’s never been a fan of guns.”

      “True.” She relaxes, resting back on her hands. “So, what do we do now?”

      I shrug. “We wait until Carter gets here, I guess. And then we make a plan.”

      She scrunches her nose. “Great, another plan.”

      “This one will be to protect you.”

      She slips her arm around me, giving me a side hug. “Thank you.”

      I give her a one armed hug back. “For what?”

      “For being my friend. For not running away when you found out the truth… I know that’s got to be hard, considering who your father is.”

      Guilt clutches my chest. If only she knew who my father really is, just how high up in the mafia he is. If she did—and knew anything about the mafia—she’d be running the hell away from me.

      Maybe she should, considering what you’re considering doing.

      Sometimes I feel like I’m living in two different worlds—the mafia world and the real world. I wish I could live in just one. I wish I could live in the real world. No, what I wish is that I could put an end to this madness. To destroy the corrupt world that constantly surrounds me.

      I’ve debated this before but fear always won.

      I’m always scared.

      Always doing what my father asks.

      When will my life change?

      “Gaige…” Ens chews on her thumbnail. “I think I want to see my father’s website.”

      “Are you sure? Because it’s really bad, Ens… The things he does…” I don’t want her to look at the site. Don’t want her to know about the darkness in this world, a darkness that’s going to become part of her life if she lets her father in.

      She squares her shoulders. “I need to know what kind of man my father is.”

      Sighing heavily, I dig my burner phone out of my pocket. “Then I’ll show you.”

      “You got an extra phone?” she asks in surprise.

      I shrug, but my chest tightens with guilt. “I figured we might need it.”

      I’m such a fucking liar. So much like my father.

      Will things ever change?

      Will I ever break free from the life I don’t want?

      Maybe it’s time. Time to free myself. And perhaps find her, the girl I wish I saved.
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      While Gaige is hacking into the site using both burner phones and a program he installed, El strolls out of the bathroom, freshly showered, her blonde hair damp. She’s wearing a pair of black shorts and a red tank top and looks a bit more relaxed. But when she spots Gaige and I, she immediately stiffens again and asks why Gaige has an extra phone.

      I give her a recap of what Gaige is doing and why. Worry creases her forehead.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” she asks while towel drying her hair.

      “It may not be a good idea, but it’s something I need to know.” I grab a piece of gum out of my purse and pop it into my mouth, needing a way to channel my nervous energy.

      Gaige looks at me with equal concern. “Are you sure you need to know?” He clutches onto his phone. “What’s on here is really bad, Ens.”

      I furiously chomp on my gum. “Guys, I need to know what I’m getting into, who my father is, especially since I’m supposed to be trusting him to protect me right now.”

      Gaige blows out an exhale and his fingers tremble as he hands me the phone.

      The second I look at the screen, I start to doubt my decision to look. But I delve forward, needing to know the truth.

      “I think I’m going to throw up.” Vomit burns at the back of my throat as I scroll through some of the services my father offers.

      The most popular is called “Truest Desires,” a service that allows customers to live out their fantasies. The site even lists some fantasy ideas. The further I read, the more I want to puke my guts out all over the stained brown carpet.

      My father is a sick and twisted freak just to offer these services. Plus, he has to be doing a lot of highly illegal things, ranging from sex trafficking to murder to drugs, to make these fantasies happen. And the drugs he offers have strange names like Forget Me Not Eight and Mind Wipe Seventeen.

      Why does this all sound familiar…

      As I click to the next page that contains some very disturbing photos of the women people can purchase, the urge to vomit presses up against my throat. Another click and the icky feeling in my stomach erupts. He also sells out women and their children as test subjects for drug experiments. Each woman and child have a number by their name. I’m unsure what the numbers mean but seeing their faces… reading about these awful things…

      I feel so connected to them…

      I can no longer hold back the vomit threatening to come up.

      “I can’t take this anymore.” I toss Gaige his phone, jump from the bed, and race to the bathroom.

      “Ens.” El rushes after me, but I kick the door shut and flip the lock, needing a moment to myself, needing to puke my guts out in private.

      After emptying out my stomach, I slump down in front of the toilet and lean against the bathtub. Anger and confusion rip through me as I attempt to process everything I just found out—that my father is the man who created such a disgusting business. No wonder my mom didn’t want me knowing him. Or does she even know about the business? Maybe she doesn’t and she only kept me away from my father… Gregor—I don’t think I can call him my father—because he’s involved with the mafia. Still, she said he was corrupt. Perhaps she did know.

      And what about Carter? Does he know what Gregor does for a living? He did make a deal with him. And for what? What does Carter get out of this? Probably something awful, I’m sure. Maybe something from the site…

      I shake my head. No, there’s no way. At least not the Carter I went on a date with. What about the other Carter, though? The one I grew up hating. He said that guy was all just an act, but what if he was playing me? What if that was part of his deal with my dad? But why would he play me? Why did he ever make the deal with my father to begin with? To bring me to my dad. Yeah, I got that much out of the text I read. But why did my father need Carter to bring me to him?

      I don’t want to see that man at all. What I want is for him to be behind bars, far away from me and everyone else. Why haven’t the police caught him yet?

      Pushing to my feet, I rinse my mouth out with mouthwash, then throw open the door and walk out of the bathroom. El and Gaige are sitting on the bed, staring at the door, as if waiting for me to appear again.

      “Gaige, I need another favor,” I announce. “I need to borrow that thing you had earlier.”

      “What thing?” El asks curiously. “His burner phone?”

      I give Gaige a pressing look, hoping he can figure it out without me having to say the words.

      Realization crosses his expression and his fingers instinctively drift toward the back of his jeans. Then he freezes, catching his mistake. It’s too late, though. El has already tracked his movement and is leaning back to look behind Gaige.

      Her eyes pop wide as she stiffly straightens. “Why the hell do you have a gun tucked in the back of your pants?”

      “Because I’m a mafia baby offspring, remember?” he jokes nervously.

      Her lips curve downward. “I don’t like guns.”

      “I know. And I’m sorry,” he says. “But considering the situation, I think it’s probably a good thing I have it.”

      She grits her teeth. “Fine, you’re probably right, but that doesn’t mean I like it.” She crooks a brow at me. “But why do you want to borrow it?”

      “I’m not quite sure yet,” I admit. “Other than I just want to feel safe.”

      “Have you ever shot a gun before?” Gaige scoots toward the foot of the bed.

      I shake my head. “No.”

      He stands to his feet, yanking his fingers through his hair. “I’ll let you borrow it, but only if I can take you out in the field behind the motel and teach you how to shoot it.”

      I nod. “Sounds like a deal.”

      We go outside, leaving El in the motel since she refuses to go with us.

      As we cross the field, Gaige pulls out his gun and starts giving me instructions. I listen, promising myself to somehow fix what my father has done, even if it means turning him into the police.
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      After speeding down the highway for what feels like hours, I turn off the highway onto a muddy road that weaves into the thick trees and muddy swamp. The sky has started to dim to a grey so I flip on my headlights.

      “Gregor’s motel is back here?” I maneuver the car around a large hole in the middle of the road. “It’s in the middle of nowhere?”

      Holden removes a gun from a holster hidden underneath his jacket. “The middle of nowhere is better than out in the open.”

      “True.” I roll down the window as the air becomes stifling then thrum my fingers on top of the steering wheel.

      He checks the ammunition. “Are you nervous?”

      “About what?”

      “About seeing Ens?”

      I give him a curious look. “Just how much do you know about what happened?”

      “I know you made a deal with Gregor to help him bring Ensley to him.” He rests the gun on top of his thigh as he stares out the window. “And I know she found out about it.”

      I let off the gas as the car nears a large bump in the road. “Gregor told you all of that?”

      “I’m his right-hand man. I pretty much know everything about what goes on.”

      I wonder if he knows who my real father is. “And yet you never said anything.”

      He shrugs. “I couldn’t. I took an oath.”

      Great. So much for having one real friend. “How long ago?”

      He tosses a confused glance in my direction. “How long ago what?”

      “How long ago did you take the oath?”

      “About six months ago.”

      “And your dad doesn’t know anything about this at all?” I question in doubt.

      He shakes his head. “Nope. Which makes the job even more rewarding.”

      I’m not sure I’m totally buying into what he’s saying. “But I thought you liked your dad.”

      He laughs hollowly. “I like my dad about as much as you like your dad, which even though you pretend you don’t, I know you fucking hate him. Well, Nicholas anyway. You don’t really know your real dad.”

      The muscle in my jaw spasms. “You know about Winston? And you never said anything?”

      He shrugs. “Like I said, I know everything about everything. And I never said anything for the same reason you never told me you were working for Gregor.”

      I’d be more pissed off, but he has a point. “I don’t know anything about anyone anymore, do I?”

      “Does anyone really know anyone?” he questions, glancing at me.

      “Probably not.” Although, I felt like I kind of knew Ensley and I’m hoping I still do, And I’m hoping she continues to let me get to know more about her.

      But is that even possible with my father being Winston and Gregor being his enemy—our fathers being the enemies of each other?

      I shake my head. That doesn’t even matter right now. I’m here to protect Ensley. That’s what I need to focus on.

      “I’m assuming you know how to use a gun.” Holden draws another gun from his holster and hands it to me.

      I take it. “Unfortunately yes.”

      My dad taught me how to use one when I was younger as part of my training, despite my protests and fears. I guess the training is finally coming in handy now, unfortunately.

      “You look nervous,” he comments as he rolls down his window.

      “I’m not,” I lie. I am nervous. About the situation. About seeing Ensley again. I don’t even know how to process the restless energy pouring through me. The only other time I’m been this nervous is when I’m around my father.

      “You are,” he insists. “But the question is, are you nervous about the situation? Or seeing Ensley?”

      I set the gun on my lap and grip the steering wheel with both hands. “Both, probably,” I admit. “It’s fucking weird, you know.”

      “What is?”

      “Being nervous over seeing a girl.”

      He chuckles. “That’s because Ens isn’t one of your little fangirls who will do anything you want.”

      “Hey, I’m not the only one with fangirls.”

      “True.”

      I shift in the seat as my nervousness grows.

      “Bet that graduation party you didn’t want to have is sounding pretty great right about now,” he jokes, resting his arm on the windowsill.

      “Yeah, sort of.”  I do kind of wish I was at my party right now with Ensley. That’s how things were supposed to happen. That’s what I wished had happened. But instead, I’m driving through a rundown town in the middle of fucking nowhere with a gun on my lap and a nervous feeling taking over.

      The feeling only magnifies when we arrive at a shitty, single-story motel surrounded by fields and swamps.

      “This place is a dump,” I mumble, shutting off the engine.

      The headlights click off as well, suffocating the area around us with darkness, the only light coming from the moonlight and stars.

      He shoves open the door. “Yep.”

      “It looks like it belongs in a horror movie.”

      “Which makes it a great place to hide out.”

      I hop out of the car and tuck the gun into the waistband of my jeans. “I bet El is flipping out that this isn’t a five-star hotel.”

      He clears his throat. “She’s here with Ens, right?”

      I stuff the keys into the pocket of my jeans. “Yeah, so’s Gaige.”

      “Fuck, I didn’t realize he was with them.”

      “He was with them on their little road trip.”

      “And that doesn’t bother you?”

      “Why would it bother me?”

      “Because of who his father is.”

      My hand instinctively moves for my gun. “Who the fuck’s his father?”

      Holden checks the ammunition in his gun. “Dominic. He works with your father.”

      My blood turns ice cold. “Fuck.”

      Holden assesses the motel. “Does Gregor know he’s here?”

      “I have no idea. I never mentioned it, but…” I stride around the car. “Do you know what room they’re in?”

      With a nod, he jogs toward the numbered doors lining the motel. I follow suit, flicking the safety off my gun. When we reach the fifth door down, he holds his gun in one hand and tries to peek through the window, but the curtains are drawn closed.

      “Get ready,” Holden instructs then raps his fist against the door.

      A few moments tick by and then the door cracks open.

      “Carter?” El breathes in relief. “Oh my fucking God. I seriously was two seconds away from pissing my pants.”

      She sounds okay, like nothing is going on, like Gaige didn’t take off with Ensley.

      That has to be a good sign, right?

      I let out a deafening exhale, too aware of how terrified I was that something had happened to Ens.

      I care about her a fucking lot. She could crush my heart if she wants to.

      “Now that would’ve been fucking hilarious,” Holden teases as she opens the door all the way. “Fuck, we should’ve hid and pushed her over the edge.”

      El’s gaze snaps to Holden and her eyes narrow. “Why the hell are you here?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” He tries to dazzle her with a charming smile. “I’m here because you need a hero.”

      El’s lips tug into a smirk. “Yeah, so you better go find one.”

      Holden mirrors her smirk. “Don’t pretend like you’re not excited I’m here.”

      El rolls her eyes. “In your dreams.”

      He blows her a kiss. “No, in your dreams, princess.”

      El lifts her hand to smack him, but he steps out of the way, laughing his ass off.

      “Would you two knock it off?” I snap. “Where’s Ens and Gaige?”

      El rolls her eyes again. “Jesus, take a chill pill.” She steps aside. “They’re here, stupid. Where else would they be?”

      I ignore her comment and rush inside, needing to see Ens, needing to know she’s okay. The moment I enter the room, though, I screech to a halt.

      Gaige is sitting at the table with his legs kicked up on a chair and his arms crossed and standing beside him near one of the beds is Ens. My heart beats quicker at the sight of her.

      Her wavy brown hair is down and she doesn’t have a drop of makeup on, so her freckles are on display A black tank top hugs her body, a plaid shirt is tied around her waist, and she has on a pair of cut-offs that show off her long legs that were wrapped around me back when we kissed at the lake.

      She’s fucking gorgeous.

      But then my heart rate accelerates as I notice one more thing about her.

      She has a fucking gun in her hand.

      A gun that’s aimed at me.

      “What the hell’s going on?” My gaze flicks between Ens and Gaige.

      Gaige gives a lazy shrug. “Don’t ask me. I’m only here for moral support.” His lips quirk. “Well that and to make sure Ens takes the safety off.”

      “Oh shit.” Ens’s eyes widen as she flicks the safety off.

      “The one thing I told you to remember,” Gaige chuckles, lowering his feet to the floor.

      Ens shoots him a dirty look, but a ghost of a smile plays at her lips. “Shush.”

      Gaige smashes his lips together, trying not to laugh.

      I’m apprehensive about what’s going on. I could draw my gun out from the waistband of my jeans, but this is Ens, the girl I… have feelings for. The girl I’m pretty sure won’t shoot me.

      “Ens,” I start, taking a step toward her.

      “Don’t you dare come any closer,” she warns, holding the gun steadily in my direction. “Not until I get some answers.”

      Answers. I can handle that… I hope.

      I stop near the edge of the bed. “Okay, what do you want to know—”

      “Well, this is entertaining.” Holden remarks as he strolls into the room with El stomping in behind him.

      Ens stiffens as she swings the gun in his direction. “Why the hell are you here?”

      “To protect you, sweetheart.” He winks at her, then raises his hands in surrender as I glare at him. “Chill the fuck out. I was just teasing her.”

      El plops onto the edge of one of the beds and crosses her arms. “Would someone please explain to me why Richie Dipshit is here?” She nods in Holden’s direction.

      “Because he works for Ens’s father.  He’s his right-hand man.” I measure Ens’s reaction.

      She winces as if my words physically struck her, but she swiftly collects herself. El, though, has a more complicated time keeping her shit together.

      “He works for Ens’s father?” El gapes in disbelief at a smirking Holden. “He works for the mafia too?”

      “Technically Gregor isn’t part of the mafia.” Holden examines his fingernails, as if this conversation is boring him. “He just does business with most of the members.”

      “Then why are we in this mess?” El questions. “If he does business with the mafia, why’s the mafia after us?”

      “Actually, the mafia is after her, not you.” Holden points at Ens. “And the mafia is after her to get to Gregor.”

      Ens shifts her weight. “Why, though?”

      “Because they’ve been at war with each other since before you were born.” Holden rests back on the bed on his elbows. “It’s part of the reason he never wanted anyone to find out about you.”

      “Carter already told me this.” Ens’s voice slightly wobbles. “But he never told me why Gregor is at war with the mafia.”

      Holden shrugs. “Why is anyone at war with the mafia?”

      Ens’s lip twitches. “I’m going to need a better answer than that.”

      Holden arches a brow. “That’s awfully bold to demand answers from someone like me.”

      Ens stares at him, unimpressed. “By someone like you, do you mean the rich asshole who I once saw cry because he tripped over his own shoelaces and bumped his head on the corner of the counter? Or the right-hand man to my father?”

      Holden’s gaze darkens. “I didn’t cry. My eyes were watery from the fucking pain.”

      Ens wrestles back a smirk. “Sure they were.”

      Holden straightens and rests his arms on his knees. “You know, I remember you being a lot nicer.”

      “And I remember you never mentioning you worked for my father,” Ens quips, glancing at me. “You either.”

      “I don’t work for your father,” I explain. “I just made a deal with him.”

      Her throat bobs. “What sort of deal? I mean, I know you were supposed to bring me to him? But why? What’s in it for you?”

      So I guess we’re doing this now.

      “So I could work for him.” I let the truth fall from my lips, something I should’ve done a long time ago.

      “Oh.” Hurt and anger transpire in her expression.

      “There’s more to it than that, though.” I want to tell her the truth, but without an audience. “Can I maybe talk to you alone? I have a lot I want to tell you, but not with everyone listening.”

      She chews on her bottom lip. “I don’t know.”

      “Please,” I practically beg. And if I have to, I’ll get down on my knees and completely beg.

      She releases her lip from her teeth and sighs. “I guess so.”

      Relief sweeps through me, and I glance at El, Holden, and Gaige. “Do you guys mind stepping outside for a minute?”

      “Sure.”  Holden pushes to his feet. “Just make sure to keep an eye on things.”

      I nod and he walks out of the room.

      Gaige gives Ensley a pressing look as he stands up. “If you need anything, I’ll be right outside.”

      Ens offers him a grateful smile. “Thanks.”

      I eyeball him as Gaige passes me, wondering if he’s really here as Ensley’s friend. Hopefully Holden will get to the bottom of it while they’re all outside.

      “Are you sure you’re cool with being alone with him?” El asks Ens, making no move to get up. “Remember how much of an asshole he is.”

      Ens hesitates and I hate that she does. Hate that I’ve ruined her chance at trusting me.

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine.” The corners of her lips quirk as she lifts the gun. “Besides, if I’m not, I have this.”

      I can’t help smiling. “So, you’re saying you’ll shoot me if I act like an asshole?”

      A playful glimmer twinkles in her eyes. “Maybe. I haven’t decided yet.”

      I’m smiling like a fucking idiot and probably look insane. But I can’t help it. She’s teasing me. I never thought that’d ever happen again.

      “God, your ass must be whipped.” El stands up. “She jokes about shooting you and you just smile like an idiot.”

      I press my lips together, feeling too exposed right now to speak.

      El observes me closely while tapping her finger against her lip. Whatever she sees makes her visibly relax and then she grins like the Cheshire Cat. “Have fun you two,” she singsongs as she skips out of the room.

      “Why does she seem so happy?” Ens wonders as the door clicks shut.

      “Maybe she hopes you’ll shoot me,” I joke with a tense smile.

      “I doubt that.”

      “I don’t know. El’s not my biggest fan.”

      “Yeah, but you’re still her twin brother, which means she has to love you by default.”

      “Just because someone’s family doesn’t mean they love you,” I mutter quietly, stuffing my hands into the pockets of my jeans.

      “Yeah, I know,” Ens agrees. “But El does love you. She just… Well, she sort of felt the same way as I did about you. She thought you were a jerk.”

      “And how did you feel now?”

      She shrugs. “That you were a cocky asshole, who always got his way and went out of your way to make people you thought were beneath you miserable.”

      “You’re saying all this in past tense.” I nibble on my bottom lip. “Does that mean you don’t think of me that way anymore?”

      She smashes her lips together, confliction written all over her face. “I don’t know… That all really depends.”

      “On what?”

      “On what you got out of the deal. And why you did it… And what was real…” Vulnerability shines in her eyes.

      I swallow down my nerves, preparing to lay the truth out there, crossing my fingers she keeps the gun lowered. Not that I think she’ll shoot me, but if she doesn’t raise the gun, then it means she believes me.

      “Everything was real. Everything I told you, about why I was mean to you in grade school, how I tried to flirt with you to get your attention—that was all real.” I dare a step toward her. “And those fucking amazing kisses by the lake. That was the most real thing I’ve ever felt.”

      She takes an unsteady inhale. “Then why did you make the deal with my dad?”

      “I already told you—so I could work for him.” I pause and decide to go even further into the truth. “But if I’m being honest, part of me wanted to accept the deal because it meant getting close to you. Well, that is, if you let me. I wasn’t very confident in the beginning.”

      She wets her lips with her tongue, her gaze dropping to my lips. At first I think she wants to kiss me, and I prepare to step forward and give her what she wants when she raises the gun. But then her hands tremble as she aims the gun at my chest.

      “You want to work for my father?” she bites out. “You think what he does is okay?”

      My heart hammers in my chest, and I instinctively elevate my hands in front of me. “Honestly, up until a few days ago, I thought your dad just ran clubs.”

      “But now you know what he does.” Her voice cracks as she steps toward me. “And you’re still here, which makes you as bad as him.”

      “I don’t know everything.” Blood roars in my eardrums as she cocks the gun.

      Holy fuck, is she going to shoot me? No, there’s no way. This is Ens. Sweet, shy, wouldn’t hurt anyone intentionally Ens.

      “All I know is he runs some business that offers people their heart’s desires or some shit like that. He never explained the details to me, but it sounds fucking weird and has me rethinking our deal.” I inch toward her, a bold move, I know. But I need to be closer to her, need her to stop looking at me like I’m the devil. Need her to know I’m being more honest right now than I ever have. “Honestly, I started rethinking it a while ago… When you and I started getting closer.”

      “Closer?” she whispers. “We were never close… Every moment… every kiss was built on a lie.”

      “That’s not true.” I inch toward her until the end of the gun is only inches away from my chest. “Everything that happened between us was real. At least it was for me.” I’ve never felt so vulnerable in my life as I wait for her to say something.

      Painful silence stretches between us.

      “It was for me too.” She looks horrified as she lowers the gun.

      I breathe in relief, and not just because she stopped aiming the gun at me.

      “I’m sorry I pointed a gun at you.” Remorse fills her eyes. “I wouldn’t have really shot you. I just… I don’t know. All of this is hard to take in.”

      “I know. And I’m sorry you have to go through this. And that I’m a part of it.” I hesitantly reach for her, my fingers trembling as I cup her cheek. God, I forgot how soft her skin is. “I promise I won’t lie to you from now on. That is, if you’ll give me a second chance.”

      She stares up at me, guilt overflowing her big eyes. “Carter, there’s something I need to tell you. It’s about a deal I made. Well, deal isn’t the right word, I guess. It’s just something I sort of agreed to do. Something I did.” She swallows hard. “The day that you asked me to be your date to your party… We—El and I—had just come up with a plan to make you fall in love with me so I could break your heart. El thought if I did, you’d finally get a taste of your own medicine. At the time, I thought you deserved it. I thought you were the guy with his own fan club and his own fuck chest and who made my life a living hell. I didn’t know the whole story about how your mom made you be friends with those socialites shitty kids.”

      I blink. “Wait, my fuck chest?”

      Her cheeks flush. “That chest you have with all those girls’ photos in it.”

      “How do you know about that?” I squeak pathetically. Holy shit, she knows about that!

      She shrugs. “El and I found it once when we were stealing weed from you.”

      “Oh.” I lower my hand from her cheek to scratch at the back of my neck. “Ens, those photos… I didn’t ask for them. And I only kept them because some of my friends told me to. And I know that makes me sound weak, but that’s who I was.” I force down the lump wedged in my throat. “Not who I want to be.”

      “It’s fine. It’s not really any of my business anyway.” She sets the gun down onto the table. “But that’s not even the point. The point is that I’m a shitty person for ever agreeing to play you. Although, for the record, I didn’t really think you’d even go on a date with me.” A frown etches into her face as she stares at the floor. “Then again, the only reason you ever went on a date with me was because of the deal, so I guess I was sort of right.”

      “That wasn’t the only reason.” I splay my fingers across her cheek and force her to look at me. “Do you know how excited I was when you agreed to go to that party with me?”

      “You were?”

      “I was. I was surprised too. I thought you hated me.”

      She stares up at me. “Do you hate me?”

      “How can I when I kind of did the same thing to you? Well, what I did was actually worse.” I’m kind of hurt, though, that she never actually wanted to date. “I am kind of pissed off at El, though.”

      “Don’t be mad at her,” she pleads. “She just thought she was helping me. And I’m the one who agreed to do it.”

      “I thought you said she did it to give me a taste of my own medicine?”

      “Yeah, she did. But the whole thing sort of snowballed after she thought you called me ugly that day in the hallway. And I think part of her was hoping that if the plan worked, I’d finally get over my little crush on…” She trails off, her eyes widening.

      “Your little crush on who?” But I think I know the answer already and it takes a lot of effort not to grin.

      She narrows her eyes at me. “Stop looking so smug. I don’t know how you didn’t know I had a crush on you.”

      “How the hell was I supposed to know?” I’m smiling like an idiot. “Every time you looked at me, you looked at me like I was the plague.”

      “That’s because I thought you were always making fun of me.”

      “Well, I wasn’t. At all.”

      “Yeah, I know that now.” She crinkles her nose. “I really wish I hadn’t let the crush part slip out.”

      “No way. That was the best part.” I mold my other palm on her hip and draw her closer. “For how long?”

      “What do you mean?” she plays dumb.

      “How long have you had a crush on me?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      She grimaces. “Fine, since grade school, okay. But I need to stress that I only thought you were cute.”

      My brow teases upward. “Are you sure it wasn’t my charming personality too?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Yeah, it definitely wasn’t—”

      I lean in and capture her lips with mine, silencing her. I don’t try to deepen the kiss right away, waiting to see if she pulls back. When she doesn’t, I part her lips with my tongue and kiss her slowly, but deliberately. I groan and she lets out a soft moan in response, her hand trailing up my chest and gripping at my shoulder.

      “I can’t believe you’re letting me do this,” I whisper, then go in for another kiss as I back us toward the bed.

      She whimpers as I gently bite on her bottom lip, her entire body shivering.

      Fuck, I’m already getting hard.

      While I’d love to act on what my dick wants, I know I can’t. Not yet. Not with everything going on. But fuck, I hope one day in the future she’ll let me touch her the way I want to. That is, if she’ll give us a chance to have a future.

      “Ens…” The words die on my tongue as her arms circle around my neck, she presses her chest against mine while sucking on my bottom lip.

      Good fucking God, kill me now.

      I slip my hands down from her ass to her thighs as my self-control completely crumbles. In one swift motion, I scoop her up and urge her legs around my waist, half-expecting her to protest. But she doesn’t, latching her legs around me, our lips never breaking apart.

      I turn around and fall down onto the bed with her straddling my waist. Then I tangle my fingers through her hair and kiss her fiercely, losing myself in her. Every brush of our tongues sends my body into a frenzy, and I start grinding my hips. She moves with me, the little whimpers fleeing from her lips damn near making me explode. Then she stabs her fingernails into my flesh, and I know she’s close, so I keep moving until her head tips back and she moans.

      I stare up at her, wishing the moment would never end. But then she blinks dazedly, her eyes coming back into focus, a frown forming on her lips.

      She regrets this.

      She doesn’t want me.

      The only girl I’ve ever wanted doesn’t want me back.

      “Carter.” Her tentative tone puts me on edge. “Why did you want to work for my father? I mean, aren’t you supposed to be working for your father?”

      Her words hit me square in the chest. Never have I told anyone about how awful my life has been, about the things my father has made me do. That he isn’t even my father.

      I’m falling…

      Tumbling…

      Unsure of where I’m going to land.

      “If I told you, you might hate me,” I admit, balling my scarred hand into a fist.

      She pulls me toward her again. “I doubt that.”

      “But you might.”

      “Try me. Trust me… Like I’m trusting you.”

      “You trust me? After everything?”

      She nods. “But I need to know why… Why this all started.”

      My heart pounds violently in my chest. Can I do it? Tell her what I’ve never told anyone?

      My lips part and honestly I have no clue what words are going to leave my lips. “When I was seven, my dad decided to teach me a lesson about what would happen if I didn’t follow in his footsteps.” I sketch my thumb along the scar as I stare down at my palm. “I argued with him about not wanting to take over his company and he…” I take a breath, willing my voice to steady. “He took a knife and sliced my palm open. He told me that every time I looked at the scar I was to remember what happened if I disobeyed.”

      Her breath hitches in her throat as her fingers drift to the scar on my palm. “That’s awful. I can’t believe your father would do that to you.”

      “He did stuff like that a lot, whenever I argued with him. So, instead of arguing with him, I started obeying, even when he asked me to do things that were wrong, like dig holes out in the middle of the woods for what I’m pretty sure were to bury bodies. He also warned me to keep my mouth shut a lot whenever I overheard him and his clients talking about getting rid of people or silencing people or torturing people.” My body shivers as she lines her hand over mine, hiding the scar from my view.

      “He asked me to help him torture people. The first and only time he made me, I threw up all over me and him. He beat me for over an hour, but he didn’t ask me to help with torturing people again. Well, he hasn’t, but I know he will.” I lace our fingers and hold on tightly. “He’s been pushing harder for me to learn the family business, of what it takes to do his job. Of covering up the bad and helping criminals stay free. I don’t want to do that. At all. I don’t even think I can.” I close my eyes. I swear every scar hidden on my body throbs. “But it might not even matter anymore what my father—Nicholas—wants me to do.” I shove down the fear and suddenly everything comes pouring out of me—the truth comes pouring out of me. With each word, I feel freer.

      It’s a strange feeling, but I like it.

      It makes me want to break free of every terrible thing in my life.
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      Carter tells me the most awful story, a story of his life. Of abuse, both physical and mental. Of the evil future his father set for him when he was just a little boy.  By the time he finishes, I understand him a lot better and why he wanted to work for my father. But he doesn’t know that my father might be equally as awful as his.

      I’m about to tell him what I discovered on the website Gaige hacked into when Carter divulges a detail that makes my stomach churn.

      “My father isn’t even my father.” He stares down at our interlocked fingers. “Winston is.”

      “What?” I whisper in shock. “How did you… What?”

      Clutching my hand, he meets my gaze. “Gregor told me that night you found out about our deal. I was actually thinking about going back on the deal and telling you the truth before he ever sent me that text. But then Gregor told me that Nicholas wasn’t my real dad and that if Nicholas found out about it, he’d hurt me and El and my mom. He also told me that if I didn’t go through with our deal, he’d tell my father.”

      “I hate my father. I don’t care if I haven’t even met him. What he does… I hate him.” My eyes burn with tears, but I bottle up the pain and focus on the bigger problem. “Are you sure he was telling the truth about Winston being your dad? Maybe he was lying to you.”

      “No, later that night, after you took off, my mom confirmed that it was true,” he says miserably. “She also implied that if Winston found out El and I were his kids, he’d probably kill us.”

      My chest constricts. “What? Why?”

      “Because I’d be his oldest son, which means by mafia rules, I’d be in line to become leader. But Winston already has what he thinks is an oldest son who he’s been training to take over his position. If I come into the picture, I ruin that.” He yanks his free hand through his blond hair. “It’s fucking stupid, though, because I wouldn’t even want the job. All I want is out. But I know they won’t let me out. Not without killing me.”

      My chest tightens even more, making it harder to get air into my lungs “And what about El? Why would he hurt her?” I whisper.

      “Winston might not. It’s hard to say.” He rubs his lips together as he contemplates. “You can’t tell anyone. If the wrong people found out, El could get hurt.”

      “And so could you.”

      “I know.” He seems to care less about that fact, like he doesn’t care much about himself at all. That’s not the Carter I know, which makes me question how much I know him, how much of a façade he put on for everyone.

      “I promise I won’t tell anyone.” I vow and then vow to myself to unravel who he is, to get him to open up to me. “But Carter, you need to tell El about Winston. She deserves to know—about all of this.”

      “I don’t want her knowing everything,” he says tightly. “She’s had a decent life and I don’t want to ruin that for her.”

      “She hasn’t had that great of a life. Trust me.” I scoot closer to him until our shoulders touch. Any anger I may have felt for him has dissipated, and all I feel now is compassion and the need to help him and El. “If you don’t want to tell her everything, then fine. But you need to at least tell her about Winston.”

      “I know I do.” He shivers as I lightly trace my finger along the elevated scar.

      “I’m sorry you had to go through this,” I say softly. “But please, don’t go to work for my dad. Find another job or something, but you need to cut ties with Gregor.”

      “I was already thinking about it.” His eyelids lower shut as I trace my finger back and forth along his palm. “But why don’t you want me to?”

      “For a lot of reasons, but the biggest is that his business involves sex trafficking, drugs, prostitution—a lot of messed up stuff.” Vomit burns at the back of my throat at the reminder of the photos I saw on his site.

      His eyelids fly open. “How do you know that?”

      I swallow down the urge to puke my guts out again. “Because Gaige hacked into this secret site my dad has and I saw a list of the services his business offers. I don’t know how he’s getting away with it—why he hasn’t been arrested yet.”

      “Probably for the same reason Winston’s gotten away with murder so many times.” His jaw ticks. “Because lawyers like my father—like Nicholas—get him acquitted. I think they pay off a lot of the law enforcement too.”

      I shake my head in disgust, strands of my tangled brown hair falling into my eyes. “I can’t believe they’re getting away with it… And that my father is part of such… ugliness.” Ugliness seems like too mild of a word for what I saw on that site, though. “It makes me sort of hate myself.”

      “Hey, this has nothing to do with you.” He splays his fingers across my cheek, his gaze firmly carrying mine. “You’re the sweetest and most caring person I know. Don’t ever think differently.”

      “That’s not true at all,” I deny. “And what my father is doing—it does have to do with me.”

      He narrows his eyes at me. “No it doesn’t, so stop saying that. You didn’t even know who your father was until a few days ago.”

      “Yeah, but now I do know who he is and what he does, which means if I don’t do anything, then I’m just as bad as him.” I suck back the tears wanting to pour out. “Maybe even worse. I need to do something about it.”

      “Are you saying you want to go to the cops?” Wariness masks his expression. “Because that could be really dangerous since a lot of officers are on Gregor’s payroll. And Winston’s.”

      “I have to at least try,” I state determinedly. “I won’t be able to live with myself if I don’t.”

      His hand travels down my face and comes to rest on the back of my neck. “Ens, I love that you want to put an end to this shit, but going to the police could get you killed.”

      His warning slams the oxygen out of my lungs.

      Killed. It could get me killed? Just like Winston wants to kill me?

      How did my life get so messed up?

      My father came into it. That’s how.

      “Then what am I supposed to do?” I choke out. “Just sit back and pretend everything’s okay? That I’m okay sitting around in this stupid motel, hiding from Winston, while knowing my father is out there, ruining innocent people’s lives. And that eventually he wants to see me? Because I don’t want to see him. At all.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying.” He dazes off over my shoulder with a crinkle between his brows. “We just need to be careful about what we do. Make a plan and find some good people we can trust that’ll help us do something.”

      “Do what exactly?” I wonder. “I mean, how can a group of teenagers take down the mafia and a wealthy businessman who basically runs Fareland?”

      “I haven’t gotten that far yet, but I’m thinking there’s a couple of ways we can go. One, we can get Winston and your dad to full on fight out this little war going on and hope they both eliminate each other. Two, we can try to get ahold of some police outside of the Fareland jurisdiction and report them. But with how good Winston and Gregor cover up their tracks, we’ll probably need more evidence.”

      “Well, Gaige hacked into Gregor’s website. I’m sure he can do it again.”

      “Yeah, that might work. I just worry about who we can trust.” A breath falters from his lips. “I’m not sure how far Winston’s power expands, but from what I’ve overheard, I’m guessing pretty far. And your dad’s pretty similar to him, so I’m sure his goes equally as far out, if not further. And if the wrong officer overheard us talking to the police, Winston and Gregor would know within minutes and we’d all probably end up…” He sinks his teeth into his lip so forcefully his lip starts to turn white.

      “Dead,” I finish for him.

      He releases his lip. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “That’s very chivalrous of you.” I attempt to joke but miss the mark. I sigh. “But I don’t want you to protect me. That’s not the kind of girl I want to be. I want to be able to protect myself.” Rage storms in my chest. “No, what I want is for us to find a way to take Gregor and Winston and Nicholas down. I want to free those women and children on my father’s site. I want to shut down his businesses.”

      “I know you do.” He tucks a strand of my hair behind my ear. “We’ll try to figure out a way. I promise.”

      “So, you’re with me?” I ask with hope. “You’ll help me do this?”

      He nods. “But not just your father. Everyone who corrupts Fareland. We’re going to need everyone on board if we’re going to even attempt to pull this off. Well, either that, or we’re going to need to get rid of the people who won’t help us.”

      “Like kill them?” I squeak.

      Carter’s eyes go huge. “What? Fuck no. That’s not what I meant at all.”

      “Oh.” I relax. “Sorry, I don’t know why I thought that. I think all this,” I gesture at the motel room. “Is messing with my head.”

      “That’s understandable. You’ve been through a lot in the last couple of days.” He pauses. “But Ens, I promise I’m not a killer.”

      “I know you’re not.” I feel so awful. “I wouldn’t be sitting here with you if I thought that.”

      “Good.” The tension in his shoulders loosens. “When I said get rid of the people who won’t help us, I mean either ditch them or we’ll have to talk about this when they’re not around. But it’d be better if we could get everyone to help.” He absentmindedly plays with a strand of my hair, raveling it around his finger. “Holden’s probably going to be a problem, though.”

      “He’s your friend. Can’t you persuade him?”

      Carter lets out a hollow laugh. “Is he my friend? Neither of us ever mentioned we were working for Gregor, yet Holden knew I was helping him.”

      “El and I don’t tell each other everything.”

      He lifts a brow. “You told her about all of this.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I sigh. “We’ll have to figure out a way to handle Holden, but I’m pretty sure Gaige might help us. And El definitely will.”

      He unravels my hair from his finger with a frown. “How do you know you can even trust Gaige? You know who his father is, right?”

      I nod. “But he’s my friend and he’s here with me and hasn’t ratted me out to his father yet, which says a lot about him.”

      Carter’s lips thin. “You two seem close.”

      I shrug. “We’re friends and friends are close.”

      “Have you guys ever dated?”

      I start to roll my eyes, but then pause. Does he sound… jealous? Carter is jealous at the idea of me dating Gaige?

      “No. Although, I wonder if one day El and him will hook up. The two of them are bursting with sexual tension. Neither of them will admit it, though.”

      He gags. “Yeah, I didn’t need to hear that.”

      I giggle and a smile lights up his face. But then he grows serious again, his heated gaze straying to my lips. I think about our earlier kiss, how wonderful his lips felt against mine, how amazing my body felt as I grinded against him. I can’t even believe how I reacted to his kiss, how little control I had over my body. Then again, I had the same reaction back at the lake when he kissed me.

      My cheeks flush as I remember just how much I enjoyed grinding against him, and he more than notices.

      He strokes my cheek with his finger with an amused glint in his eyes. “Why are you blushing?”

      I shrug, trying to play it cool. “Am I?”

      His lips tug into a cocky smirk. “You are.”

      “Maybe I’m just a little—”

      His lips crash against mine, sending a flurry of passion through my body. But the ache inside my heart still remains.

      “Carter,” I breathlessly whisper against his lips. “I’m sorry you had to go through what you did.”

      His chest rises and crashes as he rests his forehead against mine, breathing raggedly. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault.”

      “I know but you never should’ve had to suffer through any of the things that you did.” Leaning back, I take his hand and place a delicate kiss on the scar.

      A breath fumbles from his lips and then he moves in to kiss me again, softly, slowly, as if we have all the time in the world, which we don’t. But at the moment, I don’t care.

      We kiss for what feels like hours, our hands wandering all over each other, our limbs tangling. We kiss until my lips feel swollen, until I’m breathless, until I forget where I am and who I am and everything going on around me. I get lost, consumed by him.

      “Do you know how much I’ve dreamt about kissing you like this?” he whispers as he paves wonderfully warm kisses down my neck, across my collarbone, and to the collar of my shirt.

      “Probably not, since up until a few weeks ago, I thought you hated me—” I gasp and thread my fingers through his hair as he grazes his teeth along my collarbone.

      He chuckles at the breathy whimper that escapes my lips and then he gently sinks his teeth into the side of my neck, gently biting my skin. “Does that feel good?” he teases.

      “Kind of,” I lie because it feels really good. Really, really good.

      “Liar,” he teases under his breath. Then he gently bites down on my neck again, sucking on the skin until I’m gasping so profusely I can barely keep my lungs functioning.

      “Carter,” a pleading whimper leaves my lips. I don’t even know what I’m begging for.

      Groaning, he moves away, but only to seal his lips to mine. His hands skim down across my chest, along my stomach, and to the hem of my shorts. His tongue parts my lips as he undoes the button and then his hand dips inside of my shorts.

      He pushes back. “Is this okay? I don’t want to push you into doing something you don’t really want to do, especially with everything going on.”

      My heart races. I’m not sure if I’m ready to go there yet, if I want to go that far, mostly because I’m scared and nervous. But I find myself nodding anyway. Who the heck knows why, other than maybe the girl with a crush on Carter side of me wants this. Badly.

      Then he’s kissing me again as he slips a finger inside me. Soft whimpers fumble from my lips as I clasp onto his shoulder blades, trying to hold on to reality. But eventually, I just let go.

      And fall.

      And fall.

      And fall.

      To the most breathtaking place ever.

      By the time I return to reality, I’m breathing heavily and Cater is staring down at me like I’m the most fascinating person who’s ever existed.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” I wonder as I work to regain my breathing.

      “Because you’re beautiful.” He says the words so simply, as if it’s a given.

      And I want to believe him, see myself how he says he sees me, but I still don’t think I’m quite there yet. It doesn’t really matter, though. Whether I’m beautiful or not isn’t going to help me take down Gregor, Nicholas, and Winston.

      “I like seeing you like that.” He tucks a strand of my hair behind my ear. When I blush, he grins.

      “Enough to put me in your fuck chest?” I tease, trying to get the upper hand.

      He shakes his head, playfully glaring at me. “For the record, it’s not a fuck chest. It was more of a little black book than anything. And I didn’t even hook up with most of the women in those photos.”

      “It doesn’t really matter. I’m just teasing you.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t want you thinking I fucked all of them.”

      “Why? It’s in the past.”

      “Yeah, but that’s not really who I am and I need you to know that. That the guy you thought you knew, didn’t really exist.” He nibbles on his bottom lip. “And I want you to know that you’re the only girl who’s ever made me feel this way.”

      My heart pitter patters in my chest. “What way?”

      He considers his next words carefully. “Like I’m falling.”

      “You feel that too?” I whisper.

      He nods and then slowly lowers his head. “I have for a while—”

      “All right, you two, open up!” El shouts as she bangs on the door. “I need to make sure you’re both alive and that I don’t need to report a murder.”

      Carter grunts in frustration while I bust up laughing.

      “She’s such a pain in the ass,” he grumbles, shaking his head.

      “She just cares about us.” I give him one more kiss before pulling away. “We should probably let her in so you can tell her about Winston.”

      “Just a few minutes longer,” he begs and then kisses me again before I can answer.

      I wouldn’t have said no anyway.

      A few more minutes turns into several and several might have turned into hours if El didn’t start banging on the door again.

      Cursing in frustration, Carter sits up, zips up my shorts, and does up the button. Then he brushes his lips against mine, stands up, and pulls me to my feet.

      “You’re going to tell her, right?” I ask as we head toward the door. “About Winston being her father, I mean.”

      Carter exhales deafeningly. “Yeah, I guess I should, shouldn’t I?”

      I nod and give his hand a squeeze. “It’ll be okay. El’s pretty tough, like you.”

      He offers me a small smile and then kisses me again before answering the door.

      “About freaking time,” El says. “I seriously thought one of you was dead.”

      “Well, we’re not,” Carter replies, still grasping my hand.

      El more than notices too. “So, I take it things went well during your private talk?” she asks, glancing between the two of us.

      Carter looks at me. “I know they did for me, but I’ll let Ens speak for herself.” He stares at me, as if eager to hear my answer.

      “Things went great.” For some stupid reason, I blush.

      Carter more than notices and, with a chuckle, leans in and places a soft kiss against my cheek. “You’re adorable.”

      “Don’t start with that again,” I warn, wagging my finger at him.

      “Fine, then.” He battles back a grin. “You’re cute.”

      I dramatically roll my eyes. “And you’re annoying.”

      His lips tilt into a lopsided grin. “Adorably annoying, you mean.”

      “Oh my God.” El makes an exaggerated gagging noise. “Is this how you two are going to be now that you’re dating?”

      Dating? Are we dating now? Does it even matter with everything else going on?

      “Yeah it is, so get used to it,” Carter replies, unintentionally answering my questioning thoughts.

      But more questions instantly flood my mind.

      Wait, do I want to date Carter?

      Yeah, I really, really do.

      El goofily grins at me like she can completely read my mind. I stare her down hard, silently begging her to shush. “So, why were you guys in there for so long?” Her grin magnifies.

      “We were just talking,” I lie, giving her a dirty look.

      “Sure you were.” She rolls her eyes.

      “We were,” I insist. Well, for part of the time. “And actually, Carter needs to talk to you about something.”

      Her smile fades as her forehead crinkles. “Why?”

      I give Carter’s hand an encouraging squeeze and he sighs.

      “I need to tell you something important.” He untangles his fingers from mine and walks back into the room.

      “What? Does he want me to follow him?” El seems utterly perplexed.

      I nod. “He needs to tell you something important.” I give her a hug. “I’ll be outside if you need me.”

      “Okay…” She sounds lost but steps into the room anyway.

      I leave and shut the door, giving the two of them some privacy. When I step outside, I spot Gaige sitting on the hood of El’s car, smoking a joint. And Holden is nowhere to be seen, something I’m sort of grateful for.

      Maybe I can talk to Gaige about our plan now.

      I cross the gravel parking lot, hiking toward him, wrapping my arms around myself. The only light comes from a few neon signs on the motel and the stars and moon are shining in the sky. The darkness creeps me out, but that might be more because the mafia is after me.

      I hoist myself onto the hood beside Gaige. “So, where’s my bodyguard?”

      He passes me the joint. “He wandered off in that direction,” he hitches his thumb over his shoulder, “About twenty minutes ago. I have no idea where he went and honestly, I didn’t care enough to ask.”

      “Some bodyguard he is,” I joke then put the joint to my lips and take a hit.

      He rests back on his elbows. “Yeah, well, at least you have me.”

      I take another hit and then lean back, debating how to approach what Carter and I talked about—about changing the way Fareland works. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “Do you ever… Do you ever wish you weren’t born into this life?”

      “All the time,” he admits, turning his head toward me. “How about you? How are you doing with everything?”

      “Honestly?” Smoke snakes from my lips as I exhale, “I fucking hate it… So does Carter.”

      “Really?” he questions. “Then why is he so mixed up in everything?”

      I shrug. “It’s a long story, but I know he does hate it. And he wants to change it.”

      His reaches for the joint. “Change what?”

      God, I hope I can trust him. “Change the way Fareland works and put people like Gregor behind bars.”

      He chokes on the hit he takes. “You want to take down Gregor?” He pounds his chest as he coughs.

      I give a nervous nod. “And not just Gregor, but all of the mafia too.”

      He silently stares at me, smoke lacing the air, and I can’t read him at all, causing fear to spike through me. But I press on, reminding myself that this is Gaige, my friend, not a mafia baby offspring.

      “And we want you to help us.”

      “Take down the mafia?” he asks blankly.

      I nod, getting more uneasy by the second. “And all of their businesses.”

      “And how do you plan on doing that?” He hands me the joint.

      “I haven’t gotten that far yet, although Carter came up with a few ideas.” I let the smoke burn away my fear. “I have to do something, though. I won’t be able to live with myself if I don’t try to stop what my father’s been doing.” The images of those girls I saw on the website flood my thoughts and my hands begin to tremble with rage.

      He restlessly drums his fingers against his knees. “You’ll never be able to do it by yourself.”

      “I know, that’s why I want you to help me. Well, me and Carter and El if she agrees to help. But knowing El, I’m sure she will.”

      “I’m sure she will too,” Gaige agrees, nodding. “But that’s not enough. If you want to take down all the corruption in Fareland, you’re going to need a fucking army.”

      “Oh.” Reality smashes against my lungs.

      How am I ever going to do this?

      “I may know a way to get some more people to help us.” He lowers his feet to the ground and slips off the hood of the car. “But everyone would have to be one hundred percent committed before I go into the details.”

      “I am and so is Carter.” I hop off the hood and stand beside him. “We can ask El, but I’m sure she will be.”

      He bobs his head up and down, takes the joint from me, and inhales. “Fuck, I can’t believe I’m even talking about doing this. I’ve thought about it a lot—about stopping all the fucked up shit going on in Fareland—but I’ve never had the balls to even speak about it aloud. And then there’s you. Three days of living in this world and you’re already ready to try to stop them.”

      “I think it’s different for people born into this world, though,”’ I tell him, wondering if Gaige’s father treats him the same way as Carter’s does. “You guys learn from an early age to fear the men in charge. I haven’t had that fear put into me yet.”

      “Still, you’re very brave, Ens. You always have been.”

      “And you’ve always been such a good friend.”

      “Even though I never told you my dad was in the mafia?” he questions.

      “We all have our secrets.” I scuff the tip of my boot against the dirt. “Besides, I’m sure you were sworn to secrecy.”

      He positions the joint between his lips. “I was, but how did you know?”

      I give a one-shoulder shrug. “I watch a lot of movies.”

      He laughs, the sound carrying across the night. “Well, just so you know, the movies aren’t always right.”

      “So you guys don’t cut off people’s fingers to torture them?”

      “I haven’t, but I’m sure my dad has.” He sinks into silence as he takes another hit off the joint. “Ens, I want to make sure you want to do this. It’s going to be dangerous and if we get caught…” He doesn’t finish. And he doesn’t have to. Carter already painted a pretty clear picture of what the consequences will be if we get caught.

      “I know what the dangers are.” I square my shoulders. “And I’m still in.”

      Smoke clouds around his face as he exhales. “I’m kind of glad we’re—”

      “You know, you guys might want to be a little more careful about where you have those kinds of conversations.” Holden appears from the darkness, stepping out of the trees, and into the moonlight, revealing the smile on his face.

      And the gun in his hand.
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      I’ve never been happy before, but I’m pretty sure I was close to being upbeat when I agree to help Ens. I’d let my fear own me for too long—I’ve known this for a while. I just wish I’d been braver sooner.

      Redemption.

      I suddenly saw redemption in my future. For what I’d done and hadn’t done. For standing by and not saving her.

      Her name was Willa Lynn and we were best friends since we were eight. We were inseparable, which meant she spent a lot of time at my house. She even witnessed my father in one of his more finer moments, drunk off his ass and threatening to beat the shit out of me. I made her swear not to tell anyone, that my father would kill both of us if she did. Even though she didn’t want to, she agreed to keep her lips sealed.

      After that, we started spending more time at her place, even though her parents weren’t fans of me coming over. Willa said not to take it personally, though. That they hated anyone coming over. Still, I went there almost every day after school. It was the only time I could see her since she was home schooled. I liked seeing her. Looked forward to it. She gave me a moment of peace in the chaos that constantly filled my life. But she was stolen away from me on her fourteenth birthday. The day she disappeared. The day I betrayed her by not speaking up before she ever vanished.

      See, the thing is, I overheard a lot of fucked up shit while growing up. So when I heard my father talking to another mafia member about this girl they were scoping out in the neighborhood, I didn’t think much about it. Honestly, I thought they were just talking about some woman my dad was going to have an affair with. He did that a lot—scoped out a woman he was interested in before finding a way to enter her life so he could fuck her over both metaphorically and literally.

      But then the next day Willa vanished and I have this awful feeling my dad might have had something to do with it, especially since I’d seen his car parked near her house the night before.

      I made the stupid mistake of asking him about it, which resulted in me getting my ass beat. He never did deny his involvement, though, instead laughing and saying that it didn’t matter. That he could get away with anything. As if he thought he was God.

      I tried to go to the police, but he found out as I was heading there and I ended up in the hospital for over a week with a couple of broken ribs, a broken arm, and a concussion. Besides, if the mafia was involved in Willa’s disappearance, the cops wouldn’t do anything about it. It’s just how things work. The mafia buys enough of them off that they rarely get into trouble. And when they do, people like El’s dad step in.

      I did send Willa’s mom an anonymous letter, telling her my theory. I don’t know if she ever did anything about it, though. All I know is that Willa’s parents moved away from Fareland a few years ago.

      There isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t think of her, especially today when I got on that site and saw the photos of those women. Part of me has always wondered if that’s where Willa ended up. I’ve heard rumors that sometimes some of the members of the Fareland mafia sell women to Gregor, but I don’t have any proof. But helping Ens with her plan could give me the opportunity to get some proof. Get some redemption. And maybe, possibly, find Willa.

      But that possibility starts to float away to the fucking goddamn stars as Holden steps out from the trees with a gun in his hand.

      At first I wonder if maybe I’m imagining things. I have smoked a lot of weed over the last hour. But Ens is staring at him too.

      Fuck, we’re so screwed.

      No, I can’t give up yet.

      I latch on to the possibility and in one swift movement, draw out my gun.

      Holden simply laughs. “Gaige, Gaige, Gaige,” he tsks me. “I know you don’t have the balls to shoot me.”

      I inch in front of Ens and point the gun at his chest. “Wanna bet?”

      Ens starts to move out from behind me, but I throw out my free arm and hold her back.

      “Yeah, I do.” Holden takes a sluggish step toward us, as if he doesn’t have a care in the world. “You don’t have the killer instinct.”

      “You don’t fucking know me, man,” I snap. “And don’t pretend like you do.”

      “Yeah, but I know that you and this gorgeous one right here,” he throws a grin in Ens direction, “We’re just plotting to take down my boss along with the Fareland mafia. And people who care about shit like that don’t shoot innocent people.”

      “You think you’re innocent?” My icy laugh reverberates through the air. “You work for the fucking devil.”

      The asshole fucking smirks and taps the end of his gun against his lips like a fucking psychopath. “Do I?”

      Suddenly, Ens shoves me so hard I stumble to the side. Then she storms around me and gets way too close to Holden. “Yes, you do, so wipe that stupid smirk off your face, you fucking asshole.”

      I regain my balance and move to her side. Holy shit, I’ve never seen Ens so angry.

      Not wanting her to get hurt, I snag ahold of her elbow and draw her behind me, but she digs her heels into the ground.

      “What’re we going to do?” Ens hisses. “He’ll tell my dad.”

      “I don’t know.” I keep the gun aimed at Holden, knowing he could’ve very well shot me when I stumbled. Yet, he hasn’t and I have to wonder why. I mean, my father is enemies with his boss and I was just plotting to take down his boss. Shouldn’t I have been shot already?

      “Will I tell your dad, though?” Holden smirks, playing a damn mind game with us.

      “What? You’re saying you’re not going to?” I question with doubt.

      “Maybe before you start making assumptions about me, you should ask me why I’m even working for Gregor,” he challenges, no longer grinning.

      I shake my head. More than likely he’s just trying to mind fuck with us. But seeing no other option, I decide to play along.

      “Fine. Why are you working with Gregor?”

      His gaze bounces back and forth between Ens and I. “I’m not sure if I can trust you two.”

      Ens lets out a frustrated growl. “God, can we please just tie him up to the bed already?”

      “I never knew you were into kinky shit, Ens.” Holden grins. “And I’d totally take you up on that offer except my best friend’s in love with you so that kind of makes you off limits.”

      “Carter’s not in love with me,” she argues, scowling at him. “And I don’t want to tie you to the bed to… be kinky. I want to tie you to the bed so we can torture you until you confess all your secrets.”

      “Torture me, huh?” Amusement rings in his tone. “And what forms of torture would you use?”

      “Well, first, I’d cut off all your fingers. Then I’d smash your toes with a hammer. Then I’d pull out all your teeth,” she says in a dark tone. “And then I’d let El take over, and we both know the part of you she’d go for first. She’s kind of sick and twisted like that.”

      Holden and I both wince.

      “What the fuck?” I whisper, gaping at her.

      “What?” she shrugs innocently. “I got all of it from a movie, but it seems like it’d work.”

      “I think you might be the sick and twisted one,” Holden says. “But I wouldn’t doubt for a second that El is either.”

      “Good.” Ens grins. “Then you realize the severity of the situation you’re in.”

      “I’ve got a gun pointed at you too,” Holden points out, raising his gun. “And unlike Gaige, I have the balls to pull the trigger. In fact, I’ve done it before.”

      I can’t tell if he’s bluffing, but I know one thing… “He won’t shoot you, Ens. Not if he really works for Gregor.”

      “But I thought we already established that I might not be really working for Gregor.” He targets the gun at Ens.

      Tension ripples through her, her breath catching in her throat.

      I prepare to shoot him. I may not want to be a killer, but I’d rather have blood on my hands then have another friend get taken away from me.

      My finger hovers over the trigger as I get ready to fire—

      “Will you relax? I’m not going to shoot her.” Holden lowers his gun. “I just needed to know that you were trustworthy.”

      “And me almost shooting you proved that?” I keep my gun aimed at him, but move my finger away from the trigger.

      “You were willing to shoot Gregor’s right-hand man to protect Ensley and the plan,” he emphasizes. “And I’ve read enough about you to know you’re not a killing sort of guy, despite who your father is.”

      “Wait… Read about me…” What the hell is he talking about?

      “In one of the files.” He appears way too amused. “I was given before I started working as an undercover agent.”

      Ens and I exchange a look of pure and utter shock.

      “So, you’re saying you work for the cops?” I ask. “Because, I got to say, that doesn’t make me feel a whole lot better.”

      “Not for the Fareland police,” he stresses. “For a private agency that specializes in taking down men like Gregor and Winston who have a lot of power over the law enforcement.”

      “What’s the name of the agency?” I ask, unsure if I believe him or not.

      “I’m not sure I can trust you with that information just yet.” He tucks his gun into his shoulder holster but I make no move to put mine away. “But what I can tell you is that I’ve worked for this place for a couple of years now and they’re completely trustworthy, unlike the cops in Fareland.”

      “So cops work at the agency?” I try to get more details from him.

      “All the agents are trained agents.” That stupid smirk rises on his face again. “Even me.”

      “So, what you’re trying to tell me is that you’ve been an undercover agent since you were sixteen years old?” I question with cynicism.

      He shrugs. “Most don’t start as young but since my uncle’s in the agency, he got me in early.”

      “Your uncle’s in the agency?” Ens stares at him in astonishment.

      “Most of my family is, except for my father,” he says tightly. “He took another path in life.”

      Yeah, while Holden’s father might not be in the mafia, he’s not a good man. He’s controlling, abusive, and he cheats on Holden’s mom all the time. At least that’s what I’ve heard.

      “Why did you want to join the agency, though?” I wonder. “What made you decide to risk your life?”

      A coldness glazes his tone. “Gregor took something from me a couple years ago. Something very important.”

      “What was it?” Ens and I ask simultaneously.

      He balls his hands into fists. “It doesn’t really matter.” He takes a breath to collect himself and then reclines against the trunk, looking as casual as can fucking be. “So you guys think you can take down Gregor and Winston all by yourselves?” And he’s back to being a smirking asshole again.

      “We want to try,” Ens says before I can stop her. Always so trusting. Too trusting. I worry about her getting involved in this. “But we definitely are going to need some help.”

      “Well, I don’t know where you can get some help,” Holden says and her expression sinks. “But I know the agency would love your help in taking them down.”

      She perks up again. “Really?”

      He nods. “You’re Gregor’s daughter. You can probably get further into his world than I ever could. I’ve been working for Gregor for over six months and I still don’t know where he’s keeping those girls, or how he smuggles his drugs in, or how he’s even stealing the girls.” A haunted look passes over his face and I think it’s then that I start to believe him.

      “So if I did this—went to the agency and helped them—I’d be working undercover to do what?” Ens asks, hugging her arms around herself.

      “To find out all his secrets,” Holden replies. “And get enough evidence to take him down and free those women. Because if we don’t find them soon, they’ll probably never be found—Gregor will never talk.”

      “That’s exactly what I want,” Ens says, letting her arms fall to her side.

      “You can think about it if you want to,” Holden tells her. “It’s a pretty big decision—putting your life on the line like that.”

      Ens shakes her head. “I don’t need to think about it.”

      Of course she doesn’t. This is Ens. She has a good soul, not a tainted one like mine. Which is why, when the two of them look at me, waiting for me to say something, I take a moment to really think about what I’m doing. About the danger. About how my father would react if he ever finds out.

      But then I think about Willa.

      I can’t believe I’m doing this.

      It’s about time.

      “I want in.” I leave it at that, not ready to explain my reason. Explain what happened to her.

      Now that I’ve made the commitment—made the right choice—I need to send my father a text and tell him why I haven’t told him Ens’s location yet. Tell him that Ens and El ditched me and I have no clue where they are. Hopefully, he’ll accept that answer and not question if I’m being truthful. Knowing him, though, he might not believe me.

      “Good.” Holden scans the area and then glances at his watch. “We need to go then.”

      I tuck my gun into the waistband of my jeans. “Go where?”

      “To headquarters.” He crosses his arms. “Gregor’s out of the country and he won’t get back for a couple of weeks, which gives us about a week to get this done, which isn’t even close to being enough time. But it’ll have to work.”

      “Get what done?” Ens asks quietly from my side.

      “Training to defend yourself, to learn how to run the equipment, like bugs and hacking computer software,” he explains. “You’ll also need to do some weapon training.”

      “I already know how to do both of those,” I admit. “I’m actually pretty good with computers.”

      “Show off,” Ens teases, but her tone conveys a nervous edge.

      I start to smile, but don’t quite make it there. “But I don’t really understand what I’ll be doing. I mean, Gregor knows who I am.”

      “You’re not going to be working for Gregor,” he says, straightening his stance.

      “Then who am I going to be working for?”

      “The same person you’ve been working for your entire life.”

      My mood plummets. “My father.”

      Holden nods. “He’s connected to the sex trafficking—I know he is—but I need a man inside to figure out how he does it. And to get proof.” He pats my shoulder. “And besides, this will be your opportunity to get revenge.”

      My heart thrashes. Does he know about Willa? “How do you know I want revenge?”

      He shrugs. “It’s just a guess, but I think I’m right.”

      He’s wrong, though. I’m not doing this to get revenge for myself. Well, not completely.

      I’m here to get revenge for her.

      And maybe, just maybe, find Willa.
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      To say I was surprised by Holden’s confession is a huge understatement. I was shocked. And baffled.

      At first, I didn’t believe him. But the more he talked, the more I realized he was telling the truth.

      Still, I have a difficult time wrapping my head around the fact that Holden—Holden—is working undercover for some agency that helps take down the bad guys.

      While we wait for El and Carter to come out of the motel room, Holden makes a few calls to the agency. He remains in listening distance—I think to prove that he is in fact telling the truth. Eventually, he puts Gaige on the phone, and any of my doubt that Holden is lying evaporates.

      “So, does Carter know anything about this?” I ask Holden as I plant my butt on the hood of El’s car

      He sits down beside me. “No. Only the agency knows about the agency. Now that you’re going to be part of it, you can’t talk to anyone outside of the agency about the things you do, see, and hear. That means don’t tell your mom. Besides, you don’t want to bring her into this and put her life in danger.”

      “I won’t tell her.” But I still need to call her and tell her I’m okay. When Gaige gets done, I’ll borrow one of the burner phones. I’m just not sure exactly what to tell her. “Is it hard to live a secret life?”

      He props his feet up on the bumper.  “Sometimes it is, but then I remind myself of why I’m doing this and it makes all the lying and pretending easier. And it helps to talk to other agents who are going through something similar.”

      “That doesn’t sound too terrible.” I rest my hands on my knees. “But I’m not very good at lying and pretending.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.” He gives me a sly grin. “I mean, think about all those years you pretended not to like Carter.”

      I go all bug-eyed. “How the hell did you know about that?”

      He taps his temple. “I’m a people watcher.”

      “Oh.” I feel like a moron about how transparent I was.

      “You don’t need to be embarrassed.” He nudges my shoulder. “Carter’s liked you for a while too.”

      I relax at his valid point. “That’s what he told me.”

      “Well, he was telling the truth.”

      I didn’t doubt that he was, but it’s nice to hear Carter’s best friend confirm it.

      “What role is Carter going to play in this?”

      “The same part he’s been playing. Gregor trusts him for some reason and I want to use that trust against Gregor. But we just have to get Carter to agree first.”

      “I’m sure he will.”

      “If he doesn’t, though, we’ll have a problem.”

      “You won’t hurt him,” I say. When he doesn’t utter a word, I add, “He’s your best friend.”

      “I know, which is why I doubt he’ll make the wrong decision. But if he does…” He trails off as the door to the motel room swings open and El and Carter step out.

      I want to make Holden finish his sentence but he’s already hopping off the hood and moving away from me. I glare at his back, vowing that I won’t let him hurt El or Carter no matter what happens. Then I turn my attention back to Carter and El.

      I can’t see their faces, but knowing El, she’s probably upset after learning that Winston is her father.

      Jumping to my feet, I rush over and hug her.

      “I can’t believe this is happening.” Her voice is scratchy, as if she’s been crying.

      “I know, but it’s going to be okay.” I pat her back. “And you’re not in this alone. I’m here for you. And so’s Carter.”

      “I know, but I’m not going to sit here and wallow in my own pity.” She moves back and dabs her eyes with her fingertips. “I want to do what Carter and you were talking about. I want to make those assholes pay for what they did to Carter, for what they did to everyone.”

      “So Carter told you about the plan?” I ask glancing between Carter and her.

      She nods. “Yeah, he did and I’m completely on board.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask, unsure if I want her to get involved. Not after everything that Holden just told me.

      “Um, yeah.” She gapes at me like I’m insane. “You know I’m not one for standing by and doing nothing.”

      “Yeah, you’re definitely not.” I remember all those times she stood up for me, the first being with Carter. Still, I feel that it’s my duty as her best friend to talk her out of this.

      But before I can get the words out, Carter steps up and scoops me up, startling the shit out of me. He hugs me tightly and urges my legs around his waist before burying his face into my neck.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, tracing a path up and down his neck.

      “Yeah.” His warm breath tickles my neck as he breathes in and out. “It felt nice to get everything off my chest. But I feel a little overwhelmed.”

      Oh. I wrap my arms around him. “Want a distraction?”

      “Fuck yeah, I do.” He slants back and then seals his lips to mine.

      That’s not really what I meant by a distraction, but okay…

      I relax and let his tongue delve between my lips. He groans as he kisses me slowly, as if savoring every moment our tongues touch.

      I kiss him back with passion, but then pull back slightly. “Carter, as much as I’d love to kiss you right now, there’s something I need to tell you.”

      His eyelids open and worry floods his eyes. “Is it bad?”

      “No, it’s good. At least, I think it is.”

      More than likely Holden wants to talk to him first and see if he’s trustworthy, but I’d rather try to convince Carter first. That way, Holden won’t have a reason to do whatever it is he’s planning on doing to Carter if he doesn’t make the right decision.

      So, summoning a deep breath, I give him a quick recap of what happened while him and El were talking in the motel room. By the time I’m finished, he’s sat down in one of the patio chairs with me on his lap and shock has taken over his face.

      “Are you being fucking serious right now?” He holds onto me tightly. “Wait, are you sure he wasn’t lying?”

      “He wasn’t. He even called the agency right in front of us and Gaige talked to them. Besides, I could tell he was telling the truth and that he was doing it for a good reason. I think he might have a personal vendetta against Gregor too, but he wouldn’t elaborate on why.”

      Carter considers this for a lengthy amount of time. “I wish I knew for sure. I mean, he’s my best friend so I should know for sure, but honestly, I think we both lied to each other a lot.”

      “Well, now you don’t have to.” I loop my arms around the back of his neck. “Now you guys can really get to know each other like all BFFFBs do.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think it’s going to quite work like that.” He sweeps my hair off my shoulder and kisses the crook of my neck. “But it’s cute that you think so.”

      I shiver, the good kind of shiver that flows up through my toes all the way to my heart. “You won’t know until you try then…” I trail off as he sucks on my neck and softly bites my skin. “Carter.” I moan. “If you don’t cut that out, I’m going to look like I was attacked by a vampire.”

      “So?” He chuckles and bites at my skin again, causing my legs to constrict around his waist.

      “If you don’t cut it out, I’m going to bite your neck,” I warn breathlessly as my head tips back.

      “Please do,” he whispers then drags his teeth along my collarbone.

      “We don’t have time for this and people can see…” I’m no longer able to form coherent words as he grinds against me.

      I stab my fingernails into his shoulder blades, forgetting all about the audience we have, and tilt my head farther to the side to give him more access. He chuckles then starts kissing and licking and biting—

      El lets out a whistle and catcall, pulling me back to reality.

      “And she’s back to being a pain in the ass,” Carter jokes through a throaty groan.

      “We can finish this later if you want to.” Warmth creeps across my cheeks.

      “Finish what exactly?” he teases. “Because I’m pretty sure your mind isn’t where my mind is.”

      “Maybe it is.” What the freak am I doing?

      A beat or two skips by and then he’s kissing me fiercely.

      By the time we come up for air, El is wandering over to us with Holden and Gaige.

      Grumbling, Carter stands up but makes no move to put me down.

      “I need to talk to you, man,” Holden tells Carter as he reaches us.

      “If it’s about the agency, Ens already told me.” Carter lowers my feet to the ground. Then he slips an arm around me and holds me protectively to his side. “But what I want to know is how we can trust you?”

      “And how do I know I can trust you?” Holden quips with a smirk. “It really works the same way, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah, but we’re putting a lot on the line in trusting you.” Carter stares Holden down.

      “So am I,” Holden says, staring right back. “Especially considering who all of your fathers are.”

      “He has a point,” I chime in. “And for the record, I believe him.”

      “That’s because you’re a good person,” Carter says. “I’m not, which means I know how a bad person’s mind works.”

      I angle my chin up and meet his gaze. “You’re not a bad person, so stop thinking that.”

      “Aw, she’s defending your honor,” Holden mockingly gushes. “How cute.”

      “They definitely make a cute couple,” El agrees, taking Holden’s side. What the shit? “They’ll probably end up being one of those couples who sits there and tells each other how amazing the other one is while staring dreamily into each other’s eyes.”

      Holden chuckles while I reach out and playfully swat El’s arm.

      “Traitor,” I say, my cheeks warming.

      Carter kisses the top of my head and chuckles, but his humor promptly vanishes as he focuses back on Holden.

      “So, how do we know we can trust you?” he asks.

      Holden’s fingers move toward his holster. Or well, at first that’s what I think. But instead, his hand dips toward his pocket and he pulls out his phone. “Pack some stuff and get in the car.”

      “Why?” Gaige, El, Carter, and I all ask at the same time.

      “Because you want proof,” Holden says. “But the only way to give you that is to show you.”

      The four of us trade a look.

      “What do you think?” El asks to no one in particular. “Can we trust him?”

      “I talked to the agency,” Gaige says. “The agent on the phone sounded legit.”

      We sink into silence. Crickets chirp in the distance. The neon signs flicker off and on again, briefly blinding us in darkness

      “I think we should do it,” I finally say as the neon signs click back on. “I mean, it’s either that, stay here and wait for Gregor or Winston to show up, or run. But considering who all our fathers are, I don’t know if we’d make it that far.”

      “And what if Holden’s lying?” Gaige asks, fiddling with his eyebrow piercing. “Then what?”

      I lift a shoulder. “Then we tie him to the bed and I cut off all his fingers and toes.”

      “And his nuts,” Gaige mumbles as an afterthought. “Oh wait, that was El who was going to do that, right?”

      “Wait. What?” El gapes at us like we’re crazy, which is saying a lot since she’s usually the crazy one of the group.

      Carter’s expression mirrors hers.

      “It’s a long story,” I tell them. “I’ll tell you in the car.”

      The three of them remain silent for several minutes before nodding. Then we go into the room to pack up our stuff.

      By the time we walk over to the car, the sun is starting to rise over the trees. I’m bursting with nerves, worried this isn’t going to work out the way that I want. Carter and Gaige must feel the same way because they both check the ammunition in their guns before we leave.

      Before I climb into the car, Carter pulls me aside away from the others. Then he wraps his arms around me, hugging me desperately.

      “If anything bad happens—If this looks like it’s going to go south, promise me you’ll do whatever it takes to run away.”

      “I don’t think I’d feel comfortable just taking off and leaving you guys—”

      “Promise me, Ens; otherwise I’m not going.”

      I don’t like being bossed around, but the plea in his voice makes me whisper, “Okay, I promise.”

      “Good.” He moves back, kisses me quickly, and nudges me toward his car.

      Once the five of us are in, we peel out into daybreak.

      I just hope this all works out. That the agency is real. And that we can put my father behind bars without any of us ending up in graves.
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      I’m anxious as hell as I speed toward an alleged agency that is supposedly trying to take both my fake and real father down. Despite the nervousness, I’m kind of proud of myself. Proud for finally attempting to break free of the corrupt life I’ve lived, even if this might not go the way everyone’s hoping.

      I’m also proud that I finally told the truth, not just to Ens, but to El.

      At first, El was upset. She even threw a few things at me. But then she started crying, telling me she was so sorry I had to go through everything. For once, she felt like my sister, not my enemy. But then she’d pulled back and warned me that if I hurt Ensley, she would kick my ass. I like that she’s looking out for Ensley, though.

      What I don’t like is that El and Ens are getting involved in this. Unlike Holden, Gaige, and I, they don’t know what they’re getting into. I want to try to talk them out of it, but both are pretty stubborn.

      For most of the drive, everyone is pretty quiet. Ens is in the passenger seat with her head resting against the window and her eyes shut. Holden, El, and Gaige are in the backseat, El squished between the two guys, despite her protests. Either they’re all fast asleep, trying to go to sleep, or pretending to be—I’m not really sure. Holden being with us is making me nervous. First, he tells me he’s working for Gregor and now he’s suddenly working for some agency to take down Gregor. Yeah, it sounds pretty suspicious if you ask me. Which is why I refused to let someone else drive, no matter how much Ens suggests I should rest.

      I rub my eyes as the blinding light from the setting sun reflects against my eyes.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Ens suddenly asks, startling me.

      “Yeah, the sun’s just bright.” I flip down the visor. “I thought you were asleep.”

      She rubs her eyes. “I was for a bit, but mostly I’ve just been thinking.”

      I crack the window to let some air in. “About what?”

      “About a lot of things.” She coils a strand of her hair around her finger. “Gregor. Winston. Those women and children on the website. How worried my mom sounded on the phone when I called her. You.”

      I slow the car down for a sharp turn. “Me?”

      “You’ve been really quiet.”

      “So have you.”

      “Yeah, but I’m usually that way.”

      My brow cocks up. “Are you saying I talk a lot?”

      She lifts a shoulder, giving a half shrug. “Sometimes you do. It’s not a bad thing. You’re just social.”

      “Yeah, I guess so.” I thrum my fingers on top of the wheel. “But I’m not really. I just acted that way because of that thing we talked about with my mom.” With so many ears around, I’m purposefully being vague.

      Ens smiles understandingly. “Well, you were good at it.”

      “Yeah, but I’d rather be out of the spotlight.”

      “Maybe you can be if this all works out.”

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      Her gaze bores into me, as if she’s trying to unravel all my secrets and I want to let her. So badly. Just like I want to unravel hers.

      “Are you nervous?” she asks quietly. “I mean, about what we’re going to do?”

      I rest my arm on the console, my heart pounding. I’m more than nervous. I’m fucking terrified. But mostly for her and El. “Sort of,” I lie. “You?”

      She laces her fingers through mine, the gesture calming my racing heart. “Yeah, but considering what we’re about to do, I think it’s probably pretty normal.”

      “Maybe. But still… I think you should be careful. And remember what I said about what to do if things start to look sketchy.”

      “Okay, but I want you to be careful too.”

      “I’m planning on it.” I trace the folds of her fingers. “But you need to be extra careful, though, especially if you decide to work undercover for them.”

      “Why? Because I’m a girl?” Her brow curves upward in a challenge.

      I shake my head. “No, because you’re not used to this world yet. You’re a good person and the stuff you’ll have to deal with if you enter Gregor’s world isn’t going to be pretty.”

      “I know that.” She stares out the windshield at the greying sky.

      “You know, you can always just let us do this,” I throw the idea out there, hoping she’ll agree, but knowing she probably won’t.

      “No, I want to help. I have to help.” Fierce determination burns in her eyes. “Gregor’s my father.”

      “You’re not responsible for what he’s done. I wished you’d quit thinking that.”

      “I know that, but I’ll probably be able to help a lot because he’s my father.”

      “She has a point,” Holden murmurs from the backseat. “You know how Gregor is with Ruby. He tells her more than anyone.”

      Ens’s brows knit. “Who’s Ruby?”

      Shit. I forgot that Ruby is Ens’s half-sister. I hope she can handle hearing this right now, because I’m not about to lie to her. Not when I finally told her the truth.

      “She’s your half-sister—”

      “No, she’s not,” Holden cuts me off, scooting forward in the seat. “Gregor pretends she’s his daughter, but from everything I’ve found out, I’m pretty sure she’s the daughter of one of his… One of the girls he sells out hourly. I think one of his clients got her pregnant and then Gregor pretended she was his.”

      “Why would he do that?” Ens asks, her eyes wide in absolute horror.

      “To protect his business,” Holden replies with a shrug. “He had to keep her hidden somehow; otherwise, people might get suspicious.”

      “But why not just give her away to an adoption center or something?”  Ens asks. “I mean, he doesn’t sound like the fatherly type.”

      “Maybe he was trying to replace you. She does look an awful lot like you.” Holden suggests. “Maybe he thought he’d turn her into the daughter he never had.”

      “That poor girl,” Ens mumbles, her eyes watering with impending tears.

      I stroke the back of her hand. “It’ll be okay. And Ruby hasn’t had that terrible of a life. At least from what I can tell.”

      “You’ve met her?” she asks.

      I nod. “A few times. And so have you.”

      Her confusion deepens. “When?”

      “Graduation day,” I say. “She gave you the rose.”

      “Oh.” Her forehead furrows. “You know about that?”

      I wince. “Yeah… Sorry I didn’t say anything.”

      She shakes her head with her brows knit.  “No, it’s fine.”

      “No, it’s not,” I say. “I shouldn’t have lied to you.”

      She carries my gaze. “I understand why you did it, though.”

      “Still—”

      She places her finger across my lips, silencing me. “No stills. We both made some stupid decisions and we can either dwell on them or move on. My vote’s for the latter.”

      My lips tilt upward. “Me too.”

      A beautiful smile spreads across her face. “Good. I’m glad we’re on the same page and that you already understand that I’m always right.”

      I shake my head, but can’t keep myself from grinning.

      Holden makes a cracking whip sound. “Man, she’s already got your whipped.”

      I roll my eyes. “If you don’t shut the fuck up, I’m going to tell everyone about Vivian.”

      He shakes his head, glowering at me. “Fuck you, man.”

      “Who’s Vivian?” El mumbles without opening her eyes. She has her head resting against Gaige’s shoulder and he has his arm wrapped around her.

      Maybe Ens is right. Maybe they do have a thing for each other. That might end up being a bit of a problem, though, seeing as how I’m pretty sure Holden wants El, even though he’s never admitted it.

      “Don’t you dare tell her,” Holden warns, his gaze skating to El. He frowns as he notes how cuddled up she is with Gaige.

      El smirks, her eyes remaining closed. “One day I’m going to find out and use it against you.”

      He stares at her. “You’ll only find out if I want you to find out.”

      Her lips curl into a grin. “Carter could tell me.”

      “He won’t though.” He throws me a you-better-keep-quiet look.

      As much as I want to keep messing with him, I decide to let him off the hook. While we don’t have the greatest friendship, he did keep my secrets to himself.

      Silence stretches between us.

      “Fine, don’t tell me,” El grumbles. “You guys are boring. I’m going back to sleep.”

      A few minutes later, she’s softly snoring.

      Holden shakes his head. “She’s such a pain in the ass.”

      “And yet you keep encouraging her. I wonder why that is.” When I glance at him in the rearview mirror, he shoots me a nasty look.

      Ens’s gaze skates from me to Holden, then her brows rise in understanding.

      “Don’t utter a word,” Holden warns, scowling. “Or I swear to God—”

      “Don’t you dare finish that sentence,” I warn. “Do not threaten her.”

      “Will you two chill the eff out?” Ens huffs an exasperated breath. “I’m not going to tell anyone anything. Trust me, I completely understand.”

      I wonder if she’s referring to when she had a crush on me.

      “Thanks, Ensley.” Holden sounds like he almost means it.

      She smiles, but then the corners of her lips sink downward. “I have a question. It’s completely off the subject, but it’s something that’s been bothering me.” She rotates in her seat. “How come you guys haven’t been able to stop Gregor yet? Or Winston and Nicholas?”

      “Because they have so much protection. You’d be surprised how many people cover up for them,” Holden says, picking up a bag of chips he bought at a gas station. “But the biggest problem we’re having is finding out where he keeps all the drugs and women he sells. Gregor is very careful about who his clients are. He doesn’t even trust me with that information and I’ve been working for him for about six months now.” He yanks his fingers through his hair. “As for Winston and Nicholas, that’s part of another investigation. But I’m sure the agent overseeing the case will be more than thrilled to have you,” he nods in my direction,  “El, and Gaige helping.”

      “How do you know you can trust us, though?” I ask. “I mean, you can, but why trust us? I’m not even sure I trust you yet.”

      “Because I know you, man. And I know you want to be a good person despite your shitty upbringing.” He stuffs a handful of chips into his mouth as he flops back in the seat. “As for the rest of you… Well, I’m not positive I can trust you. Don’t worry, though. The agency has ways of finding out if you’re trustworthy.”

      Ens shudders. “That sounds very… ominous.”

      “You’ll be fine,” Holden assures her. “Just as long as you tell the truth, and you’re doing this for the reason you told me.”

      “I am.” Ens grips onto my hand.

      I open my mouth again to try to subtly suggest that maybe she not do this when I notice a car riding my ass. I slow down to let the asshole pass, but they decrease their speed too. I speed up instead and so do they.

      “Fuck.” I glance back and forth between the rearview mirror and the road.

      “What’s wrong?” Holden asks, tossing the bag of chips aside.

      I glance at Ensley, who’s watching me apprehensively. I don’t want to freak her out, but I don’t know any other way around this than to just say it.

      “That car behind us is tailgating me,” I say. “And I can’t shake them, even when I slow down or speed up.”

      “Fuck.” Holden reels around to look out the rear window.

      “Maybe they’re just one of those assholes,” Ens suggests, turning around to peer out the back window. “You know, those people who refuse to pass but won’t back off.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” I don’t believe my own words, though.

      Neither does Holden apparently, since he whips out his gun. “Speed the car up.”

      I grab my gun and set it on my lap. “Ens, you have your seatbelt on, right?”

      “Yeah…”

      “And what about El?”

      “No.”

      “Wake her up and tell her to put it on.” I downshift and the engine roars as I press down on the gas.

      Ens leans over the console and gives El and Gaige a soft shake. “Put your seatbelts on.”

      “Why?” El mumbles grumpily.

      “Because we’re being followed by someone,” Ens explains, facing forward in the seat again.

      “By who?” Gaige asks, sounding wide awake.

      “I’m not sure yet, but my bet is either one of Winston’s or Gregor’s men,” I tell him. “Neither is a great option.”

      Ens grips the edge of the seat, her breathing coming out unevenly. “Maybe you should just hand me over.”

      “What?” El exclaims at the same time I snap, “No fucking way.”

      El smacks Ens upside the head. “Are you fucking insane, Ens?”

      “No, she’s just self-sacrificing,” Gaige mutters. “She always is.”

      Ens rubs her head where El smacked her. “I’m not insane or self-sacrificing. But I’m glad to see you’re not past the head slapping thing yet.”

      “I’ll be past it when I don’t need to slap some sense into you.” El slumps back in the seat. “Why the hell would you say that?”

      Ens stares out the window. “Because either way, whether it’s Gregor’s men or Winston’s, they both are after me. And if you just hand me over, they’ll leave you guys alone.”

      I shake my head. “First off, no they won’t. If Gregor found out what Holden and I are up to, he’ll kill us. And if that’s Winston’s men, we’re all probably dead.”

      “Wow, way to be blunt,” El mumbles.

      “I’m just stating the facts.” My knuckles whiten as I grasp the steering wheel. “And before you decide to go into an agreement with this alleged agency, you need to realize that this shit,” I throw a glance at the back of the car, “Is going to happen all the fucking time.”

      “I still think we should at least try to hand me over—”

      “And secondly,” I talk over Ens, “there is no fucking way in hell I’m going to hand you over to whoever’s in that car. Say whatever you want, but you’re just wasting your breath.”

      She scowls at me. “I don’t really think it’s your decision what I do.”

      I shift gears and increase speed. “No, but this is my car and it’s my decision whether or not to slow it down.”

      “Carter, focus on driving,” Holden snaps. “Give the car more gas and ditch this fucker.”

      I tear my attention off Ens and give the car even more gas. “Everyone hold on—”

      The car chasing us rear ends my car. The tires squeal and the car jolts, spinning out of control. I struggle to keep control of the wheel while letting off the gas. But when the tires hit the gravel on the edge of the road, I know this is probably going to end badly.

      “Everyone hold on,” I manage to get out right before we crash into a tree.
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      “Ens, open your eyes,” a voice whispers from far away.

      And what’s up with that annoying ringing in my ear? It’s seriously rattling my brain.

      “God, please just open your eyes.” The owner of the voice sounds so distraught.

      I want to comfort them, want to open my eyes and tell them everything will be okay, but my eyelids feel so heavy.

      “Ens,” Carter pleads.

      Carter?

      Carter is the one worried about me?

      I peel my eyes open and the ringing in my ears starts to subside as Carter’s worried face comes into focus. He’s cradling my head between his hands and has a small cut on his forehead.

      “What happened to your head?” I reach up and lightly brush my fingers across his wound.

      “You don’t remember?” More worry pours from his eyes.

      “I don’t…” My gaze drifts to the cracked windshield and my jaw drops. The front end of the car is close to a tree, the hood bowed up, as if we ran into it and then backed up. It all comes rushing back to me. “Shit, we crashed.”

      He nods, still cupping my face between his hands. “You remember, right?”

      Nodding, I sit up in the seat and look behind me, relieved to see El. She looks fine, except for the tears in her eyes.

      “Ens, are you okay?” she whispers. “You hit your head pretty hard.”

      “I think I am…” Although, my head does hurt a bit. “Are you okay?” I note the empty spaces beside her. “Wait. Where are Gaige and Holden?”

      “Outside, taking care of the problem.” She twists around in the seat and Carter moves his hands away from my face so I can track her gaze.

      Fear instantly whips through me.

      Gaige and Holden are standing near the back of the car with their guns out. Kneeling between them, are two men dressed in all black, and behind them is a car lying upside down on the side of the road.

      “They crashed when they hit us,” Carter explains, picking up his gun from off the console. “Stay here, okay?” His fingers fold around the door handle.

      I snag ahold of his sleeve. “What’re you going to do?”

      He shoves open the door. “I’m going to find out who they work for and what they’re doing. I’m going to find out who they told our location to.”

      I don’t let go of his sleeve just yet. “And then what?”

      “We’ll deal with that problem when we get there.” He gives me a quick kiss and then hops out of the car.

      I watch him walk around to the back, joining Holden and Gaige. He says something to Holden, then Holden grins and aims the gun at the taller of the two men.

      “This is some crazy shit,” El whispers as she kneels up in the backseat and stares out the window. “I mean, a week ago they were my annoying brother, my annoying friend, and my annoying brother’s annoying friend. And now they’re like these badass mafia guys.” She angles her head to the side as Holden punches the taller guy in the jaw with a grin on his face. “Holden seems kind of crazy.”

      “Yeah, he definitely does.” I can already see where this is going.

      “It’s kind of hot.”

      I internally sigh. Just like I thought. “I knew you were going to say that.”

      “What?” She peers over her shoulder at me. “So, you’re saying that you don’t find Carter hot right now.”

      My stomach flutters as I watch Carter get in the shorter guy’s face and say something, his face all intense. Then he rises to his feet and points the gun at the guy’s head with a trace of a smile. “I don’t know.”

      “You so do.”

      “Okay, maybe a little. But that’s kind of messed up, considering the situation we’re in.”

      “But what’s even going on?” she wonders. “I mean, we’d know if we were out there, but instead, we’re hiding out in here like cowards.”

      She has a point. Plus we’re only in this mess because of me.

      We stare at each other, silently making an agreement. With a nod of understanding, I push open the door to get out and then lift the seat so El can climb out. Then she loops arms with me and steers me toward the back of the car.

      “Tell me who you work for,” Carter demands with his finger hovering over the trigger.

      “Go to fucking hell,” the guy spats, blood trickling down his nose.

      Carter presses the barrel to the guy’s head. “No, I think you’re the one who’s going to hell.”

      A manic grin possesses the guy’s bloody face. “Go ahead. I’ve always known this was coming.”

      Carter cocks his head to the side, considering something, and then he lowers his gun. “You know what? I think I have a better idea.” He flips the gun and raises it to clock the guy with the handle, but freezes when his gaze finds me. “Why the hell are you two out of the car?”

      Gaige and Holden glance our way. So do the two guys kneeling in front of them. The guy Holden was threatening grins in delight.

      “And there’s his first.” His beady eyes scan me over. “You’re a pretty little thing, aren’t you? I think I might have some fun with you before we torture you.”

      Wait… “First?” I ask.

      The guy grins. “So, you don’t know. Don’t worry, sweetheart, you’ll probably remember when we torture you. I hear pain makes people remember things they might not want to.”

      Carter looks as confused as I do. So does everyone else.

      El lifts a brow. “You don’t really seem in a position to torture anyone. Only be tortured.”

      The guy continues to grin. “You think I can’t get out of this?” With a wink, he springs to his feet and reaches for Carter’s gun, which Carter is holding backward with the barrel aimed at himself.

      I don’t think. I just react, racing forward and kicking the guy right between the legs. He cries out in pain, hunching over.

      Carter moves quickly, clocking the guy over the head hard with the gun. The guy collapses to the ground, face first, completely knocked out. Holden doesn’t miss a beat, smashing his fist into the other guy’s face. The guy tips forward, his eyes rolling into the back of his head.

      “That was fun,” Holden remarks, wiping his bloody knuckles on his jeans.

      “You’re fucking insane,” Gaige mutters, tucking his gun away.

      Carter puts his gun away too and then strides toward me. “Why the hell did you get out of the car?”

      I shrug, feeling silly. “I created this mess. Thought I should help.”

      “And help you did,” Holden muses, rolling up his sleeves. “Although, you were kind of the reason the guy was able to attack to begin with. You had lover boy all distracted.”

      Carter shakes his head with a sigh. “Can you just find out who they are?”

      With a nod, Holden crouches down and fishes a wallet from the shorter guy’s pocket.

      My heart races as I wait to hear the answer, as if knowing his identity will somehow explain why he said all that stuff about me not remembering and how I was the first. In reality, though, that’s probably not how this is going to work.

      “They’re Winston’s men,” Holden announces, tossing the wallet onto the unconscious man’s back

      “Which means there’s probably more on the way.” Carter tugs his fingers roughly through his hair and I notice his knuckles are split open. “How did they even find us, though?”

      Carter and Holden trade a look and then their gazes zero in on Gaige.

      Gaige’s jaw ticks. “You guys are fucking crazy if you think I’d do anything that’d hurt El or Ens.”

      “How do we know that for sure, though?” Holden points his gun at Gaige’s head.

      Rage simmers underneath my skin as I rush over and step in front of Gaige, putting me in the line of fire. “Back the hell off, Holden. Gaige is my friend and I’m not going to let you hurt him.”

      Holden shakes his head with his gaze trained over my shoulder at Gaige. “There’s no way Winston’s men could’ve found us so easily. Someone had to have told them.”

      “I didn’t fucking tell anyone anything,” Gaige grits out. “Why the hell would I? I fucking hate my father and everyone he works with. They’re the reason…” He trails off with a gulp.

      My heart beats erratically in my chest when Holden makes no move to put his gun down. I look to Carter for help, only to find him grinding his teeth.

      “Please tell your friend to back off of mine,” I beg, my eyes pleading with him.

      With another grind of his teeth, Carter turns to Holden. “You know as well as I do that they could’ve been following us for a while.”

      “No way,” Holden insists. “We were too careful.”

      “We were in a hurry,” Carter reminds him. “Which means we weren’t as careful as we should’ve been. Besides, if Ens says he wouldn’t do it, then I believe her.”

      Holden steps back and lowers his gun. “Fine, but if anything else happens, it’s on you.”

      Carter nods then rubs his hand across his forehead.  “We need to get out of here.” He glances at the unconscious men lying on the side of the road. “Tie them up and throw them in the trunk of my car.”

      “I need to call cleanup,” Holden stares at the upside-down car on the side of the road, “So they can get rid of that.”

      “Cleanup?” Carter questions, his brows lifting to his hairline.

      “The agency has a cleanup division that handles situations like this,” Holden digs his phone out of his pocket and punches in a few digits while glancing from Carter’s car. “Is your car drivable?”

      “There’s only one way to find out.” Carter starts for the driver’s side of the car, then glances over his shoulder and catches my gaze. He gives a slight nod, indicating I should follow him.

      “I’ll be right back,” I tell El, slipping my arm from her hold and then heading for the front of the car.

      I hear Holden tell El and Gaige to get some rope out of the trunk and tie the men up as I walk away. The entire situation is crazy and leaves my head spinning.

      Am I going to be able to handle this all the time?

      When Carter reaches the front of the car, he assesses the damage with a frown. Then he lifts the hood up and his frown deepens.

      “Bad news, I take it?” I ask, rubbing some dried blood off my arm.

      He shakes his head. “As long as the engine starts, it should be drivable. But I’ll need to take it into a shop as soon as possible.”

      “Why do you look so sad then?”

      “It’s just been a stressful day.” He lowers the bowed hood and pushes down on it with all of his weight until it locks shut.

      “Are you upset that your car’s wrecked?” I ask. “I know you worked really hard to fix it up.”

      He nods, looking at me. “I didn’t realize you knew that. Not a lot of people do.” The corners of his lips turn upward as he reduces the space between us, heat blazing in his eyes. “Are you saying that maybe sometimes you watched me like I watched you?”

      I shrug nonchalantly, even though my heart thunders from the heat in his eyes. “I may have.”

      A smile takes over his face. “Glad to hear I’m not the only stalker in our relationship.”

      I start to smile but then grow serious. He must misread me because his smile fizzles too.

      “We don’t have to be in a relationship if you don’t want to,” he quickly adds. “Honestly, it’s probably the worst timing ever.”

      “No, it’s fine. I want to be… I mean, if you do… But we don’t have to…” I start babbling like an idiot.

      His smile returns. “You’re cute when you ramble.” He inches toward me with an intense look on his face. “And I definitely want to.”

      “Good. So do I.”

      He dazzles me with a heart stopping smile as his lips gravitate toward mine.

      Right before our lips meet, I whisper, “Thank you for letting Gaige go. For trusting him.”

      “It’s more that I trust you, Ens.” His lips brush mine, his fingers tangling through my hair.

      “Even after everything?” When he nods, I whisper, “I trust you too—”

      His lips come down on mine as he backs me into the side of the tree, pressing up against me. His tongue slips into my mouth as I grasp his shoulder, my legs wobbling, about to buckle.

      I feel like I’m falling again…

      Falling…

      Falling…

      And I kind of want to fall this time.

      But then something occurs to me. Something that’s been bugging me.

      I pull back and Carter groans in protest.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “But I have to know something… About what that guy said. About me being the first and not remembering. Do you know what he meant by that?”

      His eyelids flutter open. “I’m not sure. I’ve actually heard Winston call you Gregor’s first too and I always assumed he meant first born, but…” He yanks his fingers through his hair, causing blonde strands to stick up all over the place. “I’m not sure about the remembering part, but maybe he was just trying to fuck with us. Make it seem like he knew valuable information so his life seemed more valuable.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” But my stomach churns, as if sensing something awful is about to happen.

      “Everything’s going to be okay,” he promises me. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      I offer him a small smile and he leans in to kiss me—

      “Yo, you can make out later!” Holden shouts. “If we don’t get out of here soon, more of Winston’s men are probably going to show up.”

      Carter shakes his head. “When this is all over, you and I are going to spend some time alone.” His gaze meets mine. “Unless you’ve changed your mind about doing this?” Hope fills his eyes.

      “No, I still want to do this.” The truth of my words shocks me. Am I afraid? Hell yeah. But I want—no, need—to do this. If I don’t, I’ll feel guilty for the rest of my life.

      I cross my fingers, though, that this will end soon. That Carter and I will get our alone time.

      That we will all make it out of this alive.
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      About an hour later, we make a pit stop to gas up the car, put air in a tire, and crack the trunk so the big dudes won’t die, even though Carter and Gaige imply it might not be too terrible if they did. But Holden insists that they need to be taken in to interrogate.

      “Everyone needs to make sure they talk to as little people as possible,” Carter says as we pull into a gas station located at the edge of a lowly populated, rundown town. “The fewer people that see us the better.”

      “Yes, boss,” Holden jokes. “Can I just point out that technically I’m in charge?”

      Carter shoves the door open to get out. “Are you saying I’m wrong?”

      “No, you’re right.” Holden pushes the seat forward and lowers his head as he hops out of the car. “The less people that see us, the better.” He points a finger at me. “Especially her.”

      A tremulous breath escapes my lips as I push open the door and get out. El and Gaige climb out after me, and the three of us head in to use the restroom. As I’m walking away from the car, I peer over my shoulder at Carter. He’s pushing buttons on the gas pump with his gaze fixed on me.

      “Be careful,” he mouths.

      Nodding, I turn back around.

      Gaige is holding the entrance doors open. El loops her arm through mine as we step inside. The place is bigger than I thought, with several aisles and a restaurant section that has a few booths.

      Sitting in one of the booths is two girls who are probably barely eighteen and three older men along with a guy who looks in his early twenties. They all turn to stare at us as we walk in. So does the cashier.

      Lovely. So much for drawing attention.

      What doubles my anxiety is that the younger guy’s dark eyes, black hair, and hard features look strangely familiar, but that could easily be because I’m so on edge.

      “Why are they all staring at us,” I whisper to El, gripping onto her arm.

      “Maybe it’s a small town thing,” she suggests as she hurriedly steers me down the candy aisle and toward the restrooms.

      Gaige follows at our heels, his gaze roving across the aisles. “I think we might have just walk in on an illegal prostitution dealing,” he mumbles under his breath. I start to whirl around, but he places a firm hand on my shoulder. “Don’t draw more attention to us. Lets just use the restroom and get the hell out of here.”

      “How do you know it’s an illegal prostitution dealing?” I whisper.

      A pained look crosses his face. “I’ve seen too many scenes like that.” He gives a discreet not at the men and girls.

      We plunge into unsettling silence as we quicken our pace. There’s only one bathroom so El and I wait outside while Gaige goes first since, according to him, “he’s about to piss his pants.” Before stepping inside, he gives us strict orders to run out the emergency exit door if the guys so much as step in our direction.

      “Man, these last few days have been crazy.” El casually peers around the corner at the restaurant area. “I feel sorry for those girls out there.”

      “So do I.” I stare at the bulletin board on the wall in front of me. It’s covered in missing person flyers, so many for such a small town. Are they all from people missing from this town? Did my father have anything to do with this? I feel sick. “Do you think those girls out there are here under their own free will?”

      “I don’t know.” El steps up beside me. “They could be.”

      “Maybe we should call the police just in case…” I trail off as one particular flyer draws my attention.

      “Wow, she looks so much like you,” El murmurs, noting the direction of my stare. “Well, she looks like you when you were about eight.” She taps one of the two photos on the flyer. “At least in the photo of when she was younger.”

      “She would’ve been the same age as I was when I met you,” I say absentmindedly, leaning forward as I read her name, “Willa Lynn Marriwell. She disappeared quite a few years ago. I think the photo of her of when she’s older is a computerized photo.”

      “She still sort of looks like you in the computerized photo, but not as much,” El notes. “You don’t recognize her, do you?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t recognize her name either.” I start to step away from the bulletin board, but then reach out and tear the flyer down. Then I fold it up and stuff it into my pocket.

      “What’re you going to do with that?” El asks, nervously glancing back at the restaurant.

      I shrug. “I don’t know yet.”

      I just know I can’t not do something.

      After the three of us have gone to the bathroom, we head out to the car. The only person left in the gas station is the cashier, who eyeballs us like we’re freakin’ demons about to steal her soul.

      “I wonder where those guys and those girls went,” El mumbles quietly as we step outside and hike toward the car, which is now parked in the gravel parking lot.

      Carter is checking something underneath the hood and Holden is working on changing the tire. Both of them have their shirts off and only a week ago, I would’ve been in lust heaven, but my thoughts are too distracted right now by darker stuff.

      “I don’t know.” My stomach churns. What if those men kidnapped those girls? What if their flyers end up on that bulletin board?

      “What’s wrong?” Carter asks as we approach the car, his worried gaze focused on me.

      I shrug. “There was just some weird stuff going on inside.”

      Holden wipes some sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. “What sort of weird stuff?”

      “I’m pretty sure there was a prostitution dealing going on inside,” Gaige explains, stuffing his hands into his pockets.

      “Whose territory is this?” Holden asks, glancing at Carter and Gaige. “Do either of you know?”

      Carter lowers the hood. “I think it might be Zander’s, but I’m not one hundred percent positive.”

      “Who’s Zander?” El and I ask simultaneously.

      “A leader of another mafia,” Carter explains, picking up his shirt.

      “He’s not Winston’s rival, right?” Holden asks as he picks up a lug wrench from off the ground.

      Carter shakes his head and tugs his shirt back on. “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “Good. Then we shouldn’t have to worry about them recognizing us.” Holden crouches down in front of the tire.

      “What about those girls that were with the guys?” I ask. “We can’t just let them take them.”

      “They might not have took them,” Holden says. “There’s really no way to know for sure.”

      I’m about ready to start arguing with him when Carter says, “Maybe we should report the incident, though, just in case. Or maybe we should go check it out ourselves.”

      “I can make a call to the agency and have them send out an agent to check things out.” Holden rotates the lug wrench with a grunt. “The agency isn’t very much farther away, so someone can get here quickly. But I need to get you guys to the agency before the wrong person spots us.”

      Carter gives me a look, as if waiting to see if I think that’s good enough.

      I could hug him right now. “Okay,” I say to Holden. “Just as long as you promise someone will check it out.”

      Holden nods then stands up and hands Gaige the lug wrench. “Work on that while I go make a call.” He walks toward the back of the car, retrieving his phone from his pocket.

      When I notice the trunk is cracked, I glance at Carter. “Are those guys still unconscious?”

      Carter tensely massages the back of his neck. “Well, they weren’t, but Holden and I took care of it.”

      “You mean you knocked them out again?” I ask, stepping toward him.

      He nods, then lowers his hand and snags my hip, towing me toward him. “I’m sorry.”

      I stare up at him confusedly. “For what?”

      He shrugs. “For all of this… For the violence.”

      “Don’t apologize for that,” I say. “I know you’re just doing what you have to do.”

      “I know but…” He drags his teeth along his bottom lip. “But I hate that you’re seeing this side of me.”

      I roll my eyes. “What I’ve seen so far isn’t that bad.”

      Such heavy sorrow overflows from his eyes. “What you’ve seen so far is pretty mild.”

      “Oh.” The knots in my stomach tighten.

      “Does that scare you?” His throat muscles bob as he swallows. “Do I scare you?”

      I hesitate. On the one hand, I’ve spent the last handful of days being terrified, but I don’t think any of that fear was directed at Carter. Well, except for the fear that he never wanted me, that he could break my heart.

      I shake my head. “I’m not afraid of you.”

      “Even when you threatened to shoot me?”

      “That wasn’t because I was afraid. It was because I was pissed off and hurt.”

      “I’m sorry,” he says with a sigh. “I’m a terrible person.”

      “Don’t be sorry,” I say. “You’re here, which means you’re a good person.”

      “I don’t think I would’ve been here if it wasn’t for you, though.”

      “I don’t know about that.”

      He threads his fingers through my hair and angles my head back so our gazes are welded. “I do know that. You’re such a good person. Always have been.”

      “And you’re better than you think.”

      “How do you know that for sure? I mean, up until a few weeks ago, you thought I was a fucking douchebag.” He stares off into empty space, looking haunted.

      I cup his cheek and force him to look at me. “I know because that fucking douchebag was only pretending. And part of the reason he was pretending was to protect his sister from this ugly world.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” He doesn’t seem too convinced, though. But considering all the physical and verbal abuse he’s endured over the years, his low self-esteem isn’t that surprising.

      “You’re a good person.” I stand on my tiptoes and kiss him, wishing I could kiss him a lot more because his kisses are addicting.

      But far too soon we have to pull away as Gaige announces the tire is good to go.

      The five of us hop into the car and pull out into the road. As we’re driving away, I glance back at the gas station. The younger guy that was in the gas station is leaning against the ice freezer, smoking a cigarette, and watching us drive away. Again, I’m overwhelmed with a strange sense of familiarity. But again, I can’t figure out why.

      “Does that guy look familiar to any of you?” I ask, looking away from the guy.

      “What guy?” El asks, her brows knitting as she glances back at the gas station.

      “That guy…” When I glance out the window again, the guy is gone. “He was there a few seconds ago and he was staring at us. He had black hair and these really dark eyes.”

      “I think I saw him walk out of the gas station. He was eyeballing the car, but that happens sometimes because my car is—Well, was—badass.” Carter shifts gears, speeding up. “I think we better not stop again, just to be safe.”

      I face forward in the seat and try to convince myself that everything is going to be okay. But I can’t shake the feeling that I’ve seen that guy before a very, very long time ago.
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      Thick tension lingers between the five of us during the rest of the drive to the agency. I know Holden thinks I ratted out our location, but I didn’t. I may have considered doing so for a brief moment when my father first texted me, but when I learned of the agency, I made a choice. The right choice for once.

      What happened at the gas station didn’t do anything to alleviate the tension either. By the time Holden announces we’re getting close, everyone is getting cranky and restless.

      Holden instructs Carter to turn off the highway and drive out into a forest located in the middle of endless hills. Several miles later, we’re pulling up to a security gate. A security booth is beside it, along with a guard.

      “Roll down your window,” Holden instructs, leaning over the console as the guard strides up to the car.

      Carter does what Holden asks while Holden digs his wallet out of his pocket.

      “Identification,” the guard says, lowering his head to look into the cab.

      Holden hands him a card, which the guard scans, and then the gates in front of us open.

      “And we need a cleanup on the car and in the trunk ASAP,” Holden tells the guard.

      The guard nods and then walks up to a monitor mounted on the brick wall enclosing the area.

      “What’re they going to do to those men?” Ensley asks as the guard returns to his booth.

      Holden shrugs as he sits back down. “Interrogate them.”

      “But if they get free, won’t they tell Winston what happened?” Ensley asks, putting her hair into a messy bun.

      “They’ll be arrested after they’re interrogated,” Holden explains, tucking his card back into his wallet.

      I’m fairly sure he’s lying, and an uneasiness stirs inside me. What exactly are we walking into?

      Carter drives forward into an open space lined with cars and SUVs. Smack dab in the heavily gated area is a massive steel building with no windows and no visible door in sight.

      So fucking weird.

      After Carter parks, the five of us file out of the car and follow Holden around to the back of the building. Sill no doors come into view.

      “Tell me why we’re trusting him again?” El whispers to no one in particular.

      “I have no idea,” I mumble, my gaze skimming the metallic side of the building in search of the door.

      And the building looks an awful lot like some of the warehouses Winston owns. Maybe Holden is setting us up.

      I’m just about to pull out my gun and demand to know what’s going on when Gaige punches a few buttons on his phone. The building begins to flicker, as if it’s nothing more than an enormous digital sign, and then two side by side glass doors suddenly appear.

      “What the hell?” El mumbles in awe.

      “This place is extremely high-tech,” Holden explains as he strides for the door with the four of us trailing at his heels. “The doors are digital screens that can only be revealed and accessed with an agent’s phone and password.”

      “That’s so cool,” Ens says, holding Carter’s hand.

      “Wait until you see the inside.” Holden grins at her as the door glides open.

      As we step inside, the computer nerd inside me grins excitedly.

      The room before us is glowing with monitors and more technical gadgets than I’ve ever seen. Some of the stuff I haven’t even seen before. Men and woman dressed in suits are hurrying about, most of them carrying tablets and other strange electronic devices I’ve never seen before.

      What the hell is this place?

      “Welcome to your new home,” Holden jokes as he leads us across the room to a door in the far back corner. He lines his palm to a fingerprint scanner, the screen illuminates, and then the door glides open.

      An office is on the other side, the walls made entirely of monitors. A woman in her mid-thirties with short black hair is sitting behind a desk near the far back wall, sifting through a stack of papers.

      When we step in, she peers up then reclines back in the chair. “Are these them?” she asks Holden.

      Holden nods, approaching her desk. “Yep.”

      She eyes us over then rises to her feet, rounds the desk, and outstretches her hand. “I’m Lana. Welcome to Rebel Revenge Inc.”

      “Rebel Revenge?” El questions. “That’s the name of the facility?”

      “It’s a nickname,” Lana explains. “Sorry, but to protect our identity, only certified agents get to know the organization’s real name. You’ll also learn more about the organization once you’ve filled out some paperwork and answered some questions. We need to be able to trust you before divulging too much information or else we put ourselves at risk. You all either work for some very powerful criminals or are the children of one, which makes you great candidates for informants. However, it could jeopardize the investigation if one of you decides to double cross us. ”

      El pulls her hand away, her eyes slightly wide.

      Lana proceeds to shake all our hands. “It’s so nice to meet you all. I have a feeling, if this works out, you’ll be some of the most useful informants we’ve ever had.” She turns to Holden. “Take then to the guestrooms so they can clean up.”

      He nods and leads us out of the room, giving us some basic instructions. We’re all supposed to meet up again at six o’clock to have some dinner and discuss what the agency wants us to do for them. She also makes us hand over our weapons.

      I’m nervous to say the least, mostly because I know Holden doesn’t trust me. And since I’m in his territory now… Well, let’s just say I put up a bit of an argument before handing over my gun.

      But in the end, I do it, crossing my fingers that I’m not making a big mistake.

      That all this trouble will be worth it.

      That this choice will lead me to Willa.
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      After we’re taken the guestrooms, Holden hurries off somewhere without an explanation. They give us separate rooms too, which I think is done on purpose and makes me extremely uneasy. Still, I take a shower and change into some clothes I find in a closet. Clothes that are exactly my size.

      So fucking weird.

      By the time I’m all cleaned up, a couple of agents stop by to fingerprint me and have me fill out some short forms. Then they make me read through a fifteen-page document that gives me details on what the agency is and what is required of us. Most of the documents seem like standard protocol for law enforcement training, except for a few random questions about drug allergies and if I’ve ever suffered from memory loss. I’m not even certain this place is part of law enforcement, though, or if it’s some sort of secret agency. Makes me question what’s going to happen to us if I decide I don’t want to help them.

      The agents also clarify that I won’t be an agent, but an informant, something Lana already made known, though. In the mafia world an informant is called something else. A rat. If my father or any of his friends find out what I’m up to, I’m dead.

      After I read through the papers, the agents take me into a room where El, Ens, and Carter are waiting along with Lana and three other suited men. Holden is nowhere to be seen.

      Ens and El catch my gaze as I enter the dimly lit room. They’re nervous. So am I.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, taking a seat beside El.

      “I was just about to explain that,” Lana says. In front of her are a stack of tablets and she hands one to each of us. “You can only access these with your fingerprints. This is how we give updates on cases and communicate with each other when we’re working in the field. Right now, they contain the details of what we want you to do. If you think you can’t handle it, you’re more than welcome to say so. If you choose not to work for the agency, you’ll have to complete an exit program, which will include an injection that will wipe the last twenty-four hours out of your mind clean. The same will happen if we suspect that you’re here under false pretenses.”

      “Wait… Huh?” My jaw drops. “A memory wiping injection?”

      El blinks at her. “That kind of stuff exists?”

      Ens and Carter look equally as stunned.

      “A lot of stuff exists that you don’t know about,” Lana answers, tapping a stylus against the table. “Although, I’m surprised you don’t know about the drug already, considering your connections.”

      “Are you saying we know someone who uses this stuff?” I ask, slumping back in the seat. That part doesn’t surprise me that much.

      “Not the exact drug we use, but an illegal version of it.” She motions at the tablet in front of me. “You’ll learn more as you read about your cases.”

      More than ready to see what the hell this is all about, I line my fingertip to the scanner on the tablet. After the screen illuminates, I begin reading the documents that give me a brief rundown of what the agency wants me to do.

      They basically want me to get close to my father and find out if he’s responsible for some of the disappearances that happened in Fareland. If I find out he is, I’m supposed to try to figure out what he’s doing with the women he’s stolen. But that’s not what gets my heart racing with anxiety.

      No, what really gets my heart rate up is the list of names of suspected people my father has stolen. Willa Lynn’s name is on the list.

      I know right then and there that I’m not backing out. I’m going to do this.

      I’m going to find out what happened to Willa, and if she’s alive, I’m going to save her.
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      I knew this wasn’t going to be easy. That whatever assignment was waiting for me on that tablet was going to be hard to take in. I just never thought it’d require Carter and I to become enemies again.

      “Wait. You want me to go back to working for Nicholas?” Carter asks from beside me with his arm draped across the back of my chair.

      Lana slants forward in her chair and overlaps her hands on the table. “Holden has already got Gregor covered. And Ensley, if she agrees to her mission, will be helping him. But I need some agents to work with Winston. We know he’s running both sex trafficking and drug trafficking facilities too. I actually believe it’s the cause of the tension between Gregor and Winston—they both run the same types of businesses. Although, we believe Winston’s may not be located in Fareland.”

      “Oh.” Carter sinks into silence, a pucker forming at his brow.

      “What’s wrong?” I whisper to him.

      He locks eyes with me. “If I agree to this… If I go back to working for Nicholas and you go to Gregor, we won’t be able to see much of each other until this is over. We’ll be enemies, and Gregor is going to flip out.”

      “I won’t let him hurt you,” I assure him. “If he wants to see me, that’ll be the rule.”

      “I know but…” He forces out an exhale. “I just finally got you and I don’t want to give you up.”

      “We’ll find a way to see each other in secret,” I tell him. “In fact, we could be like Romeo and Juliet.”

      “Yeah, let’s not go that far,” he says. “I want us to live through this.”

      I nod. “We will.”

      He grips my hand underneath the table, dropping his voice to a low whisper. “Are you sure you don’t want to back out? Take the injection, get the hell out of here, and never look back?”

      “We wouldn’t make it very far if we did. I mean, look how fast Winston’s men found me.” I twine my fingers through his. “I want to do this. I want to help all those women suffering because of our fathers.”

      “So do I,” he says. “But I also don’t want you to end up suffering.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I promise him. “We’ll be fine.”

      I hope I’m right. That we’ll be okay. That we will be able to save some lives.

      And that mine and Carter’s story won’t end in tragedy.

      “So, what do you all think?” Lana asks, watching us closely. Her undivided attention is making me a bit squirrely. “Are you in or out?”

      El, Gaige, Carter, and I all trade a look, and then we reluctantly nod.

      “In,” El says, leaning back in her chair.

      “Me too,” Gaige agrees, thrumming his fingers against the table.

      “Same for me.” Carter’s grasp on my hand tightens.

      “I’m in too,” I agree and Carter skims his finger along the back of my hand.

      The corners of Lana’s lips twitch. “Well then, let’s get started.” She taps a button on her tablet and that’s when all hell breaks loose. Agents dressed in black suits burst into the room and rush at us. Carter pushes his chair away and tries to take a swing at one of them. So does Gaige. El and I put up a fight too. But in the end, we’re way too out numbered.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Carter shouts as two agents hold onto his arms, restraining him. “Who are you people really?”

      “We’re who we said we are—nothing we told you has been a lie,” Lana explains. “But in order for us to trust you, we need to find out exactly what you know and why you’re really doing this. The only way to do that, is to break you down bit by bit and then rebuild you. Every agent and informant has to go through this type of intense training. If not, there’s no way we can trust you. And if we can’t trust you then who’s to say you don’t walk away from here and tell your bosses and parents where our facility is. Establishing trust is our first and number one priority.”

      I remember how Holden said the agency has a way of finding out if we’re trustworthy. This must be what he was talking about.

      Lana pushes her chair back and rises to her feet, her eyes landing on me. “Except for this one. Gregor’s first. You’re training will work a bit differently.”

      “What does that even mean?” I seethe, trying to jerk my arms away from the agent holding me back, but to no avail.

      She ambles around the table and stands in front of me. “It means you were the first child he’s ever had.” I start to relax when she adds, “Gregor used to be training you for the position Ruby Hartingford now holds, which is meant to take over his position if something happens to him. I’m not sure if you know who Ruby is, but will give you more information during your training.” She shifts her weight, hesitancy flashing across her expression. “You’re also the first child he tested drugs on—he’s done that with Ruby too. We’re not sure how much he did it to you or why, but we’re hoping you can tell us.”

      “You’re lying,” I spat. “If this was true, I’d remember…” I trail off, recalling what that man said to me before Carter knocked him out.

      “You don’t remember?” Lana drums her finger against her lips. “I kind of expected that. You were eight when Gregor suddenly stopped your training, which is old enough that you should remember some things. However, with the right drug, he could’ve easily wiped your memory. Or maybe one of the side effects of the drugs that were tested on you could have caused your memory loss. We’ll figure it out. And there are ways of bringing back your memories. If we do, we might be able to speed up the investigation, especially if you can remember the locations of Gregor’s testing warehouses.”

      “I don’t remember anything,” I insist. “What I do remember is being raised by my mother.” Don’t I?

      I try to recall a memory of when I was younger, but can’t remember anything much farther back then when I met El.

      Why have I never noticed this before?

      No! This can’t be true! My mom would never let Gregor do any of this to me.

      Unless she’s not your real mother. My heart slams against my chest at the sudden thought.

      “Leave her the fuck alone,” Carter growls, trying to catch my gaze.

      But I can’t look him in the eye. What if it’s true? What if… I’m the girl from the flyer tucked away in my pocket. But how can that be true? Lana said Gregor was my father… Wait…What she said is that I was Gregor’s first child. But what if I’m like Ruby and not really his child. Then how does my mom play into this…

      I shake my head. I’m overthinking this. Something else is going on and I need to figure out what.

      “We’re not going to hurt you,” Lana assures me. “We’ve been preparing for this for a while.”

      It makes me wonder how long they’ve been waiting for Holden to bring us in.

      It makes me wonder if Holden was lying about everything.

      It makes me question everything.

      Carter, El, and Gaige put up a fight as the agents drag us toward the door. Me, I follow, to numb to react.

      After we’re dragged out of the room, they haul us off in different directions. The agent holding onto my arms steers me into a tiny room with a tile floor and a medical type bed. He instructs me to sit down and then grabs a syringe.

      “I’m not going to hurt you.” He rolls up the sleeves of his shirt. “This is just going to help you relax so we can attempt to get started on resurfacing your memories.”

      My mind is racing a million miles a minute. What is happening? Who am I?

      A faint memory flickers in the back of my mind of me sitting on a bed. A man is leaning over me with a needle in his hand. I’m small and terrified and shaking. A boy around my age sit besides me, equally as scared, his extremely dark eyes flooding with tears—

      I jerk back to reality as the needle pierces my skin. My eyelids lower as I sink into darkness, wondering what I’ll remember when I wake up.
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