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      Warning:

      It gets a bit bloody beyond this point.

      

      Reading Order:

      
        	Blood Sky

        	Angel of Death

        	Morning Star

        	TBA (coming 2021)

      

      Thanks for reading! If you’d like to stay up to date with my news, please find all that information here!

      xoxo,

      Sara
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      I clutch the knife and tiptoe back down the hall and into the bedroom that was once mine.

      Stupid.

      I came here on a whim, because I didn’t have anywhere else to go. This house had been used for seven years: from the two months before I was born up until I was six and three quarters. My father stole me away after my mother died, but now everything remains the same as in my memories. The walls of this room are still light pink. The bed still has a ruffled white-and-pink comforter, although it had a white sheet and an inch of dust settled on it when I arrived here two mornings ago.

      The man had burst through the entryway of my childhood home, walking through the living room and toward the back of the house. His gait was hurried, and he didn’t notice me in the shadows on the main stairs. I assume it will only be a matter of time before he finishes his sweep of the first floor and climbs upward. This bedroom has one escape route: the door into the hall. I suppose I could go out the window if I have to, but it’s a long drop.

      He’s on the stairs. I can guess why he’s here: my enemies have finally caught up with me. His footsteps bang along the hardwood floors. Memories of my mother, stooped over and scrubbing those same floors, flash in my mind. We didn’t have a nanny or a maid, not like in Vegas. Back when I was young, Father’s empire was new, like a fledgling learning how to fly.

      I flex my hand on the hunting knife again. My palms are slick, and I wait behind the door for the man to enter. The seconds slow into minutes. My heartbeat rings in my ears, almost blocking out my shallow breathing as he steps into my bedroom.

      He goes for the small bathroom attached to my room. I lunge forward, wrapping my arm across his broad chest and pressing the blade of my knife to his throat. My heart is pounding so hard, I can barely hear his slight intake of breath.

      He stops moving. His hands float up in surrender, hovering at shoulder level. “Easy,” he mutters.

      “Are you here to kill me?”

      My front against his back, I wonder if he can feel my breasts through his jacket. A flush creeps up my cheeks. I’ve never felt so vulnerable. I’m alone with a man who may kill me. I may have to kill him first. I’m tempted to dig the knife deeper into his flesh, just to feel him flinch.

      “Kill you?” he asks. His voice is hoarse and rasping, like he’s spent immeasurable time speaking. That’s the thing about men: they take their voices for granted. They take being heard for granted.

      “Don’t play dumb,” I whisper in his ear. “If you aren’t one of them, how much are they paying you?”

      He starts to shake his head, and a warm drop of blood hits my forearm. He stops. A pulse of guilt rides through me. I cut him. Sympathy follows, because I know how it feels. I know exactly how this situation feels, reversed. The knife was at my throat only two weeks ago. I wouldn’t have wished that on anyone. And here I am, recreating it.

      What came next for me won’t come next for this man.

      “Listen, lady—”

      “Lady?” I screech. The word is abrasive.

      “I’m just doing my job—”

      “Your job to kill me.” I swallow. I don’t know what to expect, but it isn’t this. Confusion snakes through me at the lack of violence.

      “No, holy hell, my job is to make sure everyone has evacuated from the fire.”

      Shock dulls my senses as he grabs my wrist, twisting it until pain spikes up my arm and loosens my hold on the knife. He slips out of my grasp, and I watch the knife, my last defense, fall to the carpet. It bounces once, then it settles between us. He kicks it away. Before I can move, he grips my other arm and tugs me closer to him. The roar of fear is distant; it doesn’t hit me right away. I squint at him, wondering why he doesn’t have a gun. Why he’s holding my arms and standing there, gaping at me.

      “You’re just a girl,” he says. “How old are you?”

      I try to pull away, but he holds me fast. His eyes are clear blue, shot through with flecks of brown. As we stand, with my back now to the window, the sunlight reflects off his irises and illuminates them. He’s handsome, and perhaps younger than I would’ve imagined, too. Shaggy brown hair, scruff on his cheeks, straight white teeth that flash when he talks.

      My stepmother always said I had the gift of youth in my face. I keep waiting for the round cheeks to fade into sharp edges like the rest of my family. Even though I’m twenty-five, I can sometimes pass for eighteen.

      “Who are you?” he asks.

      “Just let me go,” I mutter. I could get sucked into his eyes and want to stay there. I look at his hands on my wrists. His thumbs overlap his fingers on my skin. His touch is hot, sparking zaps throughout my body.

      “This house was supposed to be abandoned,” he says. He thinks he has me subdued, and his attention drifts. No hired killer would do that. No hired killer would opt to question me instead of kill me. “We need to leave. Right now.”

      I yank away from him and fall on my ass when he easily lets go. He blinks at me as I scoot toward the window. I could jump. 

      He sighs. Damn him, he’s blocking the door. “You don’t have to tell me your story. But you need to come with me. Right now.”

      A burst of static fills the room, along with the tones of a person speaking on a radio. I didn’t notice it before, clipped to his belt, but now my eyes zero in on it. He turns up the volume, and suddenly the voice crystalizes. “Fire traveling west. Town evac complete. Sky update?”

      I cock my head. “You weren’t kidding about the fire.”

      He groans and unholsters his radio. “Look out the window if you don’t believe me. Did you stumble in here blind?”

      I wince. No. The house doesn’t have electricity, which means no television. I ditched my phone two states back… It was dark when I arrived, and I’d spent the majority of the time staying hidden and trying to come up with a plan. So far, I’ve got nothing substantial to lean on, and I don’t think I’ve slept in twenty-four hours.

      “What’s a sky update?” I lift myself and peek out the window. The sky is dark and hazy. The sunlight that filters through is muted.

      He snorts. I glance at him as he puts the radio close to his mouth and says, “Just checked the last house. Evac complete. I’m going offline.”

      “Copy,” the radio responds.

      “Skye with an e,” he says. “Come with me. We can’t save the neighborhood.”

      He leaves the room, and I gape at him. There’s a certain energy that moves through him. First frantic, then freakishly still, and now… hasty.

      I only pause to grab my backpack and the knife, jamming it into the sheath hiding at my hip, inside the waistband of my jeans. I chase after the man, who isn’t in the hallway anymore. He must’ve gone downstairs. A spurt of trepidation races through me at the thought of being left behind, and I run down the stairs.

      He waits for me at the doorway, staring out at the neighborhood. One row down, black smoke belches from the rooftop of a house. The wind picks up, carrying embers far above our heads. Heat pushes at us. Is that my imagination? Or can I feel the fire from half a mile away?

      He practically drags me by my arm to his truck, shoving me in the passenger seat and racing around to the driver’s side. My gaze trips over the inside of it: clean yet smoky. There’s also an undertone of cologne, and I take a quick second to inhale deeper, trying to lodge it in my nose. There’s a gum wrapper on the dash, balled up, and a hard hat upside down on the middle seat with a pair of work gloves stuffed into it. I peek into the backseat. A duffle bag has been shoved down in the foot space. He opens the driver’s side door, and I twist around, facing front. He guns it out of the driveway and down the road. I stare out the window, arms wrapped around my bag, and watch as the world burns around us.

      “Skye?” I ask, tentative. “What does that mean?” I don’t want to say what I’m actually thinking: that Skye is the strangest name for a man. He doesn’t seem like a bad guy. And if he was sent here for me, I’d already be dead. Right?

      “Jackson Skye,” he says. “You got a name?”

      I lean my forehead against the window for a second, expecting the glass to be cool. It isn’t. It’s uncomfortably warm. The road curves toward the smoke, and I bite my lip. I sit up straight again and grip the handle near my head. He isn’t driving recklessly, but I feel an ounce safer doing it.

      He sighs when I don’t answer. “What’s a girl like you doing alone in an evacuation zone? You could’ve died.” He glances at me again. He keeps doing it every few seconds, like he expects me to vanish. Or pull the knife again.

      Either would be a possibility if I thought I could get away with it.

      My gaze goes to his throat, at the small cut there. It’s clotted and barely looks like anything, but the track of dried blood that disappears into his shirt gives it away. Otherwise… well, I didn’t do much damage. I press my fingers to my own throat, remembering the night I was attacked. 

      He shakes his head. Sighs again. I haven’t answered any of his questions, but after keeping such a tight grip on my secrets, it’s hard to let them loose.

      I swallow. “Delia.”

      “Delia,” he repeats.

      Delia Moretti, I want to say. Former princess—and new leader—of the Moretti family. You know, one of the oldest Mafia families in Las Vegas. I can’t say that, though. He would throw me out of the truck just on name association if he recognized it. I pick at my fingers and contemplate the rest: why I left home, why I feel like I haven’t eaten a decent meal in two weeks, why I ran toward a wildfire. No, those secrets will stay with me for a while.

      “Just Delia.” I slump down in the seat. “Where are we going?”

      “Away from the fire,” he says, turning south.

      The smoke rises in the rearview mirror, and I try not to show my relief.

      “No shit, Sherlock.”

      “Scared, Delia?”

      I glare at him. “No, Jackson.”

      He smiles for a second, but then it drops. “Is there somewhere I can take you? Family, or—”

      “Nope.” I pull up my hood and recline the seat. “Just drop me off wherever. And until then, I’m gonna snooze.”

      I close my eyes and keep my muscles tight, wondering if he’s going to push me out of the car. It wouldn’t be the first time… nor would it be the last. In reality, he’s safer without me. And I’m safer in the middle of a wildfire than back in civilization.

      “Who’s trying to kill you, Delia?” he whispers.

      I don’t answer. I can’t.
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      I wonder how she got in that house. It was pure luck I found her. Well, luck and a good Samaritan. I’d been working double shifts at the Incident Command Post—headquarters for everyone involved in fighting wildfires—and one of the evacuated citizens said they thought a girl might still be in the house next to theirs. A squatter, they described, but a person nonetheless.

      It wasn’t rocket science in my mind. I volunteered to go. I was dragging through my last few hours on call before a mandated forty-eight-hour rest. Now, I have two whole days to figure out what to do with her before I need to be back to work. I don’t blame the citizen for calling her a squatter—her dark-red hair is greasy, and her face is gaunt. Her black t-shirt is two sizes too big, and her tennis shoes are falling apart. This isn’t a girl who has had it easy.

      Guilt slices through my gut. She seems so young. What would’ve happened if I hadn’t searched that house? I need to make sure she’s safe. To protect her from whatever haunts her dark-brown eyes.

      Who’s trying to kill you, Delia?

      I hadn’t really expected an answer, but I was hoping she’d give me something. The girl came out of nowhere and put a knife to my throat. I hold back a chuckle, because the last time someone got the jump on me… Well, it didn’t end well for them. I have a solid history of beating people senseless. 

      I tighten my grip on the steering wheel.

      I left that life behind. It was a conscious choice, and I don’t regret it. Do I miss it? Maybe a little. Do I blame myself for missing it? More than I could’ve ever imagined.

      She’s asleep in my passenger seat. Her face is relaxed, her lips are parted as she breathes in and out. I marvel that she let her guard down so easily. She looked scared in that house.

      The road stretches on ahead of us, and I don’t have a clear plan of where we’re going. I twist and turn what I know in my mind and try to make sense of it all. Someone wants to kill her—at least, she thinks they are. She could be paranoid. She didn’t give me a last name, and she only has that backpack with her—one she still holds close in her sleep. She doesn’t want to go to family.

      I decide to get us the hell out of dodge. I drive until my eyes droop, and then I pull into a motel parking lot. Smog still hovers over us, wind carrying the ash in the air for hundreds of miles. We have a way to go before we will see clear skies again.

      We. Jesus.

      The mystery surrounding her is an itch I can’t help but scratch. I eye her for a minute before I reach over and slowly unzip her bag. I reach inside it and feel around for a wallet, my fingers finally closing on a small canvas one. There’s no identification, but she has a business card tucked in with some cash. James Elvira. Defense Attorney. His office address, printed on the back, lists him as in Las Vegas. I tuck it back into her bag and slide the zipper closed, holding my breath. Once it’s secure, I get out of the truck—she doesn’t even stir when my door squeals—and close it as quietly as I can behind me. 

      I pace a few feet away and take out my cell phone. A long time ago, the number of people I could call for help was a handful and a half. Now, I can only think of one person who will answer.

      “Skye?”

      I grin at the disbelief in his voice, relief washing over me. “Hey, Mason.”

      “What’s up, asshole?”

      I roll my eyes and glance back at my new sleeping travel partner. “You know I hate asking for help, but… I need your help.”

      “Like, you need a background check on a new girlfriend type of help, or…”

      “Sure, except she’s not a girlfriend. And… it might involve some hacking.”

      He groans. “What kind of shit did you get mixed up in now?”

      “I’m not sure.” I rub at my eyes. “I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing.”

      “What’s the name?”

      “All I have is a defense lawyer named James Elvira. Should be located near you. Vegas.”

      He grunts, and the sound of his fingers flying across his keyboard fill my ear. He was in my unit working for a military sub-contractor, and he has one hell of a left hook. Luckily for my jaw, his niche is technology.

      “What the hell are you doing in Vegas?”

      I grimace. “I’m not. I’m in Wyoming.”

      “Fuck. You know what? I’m not going to even fucking ask.” He makes a noise in the back of his throat. “Got him. Jesus.”

      I roll my eyes again. “You’re a real dick. Just tell me.”

      “What do you want to know about this guy? He’s about as clean as defense lawyers get. He’s defended some big names, including some mob bosses, and got them clear—so fuck ‘em, I guess—but he seems to deal with petty stuff. Tax evasion, fraud.”

      “Can you get into his records?”

      Silence fills the line for a stretch. Digging into someone is one thing. Breaking into private servers is quite another. While it may be easy for Mason, that doesn’t make it legal. “What you looking for in there?”

      I kick the gravel and smother my sudden yawn. “Not a what,” I hedge.

      If I were a betting man, I’d say Mason is flipping me off through the phone. I’m just lucky the bastard hasn’t hung up. It’s nice to hear his voice, even if he can be judgmental.

      “Name?”

      “Delia. I don’t have a last name.”

      “Hacking in is going to take some time. Guy’s got a sophisticated online presence, from what I can tell. Why didn’t you call Zach on this one? You know he’s got connections.”

      He knows I won’t do that. It’s his way of taking a cheap shot at me.

      “Good ol’ Mason.” I chuckle. “You’re a real morning person, you know that?”

      “It’s nighttime,” he grumbles. “And I happen to have a life. Plans. What the hell happened to you?”

      “Text me when you get something.” I end the call and stuff the phone back in my pocket. It could be nothing. If I go back to my original assumption, Delia could just be a squatter with paranoia, thinking someone breaking into that house was going to kill her. Who knows how she got up there, or what she’s been through. Or…

      Well, something else could be going on.

      In the truck, Delia sits up and stretches, arching her back. When she spots me, she winces and retracts into herself. Pity unfurls in my chest as I watch her brush her hair out of her eyes. She looks young and lost.

      Delia opens the door and jumps out, leaving her bag behind.

      “What are you doing?” she asks, her voice laced with suspicion.

      “I haven’t slept in twenty-four hours,” I say. “I figured I’d sleep.”

      “And drop me off here? We’re in the middle of nowhere.”

      I shake my head. Does she think I’m a savage? She said it herself—we’re literally in the middle of nowhere. The town just has a motel, a gas station with a produce section, a post office, and a small library. 

      I squint at her, asking something I already think I know the answer to: “Are you in some kind of trouble?”

      She takes a step back. I move forward with her and snag her wrist. Images surface in my mind of her running away, down the road. Screaming. My patience is fraying, but when she struggles, past guilt reaches up and wraps its fingers around my throat.

      Because of that, I almost let go. Her wrist is delicate under my hand. Her dark eyes are full of vinegar, and she glares at me.

      “Delia.”

      “Jackson,” she replies, mocking.

      She keeps saying my name with bite, and I can’t lie that it makes my blood run hot.

      She tugs on her arm again. “Let me go.”

      “No.” Damn it, woman. Let me take care of you.

      “No?” 

      “You’re staying with me. When’s the last time you had a meal? A hot shower?”

      She stiffens. “Why? Do I smell?”

      I laugh. It breaks open the dam inside me, and the guilt washes away—for now. “It’s a wonder you snuck up on me.”

      Delia frowns, and so help me god, it’s adorable. Her lower lip puffs out, and her frown morphs into a pout.

      I might be delirious. My laugher grows louder. Finally, she cracks a smile. My eyes latch on to it, because damn if it isn’t the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen. My memories are haunted by the ghosts of my past, but she cuts through the haze. I see her.

      We stare at each other for a moment before she comes to a decision and nods. She follows me into the lobby, hovering over my shoulder with her hair in her face and hood pulled low. The receptionist doesn’t even bat an eye at her. Delia takes one of the keys to our room and trots away.

      I shake my head as she goes. I could’ve gotten her a separate room, but I don’t trust her to stick around if I leave her alone. What the hell have I gotten myself into?

      She slips into the room, and I climb into my truck, starting it up to move it in front of the room. My phone rings, Mason’s name flashing across my screen.

      “That was fast. You find something?”

      “Hello to you, too,” he grumbles. “Listen, I got nothing. There was one mention of someone with the initials D.M. and not much else. I’m thinking this guy Elvira keeps his important records on paper and nowhere else. Smart man.”

      I growl and hit the steering wheel. “Okay. Thanks.”

      “Jackson.” Mason hesitates. “I checked with Spike. He’s heard of Elvira.”

      “You brought Spike into this?” My brother. My asshole, dickhead brother—who happens to be a vice detective in Vegas. There was a reason I didn’t call him. He’s one year younger but infinitely more annoying. A stand-up citizen. By the book.

      Except, apparently, when it comes to Mason.

      Mason chuckles. The two have been a couple for almost six years—common knowledge to everyone except Spike’s coworkers. I can’t blame Mason for going after Spike—good-looking genes run in our family. Still, I never pictured my best friend being interested in the straight-laced type. And Spike? He’s cleaner than soap.

      I haven’t talked to Spike since Christmas. Mason and I talk a little more frequently, but only to let me know if there are fights near me. If I didn’t have a physical way to burn off my anger, I’d go insane. Mason shows up at these underground fights and gambles like he’s a billionaire with nothing to lose. We’re usually successful at leaving my brother out of our shenanigans.

      Mason continues, oblivious to my unease, “Apparently, Elvira represents the Morettis.”

      “Fill me in here, Mace,” I say. Morettis? Never heard of them.

      He scoffs. “Seriously, Skye? Biggest Mafia family in Vegas. Actually…”

      I can sense that he’s going to steer this conversation to a long-winded off-topic train of thought. “Mason.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Unless it’s an emergency, I’m going to go crash. I haven’t slept in… what day is it?”

      He laughs. “Yeah, I know how you get with those fires. By the way, I’m setting up a fight. Salt Lake City.”

      My eyes feel like sandpaper. “Catch me up on that later.”

      “You got it.”

      I end the call and pull my bag from the backseat. I can’t wait for a shirt that doesn’t smell like smoke, and for a bed and a hot shower. I almost groan at the thought of it.

      I open the door slowly, half expecting Delia to still be in the shower. The door to the bathroom is closed, so I exhale and step farther into the room. Out of the corner of my eye, a shadow flies at me. In the house, I was caught off guard. Now, it’s fair to say I’m a little more on edge.

      I drop the bag and grab the assailant, flipping them over my shoulder. They land on their back hard, and I wince. Hard enough to knock the wind out of them.

      It’s then that I realize it’s Delia.

      “What the fuck?”

      She groans and gasps on nothing, her mouth gaping. After a second, she sucks in a lungful of air.

      “Jesus!” she yells.

      I haul her up. Her hair is wet, her feet bare. She glares at me, and I glare back.

      “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

      She shakes her head. “Was it a fluke that I could pull a knife on you at the house? Did I get lucky?”

      “Yes, you got lucky. Is that what this is? You just trying to prove that to yourself?”

      She turns and goes over to one of the beds. It’s the one farthest from the window, so I’ll give her some credit: she’s smarter than she appears. “I wanted to know that I could.”

      I drop my bag on the other bed and sit, yanking off my boots, and I soften at her expression. “Take the win, Delia. If you get the drop on someone, you sure as hell better take it. Next time, don’t hesitate.”

      I think she gets my meaning.

      She turns her dark eyes on me and scowls. “You disarmed me.”

      I don’t deserve recognition for that. It was pure instinct, and my throat tightens when I realize that it could’ve gone south fast. How many times have I had someone point a knife at me, draw it against my flesh, and end up with it buried in their chest? Too many times. 

      “That’s why you’re not supposed to hesitate.” I look toward the bathroom. “You done in there? I need a shower and sleep.”

      “Knock yourself out,” she mutters, falling onto her bed.

      I close the door of the bathroom and lean my head against it. There’s a shitstorm surrounding this girl. Tension envelops her, and I have a feeling that today is the calm before all hell breaks loose. I can’t leave her now, on the edge of this.

      Sighing, I drop my bag and slide the shower curtain open. There are streaks of dark red in the tub, almost too maroon to be blood. But… I have no idea what it could be. And honestly? I don’t have the mind to care about it right now.

      Once the water is hot enough to fill the room with steam, I step in and let it assault my skin. It washes away the smoke and ash of my job, but not the memories. Houses being burned. People fleeing. Lives of firefighters and civilians lost if we don’t do our jobs right. Something tells me that the life I knew before today fractured, and I don’t know if I’ll be able to get back to it.

      My job is to save people.

      What sort of person would I be if I didn’t try to save Delia?
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      I run toward my mother. Blood drips from her nose, and droplets fly everywhere as she shakes her head. She catches my shoulders.

      “Hide, baby,” she tells me. “Don’t let them find you.”

      She shoves me away, down the basement stairs. It’s an endless fall while the world flashes by me: pictures hanging on the walls, blood staining the paint, broken glass.

      The falling jerks me awake. I bolt upright, chest heaving, covered in sweat. It takes me a full minute to register the motel room, not in the estate just outside of downtown Las Vegas, or in my old childhood home where I last saw my mother. She never said that to me, so I don’t know why I’m dreaming it.

      The bed next to me, which had been occupied by one Jackson Skye the last time I checked, is empty. The bathroom door is open, and the light is off.

      A shiver runs up my spine.

      The clock reads ten fifty-two p.m. I’ve been asleep for a little over three hours.

      I slide out of bed and creep toward the window and pull back the heavy drapes. His rust-red truck is out there. Relief flows through me that he didn’t abandon me. It’s ridiculous. I’ve been on my own for two weeks, but apparently it was two weeks too long. Now, I’m desperate for help.

      When a black SUV pulls into the motel lot, all my muscles lock up. Fear takes ahold of my lungs. Its headlights flash over Jackson’s truck, and I drop the drapes just before they illuminate my window. I duck, my heart pounding, and try to count to five.

      The room’s door handle turns. There’s no way out except the door—or the window—and I’m unarmed. They could walk in and shoot me in the face, and I’d be powerless to stop them. Even the hunting knife, which is in my bag on the other side of the bed, wouldn’t be enough.

      I lunge, arms extended in front of me. Desperation rings through my body, clear as a tolling bell. I search for the gun in his hand, but there’s nothing except—

      I slam into him, knocking us into the door.

      Jackson grunts.

      Whatever liquid was in the cup in his hand—coffee, maybe, judging from the burn of it—spills over us. His arm binds me around my ribcage, under my armpit and across my back. He doesn’t so much as glance at me, then hauls me farther inside the room, closes the door, and dumps me on his bed.

      “What the fuck, Delia?”

      I think that’s his favorite phrase, but outright panic won’t let me smile. I fall off the bed and scuttle toward my bag. “We have to go.”

      He follows me away from the door, squinting at me. “What?” 

      He looks down at his shirt and scowls.

      I’m riffle through my bag for the knife.

      He sighs, grabs his own bag, and disappears into the bathroom.

      “This is bad,” I mutter. “We’re so fucking screwed.”

      Headlights illuminate the window again, filtering around the edges of the blackout curtain.

      Someone knocks on our door, and I close my hands around the edge of the blade. I immediately duck.

      This is déjà vu.

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      Jackson opens the bathroom door, light spilling across the darkened room.

      Gunfire destroys the silence, and I scream as bullets shred the door, the wall, the window. Glass shatters. I flatten my body into the carpet, covering my ears with my hands. A picture frame falls from the wall above the dresser. Feathers from the comforter float down around me. What do they have out there, machine guns? I can’t stop screaming until I’m too aware of it. I clamp my mouth shut.

      Something heavy lands on top of me. I almost scream again but I turn my head. It’s Jackson, flattening us into the floor. There’s a pause. Silence reigns, ringing in my ears. 

      “Get under the bed,” he whispers.

      He grabs the knife, which I had dropped when the gunfire started, and puts it in my hand. He closes my fingers around the hilt, staring into my eyes. I’m sure they’re wide, afraid. I want to tell him that the knife won’t do much against an AK-47 or whatever type of gun they have, but he springs up and rolls into the bathroom before I can make a peep.

      They kick the door in. It flies open and smacks the wall with a bang that stops my heart. We’re going to die. I brought Jackson into this mess, and now someone innocent—more innocent than me, anyway—is going to be murdered. It’s too late to warn him away. Death has found us.

      I push myself farther under the bed.

      There’s a single shot, the sound muted. I strain my ears, which ring after what we just went through. Someone grunts, followed by a wet noise, like a gargle after you brush your teeth. Something drops to the ground.

      “Delia,” Jackson says.

      I snap my eyes open and sidle out from under the bed. Relief sweeps through me that he’s whole, alive and in one piece.

      He stands in the doorway, a gun in his hand pointed toward the floor. “Get our bags. My keys—”

      I snag them off the floor. “Got it.” I come around the bed and freeze.

      There’s a man on the floor, blood pooling under his torso. His eyes are open, but… he’s mostly dead, if not all the way dead.

      “Don’t look at him,” Jackson says in a low voice.

      “I—”

      I can’t say that I recognize him, because I don’t. But up until this moment, I wasn’t quite sure who was after me. Now? I know without a doubt. The relief dies. The dread takes over.

      “You listen to me right now,” he growls.

      I jerk up and stare at him. He isn’t looking at me. He’s watching the night.

      “I’m going to get you out of here in one piece. There are two more men out there. Do they want to take you or kill you?”

      “Kill,” I breathe.

      He nods. “Okay. Come here.”

      He extends his free hand back toward me. I slide my palm against his and lace our fingers together, then flatten myself against the wall. I match my breathing to Jackson’s. He isn’t worried. He doesn’t even flinch.

      Who is he? 

      “When I say go, run to the front bumper of the truck. We’re both getting in the passenger side, but let me cover you.”

      I nod, but he doesn’t look at me.

      I whisper, “Okay.”

      He lets go of my hand and double-checks his gun. I grip the truck keys in my free hand.

      “Go,” he says.

      He starts firing at something I can’t see. We run together, his hand bracing the top of my head, forcing it down. He keeps firing.

      “In, in, in.” He shoves me into the truck as soon as the door is open. “You know how to drive, right?”

      A bullet punctures the driver’s-side window, creating an inch-wide hole and spiderweb cracks. The heat of it sears my skin as it buries itself in the seat. “I don’t have a choice,” I yell, letting the fear and adrenaline override my common sense. I start the truck and gun it in reverse. I spin the wheel, and the tires squeal. The whole cab jolts when I hit a curb, but Jackson doesn’t flinch.

      “Highway,” he orders. “Go west.” We drive in silence for about thirty seconds. “Turn here. This ramp. Here.”

      “Fucking hell.” I swerve onto the ramp. The clock on the dash reads eleven-oh-seven p.m. How on earth had only fifteen minutes passed since I woke up? “Where were you? When I woke up, you were gone.”

      He grunts. “I was talking to my boss.”

      I snort. “At eleven o’clock at night? Yeah, right.”

      “Fires burn round the clock, Delia. I had a feeling I wasn’t going to be able to report back in”—he glances at his watch—“thirty-six hours. I was calling to tell him.”

      “Uh, Jackson?”

      “Yeah?”

      My mouth dries. “I think they’ve found us.”

      There’s a vehicle quickly approaching on the highway, practically flying toward us. Its headlights are too bright to see anything else, but I think a black SUV will haunt my nightmares.

      “Hit the gas.” Urgency laces his tone, and the headlights illuminate the left half of his face. “You can either drive faster or we die.”

      I grit my teeth. The SUV hits us from behind, and we both fly forward. The truck swerves a little, but I get it back under control.

      “My foot is to the floor,” I say. “Your dumb truck won’t go any faster.”

      “Not good enough,” he mutters.

      “You don’t think I fucking know that?”

      He looks at me and smiles. “What a mouth you have.”

      I shake my head, wondering how on earth he can be bantering in a situation like this. The SUV taps us again, and I flinch. It pulls up next to us. I jerk the wheel, cutting them off, and swear when they break hard, ending up right behind us.

      “Keep low,” he says. “Brace yourself!”

      We get hit again, this time harder and from the left side. The truck spins, tires screeching on the pavement. I shriek and take my foot off of the gas, gripping the steering wheel for dear life. We spin into the grassy median and stop, facing the way we came. In slow motion, the SUV stops and backs up. Its headlights assault us. I squint, my stomach in knots as two men get out. One holds his arm. His smile is bloody.

      We’re going to die. I can’t picture a way out of this. I can’t see a future with Jackson and me in it, and it nearly guts me. This isn’t how I wanted to go—gunned down on the side of a highway. No way.

      Jackson opens the door and practically falls out of it. I watch him go with a blank stare, dizziness throwing white spots around the edges of my vision. Oh god, he’s bleeding. He crouches and fires a shot. I’m surprised he still has bullets left. Worry twists my stomach into knots. I don’t want to die. 

      I don’t want Jackson to die.

      That’s your first unselfish thought in a while, Delia. Too bad it probably won’t be enough to save you.

      One of the men drops, blood blooming across his forehead. He falls backward.

      The one with the bloody smile scowls. He lifts the semi-automatic weapon with his good arm and points it at me, and everything goes into slow motion. Even though the front of the truck separates us, it feels like the barrel of the gun is pressed to my forehead. The blood drains away from my face. Anger pulses through me, because how dare I be so weak? How dare I let these men kill me?

      Beyond the anger, a river of fatigue inches along. I miss my parents. It wouldn’t be such a bad thing to die and see them again. I’ve tried so hard not to think of them, but they’re always there, lurking in the back of my mind. Tears fill my eyes, and I desperately try to blink them away. I can’t die with tears on my cheeks. Another shot rings out, and I close my eyes. I wait for the pain to hit.

      Nothing.

      My door creaks open, and warm hands pull me out of the truck. “You’re okay,” Jackson says into my hair. 

      Sirens wail in the distance. I flinch into him. My face is in his neck, and he hugs me to his chest. He scoops me up, one arm under my knees and the other across my back, and carries me around the back of the truck—away from the two men, who are crumpled in the grass. He sets me in the passenger seat and clicks my seat belt around me. The rough pad of his thumb brushes against my cheek, catching a tear.

      I suck in a breath and meet his eyes. There are drops of blood across his face, and more oozes from his arm. He drops his hand away from my cheek and steps back. Ice rushes through me at the loss of contact, and I shiver after he closes my door.

      “Don’t look at them,” he says once he’s in the driver’s seat again.

      Such a valiant hero, trying to protect me from all of the evil, ugly things in the world. If only life worked like that. If only girls like me could be saved by men like him.

      “No,” I say as he restarts the truck. “I need to see them.”

      I need to remember their faces.
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      I need a drink.

      Before working on wildfires, and after a tour with the Army, I worked for Scorpion Industries. They’re a military contractor who deploy their own units overseas, and we saw action on a semi-regular basis. Most of the time, we were finding and extracting American citizens from dangerous countries. Sometimes it was just a matter of locating our client and yanking them out, using however much force was necessary. Other times, we had aliases and had to do things almost like spies. There were other jobs, of course: hunting dangerous people where the US military couldn’t go, locating Americans who were hiding in non-extradition countries so they could be prosecuted, or getting actionable intel for the troops whose bases we frequented.

      One mission out of the hundreds continually haunts me. We were moving in toward a city center when a young girl stepped out in front of our vehicle. She looked so lost. Wyatt was going to get out and ask her to move. Then she showed us the detonator in her hand.

      Adult women, on some level, I understood.

      Children? No.

      That bomb went off and obliterated the road. Our vehicle flipped. Chaos in the form of bullets and anger rained down on us, and it was the first time I thought I was going to die. While we were there, I got used to the feeling. My brain knew what the rest of my body fought against: we were in a war zone. Chances of survival were much lower than at home. In the end, an Army patrol happened to be a block away and came to investigate. They saved our unprepared asses. 

      Every night for six months, that little girl haunted my dreams.

      After I came back to the US and worked with the Forest Service for a while, that feeling faded. There were still moments when I thought death might come calling, but it never got close enough to run its finger down my spine. Not like before.

      Not like tonight.

      Delia is a shaking mess beside me, and no wonder. She was just shot at and she witnessed me kill not one, not two, but three people. If she doesn’t get out of this truck screaming, I’ll wonder at her sanity. I wonder at my sanity. I pulled the trigger without hesitation. As easily as signing my name.

      Part of me reveled in it. In the power of the gun in my hand, and how easily it sat in my palm. The weight was familiar. A thrill raced under my skin, and that scares the shit out of me. I fought hard for the past two years to get away from violence and killing. Less than twelve hours after finding Delia, I’ve stumbled back into it.

      My grip is tight on the steering wheel. We’ve been on the road for three hours, and the wind howls through the bullet hole in my side window. The bullet itself is lodged in the fabric of the seat behind my shoulder blade. If it had been me driving, it would’ve gone right through me. Delia’s small frame saved her from a world of pain.

      Every so often, the whole truck rattles. It’s taken a beating, about as much as we have. Both of us are covered in glass, blood, and dust. One of the asshole’s bullets grazed my biceps, and I feel the gash more and more as my adrenaline fades.

      The clock crawls past two-thirty a.m. We’ve both been silent for the past three hours, although at one point she slid into the seat next to me and tied a piece of fabric around my arm. Eventually, I pull off the interstate. Rock Springs is one of the larger cities in Wyoming, and right off of I-80. It’s easy enough to find a hotel, but I drive right by it.

      Delia makes a noise of protest. “What are you doing?”

      I roll my eyes and ignore her. In fact, I’m a little pissed at her, the anger growing only in the last few miles. I got shot because of her. I murdered three people because of her. And, without some answers, I don’t know if I can do this anymore.

      I turn into the parking lot of an auto body shop next to the hotel and jump out. I grab her bag and ignore the way she eyes me. The weight of it pulls on my torn muscle, and I try to hide my wince. She scrambles to get out and practically tears the bag away from me. 

      “Jackson,” she says, disapproving. Her eyebrows scrunch down into a scowl.

      “Delia.” I sigh.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’re going to get us a room. You’re going to pay cash. And then we’re going to crash for a few hours, switch cars, and go…” Somewhere. In a softer voice, I say, “No one will expect you to be here. And you look a little less banged-up than I do.” I raise my arm an inch and frown. Ribbons of dried blood have tracked down my arm, dripping off my elbow.

      She turns her big eyes on me, face ashen. I stare at her and will her to be half as strong as she’ll need to be. I raise my hand to her face, wiping away a streak of blood on her temple. I would guess it’s mine, because she escaped that motel room and the following madness with only scratches. I brush the glass out of her hair and revel at the soft texture.

      A blush rises to her cheeks. I hide my smirk. 

      “Go get ‘em, tiger,” I say.

      She frowns, but she tucks her hair behind her ear, spins on her heel, and heads toward the hotel. It’s almost three a.m., and the strain of the night presses in on me. It doesn’t help that I feel like a fugitive, lingering in the shadows. I only have a few minutes, keeping her in my sight through the glass.

      I pull out my phone.

      “I’m getting sick of seeing your name on my phone,” Mason grumbles.

      “We had trouble.”

      He grunts. It’s late, I get it. There’s some shuffling and murmuring, and I cringe because I can recognize my brother’s low voice from here.

      Finally, Mason says, “Okay, go.”

      The pain pulses down my arm with each heartbeat, radiating into my hand and up into my shoulder. “We got fucking ambushed. Three-man team. They demolished the room with assault weapons. We almost got shredded. I got shot.”

      “Shot how?”

      “Just a graze,” I mutter.

      He chokes on a laugh. “You’d think your momma would’ve raised a tougher guy than you, eh? Oh wait—she did.”

      “Mason.” I look down at the dark fabric tied around my arm. “We paid with—”

      “A credit card. I know. You’re such a dumbass.”

      “So—”

      “Did I already fix it?” he asks.

      I can feel Mason rolling his eyes at me.

      “Duh,” he adds.

      I grimace. “I don’t know who’s after her. That’s my next question. We’re in Rock Springs, but we need to get on the road once it’s light out.”

      “Okay. You’re three hours from Salt Lake City. If you’re short on cash, head to the apartment. You’re welcome for erasing you from the hotel’s systems, by the way.”

      I crack a smile. “Kind of ironic that you’re dating a detective. What does he see in your shady ass?”

      He laughs. “It’s my ass that he sees. And what he sees, he likes.”

      I make a gagging noise. Delia picks something up off the counter and nods to the hotel clerk.

      “I gotta go. I’m clear to rent a car, then?”

      He’s still chuckling in my ear. “Yeah. Call me when you get there.”

      “Will do,” I answer.

      I’m about to hang up when he says, “Hey, Skye?”

      I wait.

      “You don’t seem pissed. Why aren’t you ready to rip her a new asshole?”

      “Honestly? Risking my life, saving hers… it felt good.”

      He chuckles in my ear. “You’re in fucking trouble, dude.”

      Yeah, I know. I should be more worried about this than I am. But it’s easy to tell myself I can just drop her off at the airport, get her to safety, and go back to my merry, boring life. This is just a break from the norm. A vacation.

      Delia comes back, and I hang up.

      She winks at me. Her confidence seems to have gone up a few notches, having successfully pulled the wool over the night auditor’s eyes. “Done.”

      I follow her to a side entrance, up a staircase, and down the long hallway. I hover behind her as she unlocks the door and steps inside. Her confidence brings back some of the anger that Mason was looking for. A war is brewing inside me—saving her meant killing three other people. Where’s the justification?

      She shivers when I lock the door behind us, and I drop my bag. The deadbolt sounds final. 

      I glare at her. “We need to talk.”
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      Jackson leans back against the door. There is a hardness to his face that wasn’t there before, but part of me doesn’t want to jump to conclusions—that he’s blocking my escape route for a reason.

      “Sit down,” he says.

      I stare at him. Ever since I was a child, I didn’t take too kindly to orders. My stepmother used to call it insolence, while my father told me I’d be a strong negotiator one day. I learned how to bargain: to push my bedtime back further if I ate my vegetables without a fuss, or to get a new toy for a perfect report card. I got better at it after I hit puberty. Then, it worked best on those who weren’t family: the bodyguard below my window, whose eyes lingered on my breasts; the teachers who threatened to put me in detention for silly antics; boys who thought they could date me.

      Jackson grits his teeth and jerks his head toward the bed. I turn and go to the window, peeking out of the curtains. We’re on the second floor, which would suck if I had to jump. A shiver races up my spine. Our room overlooks a fenced-in pool and concrete courtyard.

      “Delia.”

      I try to push all of my emotions away from my face. Down, down, down. Head, throat, stomach, knees, feet, into the carpet beneath my shoes. That trick used to work when I was seven, mourning my mother and not being allowed to show it.

      “Jackson,” I answer, desperate to get rid of my thoughts. I want to be numb. I walk forward. We had a moment in the parking lot, one that I suddenly need to rekindle. 

      My gaze flickers down his body. He swallows, his throat moving silently.

      I assess him. It could be the adrenaline, because desire flickers like a sparkler set off in my blood. He licks his lips as I get close enough to touch him.

      I pull him to me and half expect him to resist.

      He doesn’t.

      He leans down and slams his lips to mine. Sparks rush through me, chased by unfathomable heat. I gasp when he bites my lower lip. His hands come around me, squeezing my ass. He lifts me, groaning into my mouth, and I wrap my legs around his waist. A small part of me remembers his injured arm, but that thought flees. He walks us toward the bed. 

      I bite him back, and he growls It isn’t pretty. There’s a war between our lips. His erection digs into my thigh, igniting my lust. He lays me down and follows, hovering over me. I run my hands over his ribs, slipping my hands under the hem of his shirt. His skin is hot to the touch.

      He removes his lips from mine, kissing down my jaw. He bites my throat, eliciting a loud moan. I feel it directly in my core.

      “I need to feel you,” I pant.

      He yanks my shirt up, above my breasts. His breath catches. 

      I look down at the top of his head which is slowly working down my body. He pulls down the cup of my bra and licks around my nipple. I gasp and squirm beneath him, suddenly unable to wait any longer. Fuck, it’s been too long since I’ve done this. I’ve forgotten the steps. Every ounce of me wants him inside me.

      My hands move to the button of his jeans, pushing the fabric off his hips. I just want to feel him. I want the closeness. For the past fifteen days, I’ve been utterly alone. And now? I have Jackson, if only for a moment. His erection is free, and I stroke him as he switches to my other nipple, grazing it with his teeth before his tongue swirls around it. 

      “Oh god,” I whimper.

      He thrusts into my hand. When I open my eyes, his face is right over mine. He tugs down my pants, slipping one finger inside me. I tremble, rolling my hips against his palm to get more friction.

      “Greedy,” he mutters, nipping my earlobe.

      One finger is replaced by two.

      I’m almost not prepared when he shifts his weight slightly, positioning above me. He slams into me, filling me so completely that white spots flash in my vision. A whimper slips out of me. This is the closeness I’ve been craving. I’m deliciously stretched, his cock hitting a spot that sends tingles shooting down my legs.

      He kisses me fiercely, our tongues warring each other. He thrusts into me over and over, the bed frame banging the wall. I moan into his mouth, unashamed of how loud I am. Half the hotel can hear me.

      His pace quickens, and he leans to one side, his finger going straight to my clit as he moves in and out of me. It’s too much. I rise to meet each brutal thrust, arching my back, and white lights dance behind my eyelids, building to an orgasm that has me screaming his name.

      As it fades, he comes hard, biting my shoulder and groaning into my skin.

      “Ah, fuck,” he mutters. Almost immediately, he pulls out of me and rolls away.

      I pretend not to miss the weight of him when he’s gone. It only takes a second to realize that he’s angry. Pissed.

      “Fucking hell, Delia.”

      “What?” I scowl, my own annoyance flaring to life. “This wasn’t just me.”

      He slams his fist into the wall. “You mess with my fucking mind. I just need answers.”

      I stare at him. We’re both naked from the waist down.

      “Answers? You want answers?”

      Jackson growls at me. Even though I’m pissed, my pussy pulses. His angry face is seriously hot. I picture hate sex—more biting, more delicious pounding—and I have to tense my muscles to keep from lunging at him again. God, I’m fucked up.

      “I need to know who’s trying to kill you.”

      “You think I know?”

      He scoffs. “I think there’s a lot you know that you haven’t told me.”

      I roll my eyes and step around him, moving toward the bathroom to buy time. I stare at myself in the mirror, grimacing at the awful dye job. My beautiful blonde hair will probably never be the same thanks to that box of red dye I picked up on a whim in Laramie.

      What do I tell Jackson that won’t make him run away? Since a young age, I knew that my father did dangerous things with dangerous people. When I turned twenty-one, he brought me into his circle. Since then, I’ve learned the art of the family business. Every illegal thing that my father had his fingers in, I became a part of—willingly. I wanted that life. I wanted to be a crime lord ruling over the Moretti businesses. I wanted the respect, but I mainly wanted the fear. Earning fear was something I lusted over.

      My father wasn’t a good man. He wasn’t kind and gentle. He was iron ore, forged from the bowels of the city. He was rough, and my mother was soft. My stepmother was closer to him: a tool to file me into the proper shape.

      And god, did I love them.

      I walk back into the bedroom, finding Jackson hovering by the door.

      “I swear, Delia, if I don’t get answers, I’m leaving you here.” It’s a weak lie that drips from his lips and falls straight into the carpet.

      “Yeah, right.” I laugh, calling his bluff.

      I point to the door, but he doesn’t move. And honestly, if he did? I don’t know if I wouldn’t run after him. My gaze goes to Jackson’s boxers.

      I frown. “Can you at least put some pants on?”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” He rolls his eyes and snags his jeans from the floor.

      I sit on the bed, feeling a little better now that I’m fully dressed. I twist my fingers together. “So… what do you want to know?”

      “Something,” he mutters. “Anything. I’m swinging in the dark here.”

      I suppose that’s fair. Beyond delicious fucking skills, he’s got a talent for killing people. He has his own secrets—secrets I’ve chosen not to pry into up until now. For some reason, he’s chosen to help me. To stay with me. I put my own questioning on the back burner.

      I nod. “Right. Two weeks ago, my family was killed.”

      His eyes widen a fraction.

      “I escaped, but they wanted me dead, too. So I ran.”

      “You ran from where?”

      I inhale and exhale. Any minute now, he’s going to piece it together. I can just feel it. “Vegas.”

      He narrows his eyes.

      “You found me in my childhood home, okay? It was left to my mother from her grandparents, and then when she died, she left it to me. It was the only—”

      “So they knew you had property?”

      I blink. “What?”

      “These people who are after you. Did they know you could be in Wyoming?” He crosses his arms, leaning on the desk across from the bed.

      A pang of guilt slices through me when I realize we didn’t even look at the wound on his arm. How much pain is he in?

      “Uh…”

      “Who’s after you?”

      “Enemies of my family,” I mutter. Enough, a voice in my head whispers. It’s my father’s voice, warning me not to divulge family secrets. Unless he was one of us, there’s no way he could be told the full truth. I straighten my shoulders, rising panic urging me to turn the tables on him. “Speaking of questions, you killed them like it was nothing. I thought you were a firefighter.”

      He lets out a laugh of disbelief. “Don’t turn this around on me.”

      I glare at him, and he glares back. Whether or not my father said I was going to be a negotiator doesn’t matter now. Jackson wins.

      My shoulders slump, and I say, “It’s shit you don’t want to be involved in. You actually are better off leaving me here.” I tip my head back and laugh. “God, they’re going to kill me anyway.”

      He stalks forward and grabs my shoulders. He shakes me, holding me on the mattress. “Tell. Me. Who.”

      I try to shove him off me, but he doesn’t budge. His weight bears down on me, and I have the disturbing urge to wrap my legs around his waist again. His hips press into mine, keeping me in place. Shame seeps through me when I realize his action is turning me on instead of inspiring fear.

      “Tell me this, Jackson. Why do you care? Why didn’t you drop me off on the side of the road and get away from this mess?” I grab his jaw. “I’m a hurricane. Death follows me everywhere.”

      His gaze flickers over my face, from my eyes to my nose, lingering on my lips. “That’s what I like about you,” he breathes.

      My heart cracks. Any more words like this, and I’ll be a goner.

      “The Castillos killed my family,” I say. “My father, my uncles—even my stepmother is gone.” I look down. 

      “How did you get out?”

      I swallow. Some things are better left secret, and yet… “Tell me why you killed those men, and I’ll tell you how I escaped.”

      His phone rings, and we both flinch.

      When he moves away from me, I raise an eyebrow. “You’re going to answer that?”

      “Skye,” he says into his phone. He frowns. “Seriously, Spike? What, were you—”

      He looks at me and mouths, Sorry.

      I cock my head to the side, trying to eavesdrop without being obvious about it. My stomach growls, and for the first time in too long, I realize we haven’t eaten anything.

      “Hang on.” Jackson covers the mouthpiece and says, “Delia, do you want to get cleaned up?”

      I sigh. He probably wants a moment of privacy. So I lift my bag and trudge into the bathroom, locking it behind me. I turn on the shower.

      The spray turns hot and billows steam into the room. I’m on my last clean pair of underwear. I have one shirt left and only the pants on my body. There are some dirty socks stuffed into the bottom of the bag, along with the knife, my wallet, and a pack of gum. Slim pickings. In the front pocket, I have two Band-Aids and a small tube of hand sanitizer.

      After the sex, I’m strangely empty. Hollowed out. And yet, those feelings will have to wait for me to analyze them.

      I strip. Bits of glass fall out of my shirt, and I watch them fall to the floor. It’s one thing to be shot at—that, at least, I could’ve put behind me. But this physical evidence of the chase drags the memories to the present. I step under the water and wash away the sounds of gunshots, the fear, the sex. But I hold on to the faces of the dead men as long as I can. Until I can’t bear it.
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      There are too many things to consider, and I’m jumpy.

      One: they were able to track Delia way too easily. How did they know what motel we were in?

      Two: after talking with Mason, I learned that the Castillos are an old-school cartel that rule half of Vegas. The other half is controlled by the Moretti family. But the Castillos? Not exactly a walk in the park. Half of the patrol cops in their area are on their payroll. That’s not even to mention the drugs and trafficking that they’re alleged to control.

      Three…

      I can’t think of the third thing, because I walk out of the bathroom after stitching my arm up and see Delia’s bare legs. My brain shorts out. She has fantastic legs, smooth and pale. She’s stretched out on the bed, fast asleep. For the life of me, I can’t move my attention off her calves.

      Jesus, Jackson. Get a grip. 

      I’m a little tipsy. It was the only way I could make myself put the needle through my skin and lace the wound closed. Thank god this hotel stocks each room with a mini bar.

      A desperate, lonely part of me wants to climb into bed with her. I want to wrap myself around her and never let her go. My heart aches for that kind of human contact—lust, or love, or whatever this adrenaline-fueled attraction ends up being.

      Instead, I grab my jacket and the room key and rush outside. There’s too much at stake here, too many questions, just—too much. I had worked hard to get myself out of the muck. I forced myself to retire from dangerous activity. I’ve been steadily ridding myself of ghosts, and now they all come roaring back at me.

      There were six of us. Mason, Wyatt, Griffin, Zach, Dalton, and me. Spilled blood ties us together tighter than any family. Each of us had our specialties, and I go through the list in my head of who might be able to get us out of this mess. Unlike me and Mason, who both got out of contract work, Griffin, Zach, and Dalton are still in the thick of it. Wyatt survived overseas, but he died in the United States in a house fire only a year after being home. He would’ve been my first choice—he led us through dangerous missions all over Europe and western Asia. Griffin is probably in Europe. Dalton is living the rich and fabulous life in Miami. Mason always had his fingers in cyber security, and he’s been a big help. But he’s built a good life, and I can’t drag him into this.

      We were trained to get out of messy situations. Here I am, inserting myself into one.

      I haven’t talked to Zach in months—about twelve of them, to be exact. He called me a few days after Wyatt died, but our conversation was stilted.

      I don’t remember most of what we talked about. He seems like the right person to call now. He makes a living doing exactly what Scorpion Industries trained us to do—he’s a smuggler. He gets weapons into the country, and sometimes he gets people out.

      “Had a feeling you’d call,” he answers. “Although I didn’t think it would be at five o’clock in the fucking morning.”

      I chuckle to keep from vomiting my anxiety. He sounds the same. Do I apologize for the radio silence? Instead, I go with, “Figured I’d give you a wake-up call.”

      He snorts.

      He was the bulldozer of the group. The one with the machine guns blazing and the muscle to bust through fortified doors. He led the charges when we were in rough spots. He’s got enough muscle to bench press me and then some, and he was never afraid of flexing to get his way. After our contracts were up and our war was deemed over—the real war never ends, but that’s a story for another day—he ended up in Chicago.

      “What’d you need, Skye?”

      I sigh. “What did Mason tell you?”

      “Fuck, Mason is in on this?”

      I scowl at his tone. “Who the fuck told you then?”

      “Don’t get your panties in a wad,” he warns. “A motel room obliterated off the face of the earth, three dead? I imagined it was you or Griffin, and Griff would’ve called me four hours ago.”

      That brings a smile to my face. Griffin and Zach were always close, especially after we came back. “We had to get out of dodge before I could call for backup.”

      He’s quiet for a minute. “Who’s we, and what kind of backup are you calling in?”

      “You want me to hash this whole thing out with you? Right now?”

      I imagine him smirking. The jackass probably wasn’t even asleep.

      “Okay, fine.” I groan. “I was checking out a house on my way out—”

      “You so bad off you burgle houses?”

      “Everyone had to be evacuated,” I continue as if he didn’t cut me off. He knows damn well what I do. Did, at this rate, I mentally correct. Shame hits me like a sucker punch. “We were told someone might still be in one of the houses. So I went, and there was someone there. She got the jump on me.”

      He whistles.

      “She’s in trouble. The guys who shot up the motel room, the guys I—” Killed, I think, but I can’t say it out loud. I clear my throat. “They’re after her.”

      “What’s the game plan?”

      I tell myself that it’s okay to give away her secrets. “I don’t have one.”

      “You know who’s hunting her?”

      I kick a rock across the concrete. “I can guess.”

      “So make an educated guess, jackass,” he snaps.

      “The Castillos.”

      He swears. Running with the mob in Chicago, it’s only natural that he’s heard of them. And if their name alone makes him nervous—which is what I’m picking up on from the colorful language bleeding through the phone—then we’re fucked.

      “Jackson.” Zach hesitates. “Why are you doing this? Those guys have a long reach. Best to drop her off at the nearest airport and don’t look back. Those guys don’t have your face yet—you can still get away clean.”

      I’m standing in my grave already, but only time will tell if I’ll be able to claw my way out again. Still, I can’t abandon my life for a girl I met less than twenty-four hours ago. Setting her free sounds like a safe, clean option. I’ll get her a new name, put her on a plane, and get back to my life.

      “What’s Griff up to?”

      Zach grunts. “What’re you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking you’re right, and we need to get her a new name so she can get out of the country. Somewhere the Castillos have no reach. I was doing good work. Saving people from wildfires. Now I’m kind of on the run with a mysterious girl and I killed three people for her. What the fuck is happening to me?”

      Zach is silent for a second. And then, “You fucking slept with her?”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, you fucking did, you jackass. Fucking the damsel in distress is a dickhead move.”

      I roll my eyes. “You’re one to talk.”

      “I’m proud of you, Skye. Real fuckin’ proud.”

      “Get out of here.” I laugh.

      “Go make us proud.”

      “Hey, there’s a fight in Salt Lake City. Mason tell you?”

      Zach chuckles. “You never invite us to those.”

      I roll my shoulders back. Yeah, I’ve wanted Zach, Dalton, and Griff to think I was good. Spike, too. Mason was the only one I felt comfortable enough around to show my darkness. He’s too much of an angel himself to judge me. “Well, I am now.”

      A car pulls into the hotel. I step back until I’m in the shadows against the building.

      “Hey, Zach,” I say as two guys get out of the car and head into the lobby. “What’s the likelihood of two men checking into a hotel at”—I look at my watch—“quarter after five?”

      “You better get out of there,” he mutters. “Shit. What can I do?”

      I laugh as I tap my key card against the door, bolting up the stairs. “Mason told me to rent a car. How the fuck did they find us so fast?”

      “Girl have a cell on her that they could be tracking?”

      “I don’t know. I gotta go.” I hang up on him and slip into the room, slamming the deadbolt. She’s asleep flat on her stomach, her hair fanned out in a halo around her.

      “Get up,” I say, unable to get closer to her. My heart beats faster around her, and I don’t like it. “Delia.”

      She groans and rolls onto her back, and my heart thumps harder.

      “Delia, we have to go.”

      She finally blinks at me, then sits up. “We have to leave? We just got here.”

      “How are they tracking us?” I ask, nearing the bed. “We drove for four hours. We could’ve gone in any direction. How did they find us?”

      We both look at her bag at the same time and lunge for it. My arm grazes her breast. She pushes me, hitting the newly closed wound, and I almost give in. We wrestle on the floor for a second. Her grip on the thick canvas is like iron, but I finally wrench it away from her.

      Holding her back with one hand, I unzip it and dump the contents on my bed.

      “Don’t,” she mumbles.

      A shirt. Dirty socks. The knife, her wallet, and a pack of gum. A small notebook falls out, too, and that’s when she reacts.

      I flip it open. Terror flits across her face.

      A name. A number. A code.

      I hold it up. “What is this?”

      Delia shakes her head.

      “Goddamn it, I’m trying to help you.”

      “Help? You’re trying to help me? You have no idea what’s coming after me. You have no idea what’s waiting for me—”

      I drop the notebook and grab her by the back of her neck, hauling her close to me. With my other hand, I cover her mouth. “Quiet.”

      We’re too late to get away. Someone is knocking on our door.
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      I whimper against his fingers. His skin is hot, almost feverish, and I can’t help but remember what those fingers did to me earlier. Blood rushes to my cheeks as I stare at him, but his attention is on the door.

      “Hide,” he mouths, slowly dropping his hands.

      I lie down between the outside wall and the bed, pulling my legs up to my chest. The person on the other side of the door pounds on it hard enough to rattle it.

      Jackson slides back the deadbolt and snaps, “What?”

      A man says, “Sorry to disturb you, sir. We’re looking for a woman.”

      Jackson’s laugh is cold. I don’t recognize this new person. I have to suppress my shiver. The door hits the wall.

      “Look for yourself. Trust me, if I had a woman in here, I sure as fuck wouldn’t be getting ready for work before it’s light out.”

      There’s a brief pause, and the man says, “Sorry about that, sir. If you see a blonde woman, brown eyes, about five feet six inches, please give us a call. She’s considered armed and dangerous.”

      “Police business, then?”

      “No, her family just wants her home safe.”

      Anger twists my stomach. My family is dead. I can still see my dad’s eyes, wide open and unseeing, staring at the ceiling. I almost jump up, just so I can kill this man myself.

      Before I can work up the nerve, they’re wishing each other goodnight and the door is closed once again. I hop up and stab my finger in Jackson’s direction. “What was that? You were just going to let him search the room?”

      “It’s okay, Delia.”

      He’s so fucking calm. How? He said he was a firefighter. Firefighters don’t kill people. They don’t lie so easily. I eye him. “Why are you still with me?”

      He exhales and takes a seat on the bed. “You want the honest answer?”

      I fold my arms over my chest. “I don’t want you to lie to me.”

      “I’m drawn to you. I don’t know why.”

      I straighten my shoulders. “So… you’re not going to leave me?”

      He looks me square in the eye and says, “I’ll have to leave you eventually. Get you a new ID, passport. A new name. It’ll get you out of the country.”

      I cross the room and take a seat next to him. The heat of his body pours off him. I lean into him and rest my head on his shoulder. “It’s going to get worse before it gets better.”

      His lips press against the top of my head, and a shiver runs down my spine.

      “I know,” he tells me. “We’re going to get to a safe house until we can get you out. But first, I need to know if you’ve been communicating with anyone. Someone who you think is on your side.”

      Part of me hates the fact that Jackson is going to abandon me. I reach over and grab the notebook and my wallet. “A while ago, my dad told me that if I was ever in trouble, James would be able to help.” I hand Jackson the business card. “To verify that it’s me, he tells me a new code to repeat to him the next time we speak.”

      “And you wrote them down for anyone to find?” He raises his eyebrows.

      I blush. “I scramble them first.” Just another thing that seemed normal in my childhood—writing coded messages to my dolls, to my dad, to the guards who always kept their eyes three inches above my forehead. It’s like a second language by now. Well, third if you count the broken Italian my stepmother tried to teach me.

      Jackson looks impressed. “Okay. So you call the family lawyer. What have you been telling him?”

      “He defends my family.” He’s the consigliere—the trusted advisor to my father. Why wouldn’t I have reached out to him? “He was the first person who I called after—” I shake my head, my voice cutting out. “After.”

      “You told him where you went?”

      I replay the conversations with James in my mind. I called him after my father was killed, after I escaped. He was the one who told me to get off the grid and go somewhere familiar. There was no electricity at the house in Wyoming, no running water… I wasn’t able to contact James until we got to the first motel. And then again when we got here.

      “You can’t be suggesting that,” I whisper, covering my mouth with my hand. He’s the only one who knew where we were both times. Doubt and anger intertwine. There’s no tracker on me, and as far as I know, Jackson is safe. He’s been honest. James has been with our family since I was a teenager. He’s one of us.

      I have to bite down on the pad of my finger to keep from shrieking.

      The fury curling in my belly demands justice. Demands retribution.

      I follow the wormhole: James could be working with the Castillos. He might have had a hand in my father’s death. My uncles’ deaths.

      He could be innocent. Maybe his phone was tapped. Maybe he’s being blackmailed. If you’re involved, I’m going to kill you, I promise him. Yet, there’s still doubt. I can’t fully put the blame on James without evidence.

      Jackson pulls me into him, his arms banding around me. I blink over his shoulder, confused, until he starts making shushing noises. He thinks I’m upset. But I’m not upset—I’m shaking with anger and confusion.

      “I’m okay,” I say, but I don’t move. I slowly sag against him. It’s been awhile since anyone tried to comfort me. It’s been even longer than that since anyone hugged me.

      I used to hug everyone. Somewhere around the time of puberty, when I slipped into my teenage years, the men in my life stopped hugging me. It only took a short while after that for my stepmother’s gentleness to vanish, too.

      In Jackson’s arms, I realize just how cold my life has been.

      I twist in his arms and climb into his lap, wrapping my legs and arms around him. There are no tears in my eyes. No shock. No numbness. Just…

      My stomach growls.

      We look at each other, and he smiles. “Hungry?”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Does a bullet wound take away your appetite?”

      He chuckles. “I think there’s a diner around here. We’re probably safe to go.”

      He gets up with me still wrapped around him. I latch on tighter, letting out a short laugh. He only goes so far to grab his bag, and he fishes around until he pulls out a black hat. It has the US Forest Service logo on it, with a flame behind it. He puts it on my head and grins.

      “There, good to go.”

      My feet hit the ground, and I look up at him. “I’m pulling a Clark Kent right now, huh?”

      He winks. “The red hair helps, too. Superman never went to such measures.”

      My guard clicks back into place. It’s heavy netting that settles over me. I take a few steps back and tilt my head to the side. “How did you know?”

      He shrugs and zips his bag. “Guy was asking for a blonde. Didn’t really make sense until just then. When you showered at the other hotel, there were red streaks left in the tub. Guess you didn’t have access to good water pressure until then?”

      I turn away from him. “Something like that.” My stuff is still spread out on the bed, but it’s more mortifying now that the sun is rising. Dark things are only acceptable at night, and that bag is full of my sins.

      I shove my only possessions back into it and close it roughly, finally gritting my teeth and spinning back to face Jackson. He’s waiting by the door, sympathy on his face. Sympathy and suspicion. 

      “What are you looking at?” I ask him.

      “A puzzle,” he mutters.

      He opens the door and exits first, motioning for me to stay back. “Clear.”

      I stay on his heels as he pushes open the door to the stairwell and trots down. We repeat this pattern—him making sure the halls are empty—until we get outside.

      We head down the sidewalk. “We’re walking? With our bags? Don’t you think anyone who drives by us will see us and think, ‘Gee, there’s the girl we’re looking for?’”

      He chuckles, but he doesn’t acknowledge me.

      We end up walking to the diner, which is about a half-mile down the road. It’s surprisingly busy for just a little before seven a.m. A harried waiter points us to a booth in the corner, and we slide into our seats.

      Jackson situates himself with his back to the wall, and he periodically scans the place.

      “Do you see something?” I ask him. This silence started off uncomfortable, but it’s been getting better the longer we stay quiet. I shatter it with four words.

      He shakes his head. “I don’t think so.”

      A waitress appears at my shoulder. “Good morning, folks. What can I get you?”

      “Coffee,” Jackson and I both say at the same time.

      His smile is faint, but mine is large. A big part of not being found is to be someone you’re not. I reach across the table and snag his hand.

      “This is how you know our cross-country road trip is going well. We started talking in sync back in Denver.” I give Jackson’s hand a squeeze, and he smiles back at me.

      “Oh, aren’t you two cute. Coffee it is. Do you know what you’d like to eat?”

      We order half the menu. Pancakes, eggs, bacon, sausage, toast, hash browns. My mouth waters while the waitress writes it all down.

      “You folks are hungry. Eating for two?” She wiggles her eyebrows at me, and my mouth drops open.

      Jackson snickers.

      “Do I look pregnant?” I whisper after she’s gone.

      “No,” he says. The bastard keeps chuckling under his breath. 

      “Oh my god.”

      He laughs until I kick him under the table. That shuts him up. He straightens, and his gaze sweeps around the room again. “The rental car place opens at seven-thirty. We’re renting a car and driving to Salt Lake City.”

      I jerk back. “Why?”

      “Where do you want to go, Delia? You’re on the run—don’t you want to escape?”

      My stomach bottoms out at the thought of him leaving me alone in a city I don’t know.

      “Salt Lake City has an airport that can take you anywhere in the world. You can get away from this mess. Besides, I have plans to be in Salt Lake City.”

      “What plans?”

      His grin is wolfish. I suppress a shiver. “I have a fight.”

      My eyes widen. “You fight?” That explains some of it. It doesn’t explain the gun knowledge, but it touches on his ruthlessness. But maybe the fighting is a product of the ruthlessness, not the other way around. I try not to shiver again.

      “I worked for a private contractor. We did the sort of off-books missions that the government legally wasn’t allowed to green-light—it usually involved extracting American citizens out of war zones or foreign detainment. The fighting started on the military bases to relieve the tension between those missions. Blow off steam. When I got home, I pushed all of that stuff out of my life in order to readjust to civilization.” He rubs at his eyes. “I discovered that I still needed an outlet. One thing led to another…”

      One thing led to another. I wonder if James will use that excuse, too.

      Jackson seems to be waiting for an answer from me. I shrug.

      “You’re good with that?”

      “Tell me this,” I say, resting my elbows on the table. “What happens if they get a good hit to your bad arm?”

      He glares at me. “Nothing will happen.”

      Fast as I dare, I reach over and open-hand smack his arm where I know his stitches are.

      The bastard doesn’t even flinch. His lips tick down for a second, but then his face becomes impassive. His self-control is impressive.

      I lean back and mirror his earlier smirk. “Okay, I believe you.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Your vote of confidence means so much.”

      The waitress reappears with a huge tray of food. As soon as she’s gone, we dive into it. As we eat, I watch him. He and I are opposites: I start with the good stuff, the bacon, the hash browns, the chocolate-chip-and-banana pancakes. He starts more slowly, building a sandwich of eggs and sausage on one of the pieces of toast. While I’m stuffing my face, he’s more deliberate.

      The waitress returns, tops off our coffee, and whistles. Most of the plates are clean. Jackson is working on the last pancake. My stomach is so full and happy, I don’t know if I’ll be able to move.

      “Can I get you anything else?”

      “Just the check, please,” Jackson says. His phone rings, and he slides out of the booth. “I’ll be right back.”

      The waitress sighs. “He sure is a handsome one. How’d you get so lucky?”

      I laugh. “Right place, right time. For once.”

      “It only takes once to change your life.”

      I frown. He paces the parking lot, his phone to his ear.

      “I think I’m going to need a little more luck than that.” I have however long it takes to get a fake ID to convince Jackson to stay with me.
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      “Mason.” I push out the door of the diner. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m sending Griff to meet you. All the vibes I’m getting are that you’re in this massive shitstorm and you don’t even know it. Did you know Nicolai Moretti was murdered two weeks ago? I saw the fucking police report, thanks to Spike. He was ripped apart. The whole place was a mess.”

      I grimace. “That’s Delia’s dad.”

      He groans. “Yep. You’re so fucked. Spike has been at the office almost around the clock, only stopping home to get three hours of sleep and a shower. The papers are saying this is the end of the Moretti Family. They think everyone is dead, that the Castillos staged a successful coup, and—”

      “Jesus, her whole family is gone?”

      “Margaret Moretti was found dead with a gunshot wound to the stomach. Angelo and Ricco, Nicolai’s two brothers, were also found dead inside Nicolai’s house. The whole first floor was—well, it was a literal murder scene.”

      “Fuck. How’d they die?”

      He grunts. He’s never had the stomach for that sort of thing. “Slit throats, same as Delia’s dad, in the end.”

      I hum. “I don’t know much about Mafias, Mason. Fill me in on what happens next.”

      “Maybe you should talk to Spike,” he says.

      “No, I don’t—”

      “Hang on, he’s actually here for once.” Mason’s voice gets faint. “Hey, Spike, your big bro wants to talk to you.”

      I swear.

      “Nice to hear from you, too,” my brother says on the other end of the line.

      Spike and I had a weird childhood. He was meticulous to the point of obsession. We shared a room up until I was ten and he was nine. My room was always organized chaos, while his was just plain organized. If our parents hadn’t separated us, I would’ve given nine-year-old Jeremy ‘Spike’ Skye an aneurism.

      Our parents stayed together until we were fifteen and fourteen. Dad was a drunk, and eventually Mom couldn’t handle it anymore. They split, and Spike and I visited Dad every other weekend until we each turned eighteen. I can’t say our childhood with him was anything worth mentioning. He didn’t beat us or yell at us. He just regularly passed out on the couch or on the floor and left us to fend for ourselves—he did that before our parents divorced, too.

      The neglect didn’t kill us, but it gutted our mother. Spike and I each viewed Dad’s alcohol problems as a direct result of his past: the military. They left him high and dry once he got out, and the only way he was able to deal with the PTSD was to drink.

      Dad’s issues didn’t stop me from trying to be a better version of him. I joined the Army for one tour. When I got back, I started working for Scorpion Industries. They invested a decent amount of money and time into training my team and eventually sent us overseas. 

      Spike went through the police academy and worked his way up to vice detective. I think he secretly held a grudge against me for following in Dad’s footsteps. When I got back, our easy relationship had become strained.

      I sigh into the phone. “Hey, Spike.” 

      “What sort of trouble have you dragged Mason into?”

      I wince. They met before we were even deployed, back when we were younger and wilder and a hell of a lot closer. It was the three of us against the world for a short time.

      “I just was hoping you could give me a history lesson,” I hedge. “Off the record.”

      “You’re asking me to take my cop hat off?”

      “For a few minutes,” I mutter. “If you can bear it.”

      Silence. Then, “Consider it off for the time being. What’s up?”

      “Delia Moretti.”

      He sucks in a breath. “She’s been missing for two weeks. Her whole family—”

      “She’s with me,” I say. “Don’t ask where, don’t ask how. I just need to know…” I laugh. “Fuck, I need to know a hell of a lot more than whatever you’re going to tell me in this conversation.”

      “Basically a history lesson. Okay, fine. Listen up. The Morettis are like, the top seed Mafia family in Vegas. They have property all over the West Coast. Their fingers are in all of the pies: money laundering, fraud, extortion. They have political ties. Rumors of bribes. What they supposedly stay away from are drugs and sex trafficking, but hell, I don’t know if that’s true or not. They’re one of the biggest weapons dealers in the country.

      “So that’s that family. Then we have the Castillos. If you think the Moretti Family sounds bad, the Castillos are worse. They come from the other side of Vegas. Bottom-of-the-barrel sludge. Drugs, prostitution, human trafficking. They tried to get a foothold in weapons, but that didn’t last long. They started off small only about ten years ago, and they’ve grown in size. The head of the family is Jorge Castillo. Word on the street is that he’s eager for his son to start taking more responsibility, but he doesn’t want to give up any of his power. That could be why they’re looking to stretch their reach, to give some of it to Edgar.”

      I exhale. “Shit. How are these families not in jail?”

      He laughs. “Come on, big brother. All of this stuff is just guesswork. We tried to nail them down a few years back, but Nicolai and Margaret had some friends in high places. The Castillos have half of the police force under their thumb, so they get a good warning beforehand. It’s taken time to weed through the dirty cops.”

      “Okay, so what’s happening now?”

      “Now that the heads of the Moretti Family are dead, it’s a power struggle within that family. It’s exactly what the Castillos want, if you’re asking me. Nicolai’s cousins—first, second, third fucking cousins, most of whom don’t even have the same last name—are coming out of the woodwork.”

      “But Delia is alive.”

      “They don’t know that. I think they’re trying to find out, but they’re assuming she was either killed or part of the coup.”

      “She didn’t do a damn thing to help the Castillos murder her family,” I growl. It’s insane that Spike would even suggest such a thing.

      “Easy,” he says in a low voice. “It’s my job to explore every option. I don’t know her. But I do know that she was raised by one of the most powerful families in the country. Just take whatever she says with a grain of salt.”

      I look back toward the restaurant. A grain of salt—more like a bucket of doubt. “She’s scared for her life. I just want to help her get out of this.”

      He barks a laugh. “Get out of it? It’s in her blood. There’s no scrubbing away the sins she was born into.”

      I shake my head, not ready to tackle that particular fact. “Back on track. The Moretti Family is self-destructing, and the Castillos are just waiting for them to fall?”

      “Something like that.”

      I try to picture Delia in that situation, but I can’t. All I can see are her dark-brown eyes pleading with me.

      “I gotta go,” I say. “But I have to ask Mason one more thing.”

      “Hang on,” he grumbles.

      “Oh, and Spike? It’s good to talk to you.”

      He exhales sharply.

      I’ve been a bad brother—I’ve never even seen his and Mason’s apartment.

      “Likewise, Jackson.” He chuckles. “Live long enough to tell about it, and I’ll take you to dinner.”

      A minute later, Mason says, “Yo.”

      “Hey, did you say others were coming in? Where’s Griff?”

      “He’s in from Seattle,” Mason answers. “His flight leaves in about three hours, so you’ll beat him there.”

      “Nice.”

      “Dalton was feeling left out,” he says.

      I turn and walk back toward the diner. The waitress talks to Delia, visible through the large windows, and it calms some of my adrenaline.

      “Tell him he can come, too, I guess.”

      “It’ll be a reunion,” he says.

      “I’ll check in when we’re in Salt Lake,” I tell him.

      We hang up, and I go back to Delia. In the light of day, her hair really is an awful color. She took the hat off—it sits on the now-empty table in front of her—and shook out her hair while I was outside. There are still blonde streaks she missed with the dye.

      I slide into the booth and nudge the hat toward her. “We don’t know who those guys talked to. Put that back on.”

      She rolls her eyes at me, draining the last of her coffee. “Yeah, I know.”

      “We need to get you better hair dye. You missed some spots.”

      “I thought I did pretty good for a gas station bathroom.” She picks at her fingernails. “Can we go? I’m getting antsy.”

      I toss down some cash on the table, and we get up. My biceps stings, my muscles stretching, but Delia doesn’t catch my slight wince. She shouldn’t have to worry that I’m hurt. I can still feel the pulse of it from her smacking me earlier.

      We walk to a car rental store in silence. Delia waits outside as I fill out the paperwork with an agent. We climb into our new car, and I contemplate the enigma of Delia Moretti.

      I think she’s a chameleon. Before, she was shut off. She wouldn’t answer any of my questions; she barely gave me her name. A new girl now sits in the passenger seat of this little sky-blue SUV—Mason’s choice, regrettably—with her bare feet on the dash, popping a piece of gum from a pack that had been left in the car. She keeps smiling. Asking me questions.

      It’s kind of nice, but it’s also setting me on edge.

      Her smile makes me hard. Surprising, since I’ve been with girls whose mouths on my skin barely did the job. She doesn’t even have to touch me.

      I have to shake my head to clear these ridiculous thoughts. Now that there aren’t people chasing us, no bullets flying, the dust settles around us. We aren’t quite familiar enough for me to reach over and put my hand on her thigh, but my fingers twitch on the steering wheel thinking about it.

      “Tell me about your childhood,” she says.

      I grimace. “It wasn’t the best.”

      She shrugs and examines her nails. “Probably better than mine.”

      “I have a brother. He’s one year younger than me.”

      She looks over at me. “And?”

      I glance at her. I didn’t notice that she must’ve been cut by the glass. There are scratches on the back of her neck. Guilt rattles me. I should’ve done a better job protecting her.

      “Focus,” she commands, giggling.

      I jerk my attention back to the road.

      “I don’t have any siblings, you know. It was just the three of us.”

      “Your parents and you?”

      She purses her lips. “Well, Mom died when I was six. Dad remarried a few years later. My uncles were always around, too, with my cousins. So I guess it was never just the three of us. I liked to pretend it was Dad and me versus the world.”

      I nod. “I felt that way about Spike for a while. Until my job took me overseas. Then…” I shake my head. “Siblings are complicated.” Maybe after Salt Lake City, I’ll pay Spike and Mason a visit. “Mom’s in Maine. Dad’s in Florida, living on a boat. Spike’s in Vegas.”

      She pops that gum again. “And you?”

      “What about me?”

      Her stare borders on sympathetic. “Where do you live?”

      “Oh.” The answer is—all over. Nowhere. I rent apartments monthly. I have the duffle bag of clothes and another suitcase at my current apartment in Sacramento. I travel light—always have. Part of me is ready to pack up and move at a moment’s notice. Maybe that’s why it’s so easy driving around the country with Delia. I don’t have enough stuff anchoring me down.

      When I don’t answer, Delia fills the silence. “Well, Casper was where I started my childhood, but the outskirts of Vegas is where I finished it. Dad put me through college, even though Margaret had a big freaking problem with it, and then I came back. I worked at one of the banks he owned. He started teaching me about what he does—did,” she corrects. “I don’t know what would’ve happened if everything had continued on. We had big family dinners on Sundays after church. Our dining room table sat twenty, and it was always filled. The kids had their own separate table in the kitchen with the nanny.” She sighs. “Who knows where they all are now? Fighting over the scraps, probably.”

      I don’t know what to say to that. Instead, I ask, “If you could go anywhere, where would you go?”

      “I’d go home,” she says, then she reaches forward and turns on the radio.

      We make it to Salt Lake City in no time. It passes in the blink of an eye. I’m grateful it’s been a boring trip, though, because my eyes feel like sandpaper. Delia’s eyes closed an hour or two back, her forehead against the glass, her mouth parted.

      We arrive at a warehouse in the industrial downtown area. I turn into the driveway that leads sharply down under the warehouse. There’s an intercom with a glowing green button waiting for me in front of an iron gate.

      I press it and wait.

      “Yo, whaddup, Jackie boy?”

      I grimace and glance at Delia. The change in scenery has woken her up, and she giggles at the voice on the intercom. 

      Dalton can probably hear her, because he says, “You there, fucker?”

      “Jesus,” I say. “Can you at least pretend to watch your language?”

      Delia sits up straighter. “Who is that?”

      I glare at the intercom. “You going to let us in or what?”

      “I’d take the ‘or what’ option, but I think Mace would shoot me.” The speaker cuts out, and the gates swing open.

      Delia grabs my arm as I put the car back in drive.

      “What are you bringing me into?” she asks in a low voice.

      I smother my laugh because she looks ready to jump out of the car. Her trust wavers between full throttle and nonexistent.

      I answer, “Some buddies of mine. That was Dalton. He’s a shithead.”

      She groans. “How many more are there?”

      “You don’t want to know. But they’re brothers. I trust them with my life.”

      Once we’re through the gate, it’s a one-level parking garage. A matte-black Camaro sits in the corner by a door—a typical Dalton choice. Subtly flashy, fast. A change from the motorcycle he used to ride all the time. I park beside it and hop out, grabbing both of our bags from the trunk.

      Delia stays in the car.

      I open her door and lean down until we’re face to face. “That’s not the face of the brave girl I know.”

      She blinks at me. “I think all of this is catching up to me.”

      “Listen to me,” I say, dropping the bags and crouching in front of her. “It’s okay to be afraid of what’s happening. Here, right now? You’re safe. I just need you to get out of the car.”

      Her chest rises and falls. I silently curse myself—I saw what was in her bag. We should’ve stopped at a store and gotten her some fresh clothes. A toothbrush. Anything, really, because in this moment, she has next to nothing. Maybe that’s adding to her hesitancy. That, and the fact that we’re still practically strangers.

      “Okay.” She slips her hand into mine and lets me tug her out of the car. She breathes deeper once she’s standing, and she picks up her own bag. “Let’s go meet this shithead friend of yours.”

      She winks.

      All I can do is stare at her ass as she walks toward the door.

      I’m so screwed.
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      The parking garage leads us up to the main floor of the warehouse. It has high ceilings, large windows that have been painted over black, and a polished concrete floor that is completely empty. The second floor, high above the first, is a giant apartment.

      If I thought Jackson was handsome—and I do—it’s nothing compared to the golden-haired god that is Dalton Kavanaugh, who waits for us at the top of the stairs. It’s unfair that I’m out of breath, and Jackson seems ready to run up twenty more flights of stairs. My worry to impress is in vain, though, because Dalton ignores me to greet his old friend. They have an uneventful reunion—slapping each other’s backs, grinning at each other—and then Dalton steps back and lets us into the apartment.

      We walk in the door, and I drop my bag, a bit flabbergasted. Dalton grabs Jackson and pulls him toward the kitchen, and I watch their serious faces for a moment. When it becomes clear they’re going to take longer than a minute, I start to explore.

      The apartment has been decorated in desert-chic. Muted reddish browns and sand colors. A rust-and-cream patterned rug. A canvas fabric couch. Wood accents—the coffee table, the dining table, the side tables on either side of the couch, the bookshelves framing the windows. There’s a flat-screen television mounted on a wall. The kitchen is small but modern: matte-black appliances and light-colored wood cabinets. The apartment has to be at least half the size of the warehouse beneath us, maybe bigger.

      I head back over to Jackson and Dalton, and they abruptly stop whispering.

      Jackson waves his hand between us. “Delia, Dalton. Dalton, Delia. Play nice.”

      I’m not sure if he’s talking to me or Dalton, so I stick my hand out. Dalton shakes it, his thumb caressing the inside of my wrist, and I yank my hand away from him. He shouldn’t fluster me. I’ve been around pretty boys before. Dalton seems too pretty—and maybe a touch sinister.

      He knows it, judging from his sly smile.

      I’m just waiting for him to pull up his shirt and reveal his chiseled abs. He seems like the type to walk around without a shirt. And, unfortunately, it reminds me that even though Jackson and I had sex, his shirt stayed on. I’m about an inch away from slipping my hand under Jackson’s shirt just to find out—seriously, who am I?—when my stomach growls.

      I clamp my hand over my abdomen and turn away from them, continuing my exploration of this weird, huge apartment. This space must be used for something—or someone—important.

      “So, Delia,” Dalton says from directly behind me.

      I whirl around and glare at him. I hide my irritation that he was able to sneak up on me.

      “What brings you here?”

      “Jackson didn’t tell you?”

      He rolls his eyes. I didn’t hear Jackson leave, but Dalton and I are alone.

      I want to put some more distance between us.

      “Jackson has tight lips when it matters,” he says.

      I exhale. “That’s good.”

      “Good?” He leans in. “You’re going to destroy him. The sooner you let him walk away, the better.”

      But that’s not what I want.

      I imagine my father putting me in this same position—towering over me, impossibly strong. What had he always said? Never let the man know you’re in control. He showed me how to break out of any grasp. To go for the eyes, the weakest joints, the groin. In my mind, I twist out of Dalton’s grip and knee him in the balls for good measure. I’d grab his head and smash it into my knee, breaking his nose.

      That isn’t the image I’m trying to portray, though. So I let Dalton hold my wrist hard enough to bruise, fold into the pain, and try not to mask the flash of fear.

      He loosens his grip. “You’re an interesting character. Strong one minute, cowering the next. Which is the act?”

      I’m terrified that he’s going to see through my guard, so I shove at his chest with my free hand. “Get away from me.”

      He hums and steps away. He has hawk eyes, analyzing my every move. I’m afraid to twitch in case it sends the wrong message.

      “Your room is down the hall. Go get some sleep.”

      Sleep. When’s the last time I’ve been able to really close my eyes and sleep?

      I snatch my bag and back away from him. When I’m out of reach, I turn around and dart down the hall. There are six doors, all closed except for the one at the very end.

      I try the first one. Locked. Same with the second, the third, until—

      “Delia,” Jackson says from the last doorway. “You can stay in here.”

      He steps aside and lets me pass, then closes the door behind us.

      “Dalton is an interesting character,” I say carefully. There’s one king-sized bed in the middle of the room, backed by a huge metal headboard. It has the same style of windows as in the warehouse, except they’re not blacked out. Dark-purple drapes have been pushed open. It’s a darker room, with a black silk comforter and a gray rug under my feet. The walls are exposed brick.

      “I did warn you that he’s a shithead,” Jackson says from behind me. When he leans against the door now, it feels less like he’s blocking my escape and more like he’s protecting me from whatever’s on the other side. “What did he say?”

      I shrug. “He tried to tell me I was bad for you,” I admit. “But I already know that.”

      He sighs. “He’s always tried to protect all of us.”

      “Who are they? You’ve barely spoken about these people.” I drop my bag and flop backward onto the bed.

      The hotels weren’t safe—not like this place. Jackson is relaxing more and more by the second.

      “Dalton, Mason, Griff, Zach, me.” He throws himself onto the bed.

      Our sides press against each other, and any idea of sleep slips away from me. I don’t think he knows how much my body responds to his touch—if he did, he could use it against me.

      “Wyatt was our sixth, but he died.”

      I appreciate that he doesn’t mask his friend’s death with a euphemism.

      “We were each recruited by Scorpion Industries for our individual strengths, but it was together that they realized we were the strongest.”

      I sit up straight. “Wait a second.”

      He raises his eyebrow.

      “I’ve heard of them.” I look down at Jackson, whose eyes are focused on my face. It makes me want to shiver again. I try to suppress the flash of fear. Scorpion Industries was in the news just last year. They’re a military contractor, sure, but they also ran some illegal black ops—they were a mercenary group. The men were all kept confidential, and at the trial, there was no paperwork. Everything had been destroyed. “You—”

      He doesn’t move. “It’s probably not what you think, Delia.”

      I’m envisioning the worst, but it doesn’t bother me as much as it should. In fact, it makes sense with everything that’s happened in the past two days. I scoot away from him even though I want to lie back down and curl into him. 

      “Can I ask you a question?” he whispers.

      I glance back. His face is uncharacteristically open. I can see every rough edge inside him, and he’s scraping me raw. How did I ever think he was normal? Ordinary?

      “You’ve known death.”

      “Yes,” I answer, even though that wasn’t the question.

      “Are you afraid of me?”

      I give in and twist onto my knees and hands, crawling across the bed until my face is over his. He grabs my hips, steadying me as I move to straddle him. I run my fingers through the scruff on his face, down his throat. The cut I gave him has scabbed over. He inhales when I touch it.

      “No, Jackson,” I whisper, leaning down and pressing my lips to his cheek. “I’m not afraid of you.”

      His hands slide under my shirt, up my back. He makes a noise in the back of his throat as his cock thickens against my thigh. My tongue touches his earlobe, and then I straighten.

      He sits up and slams his lips to mine, not letting me escape so easily. His hand grips the back of my head, threading through my hair. I groan when his teeth rake my lower lip. Our tongues tangle together, and heat spikes through me. My fingers go to the button of his jeans before I remember my earlier thought. I shove his shirt up, our lips parting long enough for me to get it off him. My fingers ghost over the stitched wound on his biceps, which is an angry red. He shakes his head and throws his shirt on the floor. 

      The look he gives me—ignore it, he’s saying. So I turn my attention to his chest, and then lower.

      Yep, he has abs of steel. I run my fingers over them, eliciting a soft chuckle from him. He sweeps my hair off my neck and shoulder and latches his lips on to my skin. I tilt my head back and close my eyes. He tugs the hem of my shirt up, slowly revealing my flat stomach, my small breasts, my collarbones. Sometimes it pays to go braless.

      His eyes feast on me, and he swipes one finger over my hardened nipple. I stifle a moan.

      “Delia,” he whispers. 

      “Jackson,” I answer.

      He twists us until my back hits the mattress, and he stands and drops his pants. His erection strains through his boxers. My mouth waters as I watch him. I press up onto my elbows, but he stills me with one look. I drop back flat, trying to control the tremble. When it comes to him, I have no control.

      Jackson tugs off my jeans and panties and tosses them to the floor. He grabs my hips and pulls me to the edge of the bed. “

      Are you ready for this?” His gaze is searing. “I can’t be gentle right now.”

      “I don’t want you to be gentle,” I tell him.

      He thrusts his finger into me, letting out a slow breath. I moan and arch my back. 

      “Jesus, you’re soaked.”

      One finger becomes two, and I glare at him, at the sensation of his fingers inside me. I need more. “I—”

      “Hush,” he says softly. He turns his attention to my clit, his thumb rubbing circles that have my hips rocking into him. He smirks. “You’re ready.”

      “I’ve been ready.” I’m practically panting.

      When he pushes three fingers into me, I nearly jolt. They build a familiar, wicked sensation. “Ah, fuck,” I moan. “More—oh my god.”

      All at once, he stops.

      My eyes flutter open, and I’m ready to give him hell for leaving me at the edge of a cliff when he grips my thighs and slams into me.

      I squeak in surprise. My fingers scramble for purchase on the comforter at the feel of him. At this angle—him looming over me, standing while I’m flat on the bed, my butt nearly falling off it—I feel every inch of him.

      His pace is brutal. His eyes fixate on his cock sliding in and out of me. “Touch yourself,” he orders.

      I meet his eyes. This Jackson is different. Colder.

      I almost like it better.

      I run my hands down my body, starting at my throat. Past my breasts, my stomach. His eyes track the movement until I press my fingers on my clit. I’ve been doing this for years—I know how to make myself orgasm in record time. It’s different with him watching. For the first time, I feel shy.

      I think he understands that. His pace slows, almost crawls. He looks pained, but his eyes fasten to mine. There’s something wild hidden in his depths. Something trying to claw free. I reach up and grab him by the back of his neck, bringing him down on top of me.

      “Kiss me,” I say.

      He does.

      Our lips touch, and we become more in sync. My hips rise to meet his thrusts. His fingers slip between us and take over doing what I couldn’t. In seconds, my body is on the brink of an orgasm. I gasp as it explodes through me, as he rubs and kisses and fucks it out of me.

      My muscles relax after it’s over, but only for a second, because Jackson’s teeth take hold of the sensitive skin between my shoulder and throat. I already have a bruise there from before, and the pain, the pleasure—it combines. I whimper.

      He slams into me over and over, so I lock my ankles behind him and hold on to his shoulders. His teeth release my skin. There will be another bruise, if not multiple, and it feels like a brand. My cheeks heat, and I squirm at the idea of it. Just when I thought I’d had enough ownership in my life, Jackson comes and knocks my theories on their asses. 

      He comes with an, “Ah, fuck, Delia,” in my ear.

      I can’t stop my smile. He pulls out of me and stands, and for a second, I’m afraid he’s going to demand more information from me. The other part wants him to ask, because that’s the only way I’m going to keep this straight in my head.

      I can’t get attached.

      I don’t know where I’m going, but Jackson isn’t along for the ride. He’s said it himself—he has a life that he has to get back to. All that’s left for me is in Vegas: a crumbling empire.

      The fatigue hits me—not just because I’ve been running on empty for almost two weeks, but the fatigue of knowing in a few hours, I’ll have to figure out where I’m going. Just as my eyes drift closed, Jackson scoops me up into his arms.

      I throw mine around his neck automatically, blinking at him.

      “It’s time to sleep,” he murmurs. He manages to fold back the comforter while holding me, and then he gently sets me down on the sheets.

      My eyes are already closing when a soft fabric glides between my legs.

      I blush, realizing he’s cleaning himself from my skin, but sleep drags me under. The room darkens, and then the mattress tilts as he climbs into bed behind me. The warmth of his body against my back is a comfort I didn’t know I needed.

      “Jackson,” I say.

      “Sleep,” he whispers.

      So I do.
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      I wake up flat on my back, with Delia wrapped around me like an octopus. The room is dark, which means we slept for a while.

      Good. We both needed to catch up on our rest.

      But now that I’ve had that time, my mind focuses on the burning sensation in my arm. I knew it was getting infected, but I had hoped that my body would fight it. It’s nothing a dose of alcohol can’t fix.

      I extract myself from Delia, who rolls over and hugs her pillow, and get dressed before I go out into the main room. In the doorway, I cast one look back at Delia, and my heart does an odd spasm.

      “He’s awake,” a voice says from the top of the hallway.

      I jerk away from my room, closing the door behind me, and face someone I haven’t seen in a long time: Griffin Anders.

      I grin and meet him halfway, slapping his back. “Good to see you, man. You were in Seattle?”

      “A well-paying client from Russia was visiting.” He follows me into the main room. 

      A breeze gusts through, and I turn my attention to the cracked window. Dalton is on the other side, sitting on the fire escape, the orange glow of a cigarette at his mouth.

      “He doesn’t listen when I say those things are gonna kill him,” Griff says.

      “When did he start?”

      Griffin is tall, with dark hair cut close to his skull. Before he joined Scorpion Industries, he was doing bodybuilding shows and competing in strength contests. He treats his body like a temple.

      He sighs and rubs at his eyes. “Fuck, I don’t know. When did you stop talking to us? Probably around there.”

      I wince. It’s true—they’re my best friends, but I shut them out after I got on the ‘right’ path. Stupid me. “It won’t happen again.”

      “Fucking hell it won’t,” he mutters. Dalton had said much the same thing when I got here. Griffin perks up. “Dalton said you were injured?”

      I grimace. “Yeah, do you mind—”

      “That is my job,” he says, rolling his eyes. There’s a new smile. “Sit.”

      I do, sliding my shirt off. Griffin doesn’t look up until he’s set his med kit on the table and unpacked some essentials. I try not to stare at it all—the gleaming array of tools that he’s collected over the years. His specialty is trauma. In the field, he was the Special Ops Medic. It meant that he went into the most dangerous areas with only what he could carry on him.

      We once watched him cauterize a man’s leg—well, what was left of it—with gunpowder from a few bullets and the flash of a lighter. That soldier’s screams come back to me if I think about it hard enough. That was at the end of a long mission, when Griff’s supplies were low. The soldiers we were traveling with started calling him the Angel of Death. If they saw him, it meant they were on the brink of death. Most times, he was able to save them, or at least prolong their lives enough to get to a hospital. It was the ones who died who cemented the nickname into place.

      It was something he was proud of. I think it hurt at first, but after a while, he’d just give a grim smile. I’ve heard rumors that he still goes by the Angel of Death. That the people he works with only call him if they need him, because he’s the best. That he can return a soul to a body.

      All of us were branded with those kinds of names—the sort that people crossed themselves and shivered when they heard them. We don’t use them if we can avoid it.

      He motions for me to twist in the chair and put my arm on the table. I do, and he grunts.

      “You do this hack job yourself?”

      “I sanitized the needle,” I say.

      “You probably didn’t clean out the wound, you idiot.”

      I shrug one shoulder as he snips the threads and tugs out my makeshift stitches. “I rinsed it with alcohol.”

      He barks a laugh. “Alcohol—the kind you drink?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s a movie trick,” he growls. “Next time, call me.”

      I tip my head back. “I already apologized—”

      “No, you fucking didn’t.” He doesn’t warn me when he pulls the last thread and pushes on either side of the gouge in my arm.

      Fire radiates from the wound, into my shoulder, and I squeeze my hand into a fist. Hot liquid pours down my arm. I risk a glance—white and clear liquid first, then seeping blood.

      I meet his eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I’m the ass who abandoned you guys.”

      “Give him a break, Griff,” Dalton says from the windowsill. He hops back into the room. “At least give him something to bite on before you stick your fingers under his skin.”

      I pale.

      “Yeah, I guess we don’t want to wake up the neighbors,” Griffin mutters. He grins. “Oh, wait. We don’t have neighbors.”

      He scrapes at my skin.

      My forehead breaks out in a sweat. “Fucking hell, Griff, this is some sort of payback.”

      “You should’ve called me,” he replies.

      When he stops, my head falls forward. For this trouble, I should’ve gone to a hospital.

      “A hospital would’ve filed a report,” he murmurs. “That’s why people call me.”

      “You probably give the paying clients a shot of Novocaine,” Dalton laughs.

      Griffin shrugs, winking at Dalton. “Depends on the client.”

      “You’re bad,” Dalton says.

      He pulls out a chair and watches with fascination as Griff continues cleaning out my arm. Griff finally stops that and starts stitching, which hurts almost as much as the other part.

      “I’m giving you antibiotics,” Griffin tells me. “You’re going to take them all or else I’ll do this again, and it’ll hurt worse.”

      “Yes, boss.” I salute him.

      Dalton laughs. “You always knew how to bring us to heel.”

      “Okay, done.” Griffin slaps a gauze pad over it and tapes it down. “Don’t get it wet until I take out the stitches.”

      “Thanks, I think.”

      Griff rolls his eyes and repacks his bag.

      Things between us weren’t this tense a year ago. I gnaw on my lip before I say, “I couldn’t handle Wyatt’s death.”

      Griffin slowly sinks down in a chair. The three of us look at each other.

      “Did you go to the funeral?” Dalton asks in a low voice.

      I shake my head. “I wanted to, but—”

      “We made a pact,” Griff says. “None of us went.”

      “Mason did.”

      I flinch. “He didn’t tell me that.”

      Dalton nods. “Yep. Fucking liar said he was going on vacation, but instead he detoured to New York City and sat in the back row of the church. Didn’t say a word to his family, his friends—”

      “Wait,” I interrupt. “How do you know? Did you go?”

      Dalton smashes his hand on the table. “Of course I fucking went to my best friend’s funeral,” he spits. “You dickheads and your pact. If you don’t show up to my funeral, I’m going to haunt your asses forever.”

      I close my eyes. “Damn it, Dalton.”

      “What does it matter, Skye? It isn’t as if you were talking to us even before that.”

      “We’ve already discussed my shitty communication skills. You went to his funeral.” I remember reading Wyatt’s obituary in the New York Times. If there was a real story beyond the mask of a house fire, I never found out.

      Dalton shrugs. “You know damn well that Wyatt liked to dig into dangerous shit. I just wanted to see—”

      “See what, if the police were investigating his death as a murder?” Griffin snaps.

      “Yeah,” Dalton says. “They weren’t,” he adds.

      I rub at my eyes again. They’re still sandpaper. “So you think he should’ve been able to get out of a burning building?” I laugh. Fire has become my close acquaintance since I started working for the Forest Service on the Fire Management Team. I’ve seen how destructive it can be. I’ve seen how it traps even the most skilled hotshot crews. I picture Wyatt, trapped inside his apartment, and anger smolders in the pit of my stomach. “It doesn’t work like that. Fuck.”

      “I don’t know,” Dalton says. He’s a lot calmer than me. I can feel myself getting worked up higher and higher. “Calm down, Jackson.”

      Griffin grabs my forearm. “Breathe, would you? Save your alter ego for the fight.”

      I inhale and exhale, trying to get the red haze to recede. It takes me a minute. I have to systematically release each muscle in my body. My curled toes, my calves, my thighs, up and up until I can let out a deep breath.

      “It’s been a while since we’ve seen that,” Dalton murmurs.

      I glare at him.

      He raises his hand in surrender and winks. “Hey, Griff, did you hear that the new girl got the jump on Jackson?”

      “A one-time thing,” I mutter.

      “Two times,” Delia says from the hallway. She’s put on one of my shirts and boxers.

      My heart thumps extra hard in my chest seeing her. Her hair is crazy, and sleep still clings to her.

      “I got the jump on you two times.”

      Dalton hoots. “You’re losing your touch, Skye.” He laughs.

      Griffin twists in his chair to look at her, then shoots to his feet. “Little blossom.”

      She blinks at him. “Oh hell,” she whispers.

      I cock my head as the blood drains from her face. She takes a slow step backward, and when Griffin doesn’t move, she bolts back down the hallway.

      “What the fuck?” I ask him.

      He stares at me with wide eyes. “I’ve… met her.”
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      No, no, no.

      The bedroom door has a lock, but it doesn’t make me feel safe. There isn’t a chair to wedge under the door handle, so I grab my bag and rush into the bathroom, locking that behind me, too. I lean against the door and slide down until my ass hits the floor. I wrap my arms around my knees, tucking my head down. I’m in a ball, and I still don’t feel safe—but there’s nowhere to go.

      Two years ago. That was when I first met Jackson’s friend.

      

      My father and I sat in a car in a neighborhood just outside the city. Here, we could see the stars. There weren’t a lot, and the moon was hidden behind clouds, but there were more stars than I was used to. It brought up memories of lying on reclining chairs with my mom when I was five as she pointed out constellations. In Wyoming, there were a million stars. At seven years old, when we moved, I thought we had left the stars behind. It took me a while to realize that they were still there, just invisible. I realized the same was true for my mother.

      I craned my head back and tried to pick out star groupings, but it had been too long. The only one I could figure out was the Big Dipper.

      “Delia,” my father said. “Pay attention.”

      I straightened and looked out the window. “You never said what we were doing,” I whispered. Something about this night felt like speaking in soft tones.

      “No,” he agreed. “You’re twenty-three. I’ve let you have a long leash, but you’re going to inherit all of this when I die. It’s time to start learning the family business—including the darker aspects of it.”

      I winced. There was no use saying no—it was all I’d been preparing for. Something eager stirred in me. He had become so good at keeping secrets from me. I used to watch him leave with Margaret after I was supposed to be in bed, and I wondered where they were going. At family dinners, there was jovial talk until the children were sent away, and then the mood dipped into something more serious.

      I used to try to eavesdrop, but every time, I was caught. Whoever caught me pinched my arm, tweaked my nose, laughed at my antics… and then send me to bed. The door closed, and the deadbolt slid home. Yes, they put a deadbolt on the outside of my door.

      “You’re going to let me in?” I asked, disbelief coloring my voice.

      He turned his head. I expected a wink, a smile, something comforting. His face was a cold mask. It reminded me of a conversation we had when I was twenty, just before I got on a plane to spend the weekend with friends in Bermuda. “Keep your mask sharp,” he had said.

      It reminded me to put it on now, so I did. I erected the mask that I had practiced every night in the mirror before bed for years.

      He gave me a short nod. Another car pulled into a driveway.

      “This is why we’re here. Follow me. Stay silent.” His look said: and keep your mask sharp. He got out of the car. There was a flash of metal in the small of his back, but it disappeared as he flipped his coat smooth.

      We crossed the street and walked up a steep driveway. The car parked in the garage, even though I had a feeling it didn’t belong to this house. Two men got out. They nodded to my father, and their gazes skated over me. I was practicing my invisibility on the dark street. There were no lights on in the house, no floodlights that activated at our movement.

      Another car pulled in. No, not a car. A huge truck. Its engine was surprisingly quiet, and the driver killed it quickly. A man jumped out, his feet barely making a noise. He was a ghost. He took out a black bag, but his attention was already fastened on the other car.

      The men had lifted out a third man from the backseat while my father watched. He was unconscious, and blood fell on the concrete as they carried him toward the open door into the house.

      My mouth hung open.

      “Delia,” my father called. A warning.

      I turned to him slowly, not wanting to show my surprise. The horror was painted behind my eyes, and I refused to let it out.

      He met the stranger at the edge of the driveway. “Thank you for coming,” my father said. He extended his hand, but the stranger just looked at him.

      It was hard to see the details of his face in the darkness, but what I did see sent a shiver up my spine. He was cold.

      “Payment?” the stranger asked.

      My father exhaled. “Delia will get it for you. It’s in the trunk of our car.”

      The man’s gaze slid to me. “I’ll need to see it. I’ll help after.”

      “Go, Delia,” my father ordered.

      I pivoted and walked back to the car. I was too aware of the man following me. I opened the car door and popped the trunk. He stood a few feet away from me, but there was more light out here. The streetlights away cast a yellow glow on us. “Who are you?”

      He smiled. “Your daddy didn’t tell you?”

      “No,” I said, frowning.

      He stepped closer and lifted the bag from my fingers. He opened it, and I looked down, seeing more cash than I’d seen in a long time.

      “I am the Angel of Death.”

      I took a step back, and he followed me.

      “Why are you afraid, girl?”

      I didn’t have an answer for him—I just knew he was here for a reason, and I had to trust my father. I pulled the mask up from the depths of my terror, squaring my shoulders and glaring at him.

      “You have a job to do,” I said.

      He reached out and touched under my chin. “There she is. I don’t get involved in the politics of the underworld, but you’ll do well in this business, little blossom.”

      I was ashamed that approval from a stranger warmed me in ways I hadn’t felt before. My cheeks flamed at the nickname on his lips. He crossed back toward the house, and I followed. The bag of money went into his truck, which flashed as he locked it.

      The garage led to a finished basement. I closed the door behind us. He navigated through the dark—I followed right behind him, afraid of bumping into something I shouldn’t—toward another closed door. Lights glowed from within.

      He swung open the door, and this time, I did gasp.

      My father glared.

      This was a game room. The pool table in the center was covered by a tarp and then a sheet, and the bleeding man lay on top. He was out cold, sweat dotting his forehead.

      The Angel of Death grabbed a side table and carried it closer, putting his bag on it and jerking it open. His movements were methodical, quick but unhurried. He’d done this before—perhaps under a lot more stress.

      He didn’t ask the questions I thought he would ask. How did this happen? Who did this? Instead, he cut the man’s shirt right up the middle, parted it, and glanced at the bullet hole in his stomach. Blood oozed out, running down his abdomen. He rolled the man on the table, looking at his back, which was smooth skin, then laid him flat.

      I forced my gaze away from his stomach and onto his face, and I nearly gasped again. It was my cousin, Elton. He was the product of my Uncle Angelo and his high-school girlfriend. He was almost seven years older than me, even though Uncle Angelo was two years younger than my father. Elton was inducted into the grittier side of the family business, and I watched as it darkened his soul.

      Instead of torturing his enemies, he tortured me.

      The horror of a man bleeding on the table fell away. Elton deserved this.

      I moved away from the door and took my place next to my father, watching the Angel work. We stood in silence for hours. My feet burned. My eyes blurred with fatigue. I quietly checked my watch. Time had crept past night and into daytime.

      “There’s nothing more I can do,” the Angel eventually said, putting his tools in a sterile bag and sliding everything back into his medical kit.

      My father stepped forward and touched Elton’s neck. “He’s alive,” he said in a low voice.

      Elton’s savior didn’t smile, and neither did I. How wrong was it that I had been praying for his death?

      “He should live. I removed his gallbladder, which the bullet shredded. If he remains in bed until his body can heal, then he should make a full recovery.”

      He met my eyes over my father’s shoulder.

      “Your daughter will walk me out.”

      My father’s jaw clenched. “Of course. Delia.”

      The Angel of Death shouldered his bag and gestured for me to lead the way. I did, stepping through the door. The basement was now flooded with light from the high windows, sunlight streaming in. I went all the way outside, through the garage, and stopped beside the truck.

      “You watched that man like you wanted me to fail,” he commented.

      I took a closer look at his face. He was handsome, but I thought he might be haunted by those he couldn’t save. “I did,” I admitted.

      He shrugged and faced the horizon. This house had a great view of the city sprawled out below it. Vegas was sleepy at this time of morning, when those who had sinned all night finally crawled back in their holes.

      “I’m good at what I do,” he said. “But not infallible.”

      I raised my eyebrow.

      “If someone were to punch him in the stomach, a stitch may release. He could bleed out.”

      I stayed silent.

      He continued, “His abdomen would fill with the blood that his body needs. It would appear like a bruise. His heart would pump harder, desperately trying to keep going with the lack of blood pressure. One strong punch.” He reached out and pushed his knuckles into a spot just below my ribcage. “Here.”

      I stepped away.

      He winked at me. “We won’t see each other again, little blossom. Take care.”

      He got in his truck. I watched him back out onto the quiet street and drive away.

      I went back inside, where Elton’s mother was stroking his hair, and thought about everything I had learned. 

      

      In the years since my encounter with The Angel of Death, I always believed his words. It’s a punch to my gut to realize he was wrong.
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      I race after Delia. The door slams in my face, and the lock clicks before I can force it open. I growl and knock my forehead against the wood. Instead of beating it down—I’m tempted—I return to the main room. I stare at Griff, who looks like he’s seen a ghost.

      “Little blossom?” I ask.

      He winces.

      Dalton shakes his head. “You’re gonna have to fucking explain this one to us,” he mutters.

      Slowly, Griffin sits. “I need a drink.”

      “Me, too.” I grab the first bottle my hand lands on in the liquor cabinet and return to my seat. I open it and take a swig of vodka. Yuck.

      I slide the bottle to Griff, who takes more than a hefty gulp. Dalton drinks and Griff starts talking.

      “It was right after we got back. Well, a few months. I was living with Zach, and he was just starting his business venture. I went with him a few times, just providing backup, and one of the guys we were selling to got shot. It was a complete fluke.”

      I roll my eyes. “We know how you got into the business, Griff.”

      The guy was the son of a mobster who’d paid Griff handsomely for the trouble of saving his son’s life. All Griff asked for in return was that he call if someone else was on the brink of death. Soldiers had carried back the rumors of Griff’s nickname, so it wasn’t really a surprise when the mob bosses called him that, too.

      “Word got out faster than I could contain it. People are violent,” he says. “After a few months of doing those odd jobs, I got a call from Nicolai Moretti, whose nephew was shot in the stomach.”

      He glances at me. “Zach didn’t tell me who your girl was. He just said she was going to get you killed.”

      Dalton scowls. “Keep going. How does a call from Delia’s uncle turn into you calling her little blossom?”

      “I flew into Vegas, rented a truck, and drove to the address they gave me. Nicolai had apparently decided that night was the night to introduce his daughter to the underbelly of the Mafia. She was like ice—and then…” He shakes his head. “She saw his face.”

      My eyes widen.

      “That isn’t your story to tell,” Delia says from the mouth of the hallway.

      Griffin doesn’t look at her. I don’t think he can.

      His avoidance her bolder. She comes into the room and takes a seat next to me. Dalton and I watch her. Griffin watches the table. She leans forward and grabs the vodka, making a face before she puts the bottle to her lips.

      “I’ll tell you this once,” she says, her gaze on Griffin, “and then we’re burying it.”

      He meets her eyes.

      “I listened.”

      He nods at Delia’s words and blows out a breath. His reaction doesn’t make sense.

      She listened to what?

      Her voice hardens. “Elton was six years my senior. He got involved in the weapons, the coercion side of things. He liked being bad—and he liked making people miserable. That should’ve stopped with outsiders, but he liked making me suffer, too.”

      I want to touch her, but I don’t dare. She’s staring at Griff like he’s the only one who needs to hear this story. And maybe, with the guilt that’s pouring off him like a sour stench, he is the only one who needs to hear it.

      She slides the bottle back to him. “He didn’t do anything that would leave a physical mark. But he left dead things on my pillow. Pinched me under the table at dinners until my legs were bruised from it. He fucked my best friend in my room just to drive us apart. Little stuff, practicing the torture he was learning on me.

      “It worked. By the time I was fourteen, I was terrified of him. He was a twenty-one-year-old bully who our parents were immune to. When the Angel—”

      All three of us wince.

      She cocks her head. “I don’t know your real name. I would guess you’re Zach or Griffin.”

      A ghost of a smile appears on his face. “Griffin.”

      She nods. “Griffin appearing was my introduction to that black world my father owned.” She’s strong. Her voice doesn’t waver, even though she’s talking about her dead dad.

      This time I do reach out and snag her hand. Her fingers lace with mine and squeeze. I squeeze back.

      “It was dark, so I didn’t realize it was Elton on the table until after I stopped gawking at the bullet hole in his stomach.” She frowns. “All of those feelings of hate came up like a rising tide, and I hoped Griffin would fail.”

      “I didn’t fail,” he says.

      Her nod is curt. Up, down. “You didn’t. But you gave me advice that I held on to. I held on to it for three days, waiting, until my father went out of town with Margaret. Uncle Angelo didn’t want to hover over his adult son, and he convinced Elton’s mom to get some real sleep at his house. Finally, finally, I was alone in the house with Elton.”

      The darkness in her eyes is familiar, and my heart hurts for her.

      “It was just the two of us. When I went into his room, he was lying in the bed staring out the window. He was surprised that I was there, but he wasn’t afraid. I asked Elton if he remembered the terrible things he had done to me, and he smiled at me. Doped up on the best morphine money could buy, he smiled at me.” She scratches at her arms. “So I asked him if he still wanted to do those things to me, now that we were alone.”

      Delia is staring so hard at Griffin, I almost want to redirect her.

      “He got out of bed. He came at me. And I punched him so hard in the stomach, he fell onto the floor.” Her shrug is delicate. “He couldn’t quite get up after that, so I left him there. I locked the door behind him and went to bed.”

      Hollow. We’re all hollow at this confession, but I… my heart is bleeding. She killed her cousin. She tells the story without really feeling it. Without an ounce of emotion in her voice. It’s the same way I think of the IED that exploded in front of us, the same way I remember the child who detonated it. If I let myself feel, horror would be my only emotion.

      Death changes us.

      Griffin clears his throat. “I’m sorry,” he tells her. “I’m sorry you started down this path.”

      She extracts her hand from mine and takes another swig of vodka. “Don’t be. He bled out on the guest room floor, and he never hurt anyone ever again. He was sick. Family doesn’t hurt family. Especially my family.”

      Griffin nods.

      Delia cocks her head. “Are you surprised?”

      He grins at her, and jealousy spreads through me, hotter than the vodka in my blood.

      “I’m not surprised, little blossom.”

      “Don’t—” I shake my head and stand. “I’m going for a walk.” I think I saw a local gym as we were driving in, and I have a strong urge to punch something until my knuckles are raw.

      Dalton follows me, a few paces behind, so it doesn’t really matter when I swing around and shove at him. He just bounces up a few steps and frowns at me. 

      “Don’t follow me,” I growl.

      He shrugs and keeps after me. “I get that this is new territory for you. You know, being jealous—”

      “I’m not fucking jealous.” I storm into the warehouse. In a few days, this whole place will be flooded with people. There will be a circle of chalk drawn on the concrete. Bets will be made. Blood will be spilled. If I inhale hard enough, I can smell sweat and blood. We only held one other fight here, almost three years ago. I wonder if people remember. The building remembers. It practically trembles with the excitement. Or maybe that’s Dalton.

      The street is empty. A quick glance at my watch shows it’s almost four in the morning. We’re keeping odd hours, but that’s probably best.

      I glance at Dalton as he draws up next to me.

      “The gym is in the other direction,” he says.

      His laugh chases after me as I abruptly turn on my heel.

      “You know, I don’t remember you being such a softie.”

      “I’m not a softie,” I scoff.

      “Yeah, sure. You reached over and took her hand like a fucking pussy-whipped puppy.”

      I chuckle. “Damn, Dalton. Still getting around? Not settling down?”

      “Is that what you call this? Settling down?”

      “Nah.” We walk in silence for a few minutes. “You gonna spar with me?”

      “Fuck, no.”

      I eye him. “How’s Miami treating you? What exactly do you do, again?”

      “Miami is sick. I do private security, yadda, yadda, yadda, you don’t want to hear about that. You probably want to hear about the girls. Spring break is fucking nuts. So many girls wearing almost nothing, and they’re all looking for flings and hookups. The parties are out of control. The drugs…” He smiles. “You know I don’t partake, but it’s the busy season for the guys who hire me.”

      Dalton was our sniper. He specialized in seeing what’s barely visible, in being so still, you forget he’s there—or worse, you don’t see him at all. Of all of us, he’s the loner. I’m proud to admit he’s saved our asses more than once. His talk of parties, flings—bullshit. I doubt he goes down and dances amongst the normal people. No, he likes to watch from a distance.

      “So you’re glad to be away from it then?” I tease.

      He elbows me and releases a breath.

      We get to the gym, which has just opened for the morning. Dalton talks to one of the guys while I scope the place out. He returns as I’m running my fingers down one of the punching bags.

      “We get two hours,” he says. “Apparently this place picks up at six.”

      I shake my head. “Not good enough.”

      Dalton rolls his eyes. “Why can’t you ever just accept what is given to you?”

      “Where’s the fun in that?” I go over to the owner and give him a grin. “What do I have to do to get in some sparring time?”

      The guy glances up from his papers, eyes me, and grimaces. “Look, kid.”

      I quirk my lips. No one’s ever gone for that approach before—at least, not someone who could only be ten years my senior.

      “I don’t know you. I don’t want a lawsuit on my hands when one of my guys beats you bloody.”

      I grin. “That won’t happen.”

      He scowls. “We get hotshots like you in here every once in a while, searching for a fight. Guys with muscle from crushing weights at the gym, but not where it counts. No speed, no stamina. Sure, some of them have heart. But son, you just look angry.”

      Dalton grabs my shoulder. “He’s right. About the angry part, at least.”

      I shrug Dalton’s hand off me. “I’ve got speed, and I know how to keep myself under control.”

      “No.” The bastard walks away from me.

      I take a step after him, and Dalton jumps in front of me.

      “This is why I followed you. Jealousy is ugly, but you go after him, you don’t get to burn off any of those emotions. You get your way and get into a fight, then you’re blowing your chances at the fight tomorrow night.”

      I exhale. “Yeah.” Delia and Griffin looking at each other flashes in front of my eyes. “Shit, you left them there. Together. Alone.”

      “Griff won’t touch her. He’s not a dick.”

      I shrug. He can be a dick sometimes.

      “You, on the other hand? You run away after that brutal confession. What’s your girl going to think?” Dalton laughs at my stricken expression. “Let’s go wrap those knuckles and hit some bags, aye? You can fix it later.”

      Exercise is therapeutic. Spike used to say it all the time. He played all the popular sports in high school—football, lacrosse—and when he didn’t have a license, he’d make me drive him to school so he could use their gym. That’s how I ended up getting swept up in it, too. We ran all over town, racing each other. We were just close enough in age to drive each other to our competitive wits’ ends. And boy, did we compete.

      Dalton holds the bag while I take out my frustration on it. By the time I come up for air, it’s light out and the gym owner is standing five feet away, watching me.

      “You a scrappy fighter, kid?”

      I shrug, but the real answer is yes. I’m suddenly uncomfortable about where this is going. “Thanks for letting us use your gym,” I say, eyeing Dalton.

      He picks up my bag and shakes the owner’s hand.

      We burst onto the sidewalk, and I laugh.

      “I feel like I almost got roped into fighting for the dude.”

      Dalton coughs. “That would’ve been a turn of events.”

      “Race you back?”

      “Fuck, no.” He is silent for all of two steps, then he chucks my bag at my face and takes off.
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      “Stay,” Griffin says from behind me.

      I turn around, my fingers on the doorknob. Jackson and Dalton just left—they wouldn't have gotten far. I’m fast. I can catch up to them easily, beg Jackson to forgive me. My confession was probably too much. I admitted that I killed my cousin, hit him so hard he bled out, and I went to bed. If only they knew I don’t feel remorse for it.

      Griffin seems pained, so I leave the door and return to my seat opposite him.

      I look at him. “Why did you call me that? Little blossom. To piss Jackson off?”

      He laughs and rubs at his face. “Yes. No. I don’t know.”

      “I’m going to need a better answer than that.”

      He meets my eyes. He’s still the same person he was two years ago: terrifying. Strong. I remembered him as I punched Elton hard enough that my arm muscles hurt for two days, full of a mixture of pent-up fear and anger.

      I saw Griffin’s face. I felt his own knuckles pushing into my belly, telling me exactly where to strike him. 

      “How did you know I was afraid of him?” I ask. “I didn’t make a sound.”

      “It was the lack of noise that tipped me off. I already knew who he was—Elton Moretti, nephew to Nicolai Moretti, scum-of-the-earth enforcer for the Moretti family—and it was clear who you were by the way you acted around your father. You didn’t look at his face when he entered because you were transfixed by the blood. I know because I get the same way—we all do.” His gaze is steady. “You walked into that room as an unsure girl pretending to be a woman. You left it as someone who could set the world on fire and revel in the ashes.”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “Yes, little blossom, you unfurled your petals before my very eyes. Wishing for death forces all of us to change. It’s okay, I won’t tell your secret.”

      I get up from the table, but my knees tremble. Any masks I had crumbled with the death of my father, so I glance away. The sky is getting lighter by the second. As I circle the table, retreating, he stands and blocks my way.

      “Show me.” He’s taller than Jackson. A narrower waist. Broader shoulders.

      I cock my head to the side.

      “Show me how you killed your cousin.”

      Sick, twisted, evil Elton Moretti. I run my hand up Griffin’s arm, my fingers flexing on his shoulder. I step closer to him, breathing in his musky cologne.

      Elton was shorter.

      Elton smelled of rotting flesh and nightmares.

      I pull Griffin’s shoulder toward me at the same time as I put my full weight behind my swing into his stomach. His abs are steel, and the impact ricochets up my arm.

      He lets out a gust of air, his forehead falling to my shoulder. A big man curled around me, his arms braced on my waist. My hand is still on his shoulder. We stand there, and Elton’s death plays in my mind.

      Elton grunted, dropping from beneath my grip. His knees hit the floor with a solid thump, and he caught himself on his hands. “Fuck,” he growled, sitting back on his heels. His hand went to the bullet wound, pressing down on it over his shirt. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      I knelt next to him and grabbed his face. “We’re family, Elton. It’s about time you got what was coming to you.”

      He wrapped his hands around my wrists, and both of our eyes latched on to his left hand. It was bloody.

      “Fuck,” he moaned. “You popped my stitches?”

      I stood and stepped away. “The stitches are the least of your worries,” I said. “You’re going to die, Elton. It’s my decision, and mine alone. And my word is absolute.”

      He choked on a gasp, lowering himself to his side. “I can’t—breathe—” he panted.

      I hope you die slowly. I walked out of the room and beelined to the opposite side of the house, where my room was. I scrubbed the bloody handprint from my wrist, removing any traces of Elton from my skin, and crawled into bed.

      My father and stepmother discovered Elton in the morning. I woke to Margaret screaming.

      “That’s it,” Griffin breathes. I didn’t notice when he started rubbing my back. “Let it out. You don’t have to kill again.”

      I straighten my shoulders and step back. Any mourning was done in private, two years ago. I buried the innocent girl who had never taken a life, and I’m not about to bring her back out. If only Griffin knew the half of it.

      I pat his cheek. “I wish that were so,” I say, and then I slip past him and lock myself in my room. I’m on a trajectory that I cannot stop. I will not stop.

      Remembering Elton brings up things that I wish I could keep buried. The look on my father’s face as his throat was slit is something I’ve managed to avoid. But now…

      It’s all I can see.

      In the room, I pull my hand out of my pocket and unearth what feels like a prized possession: Dalton’s phone. He had left it on the table, and it was easy enough to palm it while Griffin was distracted. It’s the first time I’ve had access to any sort of technology since I threw my phone out of the truck that was giving me a ride from Vegas to Wyoming.

      Sagging to the floor, with my back against the door, I put the phone to one side and flip open my notebook.

      For once, I’m glad that writing in code comes as easily as a second language. I use a word as the key, then each letter is replaced. I calculate in my head as I write. To the average person, it’s gibberish. But really, I’m making a checklist:

      Convince Jackson to stay.

      Reclaim my birthright.

      Take down the Castillos.

      Simple to list, difficult to execute. I’ll brainstorm while I sleep. After that’s done, I pick up the phone—the idiot left it unlocked—and, blocking this number, I call James.

      “Delia?” he asks on the second ring.

      “How did you know it was me?”

      “A blocked number—it’s smart. I figured there was a chance it was you.” His voice grates on me now Jackson has planted that seed of doubt. James Elvira has red in his ledger.

      “Are you still in Vegas?” I put a wobble in my voice and pray that he’ll buy the scared-and-alone act.

      “I am, my dear.”

      I suck in a breath. “I thought you were coming to get me.”

      “Delia,” he says, tutting. “It isn’t safe. I have eyes on me. Tell me, where are you? Have you made it to a safe location?”

      “Yes,” I tell him. My stomach twists at the thought of him betraying my family. “I’m safe.”

      “Where?”

      I picture James sitting at his desk, drooling over the money he’ll make when he passes along my location to the Castillos.

      “I have to ask you something.”

      “We’re hard at work on your defense,” he says. “The police suspect you, but—”

      I roll my eyes. “No,” I murmur. “Tell me how the family is? What’s happening—”

      He grunts. “I’ve managed to convince the cousins to stand down. A tricky bit of business, since you’ve been on the run and out of sorts. Family is supposed to protect you, dear, so they were a bit hurt by your disappearance. Not to worry, though. Since your name is tied up in the police investigation, they’ve granted me power to run the company.”

      My mind whirls, connecting dots that I didn’t know needed to be connected. That this was all a fucking plan.

      “James?”

      “Yes, honey?”

      Every fucking pet name makes me want to stab him in the eye.

      “I’ve got to go. I’m starting to think that what I thought was safe wasn’t…”

      “Where are you?” he asks again.

      “I’ll call you back,” I blurt out, and then I hang up the phone. “Stupid,” I say into the air, jumping to my feet and racing back out into the living room.

      Griffin reclines on the couch, a coffee cup resting on his stomach, and he stares at the television with squinted eyes.

      “I’m an idiot,” I announce.

      He sets the mug aside. “What?”

      My heart is pounding too fast. I think I’m on the verge of a panic attack.

      Griffin watches me without moving. Only his eyes track me.

      “James—my family’s closest confidante over the years, our defense attorney—he was the one who orchestrated everything. All of it. He’s taken control of my family. Can you believe that?”

      “How do you know?”

      I stare at him and debate revealing Dalton’s phone. It’s in my pocket, hot as an ember. Finally, I admit, “I called him. He told me that he was controlling the business.”

      Griffin sits up and groans. “You’ve got to be kidding me. With whose phone?”

      I pull out Dalton’s and toss it to him.

      He snorts. “This is the last time he’ll leave his phone around your quick fingers. So, what, he killed your parents to take over the business?”

      “Well, I don’t know.” I cross my arms. “He’ll tell me the truth and then he’ll pay for his crimes.”

      Griffin looks me up and down. “Okay. One problem…”

      “How am I going to do it?”

      He nods.

      I grin. “I’ve got a plan.”
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      I refuse to tell Griffin what my plan is. Instead, we watch a movie while we wait for the others to get back. He makes me hot chocolate and himself coffee, until I tell him I’m not a child, I’d like some black coffee thank-you-very-much. Although, I still drink the hot chocolate, too.

      Jackson and Dalton return with their arms full of bags. It’s barely past eight o’clock in the morning, and my stomach won’t stop growling. Again. It seems I have an issue when I’m not properly fed… and maybe that explains the grumpiness, too.

      Jackson comes over and plants a kiss on my lips—something totally unexpected. I don’t even have time to close my eyes or lean into it. One minute he’s there, his breath against my face, and the next he’s back in the kitchen, unloading supplies.

      Maybe it’s an apology for rushing off. It sure feels like one.

      “We shouldn’t have expected Dalton to go grocery shopping ahead of our arrival,” Jackson says over his shoulder.

      Dalton elbows him.

      “I also picked up some clothes for you,” Jackson adds.

      I wander closer. He slides me a bag. Bras, underwear, t-shirts, and a pair of black pants. Another bag joins it. Shampoo and conditioner, a hairbrush, toothbrush, and—I snort—a box of hair dye.

      “It’s that bad?”

      Dalton hooks an arm around my neck, pulling me into him. I fight the urge to escape. All of my muscles tense. He just tugs on a strand of maroon hair.

      “Hate to break it to you, Delia, but red ain’t your color.”

      I jerk away from him, my face heating up. I wanted something opposite of how I was feeling—something bold. Apparently, it was the wrong choice. I hold up the box. “So you got me dark brown?”

      Jackson shrugs. “You’ll look good as a brunette.”

      “And the lady at the store said you should go dark if you don’t want your hair to turn orange,” Dalton laughs.

      I grimace. “Thanks a lot, Dalton. Way to bolster a girl’s ego.” I gather the bags in my arms and stalk back to my room. It’s been too long since I’ve had a decent shower—one with real shampoo, not out of the little bottles the hotels provide—and I’m desperately eager to put on clean clothes.

      Jackson follows me back, locking the door behind us. I quirk my lips as he blows out a breath.

      “I’m sorry I ran off.” He comes toward me and takes the bags from my hands, tossing them onto the bed. He wraps his arms around me and kisses the top of my head.

      I blush at the same time my heart flutters.

      “I just…” He exhales and relaxes. “Your relationship with Griffin threw me off.”

      “Jackson.” I lean back so I can meet his eyes. “I met him once, and he told me how to kill my cousin. Memorable, but…” I cup his cheek. “He isn’t you.” Spewing these half-developed feelings at Jackson wasn’t part of the plan, but it may help me check off my number one goal—convince Jackson to stay with me.

      “I need your help,” I say against his lips.

      “If you’re asking me to dye your hair, Dalton is really the sort of guy who would know how to do that.”

      I chuckle, but it dies quickly. This is it. My stomach twists, and I wrap my arms around Jackson’s waist. I hide my face in his chest and say, “I have nowhere to go. I can’t run for my life, Jackson, because I have no money. I have no immediate family, no friends, nothing. How am I supposed to live on nothing?”

      Jackson scoops me up into his arms like I weigh nothing. My arms go around his neck, pretending we’ve done this a hundred times. Face to face, I brace myself for pity. Instead, I just get… relief.

      “I didn’t want to let you go,” he whispers. “You can stay with me. My life—”

      I shake my head. “They’ll hunt me. The minute I slip up, the minute they know I’m alive…”

      We’re both quiet for a minute.

      I inhale. Exhale. And admit a thought that’s held me hostage: “I need to go back and end this.”

      “End it how?”

      “I take my family back,” I say. “And then the Castillos…” They all die. “Violence runs in the family,” I add. “And the Castillos have declared war by killing my father and uncles.”

      He looks at the ceiling. Is he conflicted? I suppose I would be in his position, too. I’m practically a criminal. You are a criminal, Delia. A murderer. 

       “I’ll get you back to Vegas,” he says. “After that, I can’t promise anything.”

      I nod. “And first—your fight.”

      He smiles and winks. “Oh, yeah.”
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      While Delia showers, Griffin, Dalton, and I head down to the warehouse. We’ll have today to get it ready, and then the action starts tomorrow night. We sweep the floor, paint a circle on the floor that will constitute the fighters’ ring, and triple-check the lights, the blackout paint, the locks.

      Dalton’s phone chimes—Griffin admits to me that Delia had used it, but he didn’t know who she called or for how long—and Dalton lets out a whoop a second later.

      “The gang is about to be reunited,” he yells. 

      I raise my eyebrow, and Griffin grins.

      “You know Zach and Mason were feeling left out,” he says.

      I nod and kick at the floor. “If only Wyatt were able to be here.”

      Dalton sighs. “We’ll have a drink tonight in his honor. But right now, our boys are at the gate.”

      Zach barrels through first. He’s wider than I remember—more tank than human—and he comes at me fake swinging. I bob and weave, laughing, until he gets close enough to grab me in a hug.

      “Way too fucking long, Skye,” he growls. “Don’t let that shit happen again or I’ll beat your fucking face in.”

      I laugh and shove him off me. “Sorry, Laurent. Won’t happen again.”

      Mason comes next. I half expect my brother to be right behind him—it’s been a while since I’ve been in the same room as him—but the door swings shut behind him.

      “He couldn’t come,” he says to me after he’s been hugged and slapped by Dalton and Griff.

      “I just gotta say, it really warms my heart that you guys all showed,” I say.

      They all make faces at me.

      “Don’t mention it,” Mason mutters. “Now, where’s the girl I’ve been hearing so much about?” He looks at me. “She called James, you know.”

      “Griff mentioned it.”

      He rolls his eyes. “On Dalton’s fucking phone, no less. She blocked the number, though. That’s the only reason we don’t have to worry about people storming our gates.”

      Dalton’s mouth drops open. “She stole my phone?”

      “Can’t take him anywhere,” I say to Griffin. “You really didn’t notice?”

      Dalton frowns. “I just didn’t expect—”

      “Great, he didn’t expect the Mafia princess was capable of stealing,” Mason sniggers. “Honestly, does she come off as innocent? Dalton, you’re one of the least trusting people I know.”

      Dalton shrugs. “She seemed okay. We didn’t have a heart-to-heart or anything—”

      “Except when you told her that she’d ruin me or whatever,” I say.

      “Yeah, I stand by that. I dunno, man. You meet her and let me know what you think.”

      “I plan on it,” Mason says. “As the only one not attracted to females, I think I stand a chance.”

      Zach nudges me. “He’s gonna be charmed like a sucker before morning.” He chuckles.

      “I’m not a sucker,” Mason yells.

      We file into the stairwell. Zach and Mason pick up the bags they had dropped. The shock radiates through me, and I nearly yell, “How many fucking guns did you bring, Zach?”

      “A few…”

      Dalton flexes his muscles. “I hope you brought me a new long-range riffle. Since you broke my last one.”

      “Your last one was shit,” Zach answers. “Flimsy parts. And yeah, I brought you a new one. I also brought a little gun for the little lady.”

      I ignore that comment—and the thought of Delia with a revolver—and ask, “How the hell did you get that on a plane?”

      Zach glances at Mason. “Jackson seems to have forgotten how we operate.”

      It does feel a bit foreign, being around the guys again. I’d done such a good job separating myself from Zach, Griff, and Dalton, that I don’t know what to do with them now we’re together. And while I continued speaking to Mason—sporadically, but the channel was still open—Mason kept in touch with everyone else.

      I scratch at my neck, shame sliding down my spine. Do I apologize? Do I let it go?

      Dalton shakes his head at me. “You’re here now. You’re dragging us into this shit, but you forget—we live for it. This is a vacation to us.”

      Griff nods. “I have enough money right now to buy an island and retire. I help the assholes of the world because it’s a thrill.”

      Dalton grimaces. “And he needs to pay for his private jet.”

      “It’s not—”

      “Yeah, yeah.” He looks at me. “It’s a fucking jet that he rents when he needs to go somewhere. Tell me that’s not private.”

      “You’ve got it good, man,” I say. “And here I’ve been living in studio apartments with just a bag full of stuff for the last two years.”

      My words drop a damp blanket over their moods. They all exchange glances as we walk into the apartment. I’m the last in the door, and they all turn to me.

      Abroad, we used to run a maneuver similar to a CIA trick: keep our target within the box. One would be in charge, directing the rest of us to move seamlessly through crowds. I feel that now. They wait on Mason to make a move.

      “You could’ve asked me for help,” Mason says in a low voice. “Spike and I—”

      “No,” I say. “I liked my job. It was clean, I was doing good work, saving people—”

      “And, what, she’s turned you back into the monster?” Dalton scoffs. “Come on, man. You’re as clean as the rest of us.”

      That’s what I fear.

      Zach shakes his head. “He’s disgusted—look at him.”

      “I’m not,” I argue. “I just—” I growl, at a loss for words. I glance at Griffin, because I know he’ll understand what I’m about to say. “Our dad was abusive. He never hit us, but he manipulated everything to be my mom’s fault. He drank too much. Passed out. Disappeared for days.” A faint smile crosses my face. “Not in that order, of course. Mom blamed the military. It about broke her heart when I joined.”

      Griffin nods along to my words.

      “When I got out, she cried. She literally picked me up from base and cried on my shoulder.” That shattered something inside me. She’d been so strong while I was deployed, fighting bad guys, I’d tell her, but in reality, she was terrified that the military was turning me into my father. Shaping me into something strong and dangerous and out of control. How could I blame her for that fear?

      “Scorpion offered me a job after six months of unemployment. I was living with my mom, running her errands, walking her dog, sleeping in my childhood bedroom. They told me I wouldn’t go overseas. I wouldn’t do anything dangerous.” I shake my head. Damn it, I’ve never admitted this out loud before.

      “And then you signed the contract,” Mason says. The contract that said they owned me for three years and could send me anywhere to fulfill the obligations designated by the company.

      “Yes,” I say. “My mom thought I was doing okay. She thought I was getting better, living my life—and then I got sent away, and that time, I couldn’t even tell her where I was going.” Everything was top secret. Everything had layers of classified information. Remnants of what we saw over there—things we can’t discuss, people we were never supposed to meet—haunt me. “I thought that her crying on my arrival home was the worst thing I’d ever heard. It was nothing compared to the sobs that still bounce around my fucking head at night.”

      I turn sharply and punch the air. It does nothing to satisfy my urge for blood.

      “Skye,” Zach says. “You need to hit something? Hit me.”

      I don’t really think about it. I get one good swing in, my knuckles skipping across his cheekbone, his lips, before Griffin and Dalton grab me. They haul me backward, holding me to the wall.

      “Fuck,” Mason spits. “You can’t just tell him that, Zach, he’s gonna fucking do it.”

      Zach just chuckles. “I leaned with it. Skye’s still a predictable shit.”

      I strain against my friends. “One more hit, Laurent,” I promise.

      He barks a laugh. “You know your best shot at me is fifty-fifty.” 

      “More like sixty-forty in your favor,” Dalton mutters to Zach. He winks at me. “You’re good, Jackson, but Zach beat you a few too many times for you to claim uncontested victory.”

      I shrug the guys off me and shake my head. A smile slips out. Hell if they don’t know how to wipe away the red haze. “Well, shit.”

      Zach grins. “You know I own a gym, jackass.”

      I blink at him. “What?”

      “Oh, shit. You didn’t tell him, Mace?”

      Mason just shrugs. “I got busy.”

      “Too busy to tell one of my best friends that I finally bought a gym?”

      It was one of the only things Zach had talked about while we were overseas. In countless situations, we’d be on the verge of sleep—under the stars, camped in a damp cave, sitting around a crackling fire with beers in our hands—and Zach would say, “You know the only thing that would make this moment more perfect? If I owned a boxing gym.”

      “One of your best fucking friends?” Mason snaps. “You didn’t call him when you bought it. No. You told me to be the messenger boy. He was only a phone call away.”

      “Jackson wanted space. I was respecting that.”

      “It isn’t our fault you still had ties—dating his brother? He would’ve snipped the threads tying you to his life, too,” Dalton says, yawning.

      He wanders to the fridge and grabs a beer while I stare at him.

      “You think so?” I ask Dalton.

      Mason avoids my eyes.

      “Jesus, let’s just air all of this shit out,” I say. “You’re so fucking nonchalant about it now, Star?”

      “Don’t fucking call me that.”

      Dalton was called The Morning Star because people equated him with the Devil. It was a pretty name for a handsome man all wrapped up in death. 

      I shake my head. Three years cemented us together, and two years of neglect—

      “Well, fuck,” I say.

      Dalton cocks his head.

      “I’ve literally become my father. Fuck.” I turn and slam my hand into the wall next to the door. It buckles, my fist passing through the plaster. I yank it out and punch it again, fury spreading through me faster than I can contain. Hours in the gym—for what? To come to the realization that for most of my childhood my dad neglected me, and I just did the same thing to my friends for two years.

      I can’t stop swearing. I turn my aim to the doorframe—it holds up better—and I can’t will myself to stop until a hand touches my shoulder.

      Without thinking, I let my elbow fly backward. I expect to hit a face—break Zach’s nose or at least split Dalton’s lip—but it sails through the air. My momentum spins me around, the fight still wild in me, but everything locks up when I register Delia in front of me.

      “Leave,” she orders, but she’s talking to everyone except for me.

      The shocking part is that they listen.

      Their doors close one at a time, until it’s just us and the sounds of our breathing in the room. My pulse pounds in my ears.

      “You have anger issues?” she asks.

      I shrug and examine my knuckles.

      Her laugh startles me.

      “We’ve reversed roles,” she informs me. “I’ll answer my own question. You have anger issues.”

      A corner of my lip tilts up. “Yeah, maybe.”

      She steps closer to me and takes my hand, examining the broken skin. The knuckles are raw. Tomorrow night will be fresh hell—but I’ll deserve it. I deserve all the penance in the world.

      “You were yelling,” she whispers. “And you were so mad—”

      “I get mad,” I admit.

      “Me, too,” she says.

      I look down at her.

      “Kiss me,” she says.

      I can do better than that.
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      Zach and Mason arrived while I was treating myself to a mini spa day. I could only guess who was who by the bulkiness of one and the earring in the other’s ear. Maybe that’s stereotyping, but I had nothing else to go on. Jackson told me almost nothing about them.

      I crept into the room and stood in the shadows while Jackson swung at Zach. The mood deteriorated from there, but I stayed out of it. I’m smart enough to know when I think my presence would be a hindrance, and these men had issues to work through.

      When Jackson said he’d been acting like his dad, my lungs constricted. I wanted to run in and shout, No, no, you’re not. I stood frozen—we all did—as he broke apart in front of us.

      It was then that I moved. The four others parted for me like I was a ghost—or a goddamn princess. Their stares rolled off me. I’ve been around enough angry men to know that if you touch them, they’ll swing.

      Trepidation swept through me. I put my hand on his shoulder and leaned back, letting his elbow pass at forehead level, inches in front of my skin. If he had made contact with my temple, I would’ve been out like a light.

      I ordered the men to leave us. I demanded that Jackson kiss me, to show me his anger. He fucked me right there next to the fist-shaped hole. After he came, his eyes locked on mine, he carried me into the bedroom. Stripped me down. Kissed every inch of me. Devoured me whole.

      Now, I’m half on top of him, doodling meaningless patterns on his arm. His eyes are shut, his heartbeat is steady. Our legs are tangled.

      I think he’s asleep until he lifts a few strands of my hair.

      “I like the new look,” he murmurs.

      I raise my head off of his chest. He’s smiling at me. My hair is dark brown, almost chestnut-colored, and I managed to give myself straight-across bangs and an angled bob. It’s a step up from a hack job, but it’s nice of him to say he likes it.

      “Thank you,” I say with a smile.

      He exhales. “I’m sorry you had to see that.”

      I lean up and kiss his jaw. “I’m not.”

      “I forgot,” he replies. “I forgot that you’ve seen evil men do evil things.”

      “I’ve seen normal men do evil things,” I correct. “They don’t start off evil. That’s almost scarier.” I put my head back down on his chest. “If you know a man is bad, you expect him to make the evil choice. If you think a man is good…”

      James Elvira flashes in my mind. Elton. Jorge Castillo.

      “What am I?” he asks.

      I sit up again. “What am I? What are any of us?”

      “I don’t know,” he whispers.

      “Your dad was sick,” I say. “And that caused him to do wicked things. You’re not sick. You’re not wicked. You just are, the same as everyone else in this building.”

      “We just are,” he repeats. His lips press against the top of my head, and his hand slides up my spine. “Thank you,” he whispers, rolling me onto my back. 

      My knees bend, my legs coming up next to his hips. We both groan as he pushes into me. He moves slowly, letting me feel all of him. My body trembles with each thrust. Our lips touch, but we’re not kissing. We breathe the same air. 

      It’s an odd experience, different than any other we’ve shared. Different than any other sex I’ve had. I know, down to my bones, that this is shaping our emotions toward each other. Our edges soften, mold together. Before, I craved touch. Now I find myself only craving his touch. Like he alone can save me.

      My orgasm builds piece by piece. He kisses me when it bursts through me, radiating across my whole body. I scratch his back, and he thrusts harder, quicker, pounding into me until he comes.

      Shattered.

      We’ve shattered each other.

      He falls asleep with his face in my neck. I take a second to relish the moment before I slide away from him. I go to the bathroom, brushing out my new hair and taming the bangs. My hair has always been naturally wavy and thick, and this haircut demands attention. I’m pale in contrast to my dark hair. My brown eyes stand out, too.

      I like the clothes he bought: soft cotton shirts and dark jeans. Socks. There are even boots in the bag in my size, which makes me think he snooped when I wasn’t looking.

      Before, that thought would’ve terrified me. My secrets are mine alone—and yes, there are still secrets that I hide from him—but some of them have been overturned by Jackson, and I don’t mind it.

      I tread quietly down the hallway, listening for voices.

      One mostly unfamiliar voice—Zach, perhaps—says, “I’m getting out.”

      I think it’s Dalton who answers, “You think it’ll be easy?”

      “They’re not going to have a choice. I’ll hook them up with someone else.”

      “When have they ever taken no for an answer?”

      I peek into the room. The largest man’s back is to me at the table.

      He shrugs. “Who’s ever said no to them?”

      Dalton slaps his palm on the table. “Exactly. You’re asking to get yourself shot.” His eyes go to mine. “Hello there.”

      The other man whirls around, looking me up and down.

      Dalton watches his friend. “Zach, this is the girl who has Jackson’s panties in a twist. Delia, this is Zach Laurent.”

      Zach stands. He’s impossibly tall, but I try not to let the fear poke through. He sticks out his hand. When I put mine into his, instead of shaking it, he raises it to his lips and kisses my knuckles.

      I blush and take a quick step backward—right into someone’s back.

      “Not cool,” Jackson says, his hands coming up to my shoulders. He rubs down my arms and then steps around me. “Your lips shouldn’t be anywhere near her.”

      Zach laughs. “The blush was worth it.”

      Jackson rolls his eyes. “Don’t make me hit you again.”

      “You should have Griff wrap your knuckles,” he answers. “We’re having team dinner. Then a movie. Maybe some popcorn. And then, answers.”

      It was sounding good up until that last part. I swallow and try to look inconspicuous.

      It doesn’t work, because Dalton bursts out laughing. “Yeah, he’s talking about you, sweetheart.”

      I frown. “This has been talked about to death. All we do is talk. Who even are you?”

      Zach saunters closer. “They call me Sucker Punch because my enemies never see me coming.”

      “How the hell do they miss you?” I ask.

      “Explosives,” Dalton says drily. “That, and he would never shut up about his gym.”

      Zach’s eyes light up, and it’s a bit terrifying. “Boom,” he murmurs, miming an explosion with his hands.

      Jackson reappears and steers me around Zach. “He’s a bit abrasive. And…”

      I look up at Jackson.

      “He’s worried,” Jackson admits.

      “I don’t want to put you in danger,” I say. “Honestly—”

      He presses his finger against my lips. “I did it to myself, and I don’t regret it. You were right. I could’ve dropped you off at that motel and been on my way. I could’ve left you in Rock Springs. But I didn’t, because…”

      I lean into him, wishing he’d say whatever he was thinking.

      Someone clears their throat behind us.

      I glance back at Mason. At least, logically, I’m assuming that’s Mason. He’s leaner than the rest of them—except maybe Jackson. He smiles at me in a way that is supposed to be comforting.

      “Nice to meet you officially, Delia.” His smile slips. “I’m sorry about your parents.”

      I nod as understanding hits me. “You’re the techie. The one Jackson kept stepping out to take phone calls with?”

      He shrugs. “Guilty.”

      “What did you find on James?” I ask.

      “Later,” Zach snaps. “Mason is our best cook, and right now, you’re standing between us and food.”

      “I can help,” I offer.

      Mason smiles. “I’d love that. Zach’s just grumpy because he missed his second lunch.”

      Jackson leaves me with Mason.

      After Mason has loaded my arms with food from the fridge and set me up at a cutting board, he says, “Elvira was actually the first person I looked into for Jackson.”

      I cock my head to the side. “How’s that?”

      “The business card in your wallet.”

      I cast a glance over my shoulder. “Sneaky.”

      “Well, you weren’t being very forthcoming—one would argue you still aren’t.”

      “Oh?”

      “Your whole family’s throats were slit except your mother—”

      “Stepmother,” I correct softly.

      “Apologies. Your stepmother was shot in the stomach. That’s quite a way to go.”

      “I know.” I remember Elton’s wound.

      “Maybe you were hoping for some divine intervention?”

      Mason’s focused on the chicken in front of him, so he doesn’t notice my questioning glance. And then it hits me: Griffin. “Are there any secrets between you five?”

      He raises one shoulder. “I can’t speak for the others, but me? No. They’re my brothers. I trust them with my life.”

      “I trust Jackson with my life,” I say.

      “Well, he’s held it in his hands before,” Mason says. “Hard not to trust a guy who comes through for you like that. But tell me, Delia, what have you done to prove yourself?”

      I blink down at the onions, pushing the knife through its layers. What have I done to prove myself? I’ve gone so far for my family. They’ve taken my blood, my sweat, my tears. I’ve nearly killed myself following in my father’s footsteps. He taught me how to manipulate people, to bend them to his will. For years, I went with him everywhere, staying out of sight, learning.

      I proved myself to my family again and again, throwing myself on the rocks for them. When it counted, I ran away. I ran for my life. Guilt surfaces, twisting my stomach.

      “You’re right,” I say, setting down the knife. “You’re the cook, and I’m just standing between Zach and his food.” I back away from Mason and beeline for the door.

      Zach, Dalton, and Jackson don’t seem to notice me slip out, down the stairs, and into the darkened warehouse. It’s creepier without the lights on. I wander into the center of the freshly painted circle and stare up at the high ceiling, imagining Jackson and his friends moving around above me.

      This place reminds me of one we visited when I was on the cusp of twenty-four, still eager to show Father that I was worthy.
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      I followed Nicolai Moretti through an outside door, into a small office, and didn’t look back as one of my cousins closed and locked it behind us. My dress swished around my calves, the dark-blue peacoat stopping a few inches short. My gaze caught on crates stacked in the corner. Some of them were cracked open, revealing nothing but straw.

      “Delia,” Father called.

      “Coming,” I murmured. My voice traveled easily in the small space.

      We walked out into the warehouse. There were aisles of products—pails and boxes that were masked by shadows—and beyond that, machinery. But in the immediate center, positioned on a chair under a flickering light, was my ex-boyfriend.

      “Delia?” he echoed.

      I tilted my head to the side—a tell my father was trying to abolish—and I let my gaze skate around the rest of the room. Two of our men stood behind my ex. A black tie was knotted around his head, covering his eyes. His hands were tied behind his back, but nothing kept him in the chair except fear.

      Anthony was the kind of man I thought I was supposed to like. He was a bully, he always had been. He tugged my hair on the playground when we were kids, called me names in high school, smoked pot and made out with girls against their lockers and watched me while he did it. Sometimes, his attention wavered toward nice, and that made me want him. I was ashamed of that desire, which crashed over me like ice in that warehouse.

      We reunited two months after we graduated college, both back in Vegas with degrees in hand. He tried to convince me that he had changed—he wasn’t the hair-pulling playground bully from our childhood—and for three months, he pursued me. The relationship lasted four months, during which I learned that, yes, he was precisely the same person who had tormented me.

      Still, hate and love were easy things to confuse.

      “Do you know why we’re here?”

      My father walked toward Anthony and pulled off his blindfold. Anthony’s eyes latched on to me, and I struggled not to react. He’d broken up with me two days earlier, and it still stung with the force of a whip.

      “We’re here for you to learn a lesson.”

      Never talk back, a voice in my head whispered. Still, I asked, “What lesson would that be?”

      He scowled down at Anthony. “Tonight, you find out what happens to traitors.”

      “Look, man—” Anthony started.

      The knife flashed in my father’s hand, balanced against Anthony’s throat. He swallowed, trembling. A drop of blood ran down his neck.

      “Family is the most important thing.” My father stared at me. “Do you know what he did?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “Three nights ago, he followed you to my office, and then he followed me here.”

      “Delia—”

      “Don’t speak her name,” my father hissed. “One of my men caught him outside. He was speaking with Edgar.”

      Edgar Castillo was the son of Jorge, one of my father’s sworn enemies. They stuck to their own sides of Vegas, and for good reason. The blood feud between our families had spanned generations. I wasn’t even sure they knew why they hated each other.

      “We keep our valuable weapons here, daughter,” my father said. “Anthony was trying to undermine our operation. Family comes first—this is for you.”

      He drew the knife across my ex-boyfriend’s throat.

      In the following weeks, I realized that Anthony wore the same clothes on the day he died that he had worn on our last date. The clothes he’d worn when he’d dropped me off at Father’s office after dinner. Him breaking up with me—an out-of-the-blue phone conversation—was probably orchestrated.
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      “You’ve been lost in your thoughts for a while now, little blossom.”

      I look over my shoulder at Griffin.

      “I met Edgar Castillo once,” I say. “He’s my age. Quiet. At the time, he was my height, although we were sixteen, so I don’t know how true that is now. He shook my hand and said, ‘We don’t have to be enemies.’” I laugh. “I saw him for the second time in my life two weeks ago. I made eye contact with him. He sat in the backseat of an armored car and watched me walk into my house, where his father and uncle were waiting.”

      Griffin hasn’t moved from where he leans against the wall. A lot of space separates him from me, and I feel an ounce better.

      “What did your stepmom have to do with it?”

      I toe the painted line. It’s a little symbolic of this fucking cage I find myself in time after time. “Do you think she loved my dad?”

      “I never met her,” he murmurs. “But maybe this is a question better posed to Jackson.” He tips his head in the direction of the door.

      Jackson watches me.

      I take a deep breath. They’re demanding answers. I’m ready for some of my secrets to spill out onto the floor. “Margaret Elizabeth Applewood was introduced to me on my tenth birthday. One minute it was just my father and me, and the next, there was a woman sleeping in his bed. She called him husband. She kissed my cheek before bed each night as I choked on her perfume. I can still smell it. In my nightmares, she comes into my room and covers my mouth with her hand. She tells me that my father would love her more if I was gone.”

      I open my eyes and breathe deeply. The men are silent. They’ve multiplied. Mason, Zach, and Dalton stand behind Jackson.

      “Do you think she loved my dad, Mason? You’ve done your research, surely.”

      “I think there’s a reason you’re asking,” he answers.

      I sink to my knees. “Yeah, there’s a reason.”

      Jackson comes forward. He stops at the paint, lowering himself to his knees, too. We’re feet apart, separated by hundreds of miles.

      “Edgar and I weren’t supposed to be enemies. James Elvira wasn’t supposed to betray my family. But I think, deep down, Margaret was always meant to be the one to put the knife in my father’s heart.”

      They look at each other.

      “We deal in secrets, you and I,” I tell Griffin, meeting his eyes over Jackson’s shoulder. “One man’s sin is another man’s blackmail. You’re no different than my family. I tell you this, you own me.” My attention switches back to Jackson. “I can’t be owned.”

      “What do you want?” he whispers. “I don’t want your secrets. I just want you.”

      “Jorge Castillo was supposed to walk in there and kill my uncles, then me, and then my father.” But not my stepmother. Not Margaret.

      They’re coming closer. I reel them in with my words, gaze on Jackson. He’s pained. His eyebrows have drawn together, his hands are clenched into fists. Griffin is the first to kneel next to Jackson. Dalton lands on his other side.

      Mason and Zach hover behind them.

      “You disrupted the plan,” Griffin says.

      “I saw Edgar. He seemed sad.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I did what anyone in my position would’ve done.” And all at once, the weight of my family crashes down on me. Things that I have no right to tell outsiders—things my father would’ve beat me for even thinking around strangers—just came out of my mouth.

      “Family is everything,” he used to say, “and we guard it with our lives.”

      “She’s done,” Griffin mutters. “It’s okay, Delia.”

      “Family is everything,” I murmur.

      “You’re not being interrogated,” Jackson says in a low voice.

      My gaze goes from Griffin to Jackson. He stretches out his hand, breaking through that barrier we had created. He takes my hand and pulls me to my feet. We all rise together.

      I look down at our hands and frown. “I have to fix it.”
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      Zach’s need for answers has abated—for now.

      I keep my grip on Delia’s fingers, but she’s still in the ring. To me, it’s symbolic of the fight that she’s not willing to give up. And the fact that I can’t make myself step over the line, to be in it with her? Well, let’s not overthink this.

      “Delia,” I say.

      “Jackson,” she repeats.

      By now it’s out of habit, but it makes me smile. We have a thing.

      “Come with me."

      “I’m full of darkness,” she says. “You’re trying not to be, but what if I rub off on you?”

      It’s a good question, but it wakes up fear that she’s going to run off and do something crazy. Up until now, she’s been smart about her actions.

      I force myself to smile. “What if I rub off on you?”

      Delia steps over the line, brushes her bangs away from her eyes, and lets out a breath. “I don’t think you can,” she says softly.

      She leads the way to the stairwell, but when she starts to go up, I tug her back.

      She stalls a few steps above me, biting her lip. We’re eye to eye, so I lean forward and kiss her.

      I tell her, “It’s safe.”

      “How do you know?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t. But it’s either you come with me or we all go upstairs and hang out. You know. Small talk.”

      She smiles. “When you put it that way… Where are we going?”

      I clear my throat. “I thought you might want to, uh.” Hell. When’s the last time I asked a girl out? Centuries ago. “Get dinner? You don’t want to eat Mason’s rubbish anyway.”

      “A date,” she clarifies. “I can’t remember the last time I went on a date.”

      I rub the back of my neck. “We don’t have to.”

      “I just need… two minutes.” She runs up the stairs. 

      Mason snorts from the shadows. “Smooth, Skye.”

      I roll my eyes. “I feel like a bumbling idiot around her.”

      “You look like it, too.”

      I groan. “What am I supposed to do here? Let her go back to the sharks?” Hopelessness is a bleak feeling I’m unaccustomed to. I glance down the stairwell, toward the garage.

      “You’re joking.” Mason squints at me. “She’s the queen shark, dumbass. She may not seem like it now, but I’m telling you—”

      “No,” I say. “She’s a good person.”

      We just are, she said to me. Maybe she was talking about both of us. She’s breathing. She’s existing. But whether she’s wicked or good—irrelevant. She just is.

      After the military, which had drilled into me that the world was black and white, I lived that lie. Scorpion Industries kept it going: we’re right, they’re wrong. Good versus evil. Terrorists and heroes.

      She’s swiped her hand across those lines. Everything is crumbling beneath my feet.

      “After the fight, bring her back to Vegas,” I tell Mason. It’s better if we leave off on a good note. I don’t want to see her turn into the villain of her own story.

      He just watches me, and he even goes so far as to open his mouth to speak. Footsteps silence him, and around the corner comes Delia.

      My mouth drops open. Black jeans. One of the t-shirts I bought her. But her hair has messy curls in it. Red lipstick. Dark makeup around her eyes that makes them appear bigger.

      Mason chuckles. “I’ll leave you kids alone,” he mutters.

      She gets down to me, and I lick my lips.

      “I suddenly feel underdressed,” I murmur. “Have I told you how beautiful you are?”

      She shrugs one shoulder, smiling at me. “I feel like a giddy teenager. You’re not underdressed.” She reaches out and tugs on my shirt sleeve. “You’re asking me on a date, Jackson?”

      “Are you okay with that, Delia?”

      She winks. “I guess we’ll find out at the end of the date.” Then she sobers. “The last boyfriend I had, my dad slit his throat.”

      I don’t say my immediate first thought: He’s not alive to cut my throat. That thought is closely followed by: What did her boyfriend do to deserve that?

      I shake my head and lace my fingers with hers, pulling her toward Mason’s truck. Just in case. Paranoia has no reasoning. My suspicions always do—and one says that Elvira might have my name. A name leads to a rental car, which leads to the GPS tracker in the car. We’re safe in the parking garage, which is a dead zone for trackers thanks to Mason. The minute it leaves, well, hypothetically, he could know exactly where we are.

      “Who are you fighting?” she asks once we’re in the truck.

      Our sides are pressed against each other from our shoulders down to our knees. Warmth flows from her, even as the desert night gets cooler.

      “Mason finds people. There’s a network spread all over the West Coast that he taps into. It has a good following. This time tomorrow, that warehouse will be packed.”

      She nods. “How does he get the word out?”

      I grin. “How does anyone get word out? Social media.”

      “But—”

      “Well, it’s more like dark web social media,” I admit. “I’m not sure how it works. Mason’s in the tech industry, and he can’t explain anything simply. All I know is that the ticket sales go to the fight winners. There are three matches tomorrow—six of us—and it’s up to chance who we fight. The announcer will draw names the day of the match.”

      “Are you scared?”

      “No.” Memories of fighting at a military base in Syria flash before my eyes. “No, I—” I shake my head. “Deployment, the contracting job, it brought out something that I usually keep under wraps. You’re going to see it tomorrow, but I don’t want you to be afraid.”

      “The same could be said of me.”

      For all the bad that I think I was—really, it’s nothing compared to the history of violence a family like hers has. To rise to power, especially in Las Vegas, her father’s hands wouldn’t be clean. My hands shake on the steering wheel. I flex my grip, desperate to get ahold of myself. She just admitted that her father killed her last boyfriend—that easy sort of admission, her knowing Griffin—what else is on their ledger?

      I pull into an Italian restaurant and watch her face as she reads the sign.

      A sad smile overtakes her. “It looks wonderful. I haven’t had real Italian since—”

      “When?”

      She tilts her head. “Our last big family dinner,” she says in a low voice. “That was a month ago.”

      We climb out of the truck, and I pick up her hand as we walk into the restaurant. Even though it’s a Friday night, we’re seated at a corner table in the back almost immediately. Delia winks at me while the host stammers in front of us.

      “That was weird,” I mutter at the host’s retreating back.

      Delia just shrugs.

      I don’t want to talk about distressing things, but I come up blank as I search for words. We’ve been go-go-go for almost two days straight. I’ve only known her for two days. Forty-eight hours. We’re strangers, I realize.

      Delia giggles. “You look lost.”

      “I feel lost,” I admit. “I want to talk about something happy, but my mind is empty.”

      She rolls her eyes at me. “Jackson.”

      “Delia.”

      “I have an idea. Let’s tell each other happy stories from our childhood. Surely you can muster one or two of those?”

      “No bloodshed?” I tease. “No murder or death or torture?”

      “Not this time,” she promises. “I’ll even go first.” She hums, tapping her index finger against her chin. “I have a lot of cousins. I talked about Elton, but he was just one of seven kids from Uncle Angelo. Uncle Ricco has three kids—two of which already have children of their own. Anyway. Growing up, my best friends were my cousins, Lauren and Alexa. Things were more dangerous back then, so we were often chased by a bodyguard or two.” She smiles. “I had a crush on one of them. Mickey. Lauren convinced Alexa and me that we should trick him into kissing me.”

      “Oh no.” I laugh. “How old were you?”

      She pauses. “Thirteen.”

      I tip my head back and try to contain my amusement.

      “We went to the pool, and I jumped in. I’d been practicing holding my breath, but Mickey was still pretty new, and I don’t think he knew how long I could stay under. I watched him from under the water as he waved someone else over, stripped off his shirt, and dove in to get me.” She blushes. “He didn’t end up kissing me. I started laughing as soon as we broke the surface instead of playing unconscious. He was horrified.”

      “Damn,” I say, taking in her small smile. “So what was your first kiss?”

      She shakes her head. “You first.”

      I lean back in my seat. “Third grade. I was particularly ballsy for a kid, so I went for it on the bus after school. Her name was Joy.”

      “And did you and Joy live happily ever after?”

      “Nah, she came out in college and is happily married. She and her wife live in Massachusetts.”

      She blinks at me. “I’m surprised you know that.”

      “Facebook is a beautiful thing,” I answer with a smirk.

      A woman walks up to our table, a man close behind her. Delia catches a glance at her face and pales. I turn toward the stranger, unsure what I would do—pull the gun I have in my ankle holster? Tackle her? Her deep-red dress matches her lipstick. The cut of her dress floats just above the floor.

      “Stiamo con voi,” she says, her voice rolling along the syllables.

      The only foreign language I know is bits of Spanish—unhelpful for what I guess is Italian. I glance at Delia, who has straightened in her seat. She gives a sharp shake of her head, then slides out of the chair and taps the table.

      “I’ll be right back,” she says to me.

      I nod, mute.

      The woman stares at me for a second and then follows after Delia. Her long dark hair falls to her waist and swings as she walks. The man behind her—definitely Italian, judging by his dark hair and olive-colored skin—scowls at me.

      I purposely ignore him and watch Delia push through the door into the ladies’ restroom. The woman’s partner turns and watches, too. My muscles get more and more tense by the second.

      I hate waiting. Patience has always come in waves: it ebbs away from me now, etching at pieces of resistance. I contemplate my moves: would the man resist? Possibly. A blow to the temple, if hard enough, would knock him out. At the very least, I could stun him and get across the restaurant.

      He looks over at me, and I growl under my breath. His eyes narrow.

      The restroom door swings open. The woman exits first, meeting the man’s eyes and tilting her head toward the door. Delia slips out and comes back to me.

      Guilt punches me square in the face.

      I stifle it.

      She sits and smiles at me. “Are you okay?”

      “I should ask you that,” I answer, still feeling like she’s knocked me off balance. “Who was that?”

      She shakes her head. “What’s life without a few surprises?” She reaches out and takes my hand. “After your fight, we’re going to Vegas, right?”

      I nod, even though it’s a lie. Mason will take her to Vegas while I go home and repair my life. I already have a hefty slate to wipe clean. In just seventy-two hours, I’ll have doubled the damages.

      It isn’t like I’m perfect. I’m not. But I don’t want to be bad—I don’t want to hurt innocent people, I don’t want to lie or steal, I don’t want to kill any more people. One might argue there’s a war on American soil, the right versus the wrong. Powerful families pitted against each other. Everything is about control.

      It’s not my war.

      “Are you nervous to go home?”

      She shrugs, eyes darting toward the door. “No. I was, but I don’t think I am anymore.”

      I don’t understand. One conversation with a woman has set Delia’s mind at ease?

      She smiles at me and squeezes my fingers. “You’re going to like Vegas. Hell, you could make millions fighting there. Have you? Fought there, I mean?”

      “No.” I don’t bother telling her that it’s Spike’s territory—how the backlash of getting caught wouldn’t just affect me, it would destroy him, too. He’s a cop with a brother who occasionally breaks the law. All of his dreams of making lieutenant would be dashed. For that reason, I stay the hell out of Nevada.

      “Oh,” she says, her lower lip puffing out. “You’ve been, though?”

      “To the strip once,” I answer. “When I got back from my tour. I wasn’t sure where I stood with my brother, so my buddy and I planned on visiting him.”

      It didn’t go as planned. I thought, at the very least, he would be happy to see I had made it back safe. That was back when he was still a beat cop, fresh out of the academy. He was hardening because of the things he was seeing, dealing with—and my being back made it worse. It dredged up old memories of Dad.

      I shrug. “We ended up leaving early.”

      Her eyes are the size of half-dollars. “You’ve never gambled in a casino?”

      “Is that the be all and end all of Vegas?” I ask.

      She grins. “No. But one of our businesses handles security for a few of the hotels and casinos on the strip.”

      “A business that you’re now in charge of,” I say.

      “Well, assuming James didn’t fuck everything up. Father had a will, but I don’t know who—” She shakes her head. “It might get messy if he left everything to Margaret. Especially—”

      She said Margaret was the one to put a knife in her father’s heart. I don’t want to believe her family is so twisted, her dad’s wife would murder him in cold blood.

      “No matter. You come up, and I’ll show you around.” She visibly brightens. “We can go on the Ferris wheel. It’s beautiful up there at night, the whole city is lit up.”

      A man in a suit appears, our waitress behind him.

      “Compliments of the chef,” he says. “Please let us know if you need anything else.”

      He waves her forward, and she puts two wine glasses on the table. She shows Delia the label, then me, and I shrug. She uncorks it and pours me a sample.

      “I don’t know much about wine,” I say to Delia.

      She smiles. “If you like it, that’s all that matters.”

      I take a sip, and my eyebrows shoot up. It’s the smoothest wine I’ve ever tasted. “It’s good.”

      The waitress nods, her fingers flexing on the bottle’s neck, before she fills our glasses. She leaves the bottle on the table.

      I grab the menu and scan the wine list. When I find what the manager brought, I nearly drop it. “This is a thousand-dollar bottle of wine.” I don’t like being left in the dark. “You have to tell me what’s going on.”

      She just shrugs at me. “We got lucky. Maybe the chef thinks you’re someone famous?”

      “When are you going to stop fucking lying to me, Delia? I thought we were past that.” I rub my hands down my face. Anger constricts my throat, along with a chorus of, she’s lying, she’s lying.

      “You don’t want to hear the truth.”

      “And you just want me to be blissfully unaware. What would I do with you in Vegas? Move in with you? Lead a normal life? Pretend you’re not breaking the law under my nose?”

      She stiffens. “Jackson.”

      “No.” I stand. People speaking Italian, excellent service, special attention from the chef—

      She’s been here before. Hell, they probably knew her on sight. The only silver lining is that they appeared to be friendly. Is Salt Lake City outside the reach of rumors? Or was that family showing support?

      “I’m not doing this. If what I think just happened, happened, and you’re going to continue to pretend it didn’t… No.” I throw down some cash on the table and set Mason’s car keys in front of her.

      I make my way to the exit as calmly as possible. I’m not naive enough to think that she’ll chase after me—I’m not stupid enough to wish she would.

      I pick up a jog as soon as I’m on the sidewalk. It’s lightly raining, but a half-block later, the sky opens up. I have to laugh. The universe is trying to remind me of who I was, but I won’t listen. I grew. I changed for the better—and I am not letting one woman derail that.
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      I slip into the apartment. The living room is dark, a single lamp on in the corner. Treading lightly, I move down the dark hallway, open Jackson’s door, and slide inside. I carefully lock it behind me. He stands by the window, immobile.

      “You made it back,” I whisper.

      He doesn’t turn around.

      “Please forgive me.” For keeping my life a secret. For wishing you wouldn’t question it.

      “Delia,” he says to the glass.

      “I’m sorry.”

      He doesn’t respond. Ice forms in my heart.

      “Why do you want to go back to that?” he mutters. “Why can’t you come home with me? Be with me.” He spins now and meets my eyes. They’re wild.

      I shake my head before I even realize I’m doing so. Go back? Turn on my family?

      “Leave them like they’ve left you,” he says. “Be with me.”

      “Jackson,” I whimper.

      He comes forward and takes my shoulders, walking me back until my spine hits the wall.

      I tilt my head up. “What do you want me to do?”

      It’s much the same as he asked me—but somehow, I feel he’ll have an answer. He’ll make one up, one to fit dreams of his that include both of us.

      He’s in my dreams, too. I’ve never allowed myself to envision it fully, but the realness of it sweeps over me. He’d protect me. He’d protect our family.

      “I have to go home.” I glide my hands up his arms, cup the back of his neck. I pull him to me and kiss him like I could love him. I bite his lip and he bites back.

      I moan into his mouth.

      “Stay,” he says against my lips, “stay.”

      I kiss him harder. He lifts me by my ass until our faces are level. I put my legs around him and cross my ankles. This feels more like home than Vegas ever did. He feels more real. More transparent.

      Home is filled with deceit. Lies. 

      “Stay,” he murmurs again, biting and sucking on my neck.

      I roll my head to the side, letting him mark me.

      “I can’t,” I groan. “Come with me.”

      He leans back and watches my face while his hand slips down my pants. My lips part as he runs his finger down the most sensitive part of me. He pushes a finger inside me, and I suck in a sharp breath.

      I roll my hips in small circles. The need for him is instant, stronger than I can control. My hands go to his belt, the button of his jeans. I free his erection and practically drool at the sight of it.

      I palm it and watch his eyes widen. One finger inside me becomes two, stretching me slightly, and I let my head fall back against the door. He drops my legs and lowers me to my feet, then shoves my jeans down my hips. I kick them off and go for his shirt. He pushes my hands away and turns me around, bending me over.

      “Hold on,” he growls from behind me.

      I grab on to the dresser.

      I scream when he slams into me, filling me so completely that it’s pain on top of bliss. He thrusts a brutal pace, hitting a spot deep inside me, and I cry out again and again. One of his hands slips in front of me and touches my clit, rubbing rough circles.

      “Jesus,” I pant.

      “Not quite.” He smacks the side of my ass.

      I jump, surprised at the bolt of electricity that goes right to my core. 

      “Dirty,” he mutters.

      His rhythm picks up, as does his finger. My orgasm shatters through me at the same time his does. My forehead presses against the wood. He’s angry, but I like it. I want all of him, all of this. I’m not ready to admit that I want him forever. That I might be falling in love with someone I’ve only known for a few days.

      I close my eyes and hold on to the wooden dresser, even as he pulls out of me and kisses my spine.

      I don’t want to miss him, but this feels final. I straighten and look at him over my shoulder, only to find that he hasn’t moved. He’s close enough that I see the flecks of brown in his blue eyes in the dim light. I can smell the sweat on his skin.

      I turn fully around, and he lifts my shirt off of me. I pull his off and drop it to the floor. Silently, he carries me into the bathroom, setting me on the counter and spreading my legs wide. My head falls back against the mirror.

      He washes me clean, cleans himself, and takes me to bed. His body fits snuggly behind me, and his lips touch my shoulder blade. 

      “Be with me,” he whispers, broken.

      I don’t answer.

      We don’t sleep for a long time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I stand with Griffin on scaffolding. It was erected overnight and placed around the perimeter. Zach is on our level across the warehouse, and I occasionally catch them communicating through sign language. I glimpse Dalton once, perched high above us, but when I try to find him again, he’s gone.

      The warehouse is packed. Rowdy. Mason stands near the ring with a megaphone, calling out betting odds between fights and keeping a running commentary during the action. A slim man beside him collects money.

      Griffin told me that I should stand with him, that he could make sure I was safe from the crowd, but that was almost an hour ago. He hasn’t spoken since. The others have been avoiding me, and Jackson—

      I squeeze my eyes shut. He was gone before I woke up, and I haven’t seen him all day. My heart rattles the bars of its imprisonment. I ache for him, but I’ve set my course. There’s no going back.

      “It’s time,” Griffin murmurs.

      I lean forward on the railing and look down to the door. A path has been cleared, and people shift on their feet. Their whispers are wind against the grass.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” Mason yells, “let me introduce you to our final fighters of the night.”

      We’ve already seen four men bludgeon each other. The first one ended rather fast—a quick taste of action. The second one was drawn out, each person pulling ahead and failing to deliver. The air tastes metallic.

      “All the way from San Francisco, former Navy SEAL and reigning Salt Lake City fighting champion, Ronan ‘Mercy’ Montgomery!”

      Earlier today, Griffin had explained that there were different fighting clubs all over the country. Salt Lake happens to have its own, which is why the warehouse is stuffed with people. No one knew Ronan was going to fight Jackson—but by the roars of the crowd, they know it’s going to be a good show.

      Ronan bursts through the doors. He has a pep in his step. Like the other fighters, he’s shirtless. He circles the ring to the left and stands near Mason, giving him and the slim man a sharp nod. People reach out to touch him, running their hands over him. He ignores them.

      He’s intimidating. His nose is slightly crooked, like it’s been broken a few times. There’s a scar cutting across his cheekbone. His hair has been buzzed short, and there’s another scar that starts behind his ear and veers up. It’s an angry red line that stands out from here.

      “Fighting him tonight is a myth. A legend. He hails from Southern California and has fought all over the West Coast. Give it up for Blood Sky!”

      I tilt my head. 

      “Blood Sky,” I repeat. I think about what I know of Jackson, and even without explanation, I can see how it fits him.

      Griffin’s hands fly, gaze on Ronan.

      The door opens, and the crowd surges. Jackson walks out calmly. His skin glistens in the dim lighting, muscles coiling as he walks. The yelling reverberates in my chest. This isn’t his home crowd, but they understand him the same way I do; he screams danger. Predator.

      “We all did things that earned us nicknames,” Griffin says to me. “Names that have cemented us in history.”

      “Angel of Death,” I say. “Sucker Punch. Blood Sky.” I shiver.

      “Let’s get this party started,” Mason jeers.

      Ronan and Jackson stand on opposite sides of the circle. As one, they move in and brush their knuckles together.

      “You know the rules, folks. First one to step out of the circle, tap out, or KO—”

      “KO?” I ask.

      “Knock out,” Griffin answers.

      “Right.”

      I expect it to be like the other fights: a few hits, a quality akin to the UFC shows that are always on television. It isn’t.

      Jackson pops Ronan in the nose almost immediately. When they turn, dancing around each other, my view of Ronan’s face reveals blood dripping down his face. He grins, teeth stained red. They exchange blows, bobbing and weaving, until Ronan gets a solid series of hits to Jackson’s body and face.

      His head whips to the side, and I gasp.

      Griffin laughs. “Did you think this was going to be like the sanctioned fights, stopping for rounds and point-counting?”

      “How did he get his name?” I ask while I have Griffin’s attention.

      “That’s not my story to tell, little blossom,” he says. “Ah, there.”

      Jackson straightens as Ronan backs off of him. His eyes are unfocused. A chill runs through me. The man I know disappears. A curtain falls over him.

      He darts forward, movements almost superhuman. Ronan’s head rocks back with the force of Jackson’s hit. His heel touches the inside edge of the paint, and the crowd shrieks. Jackson pummels him while the crowd quiets, then uproariously cheers. I shiver again. I hardly recognize this new person in the ring.

      My gaze skates over the crowd. They’re all focused on the fight. Most of them are men. Some have their arms draped over women. Some women stand alone.

      One person isn’t watching the fight. She’s looking at me. When I meet her eyes, she raises her hand and points toward one of the exit doors.

      I glance at Griffin, whose attention is on Jackson. “I’ll be right back.” I turn and climb down the scaffolding ladder and press my back against the cement-block walls. I edge by people until I come to the door.

      Taking a deep breath, I push outside.

      Five people straighten when I appear.

      My heart beats harder as I look at each of them. My blood recognizes its family. “What’s your decision?” I ask.

      Lauren steps forward. Her brother, Michael, stands behind her. “It is as I said yesterday at the restaurant,” she says to me. “We stand with you.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “All of you?”

      Cousins. I grew up with these men and women. I share embarrassing memories with each of them. We’ve celebrated our proudest moments together. They don’t all have the Moretti name, but they’re all a tangled web of family. Instead of leaning on them when I needed it—when the whole family needed it—I vanished. No matter: they found me.

      “We forgive you for running.” Lauren nods, agreeing with her own words. “You witnessed family—our leaders—murdered in front of you. Someone you trusted held the knife.”

      I tip my head. “It was the Castillos. Jorge.”

      She laughs, and it’s cruel. I don’t flinch, but I narrow my eyes until she says, “He did not act alone. We suspect you know this. We want to know who.”

      Slowly, I nod. Strength returns to me inch by inch. My father had instilled it there all along, but the bloodshed weakened me. What is it he always said? Iron is forged in fire. And one day, Delia, your trial by fire will come.

      It’s at my doorstep, I tell my father.

      “You’re right.”

      There are murmurs. I glare at them until they fall silent. It’s a marvelous trick, and it boosts my confidence My back is against the cold metal door. It’s been raining, and its wetness seeps through my shirt.

      “Those who tried to wipe us out will pay,” I promise.

      “When?” That from Angelina, Uncle Angelo’s youngest daughter. 

      “Now,” I say.
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      “Blood Sky!” Mason roars as Ronan falls.

      Kick a man while he’s down often enough, and something inside him will snap.

      That’s what my mother used to say about our father. He was docile around us. A drunk who could barely find his way out of a bottle. But sometimes…

      He never hit us. But he’d get going at the bar, get angry enough to pick on the biggest man in the room. I saw it a few times. He’d get a good few swings in, provoking the bear, and get pummeled. Then he’d snap.

      It was as if pain didn’t exist. We didn’t exist outside of the flesh under his knuckles, the smell of blood in the air.

      Who knew that kind of anger was hereditary?

      Mason is in my face, turning me in a circle with my hand in the air. I grin, but it’s more of a grimace. Ronan has power behind his throws. My ribs might be cracked—they’re definitely bruised.

      Ronan climbs to his feet and shakes his head while the crowd screams my name.

      I look around for Delia. She was on the scaffolding with Griffin, but he flashes me a quick, “She left.” Sign language came in handy in missions where talking was dangerous, and I’m grateful for the easy communication now.

      “Where did she go?” I grunt in Mason’s ear. He pulls back and stares at me, brows wrinkled. He doesn’t know. I sign to Griffin, “Where?”

      Griffin shrugs. Zach also shrugs. Dalton has been a ghost lately—he’s probably in the rafters, watching us through a scope. Crowds aren’t his thing, even if he pretends otherwise.

      I survey the crowd. Half of them are pouring toward Ronan and the slim man with the bets. Even defeated, Ronan draws a crowd. Some surge toward me, eager to say hello, to touch me, to offer congratulations.

      I smile. Shake hands, bump fists. I’m covered in sweat, but they don’t mind. I hover close to Mason, who practically snarls when people get too close to me. Girls bat their eyes. Guys smile, hoping for work out advice. It’s not always this way—sometimes I lose, and I get to walk away without the attention.

      “Where’d you learn to fight?” a girl asks.

      “At home.” I keep searching for Dalton, but he’s still invisible. Griffin has left the scaffolding and stands by the exit, watching people leave. “And overseas.”

      The girl sucks in a breath, but I can’t even concentrate on her. Part of me still expects Delia to appear. An even smaller part had hoped that she would be next to Mason, up close to watch me take down Ronan.

      Hope dims inside me.

      Mason elbows me. “Focus, dude.”

      I scowl at him. “No one expects me to be warm and fuzzy.”

      He rolls his eyes.

      Finally, the crowd thins. A few stragglers are folding money into their wallets, laughing to each other.

      “Out,” Zach orders.

      They jerk around, eyeing him before deciding it’s in their best interest to listen.

      “Okay,” I say in the silence, after the door bangs closed. “Where the fuck did Delia go?”

      Griffin walks toward me. “She went outside in the middle of your fight.”

      “You didn’t watch her?” I ask, heat rising through me.

      “She’s an adult, Skye. She left of her own free will.”

      “She has people trying to kill her,” I yell. Worry is a cloying scent, thick in my nose. I pace around, shaking out my arms. “Did she leave?”

      I rush to the door Griffin motions to. There’s no one outside. No trace of Delia.

      When I come back inside, Griffin is pained. The corners of his lips pull down into a slight frown. “Just fucking say it,” I growl at him.

      He shakes his head. “You’re in no mood to hear this—”

      “Just fucking say it,” I scream. “Tell me you’re glad she’s gone, that she’s done fucking with our lives—”

      “Not our lives,” Griffin cuts in. “Your life. She’s gone back to her family, and you can come back to yours—us. Stop being a lovesick idiot, Jackson. She chose them over you.”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      Yes, a voice in my head whispers. 

      “I’m sorry,” he says.

      My chest is heaving as I pace from the door back to them. My heart is tearing in half, and it hurts worse than anything else I’ve endured. I smack my forehead with my palms, still wrapped and bloody from the fight.

      “Breathe, Skye,” Dalton orders. He’s in front of me, even though I didn’t see him coming. He grabs my hands and wrestles them away from my face. “You’re panicking. You need to breathe.”

      I inhale sharply. He puts his fist in the air—one of our universal hand signals. Hold. When he lowers his hand, I let the air trickle out of my lungs. We repeat that three more times, and my heart rate slows.

      I blink, seeming to come back to myself.

      “You were on the cusp of beating Griff bloody.” Dalton raises his voice to add, “And while he should know better than to provoke you after a fight, he’s right.”

      “Dalton,” Mason says, rolling his eyes. “You’re kidding me.”

      Dalton points a finger at me while glancing at Mason. “He had just told you to take Delia back to Vegas. He had decided that he wasn’t going to go with her. And when she leaves on her own terms—”

      “Was it her own terms?” I interject. “Last night—”

      “She’s resourceful. I’m sorry that this is hard to hear, but she went back to her family.”

      I shake my head. “How do I accept that?”

      Deep down, I know it’s the truth. It radiates through me like an extra pulse. She wanted me to go with her, to stand by her side, and I just—I can’t do it. If I did, I’d lose myself.

      “Fuck,” I spit.

      They follow me upstairs and watch as I grab my duffle bag, shoveling clothes in. My fingers brush a t-shirt Delia had worn to bed. I bring the cloth to my face and inhale. Her scent fills my nose, and I close my eyes.

      She stretches out like a cat right before she wakes up in the morning. Her morning breath is sweet, and she doesn’t object when I kiss her. Her breath hits my neck before she presses her lips to my skin. I look around. The guys have left me alone.

      I exhale and curl up on the bed, exhaustion beating down on me. It’s okay if I close my eyes for a second. 

      My phone rings. It could be minutes later, but from the sandpaper-eyes feeling, I think I passed out for a little longer than that.

      I grab for it, practically scrambling across the bed to get to where it sits on the nightstand.

      “Skye,” I answer, hoping it’ll be Delia. Praying it’ll be Delia’s voice that hits me.

      “Jackson, it’s Aaron.” Disappointment is a sucker punch. Aaron Seltz is my boss, who basically decides which fires I go to and when. “I know you requested some time off, but I need you to come back. This Montana fire is ramping up to be the biggest of the season.”

      I sigh. Really—where else would I go? “Okay, I can get there tomorrow morning.” Checking my watch, I realize it’s almost six o’clock in the morning. “This morning,” I correct. “You’re calling pretty early.”

      “Fire doesn’t sleep,” he says. “You know this. You okay, Skye?”

      I shake my head. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Attaboy. Head in the game now.”

      “I’ll see you soon.” I click off the phone and throw it onto the bed with a grimace. This is so not where I want to be.

      I finish tossing everything into my bag and yank it closed. In the main room, only Dalton lingers.

      “Everyone else asleep?” I ask.

      He nods. 

      “Why are you awake?”

      He gestures to the empty ashtray in front of him. “Addiction never sleeps.”

      “Neither does fire.”

      “So that’s it? You go when your boss beckons?”

      I set down my bag and shrug. “That’s all I can do, Dalton. Why don’t you get that?”

      He snorts. “There’s nothing to get, dipshit. You’re running away from your problems.”

      “I’m not the one running away.”

      “As soon as Delia leaves, you leave. Where are you running to this time? California? Washington?”

      “Montana.” I grab the chair opposite him and drop into it. “What are you going to do?”

      “Say fuck the bosses and hang out with my brothers for another few days,” he answers, winking at me. “Shoot the shit, get into trouble before I have to get back to Miami.”

      I squint at him. “You think I should stay? I wouldn’t have a job to go back to.”

      He laughs. “What the fuck happened to you, Skye? You’re working a job made for a saint—but you’re not. You’ve sinned along with the rest of us.”

      “You’re more haunted by those sins than me,” I say. “Then again, you got to catalog their faces in your scope before your bullet blew their brains out.”

      He winces and stands, moving to the window and sliding it open. He pulls out a cigarette and lights it while he sits on the sill, blowing his smoke outside.

      “Fuck you,” he mutters.

      I exhale. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t—”

      “Yeah, well, you did. You may as well go, Skye. You somehow manage to destroy relationships with just a few words, and you have no idea how to keep friends around.”

      The anger starts as a spark and grows from there. I stare at him from the dining room table. “You’re just as much of a destroyer as I am. What’s wrong with me? You should look in a mirror,” I yell.

      Dalton shakes his head. “We used to be best friends. Where did that go?”

      “We were doing okay up until now.”

      He rolls his eyes. “We’ve had issues since you decided to abandon us. Fuck the Montana job. Do you even care about it? Besides your sense of loyalty—I’ll commend you on that. You don’t leave a job until it’s complete.” He puts the cigarette to his mouth and blows out smoke. “But once it’s done, damn. I should tell them to watch out.”

      “You’re in a mood to fight,” I say without moving. “Typical, for you.”

      He raises an eyebrow.

      “You’re a stereotypical sniper,” I say. “Can’t let anyone get too close. Danger zone. Push and push until they leave.”

      “You were already on your way out,” he murmurs. “And let’s psychoanalyze your fucked-up brain, shall we? You can’t make decisions on your own. You were a good little soldier. First the military, then Wyatt ordering your ass around, and as soon as that was off the table, you run to find the first asshole who will tell you what to do.”

      I flinch.

      He takes a drag of his cigarette and blows out another long stream of smoke. “Tell me that isn’t true. Tell me you aren’t fucking terrified of deciding something for yourself. That’s why you’re a hot mess, Skye. That’s why you won’t man up and go after Delia.”

      I stand. “I love you, brother, but you’re in a mood, and I don’t want to deal with this.”

      “Scurry off to safety then,” he says.

      I shake my head. “Goodbye, Dalton.”

      Hurt flashes through his eyes.

      For a split second, I debate staying. My friends are reckless. If I wanted to be bad, to break the law—I would’ve followed her.

      No. It’s time for me to go home.

      He doesn’t watch me leave. I write a note for the others and slip out into the stairwell.

      In the rental car, I program the drive to the airport. I’ll be able to ditch the vehicle and get away from any memory of Delia. I imagine her sitting in the passenger seat with her feet propped up, grinning.

      I’m five minutes from the airport when bright headlights fill my rearview mirror. I raise my hand, blocking the light. The car gets closer, and an unexpected thrill rushes through me.

      We come up to an intersection, the glow of the green light reminding me to focus on the road.

      A car comes from my left, gunning through the red light. I brace myself as the car slams into me, lifting my vehicle off the ground. Pain erupts through my body, my window glass shattering over me, and there’s a moment of suspension before I’m upside down. The car slides against the asphalt, steel screeching.

      Everything goes blurry, black spots dancing across my vision. Blood runs down my face. 

      I exhale and let the darkness sweep me away.
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      I stand in the house I grew up in and wonder how I ever fit inside it. It’s familiar—the same hardwood floors, the same wallpaper on the walls of the foyer. The smell is different, though: chemicals layered on top of death.

      On my way inside, I avoid looking at the living room. The doors are closed, thankfully, but I don’t know whether the bloodstains have been cut out of the carpet. Ghosts dance around me, inhabiting this space that I’ve left empty for too long.

      My family has filtered in behind me. Alexa and her husband, Oliver, her sisters, Kaitlyn and Sorellina. Lauren and a few of her siblings. We’ve suddenly become the oldest in the family.

      I clear my throat. “I can only bear to tell this story once. Now is not the time.” Part of me is still saving the story for Jackson. He deserves to know as much as my family does. I still can’t quite breathe without him near me. I thought the distance would make it easier, but it’s been the opposite. I feel the distance tugging at me. I order, “Leave me.”

      They filter out without question, and a rush of exhilaration nearly knocks me on my butt.

      “Delia?” Lauren says. “Do you want to be alone?”

      I turn toward her and force myself to smile. “Not all alone,” I clarify, holding out my hand to her.

      She takes a few steps forward and grasps my hand, threading her fingers through mine.

      “I missed you.” Her gaze moves toward the living room door and away. “Oliver and Alexa were the ones who found…”

      I shake my head sharply and pull her toward the kitchen. The ghosts are quieter in here. “I ran to survive,” I tell her softly. “Otherwise I would be as dead as them.”

      “We buried your father. Margaret’s will said she wanted to be cremated. Your uncles were also buried in the family plot.” She sucks her lower lip into her mouth. “I thought you’d want to know. All the paperwork for it is on the desk upstairs.”

      I notice that she distances herself from her own father. He was murdered in front of my eyes, and yet she’s the one who can’t bear to think of him. Dead. Alive. He’s just dust, swept away. I vow that the same won’t happen to my father.

      “Who organized the funerals?” I ask.

      “James.” Lauren smiles. “He’s been a godsend, you know. Picking up the pieces…”

      The pieces you let fall, she doesn’t say.

      It only took two weeks for Lauren’s thorns to grow. Her barbs sting.

      Still, I smile at her and open the refrigerator. “James is at work?” I stare at the chilled butter dish and empty pitcher of water. Otherwise, the shelves are bare. Who chills butter? I pull back and close the door, turning to Lauren. “He is still practicing law, I’m assuming.”

      Drained bank accounts. Broken promises. He is a traitor, if only I can prove it. It’s a mystery that I’m able to talk about him with a straight face. I almost break, myself. I almost tell Lauren that he’s the reason for all of this.

      You need proof.

      “He’s taken a step back from the law,” she says carefully, her forearms against the island. 

      Bits and flashes of my childhood rest on that island: making cookies with Margaret or Aunt Rachel, Lauren’s mom, chopping vegetables for dinner, doing my homework alongside Alexa. It’s tainted by what happened here. If I squint, I can remember the way I scrambled around the island to get away from them. The crushing fear. Blood in my hair, on my skin.

      While I open one of the cabinets and pull out a glass, Lauren continues, “He said that running the businesses has been so time consuming, it wasn’t fair—”

      I hold up my hand. “No need to explain.” On the inside, I seethe. There are still threads that need chasing, and standing in the kitchen, dancing around sensitive subjects…

      “I think I need to go visit my father’s grave,” I murmur, filling the glass with sink water. It has a mineral taste to it, but I don’t want to disturb the silence in the refrigerator—someone went to great lengths to clean it out. I take a sip and then say, “I just…” 

      I bite my lip and wait for her to fill in the blanks.

      “I’ll let you be all alone then.” Lauren circles the island and puts her arms around me, tucking her head onto my shoulder. “You’re so strong, Delia.”

      I stroke her hair. “You are, too.”

      She shudders and pulls away. “I’m not. But call if you need me.”

      She kisses my cheek and lifts her purse higher on her shoulder. I watch her walk out the door, down the hallway, until the front door closes. 

      I throw the glass against the wall.

      It cracks on impact, water exploding across the wall and floor. Taking a deep breath, I square my shoulders and step over the glass. I try not to run out the back door, to let the ghosts know that they’re getting to me.

      The shed behind the pool house is untouched. The few people who knew of the secrets it holds are dead or gone, and I’m guessing the police didn’t see a need to search it. Maybe it was a bit of misdirection by James. 

      I type in the combination, and the door swings open under my fingertips. The small room illuminates automatically, the fluorescent overhead light flickering on as I step inside. There are too many weapons to count, meticulously arranged on the walls. Drawers hold ammunition, suppressors, holsters.

      I run my hand along my father’s favorite gun, a sawed-off shotgun that he got when he was eighteen. He cleaned every millimeter of that weapon whenever he was stressed, upset, anxious… if he disappeared before a big meeting, I always knew to find him at the desk in this windowless room.

      Some people thought he craved the darkness so much, he couldn’t fathom the sun. He lived his life in the shadows, after all, and he dragged the rest of us there, too.

      Still, he was good. I remind myself of this as I touch the wood-and-metal barrel that’s been polished by his hands more times than I can count. He held my hand when we lowered my mother into the ground. He lifted me and twirled me around when I got my first straight-A report card in the ninth grade. Held me when I cried after being stood up the following year for a dance and promised revenge. Wiped the tears from my cheeks after he slit my ex-boyfriend’s throat.

      He promised me that our family didn’t get involved with people who hurt others. I watched the news one night when eighteen girls were found locked in a shipping container, bare-breasted and on the verge of death. It hurt my soul to see those girls’ faces, so I begged my father to steer the family away from that life.

      He agreed, kissing the top of my head.

      It didn’t stop the weapon smuggling, the few cousins who dealt drugs, the extortion and gambling, coercion, bribes to get certain people what they wanted.

      I learned at twenty-three, when he walked me into the business and uncovered every half-truth I’d lived with up until then, that my father dealt in promises.

      How much would you pay to see this person lose his job? At what price should I kill a man, or clean up a crime scene, or sway a politician’s vote?

      Failure to live up to those promises meant dealing with every harsh consequence.

      One gun is missing. I don’t know where it ended up, but I touch the spot where it’s supposed to be all the same. I take the revolver next to it, clipping a shoulder holster on and loading it before I slide it into place.

      My plan is slowly clicking into place, as surely as pins releasing in a lock.

      My first stop: the cemetery.
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      The soil at my father’s grave is still fresh. I bend down and press my hand into the dirt and exhale. He’s next to my mother, where he belongs. A few yards away, in either direction, are Uncle Ricco’s and Uncle Angelo’s plots. They’d always framed my father on either side like good soldiers—in death it’s no different. The sky flashes and rumbles, the first storm in too long. Vegas cycles through drought and monsoons. I straighten and open my umbrella as the clouds let loose.

      He shouldn’t have been buried without me. I could’ve just as easily died that day, but it’s almost worse that I didn’t.

      I let tears build in my eyes. I’ve hated cemeteries since my mother died. The smell of dirt and fresh rain fills my nose. In a matter of seconds, the dirt becomes mud, and the grass under my feet turns slick.

       There are people I can trust in my family—Lauren and Alexa, definitely—and there are people who fill me with suspicion. Too many suspects. Too many loose threads.

      “Delia,” a voice says behind me.

      I turn and find James. He wears a light-gray suit and holds a black umbrella. His dark hair is slicked back, giving him an older appearance, even though he’s ten years younger than my father. He’s been my father’s consigliere for far too long. His easy smile says as much: he’s not on guard as he should be.

      “James,” I say, letting him see the tears track down my cheeks. “Thank god you’re here.”

      When his smile widens, something dark unfurls in my stomach. I cross my arms over my chest, and the holster presses against my ribcage. It’s not enough safety. It’s not enough to protect me from what he’s already done.

      He says, “My dear, I was worried about you. What are you doing back in Vegas? I confess, when I got your call, I thought it was a trap…”

      I shake my head and try not to jump forward and poke his eyes out with the tip of my umbrella. “I had to come see them. Rumor has it, Margaret was cremated according to her will?”

      He stiffens. “That’s what her family wanted.”

      I nod. “Of course. I’d never met her family.”

      “Are you staying long?” he asks.

      I look at him, my head cocked to the side. “I never should’ve run, James. My family needs me.”

      He kicks the grass in front of him. His snakeskin boots are flecked with mud, but he doesn’t seem to mind. “Well, of course. I’ve been taking good care of them in your absence.”

      “Right,” I say slowly, biting my lip. “No one asked you to do that.”

      He frowns at me. “Delia, you’re going to catch a cold out here. Come along.”

      My muscles lock up as he steps forward and loops his arm through mine. What else can I do but let him guide me away from my father?

      Most memories of my father and Margaret include James lingering on the fringes. It wasn’t until I was sixteen that I had my first true interaction with the man. He’d only been around for a few years, and his eyes on me always elicited a shiver. I was naive back then. I didn’t listen to my instincts like I should’ve. Everything important in my life happened at age sixteen—Elton, James, Edgar Castillo—but I didn’t realize the latter would be important until later.
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      I was coming to get the fruit platter Margaret and I had made earlier in the day. Outside, my friends were laughing and splashing around in the pool. Alexa was sunbathing. Lauren was already gorgeously tan in her tiny white bikini.

      I opened the fridge and pulled it out, balancing one side on my hip so I could close the door. When it swung closed, I almost jumped out of my skin. James leaned against the counter, watching me. He smiled.

      My gaze went to his hair. At that point, he kept it long and tied back with a strap of leather. I used to snigger to Alexa that he was trying too hard to be like the famous Fabio. If only James had the abs of that long-haired god… maybe things would’ve been easier for him. As it was, his hair was dark and greasy. He had a hooked nose and thin lips. His skin was clear, his teeth were straight and white—the saving graces of his face. He was lean where the men we drooled over were built like tanks. He had a New York accent, when all we girls wanted was someone from the United Kingdom.

      Sixteen-year-olds can be cruel.

      I jerked back, putting the tray on the island and circling around it. It made me feel better to have some distance between us, although I wasn’t sure why. His dark gaze swept up and down my body. I’d stressed for days over what to wear—the coral pink bikini that made my skin look sun-kissed, or the black one-piece with no back and a plunging neckline. In the end, I chose the black, and I regretted it when James’ lips tipped into a smirk.

      “Having fun?” he asked me.

      I shrugged and glanced away, toward the window. I half expected my father to come in. He always made a habit of showing up whenever James was around. Instead, I met Margaret’s eyes through the window. She raised an eyebrow at me. I liked to think that we were in sync most of the time, even if we didn’t necessarily get along. I threw internal tantrums that she could read in one blink.

      I hoped I was putting out the same internal panic now. She looked away, back down at her magazine.

      “Delia?”

      He had come closer without me realizing it. He ran his finger down my arm.

      I faked a smile. “Yes, loads of fun.” The irrational fear made me struggle with the platter’s cover.

      His hands covered mine, and I didn’t jump. Heat flashed through me. I slow-blinked, wondering if touch was all it took to ignite the sort of passion I saw on movie screens. I was incredibly inexperienced in that division. His hands on mine felt foreign.

      Embarrassment took over when he popped the top off and smirked at me, releasing my hands. My cheeks flushed red, and dropped my gaze down to the fruit.

      He picked up a cherry and bit into it. My eyes followed the movement.

      “You should get back to your friends,” he said.

      I nodded dumbly, staring at him until he touched my cheek. I flinched and stepped away from him like the floor was on fire. When I went outside, Margaret didn’t even look at me. I remembered my earlier plea, and I wondered if she knew better than me.

      Later, Margaret took me aside. “I noticed you and James in the kitchen. Italian men… they like to court their women.” She smiled at me like I knew what she was talking about. When I didn’t react, she frowned and added, “In this family, we marry those we know. Insiders.”

      I kept my shudder to myself. “I don’t think—”

      “Of course not, dear,” she said, patting my cheek.

      It was the same one James had touched. Ice dripped down my spine at the thought of marrying him. I didn’t think he’d be a bad husband—but he wasn’t my choice.

      Not then, and not now.
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      “Delia, darling,” James says.

      I blink, surprised that we’ve reached his car already.

      “Can I give you a ride?”

      I slip my arm out of his grasp and step away, into the downpour. “But, James, I’m all wet.”

      He rolls his eyes and barks on a laugh. “Always playing games. Into the car. Now.”

      I shake my head. “That’s not how you treat your new boss.”

      “Are you?” His brows furrow, but he has a smile that tells me he knows something I don’t.

      I shiver. Water drips down my hair.

      “I wouldn’t lie to you,” I say. Unlike you.

      The world is filled with lies. The only place I felt safe was with Jackson. I have to shove him out of my mind, stomp him into the recesses of my memories so he isn’t tainted by this. By me.

      “Everyone lies, Delia.” James opens the car door and steps back.

      I weigh my options. In the end, I nod and climb into the car.
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      Five and a half years ago, six strangers sat in a room.

      I looked around and tried not to shift my weight on the metal folding chair. This group interview shouldn’t have been nerve-racking, but my heart kept trying to leap out of my chest. The six of us were arranged in a circle. There was one chair open, but its back was to the door.

      It made sense that no one chose it.

      The man to my left was a giant. He kept jigging his foot, his heel barely touching the floor before it sprang up again. His arms were folded tight over his chest, and his gaze skated around the room. He wouldn’t stop fidgeting, and it was making me fidget.

      I’d already crossed and uncrossed my arms twice and cussed myself out in my head for it.

      The guy to my right was the opposite. He’d been so still, I had a feeling that he liked to be invisible as often as possible. Medusa herself would’ve thought he was already stone if he painted himself silver. Only his eyes moved, traveling around like he was trying to get a read on us without drawing attention.

      My attention went to the person on the other side of the statue. He clicked around on his phone, oblivious to us. At least, I thought he was oblivious. Part of me wondered if it wasn’t a ruse. The one directly across from me had an air of darkness. We all see some shit when we’re deployed, but him? He looked like he had done some shit, too.

      There was one more person. He was relaxed, unlike the rest of us. I resented him a little for that. He smiled at me when our eyes met. I frowned back.

      The silence was broken only by the clock counting seconds on the wall.

      Finally, the door opened. A blonde woman in a long, dark-blue pencil skirt and white blouse walked in and took the last seat. She smiled at us.

      “Welcome to Scorpion Industries. I apologize for the wait. My name is Sandra McCormick, and I’ll be your orientation guide.”

      The fidgeter stilled and leaned forward. “Wait a second,” he said. “Orientation guide? Ain’t this an interview?”

      She nodded. “You’ve all been researched thoroughly. The company is confident in its selection. In order to gain access to the facility, we require you to sign a non-disclosure agreement—”

      “An NDA?” This from the guy on his phone. It wasn’t in his hands anymore, and he leaned forward like the fidgeting one.

      “Yes, Mason. What you’ll learn here is classified.”

      Sandra squinted at those of us who hadn’t spoken. Her gaze lingered on the relaxed man next to her, who gave her an easy smile. It seemed to come naturally to him. When was the last time I smiled at a woman?

      A long fucking time.

      “No more questions?” she asked. “Great.” She passed out the forms and watched as each of us scanned them. It was a classic non-disclosure agreement. Unless there was something detrimental to someone’s safety, our lips were sealed. I scrawled my signature and the date along with the five other men. She collected the forms and exhaled. More people must get caught up on that part. “Let’s go.”

      We got up and shuffled after her.

      I ended up next to Mason. I forced myself to smile and stick out my hand. “Jackson Skye.”

      He slapped my hand. “Mason Dobbs, IT whiz and tech extraordinaire at your service.” He jerked his thumb back. “That’s Zach Laurent. Explosives specialist.”

      I glanced behind me. The big guy who couldn’t sit still shot me a grin.

      “You two know each other from—”

      “Quiet, please,” Sandra called. “This is a public area. While here, you’re to share no information about yourselves. It can compromise private and public safety.”

      Mason sighed. “Oh, please.”

      I snorted.

      She scanned her badge and held open a door for us. We crossed through, and my mouth dropped open. It was a night-and-day difference. The room we had been waiting in had two small windows, gray walls, and a concrete floor. The hallways were carpeted in thin, cheap fiber, and the walls were all painted the same off-white. The lobby was made of glass and metal, with a long desk, but nothing special.

      On the other side of the door was a big, open space. Comfortable chairs and tables were scattered around. The entire back wall was made of glass and looked out onto a courtyard with a bubbling fountain and gardens behind it.

      People milled around, but I had to do a double take. Military-grade weapons were slung over their shoulders. Shirts tucked into dark pants and black boots. Many had tattoos that were clearly done in—or soon after—service.

      “What kind of world did we just walk into?” Mason said, bumping my elbow.

      Sandra led us up a floating staircase that curled around itself. On the second floor, there were glass-walled conference rooms. We entered one, and she pressed a button. The lights flickered on, and the glass wall clouded over.

      “Cool tech,” Mason said.

      “You’ll be briefed by your supervisor in a moment. Please wait here and make yourselves comfortable.” She gave us a tight smile and left.

      “From one prison to another,” I muttered.

      “I’m Wyatt,” the relaxed one said. He leaned back in his chair, boots kicked up on the table. “Did I hear you say your name was Skye?”

      He met my eyes. 

      “Yeah,” I answered.

      “Heard about you, man. Cool as a cucumber till someone punches you, eh?”

      I shrugged. My temper was an odd thing. I was still trying to get ahold of it.

      “Mason Dobbs,” Mason said. “IT whiz—”

      “Right,” Wyatt interrupted. “How’d they rope you into this? Did they catch you hacking?”

      Mason’s invisible hackles rose. “What’s with the third degree, man?”

      Wyatt laughed. “They’ve got shit on all of us. It’s how they rose to one of the largest military contracting companies inside of two years.”

      “How do you know that?” I asked.

      Wyatt held up his finger and turned to the last two. “Medic and sniper,” he said, pointing to each of them. “Names?”

      “Griffin,” the medic said. He was the one with darkness in him. It made sense—he’d have seen more shit than the rest of us. Held more American lives in his hands than anyone else. “I’d say it’s a pleasure, but…”

      Wyatt shrugged again. I was starting to see through the easy facade. There were cracks around the edges. Inside him hid something predatory. I felt a little better because of it, because it meant he was as fucked-up in the head as me.

      “Dalton,” the last said. He stood in the corner, the farthest from the door. The farthest from any of us. “They called us defensive marksmen.”

      “Bullshit,” Zach said. “You’re a fucking sniper. Don’t downplay that.”

      “And you like to blow things up and ask questions later?” Dalton snapped.

      Zach rolled his eyes.

      Wyatt stood. “The way I see it, they’re keeping us together for a reason. Medic. Explosives. Tech. Sniper”—he sighed—“excuse me, defensive marksman. I can’t really get a read on you, though, Skye. What’s your specialty?”

      I glanced at the ceiling, directly into the camera that was blinking at us. “I’m good at getting out of tough situations,” I said slowly. I wasn’t sure what else to say. Six months of unemployment had worn me down. I jumped at every little noise. There was so much energy building inside me, I thought I might explode.

      That was why I was here.

      Scorpion Industries had contacted me a week earlier. They thought my resume was intriguing. I came highly recommended from my squadron’s lieutenant—a man who happened to work for Scorpion Industries as of last month.

      There was no mention of pay or hours or what the hell they wanted me to do.

      I didn’t even ask. I was desperate.

      “What’s yours?” Griffin asked Wyatt.

      “My what?”

      Griffin raised an eyebrow.

      Wyatt grinned again. “I’m like Skye. I can get out of tough situations.”

      Our new supervisor entered the room and shut down conversation. From there, we were briefed on what to expect—specialized training, physical training, gun training, mental aptitude tests. By the time we all stood, my head was spinning.

      For the next six months, we worked side by side. We learned each other’s strengths and weaknesses. We lived at home and commuted to Scorpion Industries’ headquarters. I broke down more than once from the stress of it all in the shower, in my bed, on the drive home.

      It wasn’t until our supervisor pulled us aside and told us we were going abroad did the anxiety in my chest loosen. My smile broke the tension. Griffin smiled, then Dalton. Zach let out a whoop.

      That moment was what we had been training for without even knowing it.

      The missions ranged from difficult to impossible. My bank account swelled without my knowledge—not because I didn’t care, but because I didn’t have access to it until we were freed from our contracts two and a half years later.

      It was an all-expenses-paid vacation, spattered with gunfire and blood. The darkness wore on my soul each time I pulled the trigger.

      There were days that we did good. Days that our supervisor called us from DC and told us that we were being sent to exfiltrate someone from a dangerous country, city, state. Whatever. That’s where Wyatt shined. He could turn himself into someone else with the tilt of his head, glasses, a hat. It wasn’t his physical appearance that changed so dramatically: something inside him flipped a switch.

      He could stroll right by the police who were searching for us, and they wouldn’t bat an eye at him. 

      Mason always muttered that it was CIA shit. Maybe it was. Wyatt never explicitly said where he came from, just that he’d been in a few different government jobs. I assumed it was something black ops, like the Green Berets or Navy SEALs.

      But what do I know?

      We smuggled more people than I can count across borders. Some were close calls. Others felt like a walk in the park. There were still casualties. Our bosses didn’t care about the death we left in our wake—they told us not to worry about it. That was how rumors started.

      We each rose toward infamy in our own way over the years. Soldiers whispered about me at night, wondering if someone could defeat me in the ring. I had become known for my temper, for the way I snapped when pushed too hard. Sometimes we chased after gunfights, protecting Griffin as he did his best to save lives. The first nickname they gave him was the Grim Reaper, but people soon realized that wasn’t quite accurate enough. The Angel of Death suited him better.

      Dalton got the worst of it. He was always separate from us. We loved him, but he wholeheartedly pushed us away.

      “Being a sniper is a lonely road to walk,” he told me one night, blowing smoke rings up into the air. “Don’t feel sorry for me. I’m used to feeling apart.”

      He was a damn good shot. They say his shots heralded the start of a fight. He was never close enough for us to hear the gunshot—he liked to stay at least eight-hundred yards out, and the sound wouldn’t travel that far—but inevitably, a man fell from a roof and landed at our feet, or a car window shattered, blood coating the interior, or someone tumbled from a window, a doorway, a balcony. They called him the Morning Star. Something right out of a legend. The Devil.

      My temper frequently frayed, exhaustion making it easier to let go. Blood Sky. I grew up well away from oceans, but some said that a blood-red sky at night called for good weather to follow. Others whispered that seeing the sky red in the morning meant bad weather was on the horizon. Sometimes I liked to think that I embodied the good fortune, but I knew it was the opposite. Where I went, death followed.

      I saw red, and nothing could stop me. I slaughtered people for Scorpion Industries. We raided militant homes and compounds. We emptied our gun chambers into cars speeding in our direction. I shot a woman who wouldn’t stop limping toward us, leaning on an automatic weapon like a cane.

      For every person we got to safety, there were a dozen who haunted me.

      It wasn’t until we got back home that I realized all of that had unwound a piece of me. For all the good we did, there were still the bad deeds. It was these moments that made me promise to turn over a new leaf in the States. To help people with no return. I had enough money. I needed a balm to help me sleep at night. Guilt was my constant companion, and shame was its shadow.

      And part of that balm meant fracturing my relationship with four of the five guys who had become my brothers. Mason felt the way I did. He dragged along with me, back to civilization. Spike healed his wounds, but I didn’t have someone to fix me, to release my guilt and blame.

      Not until Delia.
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      Someone grabs my shoulders and hauls me out of the car. I groan as I slide across the pavement. Glass falls around me. My eyes won’t open.

      Finally, my movement stops. 

      “Not your day to die,” a voice grunts.

      “Wyatt?” I mumble. My head lolls to the side.

      Hands shove under my shoulder, rolling me onto my side.

      “I’m calling you an ambulance,” the voice says. “Stay with me.”

      “You’re dead. Am I dead?”

      “You’re very much alive.”

      Darkness threatens to suck me under, but I open one heavy eyelid and catch the corner of a face. “Damn,” I mumble. My eyes close before the man looks back at me.

      “What?”

      “I thought you were my brother,” I say.

      The man’s hand presses against my right cheek. It’s the only thing that doesn’t hurt.

      “Dream of him,” he says.

      I drop into unconsciousness and I do as my savior suggests: I dream of Wyatt Pierce.

      The man was a warrior. Crucial to every mission we went on. It made sense that he was promoted to squad leader two months into our deployment. It made sense that the rest of us followed his orders without question. He was smart and cunning. He had a knack for languages.

      And sometimes, he was the weirdest motherfucker I’d ever met.

      One time we were packed into a helicopter that saved our asses. We had never run so fast. Our guns were empty. Our water was gone. The woman we had been attempting to smuggle out of Iraq had been shot, and she was slung over Zach’s shoulder. The radio we used to communicate with the local military base—in case of emergencies only—had been shot to hell about a mile back. The enemy was creeping closer, hunting us in the middle of the wilderness.

      It was pure luck that the helicopter was returning from a heli-paramedic run. Even luckier that their patient was dead before they got there, which meant it was empty except the four soldier paramedics. We signaled it, the helicopter did a quick sweep of the area and got close enough to the ground to drop us a ladder.

      They couldn’t land because of IEDs. I still shudder when I think about it.

      Zach climbed up first, the woman barely holding on to him. Blood fell from her shoulder.

      It was a long flight back to base—at least an hour—and we were exhausted. Half of us ended up running IV fluids, and the other half nursed bottles of water. The medics worked on stabilizing the girl while we zoned out. I stared at the needle in my arm, the tape keeping it steady. It wasn’t the closest we’d come to dying, but it was damn close.

      Wyatt shook his head at one point. “I wouldn’t be able to bear it.”

      He startled us out of our own thoughts. We looked at him. 

      “Bear what?” To me, we had already borne the extremes of humanity—the highest of highs, the lowest of lows. One stunning birth that stands out like a bright star in the night. Saving innocent people. Countless deaths.

      “If I die, I don’t want you fools coming and wasting your time mourning me.”

      Zach rolled his eyes. “You’re going to die of old age. You’re going to outlive us all.”

      Wyatt was the best of us. We all knew that. He was calculating and cunning, but he had his gentle side.

      “No,” he laughed. “I’m going to get in trouble and get myself killed. Just you wait.”

      “And you don’t want us attending your funeral?” I asked. “For real?”

      Wyatt just patted my knee. “You’ll understand when you’re older, Jackie boy.”

      That got a laugh out of Griffin. “Well, if I’m not allowed at yours, you’re sure as hell not invited to mine.”

      Wyatt nodded. “Done.”

      Dalton shook his head. “You are out of your damn minds. Funerals are your loved ones’ last chance to say goodbye.”

      “Aw, he’s saying he loves us.” Zach chuckled.

      “Shocker,” Mason said.

      “You guys are my brothers,” Wyatt said. “There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you.”

      Griffin rubbed his face. “Well, that’s true for me, too.”

      I snorted. “You guys suck. We almost died for each other, and we’re not allowed to go to each other’s funerals. We’re not allowed to mourn each other. And now you’re saying you’d die for us all over again.”

      Griffin blinked at me. “Well… yeah.”

      “Ridiculous.” I sighed. “Okay. No, wait. Mason is invited to mine. You make sure I’m cremated. And I don’t want Spike to be alone.” Their relationship was still blooming, still new, but I had high hopes for them.

      Mason met my eyes. “He won’t be.”

      Dalton grimaced. “Enough of this talk.”

      “Not until you agree,” Wyatt said, his gaze on the woman. She was unconscious, yet she had survived it. “We celebrate our lives until the day we no longer can. You guys take a shot for me when I die, and let that be the end of it.”

      Zach nodded. “Agreed. If only to make you drop this fucking topic.”

      “Agreed,” Griffin said.

      “Fine,” Dalton growled. “We’re all going to die alone, anyway.”

      “Okay,” Mason said. “Except I’m going to Jackson’s funeral because I’m in love with his brother.”

      It was the first time he’d admitted that out loud. Joy swept through me, but I tried to keep it contained. None of them batted a goddamn eye, and I hoped it put Mason a bit more at ease. Griffin’s smile widened.

      Their eyes turned to me.

      “Agreed,” I said.

      That was that—until Wyatt died and Mason and Dalton broke their promise.
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      It’s as if someone snaps their fingers, and suddenly I am conscious. I jolt upright as searing pain ricochets around my body. I gag, my stomach revolting.

      I bend over and vomit on the pale-yellow tile floor.

      “Great,” someone says from the doorway. “That’s the third time you’ve done that.”

      I look up at Griffin and scowl. My body has been through a blender and come out on the other side. “Done what?”

      “Puked your guts out.” He checks his watch. “Those anti-nausea meds should’ve kicked in by now. How do you feel besides the rolling stomach?” He comes to the clean side of my bed and lifts my wrist.

      I wait until he’s done counting, even though his eyes are focused on me.

      I’ve only been on the receiving end of his care a million times… but it feels worse knowing I ran out on him. Guilt overtakes the physical pain. My heart picks up speed, and he grunts.

      “This was easier when you didn’t have a visceral reaction.” He lets go of my wrist and moves to my neck. Two fingers press into my throat.

      “What’s the difference?” I grumble.

      “I’m comparing your radial pulse to your carotid. Shut up.”

      I watch the clock.

      “Normal,” he says after a few seconds. He glances at the machine. “Don’t say I’m an overprotective shithead. I’m just going to put that out there now. You say that, and I’m walking away.”

      I tip my head back and ignore the apology that wants to fall from my lips. “So, I’m in a hospital?”

      He nods and sits on the edge of the chair next to my bed. “You’ve been here for two days. They put you under to do surgery to stop the internal bleeding in your abdomen.”

      “What happened?”

      “A car ran a red light and hit you going forty miles per hour. The EMTs on the scene weren’t sure how you got so far from your car, but judging from the drag marks—”

      “You were there?”

      He shrugs, unable to meet my eyes. “I stopped by.”

      “And then you stopped by here.” A slow smile spreads across my face.

      “Well, you almost died.” 

      My smile drops. “At least Dalton would’ve come to my funeral.”

      “Are you so sure about that?”

      He’s got a point. “Shit. I’m sorry, Griff. I just…” I grimace. “I got angry. He was pushing all the right buttons.”

      “He’s difficult on a good day,” Griffin agrees, chuckling under his breath. “Yeah, well. Mason was tracking you on the cams. He caught the accident. They’re going to get the son of a bitch who hit you and drove away.”

      “It was a hit-and-run?” My mind spins, trying to collect the fragmented pieces. “Someone pulled me out of the wreck.”

      He seems tortured by it, a lot like the first time we met.

      He grunts. “Yeah, that was out of frame.”

      “So, uh, Mason and Zach and Dalton—”

      “You’re so transparent, Skye. They’re in the waiting room.”

      “How’d you get in here?”

      His smile is familiar. I smile back at him. He doesn’t even have to answer: he snuck in. It’s something I would’ve expected out of Dalton, too, but then again… he’s pissed at me. Just maybe not irrevocably so.

      “Dear Lord in Heaven.” A nurse sweeps in. “Griffin Anders, get out of this poor man’s room.” She looks at me and then to the floor. “Ah, hell.”

      We watch as she spins on her heel and marches back out.

      “What’s the diagnosis?” I ask.

      Griffin rolls his eyes. “I was wondering when you were going to ask. A charming laceration to your left temple. A plastic surgeon took a look at it, so you shouldn’t have much of a scar. Bruised ribs. A concussion—thus the vomit. Nothing is broken. Then there was the surgery to fix the internal bleeding, as I mentioned. Your doorframe was bent in like a jackknife, though, and it got some heavy damage from rolling.”

      You got lucky.

      He doesn’t say it, but I sure as hell read it on his face. My stomach twists. He folds down the blanket to my hips and lifts the gown, showing me a taped gauze pad on my stomach. He carefully undoes a side of it and shows me the stitched incision. It goes from my pubic bone up to my belly button.

      “It looks good, but recovery can take up to six weeks. Oh, and they removed the stitches in your arm.”

      I’d have to be here for six weeks? No. Now that I’m awake, all I can think about is getting out of here. Delia’s face floats in my mind. I should have gone after her. “Think you can sneak the guys in here?”

      Griffin’s face lights up. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      I eye the puke as another hospital worker trudges in. “Maybe give them a minute.”

      He laughs. “You got it, chief.”

      I zone out after he leaves. My eyes close.

      Seconds later—but probably more like an hour, since the sky is now various shades of dark—Dalton clears his throat.

      “You still in a mood?” I rasp.

      He coughs. “Well, fuck you, too.”

      His fist does a poor job hiding his smile, and I let go of the breath I was holding.

      “You scared us.”

      “That’s part of my job description,” I say. “You guys don’t worry when I’m off fighting wildfires.”

      Mason shoves in behind him, Zach bringing up the rear.

      “That’s different,” Mason tells me. “Because we know you’re not actually fighting them, you’re being an ass ordering everyone around.”

      I shrug. My gaze goes down to the IV.

      Wyatt.

      I sit up straighter. “Mason. You said you couldn’t see who pulled me out of the car?”

      “Rub it in,” he says. “Sorry, man.”

      “It was Wyatt,” I blurt out.

      “Dude,” Zach says gently, “Wyatt is dead. Does he have memory loss?”

      I cover my head with my hands. “I know he’s dead.” I groan. “I swear, though, I saw him.”

      Mason frowns. “Dalton was at his funeral. It’s been a year. If he was alive, don’t you think we would be the first people to know?”

      I nod. “Yeah,” I say slowly. “That would make sense.”

      “It would also make sense that a good Samaritan would go help you,” Zach says. “Not all of us are assholes.”

      “Well, all of us are assholes,” I say. “It just felt so real.”

      Griffin shrugs. “You have a concussion. That can cause hallucinations if you get hit hard enough. Did the person say he was Wyatt?”

      I press my lips together. “No. It was more of a feeling—”

      “A hallucination,” Mason mutters. “You were in a crazy accident. No one blames you.”

      “I blame him,” Dalton says. “If he hadn’t stormed off—”

      “If you weren’t such a dick—”

      “If you weren’t afraid of—”

      “Stop!” Mason yells. “Fuck. What would Wyatt think of you two going for each other’s throats while Jackson lies in a hospital bed? He’d beat your asses.”

      Dalton turns away. “I need a cigarette,” he mutters, storming out of the room.

      “So, when am I getting out of here?” I start removing the pads on my chest.

      Mason tries to grab my arm, but Griffin pushes him out of the way. He undoes the tape from the IV and slides it out of my vein a lot more gracefully than I would have. When the monitor shows a flatlining heartbeat, Griffin silences the machine.

      “What are you doing?” Mason snaps.

      “We aren’t meant to linger in hospitals,” Griffin answers.

      “Yeah,” I manage. “Although I could do with another dose of morphine before we go.”

      “I have some in the car. Keep it together till then.”

      Zach brings in a wheelchair from the hallway while I slide sweatpants under the hospital gown. My jeans had been cut off at the scene, apparently, as well as my shirt. They help me get my arms through the sleeves of a dark-gray zip-up sweatshirt. I look down at my bare chest and try not to wince.

      I’ve seen it black and blue before. Cracked ribs are a bitch. Flailing chest—yep, I’ve suffered through that, too. It put me out of the game for a few weeks. This isn’t the worst pain I’ve felt, but my skin is every shade of purple, blue, and red. The gauze pad is eerily clean against it.

      They hoist me up, and my head spins. My stomach heaves.

      They jerk away from me when I gag.

      “You shouldn’t be leaving,” Mason mutters.

      “No, it’s fine, I just—”

      “Dear Lord.” My head jerks up as my brother saunters into the room.

      “I was wondering how long it would take you to try and break out,” he says.

      My friends put me into the wheelchair, and I grimace.

      Spike comes closer and bends down, gaze scouring my face. “You’ve always been reckless, Jackson. How is it that your actions always manage to disappoint me?”

      I laugh. “You’ve always lived too cautiously, Jeremy. How is it that you always manage to bore me?”

      Spike winks and hugs me lightly. It feels good to hug him back, even if the motion of stretching up makes me wince. I crush him into me.

      “Thanks for coming,” I say when he releases me. “Mason called you?”

      “Nah,” he says. “Your boss did when you didn’t show. It only took a little digging to find out where you’d gone.”

      “You? Dig?”

      “I am a cop,” he says, seeming vaguely insulted. He crosses the room to Mason and kisses his cheek. “We’ll talk about the fact that you withheld this from me later,” he promises him.

      Mason swallows.

      Spike always manages to command a room. He spins in a slow circle and takes note of Griffin and Zach. He’s met Zach before, and he raises his chin at him. Griffin and Spike stare at each other for a minute.

      Spike turns to me. “Well, let’s get on with it.”

      “With what?” I ask.

      His grin turns wolfish. “Breaking you out.”
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      Long ago, I thought of the idea of marrying James.

      It was a dirty idea that had been planted by Margaret when I was sixteen, but it festered. Part of me was horrified. Another part took comfort in knowing I wouldn’t be alone forever. Being alone was somewhat of a phobia after my mother’s death.

      As I grew up, the idea swelled and receded with the change of seasons. My father often left James to collect me and return me home when he was done teaching me lessons. After the first lesson—a knife drawn across my ex-boyfriend’s throat—James drove me home in silence.

      He broke it only long enough to say, “We all make choices to better our families. To protect our families.” 

      His words come back to me now. We all make choices to better our families. At the time, I thought he was talking about ours. But mine was never his. He was the consigliere—a nice name for an outsider. An advisor to the family, but not of the family.

      Big difference.

      “You okay?”

      I flinch, jerking the glass of water in my hands. It spills across the table.

      “Did I startle you?” She chuckles, but it dies on her lips too quickly. “We all startle easy these days,” she mumbles.

      “Sorry,” I groan, jumping up to grab the roll of paper towels.

      “This may be forward of me,” she says after I’ve cleaned up the mess and refilled my water, “but… where were you? You were gone for three weeks.”

      “It’s not too forward, Alex.” I laugh. “I don’t mind sharing.”

      She stares at me. “God, how I wish I could truly laugh. Tell me how you’ve accomplished that, too.”

      My shrug is less sure, even though I know the answer: Jackson Skye.

      “The first two weeks were chaos. I only had the possessions that I could fit in my bag, and I ditched my phone after a close call with—” I bite my lip. “I guess it was the Castillos behind it.”

      She nods. “Go on.”

      “I went north. My mother’s parents still own the house I grew up in, and I’d heard rumors that it was empty and untouched—and by rumors I mean I eavesdropped on Father speaking to my grandparents about it a few months ago. No one wanted to sell it.”

      “Wyoming?”

      I nod. “It was a bitch getting there.”

      The fear of those two weeks is visceral. I was helpless, grieving, lost. I grappled with my decisions of that day for almost a week and then I buried it. That’s why Jackson didn’t find the shell of a girl my family still expects me to be.

      “That took up most of the two weeks,” I explain. “And then… I couldn’t stay in Wyoming forever.”

      “We found you in Salt Lake City,” she says, “which is halfway between Casper and Vegas. Were you coming back?”

      I pick at my nails. Here’s where things get tricky: I either lie to her or I tell the truth. I hurt our friendship or I expose myself.

      One is repairable.

      “No,” I lie. “I wasn’t going to come back.”

      She stands from the table. I get it, I’d be incensed, too. I basically admitted to abandoning her and everyone else.

      “What will you do?” she demands. “We found you. You came back. What now?”

      “Now I am facing my fate, Alexa,” I snap. “I have an enemy to deal with before war breaks out. Let me do that.”

      “James is dealing with it,” Oliver says from the doorway. He’s home early from work—it’s the middle of the afternoon—and he gives me a tight-lipped smile. “He was here in your absence—he’s already declared war.”

      My eyebrows shoot up. “He’s declared war? On Jorge?”

      Oliver shifts. “Maybe not to his face,” he amends. “But he’s definitely said that the situation is going to escalate.”

      “Haven’t enough people been murdered?” I ask him.

      Oliver is like a new person: angrier, with hard lines on his face that betray the mask he’s trying so hard to keep in place. I scowl at him. Even if he’s angry and tall—built like Zach—I can’t show him fear.

      “Not enough Castillo blood has been shed to pay for our loss,” he answers.

      “That’s a coward’s answer.”

      Alexa shakes her head. “Oliver, leave us. Delia has been through a lot these past few weeks.”

      “So have you, darling.” He presses a kiss to the top of Alexa’s head and gives me one last frown before he turns and disappears down the hallway.

      “Okay,” she says in his absence, “you didn’t survive alone, did you? Who did you go to for help?”

      I blush, and she grins. She has me. So I break down and tell her all about Jackson—well, maybe not all about Jackson.

      She sighs. “Do you remember when we were kids and we’d pretend that knights were going to ride up to our doorstep and sweep us away?”

      I frown at the dreamy look on her face.

      She continues, “That actually happened for you.” Her voice lowers as she adds, “Oliver and I don’t agree on everything, but he was my knight when I needed him. I trust him.”

      “Do you trust me?” I ask.

      “I do,” she says “But where is my loyalty supposed to lie? If you were me—who would you side with?”

      I lean back. “Are you saying you agree that James was right to declare war?”

      She picks up my hand. “Someone needs to pay. That doesn’t mean that I wouldn’t agree with your way of doing it, but...”

      James needs to pay. And my god, he’s fooled them all.

      “I get it,” I say, putting a smile on my face when I really want to cry. “Why’d you come back for me if you’re just going to follow James anyway?”

      Her grip tightens. “I’m sorry.” She exhales and shakes her head. “I thought you getting back was going to be different.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Different? Like, I’d ride in and declare war and, what?”

      “I don’t know,” she murmurs.

      “Oh, and, Alexa? There’s one thing wrong with your knight theory.”

      “What’s that?”

      “He didn’t come back for me.” I slide my hand out of hers and stand. “I’m going to go lie down.”

      I lock the door to my room, saying a quiet prayer of thanks that it has a lock, and flop onto the double bed. I’d imagine that Alexa and Oliver will turn this into a baby room in the near future.

      When I was about five years old, wild with too much energy, my mother made me practice meditation. Meditation to a five-year-old is sitting cross-legged in front of your mother and counting breaths in and out. There was no deep philosophical thinking going on. While I didn’t care for them at five, I appreciated the memories after I no longer had my mother. Those moments were sharp in my mind, even at six, seven, eight. I could smell her lavender shampoo. Hear her soft inhales and exhales across from me. Later in life, I closed my eyes, cross-legged on the floor, and pretended that my mother was beside me.

      Meditation didn’t yield results at first. Slowly, that changed.

      I lower myself to the floor and close my eyes.

      There’s a solution to my problems. I just need to find it.

      Oliver is with James, which means I can’t count on Alexa. Lauren was acting a bit off, but what did I expect? Her dad and uncles were murdered, and her cousin disappeared for three weeks. The other cousins, even Rachel and Sorella, my two remaining aunts, have been distant.

      Jorge and James conspired to bring down the Moretti family. From James’s empty bank account, I would guess that James paid off the Castillos. Maybe the Castillos promised a truce if James took over. That would be a brilliant coup. A feud that, up until a month ago, had no end in sight, suddenly brought to heel?

      But then I survived, and James declared war.

      I grimace and squeeze my eyes shut tighter. Finally, an idea blooms. I run it through once, twice, three times; I try to find flaws, cracks, things that can go wrong. Truthfully, there are too many things that can go wrong. The worst-case scenario is that I’m caught and murdered for my trouble. The best is that I put my family back together.

      Satisfied and thoroughly exhausted, I climb into bed. Can’t do anything until it’s fully dark anyway.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      This is a bad idea.

      I chant that in my head as I walk down the street. This is a terrible idea, half-thought out, rushed—

      “Hey, honey,” a guy sitting on his porch calls.

      His friends laugh.

      Awful idea.

      The gun against my ribs makes me feel slightly better, but in a close fight, a gun wouldn’t help. Hell, I wouldn’t get a chance to pull it out if someone grabbed me from behind or rushed me…

      Finally, the right house is in front of me. I take a second to look at it—really look, like my dad taught me. It’s a home as big as my family’s, minus the fence and gate. Their security is less, but that’s probably because no one would dare to steal from them.

      I’m not here to steal. Not anything physical anyway.

      Like my home, this one has a guest house in the back. There’s no pool, just a grassy area set with picnic tables and extra chairs. It seems like the family is used to hosting parties. My father had notes on his computer in his home office about this house. Before I caught a cab across town, I snuck out of Alexa’s house and into mine, read what information I could, and off I went. Oh, and I took my gun from the shed in the back of the house—just in case.

      The main home and guest house are completely dark. I open the door to the guest house and search around the small living room. White furniture with stainless steel accents. It doesn’t seem like the home of a bachelor.

      It is cold, though. I shiver after the Vegas heat.

      The bedroom has no personal effects. There’s a single toothbrush in a glass cup in the bathroom. A half-used tube of toothpaste next to it. The shower curtain is white with gray horizontal stripes, but there isn’t so much as a used towel on the rack.

      Boring.

      I take a seat on the kitchen counter, which gives me a good vantage point and is mostly hidden from the windows. I unbuckle my light jacket, which I chose solely to hide the holster and weapon, and take the gun out. I set it next to my thigh.

      After that, there’s nothing left to do but wait.

      Eons later, when Edgar Castillo walks through his front door, the memory of his face through the car window surfaces. I touch the cool metal of the gun, reassurance enough, and I wait as he sheds his sports coat, kicks off his shoes, and turns on a single lamp.

      He doesn’t notice me at first. There’s a lot of peace in his routine. He loosens his tie, undoes the top button of his dress shirt. He exhales words under his breath. When he does notice me, his whole body locks up.

      “You’ve grown up,” he says without looking at me.

      “You, too,” I say, remembering the last time we’d spoken at age sixteen. His voice is deeper. He’s taller. He’s a bit more put together, whereas I’ve come undone. I’d say any girl would be lucky to have him—but he’s still the son of an infamous cartel boss. 

      “What are you doing here, Delia?” He finally turns toward me.

      I tap my nails along the gun barrel, bringing his eyes away from my face and down to the mouth of the gun, pointed in his direction.

      “Did you know what your father was planning?”

      He snorts. “Do not be so foolish as to assume—”

      “That it was only him?” I interrupt. “I don’t think that. Let me ask a different question: Did you know your father was planning something against my father when he met with James?”

      He swallows.

      I jump off the counter, dragging the gun with me. It shrieks against the marble countertop. Edgar is now taller than me by a foot. He’s certainly taller than Jackson. Thinner, too. He reminds me of Griffin in a way—they have the same look. They pretend there aren’t ghosts in the room, when in reality, the house is full of them.

      “You thought I didn’t know.”

      “I don’t know what happened,” he says. Whether he’s telling the truth is another story. “My father and his men came out. The job was done. We waited for Margaret, but…”

      “By the time you realized she wasn’t coming out, I was gone,” I guess.

      I wonder if Griffin first said that I would be good at this because I have the same darkness as Edgar and him. My ghosts press against me, but I ignore them. There are too many secrets and too much blood between Edgar and me.

      He shrugs.

      “You once said that our families didn’t have to be enemies,” I say softly. I lean toward him and offer the gun. “Do you still believe that?”

      His attention switches from my face to the gun, up and down. Back and forth. My heart nearly bursts out of my chest while I wait for him to make up his mind. Light or dark. Good or evil. Right or wrong. Who would blame him if he took the gun and shot me?

      He lifts the gun from my palm. I can’t help but close my eyes. I haven’t been shot, but the feeling of waiting for the bullet is familiar. It doesn’t lessen the fear ricocheting through me. I wonder if it will hurt, or if the pain will be too extraordinary and I’ll slide straight into shock.

      “Delia,” he says.

      I open my eyes. The gun is on the table beside us, pointed away.

      “I think our fathers led us down a dark path,” he says. “We can reverse it.”

      A tentative smile rises to my lips. “Good.”

      “One question,” he says. “You tell me what happened in your house.”

      I shake my head. “I once promised the man I love that I’d only tell the story once. I can’t tell it when he isn’t around to hear it. I will say that James didn’t act alone.”

      He exhales. “What sort of plan are you concocting?” He gestures for me to take a seat. Once I do, he goes to the refrigerator and grabs two beers. He pops the tops off the bottles and slides one to me.

      I take a gulp before I answer. “James was my father’s advisor. I can’t figure out if James and your father were conspiring to combine into one, if James was going to have a truce with your family once he was in charge, or…” I rub at my eyes. “Maybe James was pulling a long con. I don’t know.”

      His full lips turn into a frown. “My father keeps me involved in nearly all things. James came to the house twice. The first time, he showed up, and my father’s men took him straight up to the office. I wasn’t invited. The second time, he brought money and his sister. That was the day my father and his men went to your house.”

      I hold up my hand. “Wait a second. Sister?”

      He eyes me. “Is that surprising?”

      “James doesn’t have a sister.”

      Edgar shakes his head. “You seriously playing dumb?”

      I’m tempted to smack his chest. “Dumb? Jesus, Edgar, James doesn’t have a fucking sister.”

      “Margaret is his sister,” he finally says.

      And all the pieces I didn’t know I needed to connect slam into place. I needed to uncover Margaret’s motivation, but it’s been sitting in front of me this whole time. Margaret and James? Siblings.

      “I’ll need to verify that,” I say, but my mind is already going to the funeral documents Lauren told me were in my father’s study. That will have her maiden name on it, I’d bet. I clear that from my thoughts, shoving it away until I can deal with it fully, and say, “So James paid your father.”

      His frown deepens. “I’ve long been opposed to my father’s moral choices. Your father was no better.”

      “James is worse.”

      “You think your father brought you into the fold,” he says. “You think you’re ready to lead a family. We’re both naive enough to think our fathers would’ve loosened their grips so easily. No. There are things you don’t know about your family—and if you do know, then you’re not the person I thought you were.”

      My mind races, trying to uncover the secrets that I might’ve been ignoring for the sake of loving my father. “Just tell me.”

      He shakes his head. “Not here. You’d never believe me.”

      “Where? When?”

      He takes out his phone. “Tomorrow night. Nine o’clock. Meet me at the diner on West Charleston Boulevard. The twenty-four-hour one.”

      He looks toward the main house. “You better go. I’ll walk you out.”

      “Tomorrow,” I say at the top of the street. The coast is clear, and I head away from him.

      I hope I can trust him. I hope I haven’t just made a giant mistake.
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      Griffin keeps a close watch on me. He sits in the backseat of Spike’s SUV, checking the surgical site, my temperature, and my pulse every twenty minutes. Dalton and Zach stayed behind in Salt Lake City. When we parted, Dalton said he had some business to take care of before he went back to Miami, and Zach was going to help him do it.

      The drive from Salt Lake to Vegas is tense, but the pain medication that Griffin keeps giving me by IV is helping me not give a shit. For most of the six hours, I doze. My head bobs as I nod off and jerk awake. Being back in the car, when I’m lucid, gives me cold sweats. I’m just on the edge of unconsciousness, but I lurch back into awareness at the memory of crunching metal.

      Finally, Griffin takes me off the medication. It takes an hour or so for the pain to come roaring back, but I’d rather be awake and panting from pain than in that foggy semi-conscious state.

      “So,” Spike says from the driver’s seat. “How’s the fire management going?”

      I snort. “You’re joking?”

      “No,” he says, his eyebrows drawing together. He meets my eyes in the rearview mirror.

      “Mason told them about the accident,” I say.

      Spike glances at his partner, then back to the road.

      “And then I called them up and quit.”

      “You did what?”

      Even Griffin looks surprised. Mason had taken me to the bathroom before we left, and I used his phone to call my boss. He didn’t handle it very well, but he understood that my accident would have a long recovery time. “I’m reorganizing my priorities,” I’d told him.

      “I have enough money,” I mumble. I picture Delia’s face as I tell her the news: that I’m choosing her. Not her lifestyle, not her family—just her. I don’t know how that will work. I haven’t sorted it out yet. The thing is: I want to sort it out. I want to steal her away and be with her, even if I only get her for a handful of seconds each day.

      Let’s not get carried away. I’m too greedy to be satisfied with a handful of seconds per day.

      “Scorpion paid us well,” Mason agrees.

      “Add that to the fact that I didn’t spend any of it,” I say.

      Griffin’s eyebrows shoot up. “None?”

      “It’s been in a savings account,” I say. “I had my Forest Service job, so…”

      Griffin laughs. “I kind of want to punch you right now.”

      I shrug and tilt my head back. “So, Spike, how’s work?”

      “Titillating,” he replies dryly. “They weren’t too happy with my abrupt vacation time.”

      “I know the feeling,” I mutter. “Mason, you?”

      “I left the company in good hands while I went on this little adventure. Business is good.”

      “Griffin?”

      He’s quiet for a minute. I look over at him. A shadow has settled on his face.

      “You’re going to need care for a few days. Once you’re settled, I leave for Europe.”

      All of us are shocked into silence.

      Finally, Spike musters, “Why the hell are you going to Europe?”

      “That’s where most of my business is,” he says. “The people are a bit more superstitious. There’s a more solid underground network. And while traveling between the countries is easier, the countries’ law enforcements don’t always communicate.”

      “What is it that you do again?” Spike asks.

      Griffin chuckles. “I’m a medic. I specialize in trauma, which is great for the people you are trying to bring down in your day job. Sometimes I work with spies or people who can’t go to local hospitals. The rich pay well. The other people… Charity.”

      I recognize what that’s worth. He’s doing his part to wipe his ledger clean. He does it much quieter than me, with my hero complex, rescuing damsels in distress from oncoming wildfires.

      No. We’re all trying to make amends in our own way.

      Spike doesn’t reply. He doesn’t get it—all he’s ever done is be a good guy. Not like us.
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      I wear all black and feel like a ninja.

      It’s been three days since I got back to Vegas, but tonight is the first night where it feels like I’m going to be gaining valuable intel.

      My first stop is my old home. I guess it’s still my home, but it feels too foreign. I race upstairs to Father’s study and flip open the folders with the funeral home paperwork, the cemetery plot information, copies of my father’s and stepmother’s social security cards and birth certificates. And there, in small font, is my stepmother’s given name: Margaret Elvira. I had been searching for a connection, almost subconsciously demanding threads to be connected. She was in on it. She was going to walk out of that house alive, and it was because James would never have killed his sister.

      The fact that she didn’t...

      I close the folders, leaving them exactly where they are, and go to meet Edgar.

      He’s sitting at the diner bar, a cup of coffee in front of him. I look around. It’s surprisingly full for so late at night, and slide onto the open stool next to him.

      “Busy place,” I comment.

      A waitress comes over and smiles at me. “Coffee?”

      “Yes, please,” I say.

      “It’s always busy,” Edgar says, stirring his coffee idly. “They have free Wi-Fi, and the local college kids come here for the pie. And to study.”

      Half of the people are younger than me, and most of them are on laptops. A good percentage of those have dessert and mugs beside them. “Hmm,” I answer.

      The waitress sets a mug in front of me, then the creamer and sugar. She pours the dark liquid from a steaming pot. “Anything else, dear?”

      “No, thank you,” I murmur.

      I eye Edgar out of the side of my eye.

      “Yes,” he says to my unspoken question. “A quiet place would’ve drawn more attention to us. Imagine if we were the only two people in here, and we chose to sit next to each other? Anyone who walked by would talk.”

      “But now it looks like I had no choice but to sit next to you?” I ask.

      He smiles into his mug.

      “Where are we going?”

      He pulls out car keys and sets them on the counter. “There’s a shipping company a mile from here. We have to be there at ten.”

      I glance at my watch. “What are we going to do for an hour?”

      “I’m going to tell you what I know,” he says.

      I sip my coffee and stare at the wall as he tells me what his father has done recently. I don’t care about half of it—trades and shipments and whatnot—until he mentions weapons.

      “That’s our division,” I cut in. My father always said not to incriminate myself. Here I am, doing a fine job of that.

      He shakes his head. “Not anymore.”

      What the hell is going on?

      “Does your father know that James is planning on declaring war?”

      “Not officially,” he answers. “Can’t say I’m surprised. Dad didn’t deliver.”

      “Deliver what?”

      “You. Dead.”

      I tell him about my day.

      I woke up to Alexa banging on my door. I opened it, bleary-eyed, and she informed me that James was calling a family meeting. I wanted to snort, but her serious expression stopped me. So I followed along as Oliver, Alexa, and I piled into her car and drove the short distance to James’s house.

      I stuck to the back of the room and watched as James interacted with thirty of my closest cousins. Nearly all of them wore black in mourning. Rachel and Sorella were both there with purple scarves wrapped around their shoulders to signify that they were now widows.

      “You haven’t cried,” Lauren said in my ear.

      I tilted my head.

      “Your father and uncles died, and you haven’t cried. You don’t seem remorseful at all.”

      “Is that your main worry?” I asked in a low voice.

      Her blonde hair was coiled in a braided bun on top of her head. She was the definition of put together.

      “That I haven’t cried in front of you?”

      “Have you, though?”

      “Have I what?” My temper danced along a razor-sharp edge.

      “Cried,” she snapped.

      “Of course I’ve cried.” For once, I didn’t have to lie. The first two weeks after their brutal murder, I had a constant flow of tears. I sobbed until I fell asleep every night. I wasn’t ready to take it off the back burner, even now that I was home. There were still things to be done before I could sit down and focus on silly emotions.

      Yet my words soothed Lauren. Her shoulders lowered, her face relaxed.

      “And Delia has returned to us,” James said in a booming voice.

      I started to step back, but Lauren grabbed my shoulders and held me in place. I cast a look at her, but her gaze was on James.

      Everyone turned in my direction. Some surprise rippled around the room, some empathy, some hurt. I felt every single pair of eyes like a brand, and doubt reared up inside me. How am I supposed to lead them?

      My father brought me along on his top-secret missions for what? Nothing. He tried to teach by example, but his examples were hard to decipher. They boiled down to:

      Kill those who betray you.

      Never trust someone with nothing to lose.

      Family is business. 

      Nothing like a good pep talk from dear old dad.

      James led the meeting, telling everyone about how I was so stricken by grief and, fearing for my life, I ran. He was so worried for me, so upset that the Castillos put a bounty on my head. People objected to that, murmurs rustling out of the dust. 

      I seethed while he painted me in a weak light, but there was nothing I could do. Lauren held my hand and ran her thumb over my knuckles. 

      And while I silently seethed, he told my family about the retribution coming to the Castillos. He talked about a new business venture, but he didn’t illuminate what it was. He only promised the family new opportunities. Family.

      I tell Edgar, “He talked to them like he was one of them.” I can’t keep the disgust from my voice. “What is this new business venture?”

      Edgar frowns. “What you see tonight—it’s not new. I don’t know what he’s talking about.”

      James promised revenge to Rachel and Sorella, who watched him with red eyes. He promised war to be brought down on the Castillos.

      “Hell is about to rain down on your family unless we can stop this.”

      He looks at me. “You used to be ruthless.”

      I cock my head. “When?”

      “When we met for the first time.” He drains his mug and tosses money on the counter.

      I follow him out the door, down the block to a blue sedan. He gets in the driver’s seat, and I slide into the passenger’s side, waiting for him to elaborate.

      “Sixteen years old, you closely resembled your mother.”

      I blink at him. “How do you know what my mother looked like?”

      He pulls out into traffic. “Our mothers used to be friends,” he says quietly. “There’s a picture of them together in the attic. I used to play up there as a child to forget that my father liked to go on sprees of violence when he’d been drinking. It was a safe place, especially after my mom left.”

      Just another thing Edgar and I have in common. I’m tempted to reach out and take his hand, to touch his shoulder, anything to offer comfort. In the end, though, I sit in silence and wait for him to speak again.

      “Dad packed up everything of hers and stored it in the attic. I think he secretly hoped she would come back someday, and he wanted to be able to say he held on to her things. Anyway—that’s how I know what she looks like. It was one of the only photos I had of my own mother smiling into a camera.”

      I nod.

      “Anyway, we met, what, was it your sixteenth birthday party?”

      “Yeah,” I murmur.

      “My father wanted to do a show of good faith, so we stopped by. It was so tense when he rang the doorbell and your father answered. I thought I was going to shit my pants.” He chuckles. “We had bought a present for you. You know—the good faith thing. So your dad let us in, and we stood in the kitchen waiting for you. When you came in and your father said our names, your expression dropped. I got chills.”

      “You said we didn’t have to be enemies,” I say.

      “That was because I knew you’d destroy me,” he admits. “Sure, we’re older. Wiser. I’ve learned a thing or two—”

      “Oh, have you?”

      He rolls his eyes. “Business, women, it’s all the same.”

      I snort. “Most definitely not, Edgar. Jesus, no wonder you’re still single.”

      “Nah, I just haven’t found the right girl yet.”

      I shrug and motion for him to continue.

      “My dad and I got in the car, and he said to me, ‘Watch yourself around that one, son.’” He does a great imitation of his dad’s voice.

      Well enough that I shiver.

      “He saw the coldness in your eyes. But now? It’s gone.”

      I sigh. “I can be ruthless when I want to be,” I argue.

      “You’d kill a man?”

      I picture Jorge’s man drawing the knife across my father’s throat. The feel of his blood on my skin. It’s James who is responsible. It’s James who will pay. “Yes.”

      Edgar doesn’t turn into the main entrance of the shipyard. He kills the headlights and pulls around back, behind the building, and carefully backs into a tight spot between a truck and a junk car. He unbuckles. “No matter what happens, you have to stay in the car.”

      I have my gun. I have an extra magazine in my pocket and a suppressor in my other pocket. I don’t answer, because I can’t make any promises to him tonight, not unless he wants to make me a liar.

      “We should come up with a plan,” he says.

      I glance over at him. Half of his face is in shadow.

      “They’re bound to get suspicious. What if they suspect you?”

      “Suspect me of finding out about… whatever this is?” I cross my arms over my chest. “I don’t know.”

      He chuckles. “None of them are acting weird?”

      Okay, they have been. I exhale. “What sort of plan?”

      “If we miss a meeting with each other, we investigate.”

      I nod. “Sure. More than just a cursory drive-by.”

      He takes out a receipt from his wallet and scribbles an address on the back. “If I go missing, they’d probably take me here.”

      I tear the paper in half and write down the address for the warehouse, handing it back to him. I tuck his address in my pocket. “They’d take me there. But I’d probably be dead before you got to me.”

      That kills the mood.

      We lapse into silence. Eventually, a van swings into the yard, headlights illuminating a sweeping arc. It stops next to one of the semi-trailer trucks. All of a sudden, there’s a flurry of motion. The back of the trailer is shoved open from the inside, and two men hop to the ground.

      “I can’t see,” I mutter. Anxiety about being left in the dark—literally and figuratively—twists my stomach into knots.

      Edgar wordlessly hands me a pair of binoculars.

      Two more men get out of the van. The driver glances in my direction, and my heart freezes. Santino. He’s my cousin, two years younger than me. I haven’t seen him since I returned, but he appears haggard. I wonder if this job, whatever it is, weighs on his soul.

      “What the hell?” I whisper.

      The back of the van opens, and the men lift out huge, heavy bags. One of the bags squirms.

      Nausea rips through me. I glance at Edgar, whose lips are pressed together in a flat line. He seems similarly stricken.

      “What’re in the bags?” I ask him.

      “Girls,” he whispers.

      “Fugitives paying to get out of the country?” Damn it, my voice is too hopeful.

      The hope shatters when Edgar just looks at me.

      I yank my hood up and slip out of the car before Edgar can stop me. The four men have finished loading the girls into the truck. They don’t notice me as I wind my way through the shadows toward them.

      Never have I felt such heavy disappointment.

      This must be akin to what my father felt when he slit my ex-boyfriend’s throat. Every awful, dark emotion is rising in me. The hood gives me an ounce of anonymity, but I know it won’t help me now.

      One man crosses behind the van. I whistle. It’s a sharp, clear noise that cuts through the night, and the man raises his head. Richie. Uncle Angelo’s oldest son.

      “Get out of here, vermin,” he spits in my direction.

      I forgive him for that, brushing off the name because he can’t see who I am.

      I raise the gun. It glints off the low light of the moon, and Richie’s mouth drops open.

      Elton was easy to kill. He deserved it.

      Richie… He’s always been nice to me. The oldest of Rachel’s sons, with a dark sense of humor and an unfailing nose for cherry pie. He scooped me up on his shoulders when I was little and carried me around like I was a princess atop my noble steed. He’s Santino’s older brother, which just solidifies in my mind that this is family business.

      I lower the hood so he can see my face.

      “Delia?” he asks. “What—?”

      I pull the trigger. The suppressor that I screwed onto my gun moments ago masks the noise, but it’s still a gunshot. I get him in the shoulder, close to his heart, and he sinks to his knees.

       A distant cousin is the next one to step into my sights. His mouth drops open when he sees me, but he’s dead before he can utter a word. The driver appears next. I shoot him without hesitating, even though I want to scream at him, to demand where he would’ve taken the girls, and how many others he’s brought to shipping terminals in California or Mexico.

      “Delia,” Santino calls.

      I find him crouched for cover by the truck. I aim the gun at him, but I’m shooting to kill. Fury overtakes me.

      “How could you, Santino?” I demand. “This family has never—”

      “This family has always done this, you idiot,” he growls. “Your father thought you were too weak to know the truth. The Moretti Family does what needs to be done.”

      He laughs from his hiding place, but I can see his eyes on me.

      “Honestly, Delia, half of your inheritance is blood money.”

      I barely register the gun in his hand, the way he raises it at me without hesitation.

      An unsuppressed gunshot cracks the night wide open, and I stagger back, feeling my chest. It’s as I feared—straight into shock. My heel hits a rock, and I fall on my ass. My hands are still trying to find the wound, and that’s when I realize there’s no blood.

      Santino slumps to the ground, the gun clattering from his hand to the packed dirt.

      The girls scream. Their voices echo and blend together inside the container.

      I look around wildly, half convinced Jackson has saved me once again. Joy and awful, thick dread war within me. When Edgar steps out from behind the truck, his hands up in the air like he’s surrendering, the joy dies.

      “Oh my god,” I murmur, staring at the bodies around me. Two cousins I loved. A stranger employed to get the girls across borders. A distant cousin, but family all the same. I killed them quickly, easily.

      Do not throw up, Delia.

      The truck’s back door has been closed but not locked. The screaming is half muffled. Tortured. It breaks me open.

      Edgar helps me up. “We need to leave,” he says. “We’ll call the police on our way home. Let them help those girls.”

      I start to shake my head, but Edgar grips my chin and forces me to meet his gaze.

      “Now’s not your moment of grace,” he says to me.

      If not now, when?

      What was it I had said to Jackson? I need to see their faces. The men who attacked us in Wyoming weren’t cousins of mine—they were Castillo men. I didn’t even have a chance to kill them. But these men? My own blood was spilled tonight.

      I let Edgar lead me to the car. My whole body tingles on the edge of numbness.

      “This is our secret,” he mutters. “We were never fucking here. Got it? Shit, Delia—”

      “Ruthless enough for you?” I ask, tipping my head back. I’m angry at him for bringing me here without some sort of warning. I’m furious at myself for what I’ve done. I almost can’t believe this has been going on beneath my nose for years. And because my father thought I was too weak? Because I asked him to stay out of that business when I was younger and he agreed—but he lied and didn’t want to hurt me?

      I don’t have answers.

      Edgar shakes his head. “Fuck.”

      We don’t speak. He drops me off at the top of my street, and I manage to slip into the house without getting caught. There will be damage control to be done tomorrow, but for now, I am alone with my thoughts.

      Silence prevails in my small room. Grief and worry and every negative feeling I’ve ever had storm to life, begging for attention. I crawl into bed and let the ghosts close in around me.
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      It’s almost ironic that I end up in Vegas, in the same city as Delia, and I couldn’t feel farther from her.

      Spike had to use a wheelchair—stolen shamelessly from the hospital by Griffin and Zach—to get me from my bed to the car, and later from the car into the apartment he shares with Mason. 

      Spike and Mason bought their condo in downtown Vegas almost three years ago. The complex has a pool on the roof, a glass-walled gym beside it, and a restaurant on the first level. 

      I’m ashamed I’ve never visited before. Not because it’s beautiful, but because I’ve neglected everyone in my life in some way or another. I’ve been floating around the West Coast for two years. Why couldn’t I manage to visit my only brother?

      I grab Spike’s arm one day, a week into my stay, and try to apologize. “I’m going to do better,” I promise.

      He shrugs. “I’ll believe it when I see it, brother.”

      Mason comes out of the shadows after Spike leaves for work. “He’s just—”

      “You don’t have to make excuses,” I say.

      Another three weeks pass. I’m not allowed to do anything out of my wheelchair. Spike and Mason go so far as to hire me a babysitter for when they’re at work. 

      “Please, take me to work with you,” I beg Mason one day. This confinement is going to my head. I wheel around their apartment and agonize over every single decision I’ve ever made. It doesn’t feel like four weeks have passed—more like four years.

      Every day, my thoughts return to Delia. I want to know where she is, what she’s doing, who she’s with. I’m learning the difference—the terrifying difference—between lust and love. If I had thought my emotions toward her were purely physical, I was wrong. I was wrong in a way that cracks open my chest every time I lift her shirt to my nose. The scent is barely there, more imagination and memory than anything else. Sometimes, I can’t think about her. I put her in a box and store her at the back of my mind.

      She always breaks free.

      Mason snorts. “You’re a bull in a china shop in that chair, Skye. There’s no way I’m letting you around paying clientele and expensive equipment.”

      “I don’t even need it anymore.” For a while, the concussion caused severe nausea and dizziness. The doctors said it triggered vertigo, which meant I was useless until it went away. That, plus the rest required by Griffin post-surgery, meant I tended to roll my wheelchair into walls, tables, and occasionally, people.

      I stand to prove my point, but he just shakes his head.

      “Nope! Read a book or something. Clean your room.” Almost to himself, he mutters, “Who knew he was such a mess?”

      “I heard that,” I grumble. I sit back down with a thud. My legs are still a little shaky, which is all the more reason to practice walking. If I had been in a hospital, I’m sure I would’ve been labeled a fall risk.

      I push back to my feet and make my way into the guest room that I’ve taken over. I keep my hand on the wall to steady myself and breathe out a sigh of frustration when I look around the space. He’s right: there are clothes everywhere. Every single item from my duffle bag has been laid out, meticulously calculated, and then abandoned.

      It takes me a while to go through everything again. I find the jeans that I wore while I was with Delia, and my lungs stop working. Pain shreds my chest. My heart skips for a second as memories filter past my eyes. It’s such a visceral reaction that I almost drop them.

      Breathe. I suck in air and start to fold the jeans. They’re just pants. There’s no need to get emotional. Even if holding them drags out thoughts of Delia. Her smile. The tremor in her fingers when she’s trying not to show she’s terrified. Her exhale in my ear when she attacks me from behind.

      I miss her and I hate it.

      Smoothing the fabric as I fold it, my fingers hit something stiff in the pocket. I pull out a business card. The blood drains from my face. I had forgotten this moment in the grand scheme of things: when I opened the door to the two men searching for Delia in the hotel room and they bought my frazzled work-trip story.

      Delia wasn’t aware that subterfuge was part of my training. If she hadn’t kept calling the lawyer, we would’ve been okay. Switching vehicles, staying off the grid, not attracting undue attention—well, the fight was probably unnecessary, but she really didn’t have a part in it.

      The men had given me a business card and told me to call them if I saw her.

      I dial Mason’s number.

      “It’s been less than an hour, jackass. You’ve had a babysitter for a week. Don’t tell me you can’t last a day?”

      “Well,” I cough, “I actually need you to run a number for me.”

      “For fuck’s sake.”

      I smile—and then grimace.

      “Okay,” he says. “Give it to me.”

      I read him the number. There’s keyboard clicking, and then, “Burner phone. It’s impossible to locate unless it’s connected to a call.”

      “Okay, thanks.” I nix the idea of calling it.

      I have a better idea anyway. Getting dressed quickly, I speed out the door down the elevator. I’m out on the hot Las Vegas sidewalk in no time, staring at the strip in the near distance.

      A quick taxi ride later—well, quick in Vegas terms, which isn’t that quick at all—I find myself staring up at Delia’s family home.

      It’s bigger than I would’ve pictured for her, but it makes sense for her family. Her father was a Mafia boss. She’s inherited an empire. Of course they live in a mansion on a street full of other mansions.

      “Can I help you?” a woman asks, walking down the driveway.

      “Is Delia here?”

      The woman stiffens. “You’re him, huh?”

      Confusion must pass across my face. This isn’t the same woman from the restaurant in Salt Lake City. She looks similar to Delia, and if I didn’t know Delia was an only child, I would’ve thought this girl was her older sister.

      She smooths the front of her pale-yellow blouse. “Jackson, right?”

      “How did you know that?” I can guess: Delia told her. It would mean Delia is here, alive, thriving.

      She just smiles at me. Her red lipstick is a gash across her face.

      “She’s staying at my house,” she finally says. “There’s so much death in this house, she didn’t—”

      “I get it,” I say. “So… she’s not here?”

      “No, Jackson,” she says, and it sounds a little off. I wait for her to elaborate, but she just blinks her big dark eyes at me.

      “Okay.” I start to turn away, then spin back. “I didn’t catch your name?”

      “Alexa.” She doesn’t smile at me. “I’ll tell her you stopped by.”

      “Alexa Moretti,” I say, but she just watches me. “Nice to meet you. Good luck with the ghosts.”

      She looks away from me, and I realize that her dad might’ve been one of the ones to die, too.

      I make it halfway down the block before someone comes running down a driveway to my right. I manage to turn just as the figure leaps at me.

      The flash of brown hair is the only hint I get before they latch on to me like an octopus, arms winding around my neck and legs hooking around my hips. Delia’s scent hits me, and I relax, hugging her tightly to me.

      Eventually, I have to let her go. I release her slowly. She slips to the ground and looks up, tears in her eyes. “You came for me,” she whispers. “Jackson—”

      I glance back toward where she came from. A man stands in the doorway.

      “So much has happened,” she says. “I have so much to tell you. You came at a perfect time, actually. You and I—”

      I close my eyes. “Delia.”

      “Jackson,” she answers, her voice soft. She threads her fingers through mine, lifting our hands between us.

      I stare down at her pale fingers next to my tan ones.

      “I just…” I inhale and let it out slowly. Hearing her out wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. Standing in front of her is surreal. She’s even prettier than I remembered. She still has a haunted look in her eye, but it’s pushed away when she meets my gaze. Her hair has grown an inch, and her roots are light. “Who is that? Do you need help?”

      I missed you and I hated it.

      She rolls her eyes, stepping closer to me. I like that she wants to touch me, to be closer than we should be in public.

      A shiver slides through her. And then she says, “That’s Oliver, Alexa’s husband. He likes to think he’s my own personal watchdog. I’m lucky that I get to shower alone.”

      I growl under my breath at the thought of her cousin’s husband in the shower with her. My blood spikes hot, and I wouldn’t mind kicking his ass for her.

      She pats my chest with her free hand. “Not like that.” She laughs, her eyes bright. “Only you.”

      “I met Alexa,” I tell her. “She said you’re living with them because of the ghosts.”

      Her smile drops. “Right.”

      I trace her jaw with my hand, sliding my fingers through her hair. I really want to kiss her, but I don’t want to do it with her cousin and cousin-in-law breathing down our necks.

      “Do you need help?”

      “I have things under control. No blazing guns needed. You’re thinner. Are you okay?”

      “I’ve had an interesting month,” I answer.

      By the way she nods, I realize she’s probably had a more interesting month than healing from a car accident and surgery.

      “Can we go somewhere to talk?”

      She pulls me toward the house. “My room.” She glances back and smirks at me, adding, “It has a lock.”

      My mouth goes dry, and suddenly my heart is beating a hell of a lot faster. What is it about this girl that makes me want to forget all of my morals? I brush off the fact that she thinks I can’t help her other than to shoot people. It isn’t like I ran tactical support for hundreds of wildfire fighters in my most recent job. She only sees the mercenary.

      That’s all you’ve shown her, a voice in my head whispers.

      “Oliver,” she says to the man who still blocks the doorway. “This is Jackson. He saved my life.”

      “And now you’re inviting him into my home?” he snaps.

      Alexa appears behind us. “Let him in, honey.” Her voice is reed thin when she talks to her husband, with a sort of breathlessness that makes me glad Delia doesn’t talk like that.

      Oliver’s glare smooths over, and he steps aside.

      Delia wastes no time pulling me up the stairs and into the small bedroom at the top of the hall. She locks the door behind us. “You can’t imagine how this has been,” she says to the door.

      I want her to turn around and look at me. All the feelings I’ve been stewing on this past month are more intense around her. I’m going to combust into flames if I have to hold back from touching her one more second.

      “Delia,” I murmur.

      I sweep her hair off her neck, pressing my lips to the soft flesh behind her ear. She melts backward into me, tilting her head to give me better access. I brace my hands on the door either side of her.

      I run my lips down her neck, her shoulder, pushing the strap of her tank top down as I go. She spins slowly in the cage of my arms and blinks up at me.

      “Kiss me,” she demands.

      I oblige. Our lips touch, featherlight. Once, twice. I pull back, a hint of a smile on my face, and she scowls at me.

      “Like you mean it,” she clarifies.

      “Like I’ve been dying of thirst, and you’re my oasis?” I ask.

      A blush rises to her cheeks. “Yes,” she whispers.

      “All right,” I say. I lean down and kiss the corner of her mouth.

      She catches my lower lip between her teeth and tugs. Heat explodes through me, and my growl is met by one of her own. Our mouths clash together, warring for control. My tongue slips against hers.

      She moans deep in her throat. I mirror the noise when her fingers slide into my hair. Her nails scratch my scalp.

      I lift her shirt off her in one movement, barely leaning away to get it off of her head. She grins and jumps, trusting me to catch her. I do, even if it’s painful. My hands go to her ass, and I turn, carrying her to the bed while her hands roam all over me. She yanks my shirt up.

      I set her on her back and remove my shirt, but she freezes.

      “Oh my god,” she whispers. “Oh my god.” It comes out louder. And then she’s yelling, “What the fuck, Jackson?”

      My ribs are still healing, my whole body is varying shades of yellow, green, and red splotches—a big improvement from the black-and-blue bruises from a month ago. The pink scar from the surgery stands out against my tan skin. Adrenaline keeps away the pain. My erection is the only thing I can feel. It’s been a month, and I know if I’m not in her in the next few seconds, I will die.

      “I’m okay,” I tell her. “Please.”

      She’s not convinced. She sits up slowly, the heat fading from her eyes.

      No.

      I lean forward and kiss her again. “I’m not broken,” I say. “Please.”

      She nods. Her fingers are already at the button of her jeans. I shed my own pants and then take over peeling off hers. They’re skin-tight, nothing like I’ve seen her wear. She’s fucking beautiful. She tosses her bra aside.

      My dick twitches at the sight of the hard peaks of her nipples. As I step forward, she scoots backward on the bed. I fit in the space between her legs. Instead of slamming into her, which is what every fucking instinct in my body is begging me to do, I turn my attention to her breasts.

      I cup one with my hand. I circle my thumb across her nipple lightly. She arches her back into me, and her hand sneaks between us, to the hot, wet space at the apex of her legs. Not so long ago, she was too shy to do that. I guess the distance has made her bolder.

      I grab her wrist and pull it above her head. “Not yet,” I whisper.

      “I need to feel you,” she murmurs, her tongue flicking against my earlobe. Her teeth follow, scraping and tugging.

      The electricity goes straight to my erection, and I don’t need more prompting. I push into her.

      Both of us inhale, and I stay there for a moment, fully sheathed inside her. She feels so fucking good, I can barely breathe. I could die here a happy man.

      She moves her hips.

      I meet her eyes. She stares up at me, biting her lip. I release her wrist one finger at a time, trailing my index finger down her arm. I stop at her throat. I curl my hands around her neck. My thumb catches her crazy pulse.

      Agonizingly slow, I pull out and push back in. If I thought our rhythm would be lost since she left me, I was wrong. We fit together like two perfect puzzle pieces, and each stroke inside her shatters me.

      “Delia?” her cousin calls from the other side of the door.

      We freeze.

      “Yeah?” Delia answers. Well, she kind of gasps it.

      There’s a moment of silence and then, “Are you coming downstairs?”

      Delia rolls her eyes at me. I smirk and lazily thrust into her again, like we have all the time in the world and her cousin isn’t on the other side of the door. Her eyelids flutter.

      “Soon,” she manages.

      “Okay,” Alexa says.

      “You’re evil,” she whispers to me, kissing my lips.

      “Not as evil as you,” I laugh. I try not to let the laugh fall off abruptly, even if reality crashes back around me.

      “Don’t retreat just yet,” she murmurs.

      “That obvious?” I whisper.

      “It’s just us in this room.” She cups my face with both of her palms. “Just us.”

      We haven’t done this before. We haven’t shed our guards so easily, so completely. I see all of her: the rough, broken edges she’s hidden since I met her.

      Her desire.

      Lust.

      Love.

      She communicates it in her expression, in the way her breath coasts past her lips, in the blush that rises to her cheeks.

      Whatever this is, I feel it, too.

      I pick up my pace, and she groans, but she doesn’t look away from me. I put a little space between us so I can rub her clit in small circles. Her breathing picks up. My balls tighten.

      She comes with a moan, smothering the noise with the back of her hand. I follow closely behind her. Pleasure rockets through me. I groan her name as I come. After I pull out of her and flop down next to her, she rolls into me and tucks her head against my chest. I wrap my arms around her. The rooms smells like sex.

      “Okay, you first. What the hell happened to you?” she asks.

      Her hands skate over the bruises. After the fact… yeah, it kind of hurts to move.

      “I was in a car accident.” I tell her the story—some asshole ran a red light and smashed into the driver’s side of my car. The recovery from the surgery has been the worst part, because up until a few days ago, it felt like my insides were shredded. “It was a hit-and-run,” I add.

      She kisses my jaw. “I’m sorry, Jackson. You woke up in the hospital? Had you been headed here?”

      Shame falls on my shoulders, pushing me into the ground. “I wasn’t coming after you, Delia.”

      Her lips press together, but she nods and snaps, “Right.”

      “My boss called. I was going to the airport, to go to a fire up in Montana.”

      “Fires are important,” she mumbles.

      “Right,” I say, mimicking her tone.

      “Don’t do that.”

      “Don’t give you what you give me? Bullshit.” Even though she’s glaring at me, there’s a spark in her eye. “I make you feel normal. I make you feel like there isn’t a storm brewing outside this room, and you like that.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” she says.

      “You like it, but you left me.” I sigh. “Your turn.”

      “I know James is responsible. I can feel it. But…” She bites her lip.

      I touch her lips with my finger until she releases it.

      “I don’t know who he’s managed to convince he deserves to be here. I kill him, whoever is loyal to him could see that as war and go against me. I don’t have proof yet.” She looks skyward, and a guard is raised behind her eyes.

      “You have the bank statements,” I say, ignoring the twinge of fear that she’s closing herself off from me permanently. “He clearly paid off—”

      “He could spin that eight different ways. I need irrevocable proof.” More to herself, she whispers, “I need to get him red-handed, not just his fucking lackeys.”

      Lackeys? “How?”

      “I don’t know,” she groans. “I have a million different plots running through my head.” She’s silent for a second. “My cousins died. They were at the scene of a human trafficking crime—”

      “I thought your family didn’t do that?”

      Her laugh is hard. “Neither did I. They were shot.”

      I take a closer look at her and wonder again what she’s been up to since she left Salt Lake City.

      “I’m sorry,” I say.

      We both quiet at the sound of footsteps on the stairs.

      This time, it’s Oliver who says through the door, “You okay?”

      “I’m fine, Oliver,” she says. “We’ll be down in a minute.”

      “All right…”

      She meets my eyes.

      “He’s still out there,” I say with a groan.

      Her eyebrows crinkle, but irritation flashes through me. I tug on my boxers, throw a blanket over her body, then unlock and yank open the door. Oliver nearly tumbles inside.

      “Got an issue, man?” I say through my teeth.

      He looks me up and down and frowns. “Someone put you through a meat grinder?”

      I shake my head before I jerk my chin toward the hallway. “Leave.”

      Oliver crosses his arms. I knew, I could tell that he was an asshole. This show of force in front of Delia is just—

      “This is my house,” he says.

      “Actually,” Delia pipes up from the bed, “it’s Alexa’s house. You know, since Uncle Ricco left it to her in the will.”

      Oliver’s eyes nearly pop out of his skull, but he gives Delia his full attention. His eyes linger on the shape of her breasts through the blanket. I growl, and his eyes jerk back up to her face.

      “How’d you even know about that?” he asks.

      She sits up, keeping the blanket pressed against her chest. “There’s a lot that I know,” she snaps. “Now get out of my room.”

      Thankfully, he listens. I was starting to get an itch under my skin—the kind only solved by breaking someone’s nose. Breaking Delia’s cousin-in-law’s nose wouldn’t be the smartest thing I’ve ever done… especially since I’m still recovering. Technically.

      I lock the door again and smirk at her. “I make you feel brave.” It’s an odd feeling, to give someone the confidence they need. With my friends, they never stood on me. We were stronger together, but we operated individually, too. Delia can stand on her own, but she doesn’t mind leaning on my strength. My chest swells with ridiculous pride.

      She blushes. “Maybe.”

      I go to her and kiss her. She tastes sweet. “I like that about you.”

      “You like that you make me feel brave?”

      I steal one more kiss before I get dressed. Reality is breaking back in. She said it earlier: I can’t help her.

      “One day, it’ll be just you and me, and I’ll give you all the confidence you could ever need.”

      “You’re leaving,” she guesses. She doesn’t break. She doesn’t even sound particularly sad about it—just empty. “Screw me and run away.”

      I growl again. “What am I supposed to do, Delia? Hang out with your Mafia family? Me coming here wasn’t about that. I miss you, but I… we can be together without me being pulled into your world. I came to see you. I needed to see you.” There is a new desperation in my voice, and I hate that as much as I hate missing her.

      She shakes her head.

      This is heartbreak and justice tied together, dragging me underwater.

      “One day, it’ll be just you and me,” I repeat. “I’m looking forward to that day.”

      “Just us,” she says, an echo of earlier.

      It’s a promise, something deadly and beautiful spun between her and me. A smile flickers like a shadow across her face: there one minute and gone the next.

      “Goodbye, Jackson.”
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      We can never keep our hands off each other.

      I thought about that two days ago as I watched him cross the street, heading back toward the main road. My nose pressed against the glass, and I could hardly breathe the farther he got from me. Come back, I almost yelled. Take me with you.

      It’d been a long month. A lonely month.

      Edgar and I planned to watch our families for the reaction of my cousins’ deaths. Richie and Santino were my first cousins, and I had the misfortune of being present when Rachel found out her sons had been murdered. My guilt doubled at the sound of her agonized wail. I was already fighting ghosts, but now I see Santino and Richie wherever I go.

      I would’ve thought it odd that they didn’t say how the two men died—not directly, and not to me. Everything was kept under wraps.

      We had a proper Italian funeral for them at the huge church in our neighborhood. I stood by Alexa and Oliver, one row behind the immediate family. Rachel was surrounded by her remaining children: Lauren, Michael, and Angelina, the youngest. 

      Since then, things have tightened up almost imperceptibly. James has meetings with the men of the family—which never ceases to annoy me—and suddenly our neighborhood is flooded with distant cousins. It’s like he’s called in the ranks.

      Preparing for war.

      So I do what my father would’ve done: I escalate the situation.

      On paper, my father owned one corporation: The Moretti Company. Original, I know. The company’s main source of legal revenue comes from the security firm it purchased twelve years ago. Said security firm is hired out all over Las Vegas: casinos, banks, even a few strip clubs. From the time my father purchased it up until his death, he had nearly tripled the number of employees and businesses who hired the firm.

      That corporation is now tied up legally, along with my inheritance, in the investigation of the death of my father and his brothers. The kicker is this: because James, lawyer and trusted advisor, was on the books as part of the Board for the Moretti Company, he was automatically put in a position of power upon the death of my father and uncles.

      It’s cunning, really, how beautifully this has played into James’s hands. I wonder how long he’s been planning this.

      James is acting CEO of the company.

      James has the support of half—if not more—of my family.

      James has declared war on the very people who helped put him in power—the only people who could provide evidence that he had a part in the murders.

      I’ve been shut out, if anyone would’ve even followed me to begin with.

      The corporation’s off-book projects are extensive. With the exception of the human trafficking, I was privy to most of the dealings. Weapons were bought and sold through a private air hangar twenty miles north of the city. There was a guarded warehouse out there in the mountains, close to the airport but not close enough for someone to think of stealing from us. Supply and demand dictates that the supply never exceeds the demand, but that doesn’t mean we told the truth about how much was in supply.

      From there, the money received from selling weapons was washed through the casinos and banks, thanks to the security firm. The casinos also were a playground for the men in our family. They preyed on gamblers—they’d never turn down someone with a craving to play on the dangerous side of Vegas and money to spend.

      Another source of revenue came through blackmail, paying people off and keeping people in line. It was at the weapons warehouse where my father killed Anthony, my ex-boyfriend. I only learned recently—as in, a week ago—that his death served a bigger purpose. He was causing problems, and someone wanted him gone.

      To bring down an empire, there are a few approaches. The first is easy enough to choose but might get me killed when I try to execute it. Take away the money, what happens?

      Everything halts.

      Everything stops and they become sitting ducks. Easier to pluck off the wire.

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      I consider asking Jackson for help, to bring in his guys. That’d be the kicker: Jackson and the broken mercenaries to the rescue. Save poor old Delia once again.

      Not this time.

      We’re going to pull the rattlesnake’s tail and see who it bites. That requires me getting in and out of the casino undetected. Luckily, tonight is the perfect night. Oliver and Alexa are out on a date. The house is empty. 

      I sneak over to my family’s house and take the paperwork that tied Margaret to James and stash it under my bed in Alexa’s house. I wait for the clock to tick closer to nine. The sun set only an hour or so ago, encasing the house in an odd twilight. In the mirror, I paint my lips dark red, almost the color of a bruise, and smother my eyes in matching shadow.

      I wiggle into a dark-gray dress that I stole out of my cousin’s closet. It’s tight and glittering. Paired with black heels, I look like I’m ready to go to a club, or dance on a pole. I mess up my hair to complete the ensemble, and I smack my lips at myself in the mirror.

      “Good as it’s going to get,” I mutter.

      I make it halfway down the driveway before I hear, “Delia!”

      I freeze. Turning in slow motion, I’m not sure whether to curse or laugh at the fact that Jackson is cutting across the lawn toward me. “What are you doing here?” I ask in a high voice.

      He grins at me. “I was coming to see if you’d give me a chance to spend time with you.”

      I bite my lip before I remember the lipstick. His gaze heats when I release my lower lip and flick my tongue over my teeth. It’s been only two days since Jackson and I had our disastrously hot sex, and I can’t help but scan his body, too. He takes a step closer to me.

      “I’m on a mission,” I tell him. “It’s dangerous.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Now you’re speaking my language.” He steps forward and loops my arm in his, so my hand rests on his biceps.

      My body shudders at the contact. Heat seeps through his jacket, into my fingers. Electric zaps flow straight into my heart like I’ve got my hand on a live wire.

      “Where are we going? I borrowed Spike’s car.”

      I sigh and glance at him. “It’s good to see you,” I admit. “But this is exactly what you didn’t want to be a part of—”

      He shakes his head. “No way, Delia. You know what I learned last night?”

      I stay silent.

      “Spike’s on a case involving the human trafficking and your cousins,” he whispers, leaning into my ear. “I remember you telling me that your family would never do that. They cut you out of it, didn’t they? Your father—”

      My eyes fill with tears. “Damn you.” I blink at the stars and try to pull myself together.

      He nods, stopping us by his brother’s car. “How’d you find out anyway?”

      My gaze sweeps the streets around us. “Let’s not talk here,” I say, my attention tripping on one of my third cousins smoking a cigarette by Kaitlyn’s house, half a block away. His head is turned in our direction, but it’s too dark to know if he’s seen us.

      Jackson spots him, too. He opens the door for me and helps me inside. Once he slides into the driver’s seat, I exhale.

      “There’s been too much change lately,” I admit.

      “What kind of change?”

      He pulls onto the street as I answer, “James is just… he’s declaring war on the only people who know about his involvement. The Castillos.”

      “That’s the other family?”

      “Yeah,” I mumble. “I thought they dealt in the shadier stuff, but it turns out my dad was just as dirty.”

      “What’s the mission tonight?”

      He’s stylish in a dark-blue button-up shirt tucked into black pants. It almost hurts how beautiful he is and how much I’ve missed him. “Why did you come back?”

      “I already told you.”

      I snort. “No you didn’t.”

      “Delia.”

      “Jackson.”

      He smiles, and I smile back. I can’t help it.

      “I came back because I figured if you couldn’t fix your family, you’d try to stop them. Was I wrong?”

      “Absolutely not,” I say. “God only knows…”

      “Don’t say that too loud.” He chuckles. “You never know who God listens to.”

      “So,” I say, “the mission is easy. We’ve got to get into the casino, pray I’m not recognized by anyone, uh…”

      He smirks. “And then what, Delia?”

      “We just need to get invited to a special game—they’ll say it’s a private game by the owner or some bullshit. They keep a secondary vault of money down there—it’s really the only easy way to get into the vault.”

      “Is anyone dying tonight?” He has the good sense to seem worried.

      I wink, suppressing my nausea. “Not tonight.”

      “Remind me what the point behind this is?”

      “We need to shut down the money laundering. We remove that, the whole house of cards will fall. Hopefully. I do this undetected, then I go home and see who’s the most affected.”

      “I’m not a fan of you going home after this.” He eyes me. When I don’t answer, he asks, “We need to get invited to a private game?”

      “It’s not as easy as you think,” I say. “It’s a big show. They want people—outsiders, tourists—willing to bet big, win or lose. Preferably win first, lose later.”

      He taps his chin. “You know who’s a good gambler?”

      I narrow my eyes. “If you say you’re a good gambler, I’m going to punch you.”

      “Here’s the plan,” he says, still smiling. He pulls into the casino. “We split up.”

      I nod. “Okay.”

      He glances at me. “I wasn’t done.”

      “Right.”

      “Delia.”

      I laugh. “Jackson.”

      We get out when the valet taps on the glass. I loop my arm back in his, and in we go.

      I hesitate just past the doors. “If we wanted to pretend we didn’t know each other, we shouldn’t have just walked in together.” I don’t dare raise my face toward the cameras in the ceiling.

      “Okay, fine. I’ll start blowing money at the blackjack table. I’m assuming that’s one way to get noticed?”

      “Sure. As long as you end up winning—we need money to spend, remember?”

      He presses a kiss to my temple. “You’re so smart.”

      I wink. “Let’s kick some ass.”

      The night goes by in a blur. I sit at the same table with Jackson and ride the minimum bet. True to his word, he’s perfect for this. We both order drinks, but he quickly acts sloppier. His bets get bigger.

      I’m keeping count in my head, making sure he gets the cards he needs and doing just enough to keep himself afloat. And then he looks around the table and lifts his chin.

      “How’s business? Good? I’m on a fucking lucky streak, my friend.”

      Soon after that, he starts to lose. Abysmally. I know it’s part of the ruse, but I still cringe every time he pushes more chips onto the table and the dealer sweeps them away. The rest of the table gives him sympathetic glances as he bets big and busts, or the dealer turns over blackjack.

      One guy even says, “The table turned, man. Get out while you can.”

      “Nah,” Jackson mumbles, taking a big swallow of his drink.

      I sip my champagne and manage to hold on to the few chips I started with.

      “Luck will change, eh, Brad?”

      The dealer just smiles. “I’m sure it will, sir.”

      The table hushes when Jackson, for all his talk, gets down to his last few chips. He winks at me. “Sweetheart, give me a kiss on the cheek for good luck, won’t you?”

      I roll my eyes and blow him a kiss, which he pretends to catch and slap on the table. “Okay, let’s go, Brad.”

      He gets twenty-one.

      Winner, winner, chicken dinner.

      Big bets, big rewards. Jackson draws a crowd with his antics. Twice more, I blow him kisses and he slams it on the table, and everyone except me flinches. Two times he hits blackjack.

      A man in a suit approaches from Jackson’s back. He parts the crowd. I look away, toward the slot machines. The man is vaguely familiar, but anyone in his uniform would.

      My father never took me to this casino. He never took me around to meet the security officers either, or let me play cards with the grown-ups. Against my cousins, though, I always won.

      Richie was the one who taught me how to count cards. My heart twists at the thought of him. There are two versions of my cousin: the one with a bullet wound in his chest, and the other flipping cards at my kitchen table, telling me each one’s worth.

      “Sir,” the man says to Jackson. He glances up at the camera in the ceiling, embedded directly above our heads. “You’ve been invited by the owners to a private game.”

      That line is bullshit, but it pays the bills.

      Jackson gives him his best crooked smile and jerks his head at me. “Not without my lucky charm, heh, heh!”

      The man pauses and presses his hand to the earpiece. “She can come,” he allows.

      How generous of them.

      We get up. Jackson collects his chips, dumping half of them into my hands, and we follow the man through the maze.

      “I don’t miss this kind of life,” he mutters to me. He sounds a hell of a lot more sober. “The chaos. Peace has been nice.”

      “You’re suited for it, though,” I say.

      He shrugs.

      We follow the man to an elevator, which opens with a keycard. He holds the door open with his arm. “Go on in, Mr. Skye.”

      We both hesitate. Knowing our names wasn’t part of the deal. And yet, neither of us wants to back down from this fight.

      “Thank you,” Jackson says evenly.

      The man doesn’t even look at me.

      A part of me shrieks, Trap! The other part is eager for what’s about to happen, whether it be bloodshed or trickery.

      The elevator drops down at least three floors and comes to a gentle stop. The doors slide open, revealing a foyer with white marble floors and plush red velvet sitting chairs.

      A man smiles at us. “Welcome, Mr. Skye. Right this way.”

      He leads us through an arched doorway, to a table in the middle of a room that could’ve fit in an old-school gentleman’s club. Rich oak-paneled walls, dark furniture, and low lights. Cigarette smoke hangs from the ceiling. There are already two men seated at the table.

      The man who greeted us shows Jackson where to sit. He doesn’t give me a seat, but Jackson doesn’t miss a beat. He pulls me onto his lap and hooks his arm behind my back. 

      “Comfortable?” he says, grinning.

      “Of course,” I answer. I would’ve said the same thing without an audience.

      I recall the easy way he and his friends communicated by sign language, and I curse myself for not attempting to learn it in his absence. I only know enough to spell out words. The alphabet was the best I got.

      While Jackson makes polite conversation with the two other men—we’re waiting on two other people based on the empty chairs—I nonchalantly scan the room. No cameras above us. No obvious cameras on the walls. There could be one in the bookshelf directly behind us, so I sigh and rest my head on Jackson’s shoulder. His hand comes up and strokes the back of my neck, eliciting a shiver that runs down my spine.

      One woman and one man are brought in separately and shown their chairs. The greeter then takes a seat at the dealer’s chair and smiles at the players.

      “Welcome to Paradise Hotel and Casino’s exclusive high-roller table. You’ve been carefully selected because of your courageous bidding strategy, and we wanted to offer you the opportunity to win more money than you might think possible.” The dealer smiles. “There is a minimum bid of five thousand dollars. There is no maximum.”

      The woman at the end of the horseshoe-shaped table sucks in a breath. Then she smiles. “Wonderful.”

      The men nod their agreement.

      Jackson meets my eyes before grinning and declaring, “By the end of the night, you’ll wish you had my lucky charm.”

      He presses a kiss to my lips.

      I can’t help but lean into it. When we break apart, I glare at him, and dart my eyes to my hand on my lap. He looks down.

      E-x-i-t, I sign against the fabric of my dress.

      He gives me a subtle shake of his head. He hasn’t spotted an exit besides the elevator either. There has to be one—it’s just a matter of finding it.

      “Any questions?” the dealer asks.

      We’re all silent.

      “Great. Let’s begin.”

      Right away, I notice two things: the dealer is playing with a pre-shuffled deck, and the woman has no clue what she’s doing. I guess she was invited here because she was on a lucky streak.

      W-a-i-t, I sign to Jackson. I’m frustrated that I can’t speak up, that I can’t sign actual words, but when Jackson meets my eyes, I tilt my head toward the woman. Jackson winks at me and rides the minimum.

      Twelve minutes after the game starts, the woman is out of money.

      Another man appears from behind the curtained-off elevator room and gestures for her to follow him. “We’ll return you to the casino floor.”

      One down, three to go.

      The game is smoother after this, but I gnaw on my lip as Jackson’s betting stays… timid.

      The deck is hot. He should be betting bigger. I growl under my breath. “Snap out of it.”

      He meets my eyes and frowns. But after that, he gets his head back in the game. Another man quits with five hundred dollars left. He’s escorted out.

      The pile of chips in front of Jackson grows. At one point, the dealer glances over his shoulder to the bookcase, pausing for a moment.

      A woman walks into the room with a tray of glasses, and after she finishes serving the remaining players, she smiles at me. “Miss, would you like to freshen up?”

      I raise my eyebrows. It’s a forward way of pulling me out of the room, but I roll with it. I’d bet that she’ll inadvertently show me the way to the vault. I shrug and stand, smoothing the front of my dress. Jackson doesn’t even look at me as I follow the woman out into the foyer. The only sign he’s even noticed is the tic in his jaw.

      There’s a side door that is practically seamless next to the elevator. I curse myself for not noticing it when we came in. She swipes her card, and it slides open. Down a short, darkened hallway, she pauses at the first door we come to. The hallway stretches beyond us and curves into shadows. She gestures me to step into a room filled with monitors. There’s a chair facing the screens, but the room is empty. There are live feeds of the casino, the game room Jackson is in, and hallways.

      My gaze catches on what appears to be a vault when the woman says, “Delia Moretti.” 

      I spin away from the screens and frown.

      “We were surprised to see you here.”

      A bad feeling drops like stones into my stomach. “My father never let me come here,” I say. A truth, but not the important one. “I wanted to stretch my wings.”

      Her lips pout. The red uniform is garish against her pale skin. “Well you’ve certainly managed to get to the heart of the casino. Although Mr. Elvira did say we were to notify him if we saw you.”

      I tilt my head to the side. “Oh? Why’s that?”

      She shrugs. “Something about your father’s dying wish.”

      I snort. “He wasn’t there. How would he know?”

      She crosses the room and picks up a phone. “I have a feeling you don’t want him to know you’re here.”

      I wait. Her motive is slipping into the open, inch by inch. Motive is the key to everything—a person’s wants, desires, the drive behind their actions. She can only guess at my motive, but in a minute, she’ll show me hers.

      Her lips twist. “I hate your family. All of you stare and let everyone else fill in the silence. It doesn’t work.”

      I fold my arms over my chest and try not to point out that it does work—it just did with her. I learned the trick from my father. I ask, “What do you want then?”

      “Money.”

      I laugh. I can’t help it. “You’re in a casino. Instead of—well, I don’t know what your plan is. Blackmail? Kidnapping? Why don’t you try gambling?”

      Her eyes widen, like she couldn’t have possibly thought of those horrible things.

      My smile stretches. “You can go through with your threat, tell James that I’m here, and you’ll get something, I’m sure. A bonus, a pat on the head, who knows? Or you help me, and you can have whatever cash you can carry.”

      She squints at me. “I can carry a lot.”

      “I figured as much.”

      “What do you need help with?”

      I step past her and sit at the chair in front of the monitors. “Show me this room.” I kill the monitor to the vault as I speak.

      She shakes her head. “It’s empty.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Even if it wasn’t, Peter’s the only one who can get in.”

      We’re going to have to do this the hard way. I sigh. “I need your phone. Who else comes in here?”

      “Just Peter,” she mumbles, pointing to the dealer on the screen.

      At the table, Jackson leans forward on his elbows and pushes most of his chips into the center of the table. 

      The woman slides the phone toward me.

      I lift it off the receiver and call the last person I thought I’d ever talk to.

      “Jeremy Skye,” the voice says.

      “Hi, Spike. This is Delia Moretti. I need your help.”
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      Delia returns looking a little less shaken than when she left. She gives me a smile and kisses my temple. It’s just one other guy and me left, plus the dealer. A fat pile of chips sits in front of me. She sweeps her thumb over the spot she just kissed, erasing the lipstick I’m sure she left on my skin.

      I can barely tear my eyes away from her dark-red lipstick. It reminds me of blood.

      “You’re killing it,” she says. “Maybe we should cash out.”

      The dealer eyes Delia a moment before his gaze returns to me.

      “You heard my lucky charm,” I declare. “I’m out of here.” I wiggle my eyebrows at the other player for good measure, getting a chuckle out of him.

      “Peter,” she says.

      The dealer’s head jerks up.

      I narrow my eyes at her. He never said his name.

      “We’re cashing out. Surely you can help us with that?” My voice is hard. I let him see that I’m completely sober. Cold. The jovial person he was entertaining moments ago was an act, one that I easily shrug off. 

      The dealer’s eyes are the size of dinner plates. A sweat has broken out across his brow.

      “They’ll kill me for whatever you’re about to do,” he says to her.

      “Maybe,” she agrees. She gestures to my pant leg.

      Internally, I groan. I can’t believe she’s about to do this. And yet, I reach down and pull the small handgun from my ankle holster. My finger stays well off the trigger, but the dealer pales further. The other player scrambles back against the wall like I’m pointing the gun at him.

      “We’re collecting.” Delia jerks her head back toward the foyer.

      We follow Peter. There’s a hidden doorway that opens onto a hallway once he swipes a card.

      He keeps mumbling about someone killing him. His hands are up in the air, stretched high above him. “Please don’t kill me, please don’t make me do this,” he says, over and over.

      I have no plans to kill him. Luckily, he doesn’t know that.

      The woman who escorted Delia away bursts out of a room.

      “What are you doing?” she yells at Delia.

      Delia smiles, grabbing the woman and shoving her into the wall by her throat. “You should know better than to trust a Moretti,” she says. “You want cash so bad? Take the chips on the table.”

      When Delia releases her, the woman rushes back the way we came. I raise my eyebrows, but Delia just shrugs.

      The dealer stops in front of a steel door. “I can’t—”

      “She said you could,” Delia interrupts. “Was she lying?”

      “She—”

      “Hey,” I murmur.

      He jerks toward me.

      “You lie, you get a bullet in your thigh. You get us in there, you get to walk away. Got it?”

      “I can open it.” He sighs.

      I imagine it feels better, to know if he can do this, he’ll be safe—from us, at any rate. There’s no telling what Elvira would do.

      The door is equipped with a retinal and thumb scanner. In a matter of seconds, he has it open. Delia pushes past him, into the room, and freezes.

      The whole room is empty.

      “Figures,” she whispers.

      She came in here with a master plan, only to be two steps behind. I know how that feels—it’s happened to me before. But to see the realization hit her… it hurts.

      “You’ve been staying with your brother?” she asks, overturning trays and opening cabinets. There’s not a single penny in this room.

      “Yeah. Why?”

      She shakes her head. “Get in there,” she says to Peter.

      He looks at me, until I raise my eyebrows at him. 

      He obeys, and she slams the door closed. I’m hoping he decides to stay put. 

      Delia continues, “I realized we needed to bring down the whole security firm. Take away where they clean their money—that’s how we paralyze them. I was hoping that lady was lying about the room being empty.” She jerks her thumb back the way we came. The woman in question is gone.

      Still, I pull her to me and kiss her lips. “I’m impressed with your sudden vigilante-ness.”

      She winks at me. “Thanks, babe.”

      My dick stirs, and I internally roll my eyes at myself. Calm down, body.

      “Why were you asking about my brother?” I ask instead.

      She smirks. “You gotta love a vice detective,” she murmurs. A light on the alarm box above us flashes, illuminating the hall and bouncing off of the polished floor in strobe. “Come on, we’re going to be late.”

      “What did you do?” I call as she starts jogging. In heels. “Are you superhuman?”

      Her laugh echoes back to me. “Spike helped me shut down the elevators. Well, it was Mason. Same difference.”

      “Oh my god.” I pick up my pace. “You talked to my brother?”

      “Don’t worry,” she says when I finally catch up to her. She swipes Peter’s keycard—I didn’t even see her grab it—and the door in front of us buzzes. It opens onto a stairwell. “He won’t be able to get out.”

      “The dealer is a small fish, though—”

      “Don’t be naive, Jackson,” she interrupts.

      We go up the stairs. A million stairs. She begins to puff before I do, but she refuses to slow down.

      “Peter runs the show. He’s also a supervisor in the security firm. Did you see the sweat? He’s going to turn on them faster than—”

      An alarm shrieks, echoing in the concrete stairwell.

      “What the hell is that?” I ask. I have to yell. The alarm reverberates in my skull.

      She presses her palms over her ears. “That’d be—”

      “Fucking hell, Skye!”

      Mason.

      “I can’t believe you let her rope you into this,” I yell at him as he rushes down the stairs toward us.

      Once he gets to us, he pushes Delia up the stairs faster.

      “Who set the alarm off?” Delia asks Mason.

      “I did. But the alarm seals all the exits.”

      I scowl at him. “That’s a bit backwards for an alarm, don’t you think?”

      “This is a lockdown alarm. We’ve got about three seconds before we get sealed in—”

      We get to the top floor and shove the door open. Once it swings closed behind us, it’s like nothing happened. There are no alarms on the casino floor, no confusion or panic. The only flustered ones are us. “What the hell?”

      Mason rolls his eyes. “The alarms are for personnel only. It’ll be going off upstairs, too, but not on the floor—not unless there was a call to evacuate.”

      “The clients’ safety is the casino’s ultimate goal, but keeping them calm and betting is the second highest priority.”

      “Makes sense,” I mutter. “No one seems to know…” My words die in my throat as I spot my brother, decked out in a bulletproof vest and a SWAT team behind him, sweeping through the casino. “Seems they didn’t get the memo for keeping people calm.”

      Mason shrugs and eyes Delia. “Hate to say it, Delia, but I think your cover is blown.”

      She presses her lips together.

      “Mason,” I say, “can you erase Delia and my presence here?”

      “Already done. Why do you think it took me so long to get here? That’s not going to account for… well, literally everyone in the casino who could talk.”

      She grinds her teeth. “The whole point of this was so I could go home and see the reaction. If some of my family isn’t involved in James’ scheme, then they won’t freak out. Besides, I have stuff at the house that I need to collect.”

      We follow Mason out into the cool night. I love that the nights are so different from the scorching days—I can actually breathe in the dark. My anxiety about Delia’s safety, though, is having a different effect on my lungs.

      She wraps her arms around me, and some of that worry loosens. “You know what you can do?”

      I look down at her. “What?”

      “You can kiss me,” she says.

      I pretend to think about it for a minute. I can’t blurt out what I’m thinking: I’d spend a lifetime kissing her if I could.

      “I can.” I kiss her cheek.

      “Jackson,” she groans, tipping her head all the way back.

      I admire the smooth column of her throat, illuminated by the flashing lights of the casino we’re leaving behind.

      “Drive me home?”

      “You shouldn’t go home,” Mason tells her. “Come back with us.”

      “I could go back with you,” she allows. “But that doesn’t change the fact that I need to go back now and get my proof—”

      “It’s that important?” he asks.

      “Yes,” she snaps. Her face softens when her eyes flicker to mine. “Listen, let’s just go check it out. I’ll run in and grab it and come right back out.”

      I look at Mason, but he shrugs.

      I exhale. “Yeah. Okay. In and out, yeah?”

      She gives me a small smile, and I follow her to Spike’s car.

      “What would be the next step?” I ask Delia once we’re back on the road.

      “The weapons warehouse.” There’s no hesitation in her voice. She turns to me and grabs my hand. “I’m scared.”

      “You? Of what?”

      She looks at our interlocked hands. “That you’re not going to love me once we’re through with this.”

      “You’re wrong.” My stomach flips at the thought of admitting this to her, but I can’t stop now. “I already love you completely. The dark, the light. All of it.”

      Her smile is brilliant. It chases away all the shadows between us. “You love me.”

      “Delia.” I start the car and clear my throat. Of course I love you, I want to say.

      “Jackson.” She grabs my hand. “I love you, too. For the record.”

      I raise my eyebrow. “Oh yeah? When were you planning on telling me?”

      She grins. Her gaze goes to the window. “I was going to tell you if we survive this.”

      “Fair enough,” I answer. “Don’t tell me until then.”

      “I just told you!”

      I laugh. “I’ll pretend to have forgotten. Hearing it for the first time twice must make the love extra strong.”

      She rolls her eyes and puts her hand on my thigh. “You’re ridiculous.”

      We pull up in front of her cousin’s house. It’s completely dark. Delia leans over and kisses me. It’s filled with worry and our fraying nerves, but I try to push it away and truly kiss her.

      I slide my fingers into her hair, keeping her there, and deepen the kiss.

      I love you I love you I love you, my heart says with every hammering beat. Fear and happiness twist into knots in my chest. Her tongue skims the seam of my lips. I part them for her, opening myself up to her assault. I nip at her lower lip, tasting the red lipstick that’s been making my pulse jump all night. 

      “I’ll be right back,” she promises.

      A lamp turns on just inside the front door, and then another upstairs.

      Her room illuminates, spilling light onto the front yard through the open window. I expect her to appear, to see her walk by, but there’s nothing.

      A prickle of fear slices between my ribs. I watch the house for a moment and contemplate going to the front door, bursting inside. There’s only so much time I can give Delia before I go after her.

      Finally, I climb out of the car. I let my eyes pick up all the clues the universe is trying to tell me as I walk toward the door. Something is wrong. A prickle of awareness hits the back of my neck, and I stiffen, turning toward a scuffing noise behind me.

      My world goes white with pain. It’s worse than the car accident, worse than recovering from surgery. It’s worse than that child blowing up in front of us.

      When the pain recedes, I’m panting. Shaking, I ended up on my knees, but I don’t recall falling. I barely manage to turn my head to see that a man snuck up beside me and tasered me. He binds my arms behind my back and hoists me up. Residual tremors race through me, and I can barely stand. My heart gallops. 

      Another man joins the first, speaking rapid-fire Italian and grabbing my other arm. I struggle against them until one punches me in the face and stars explode across my eyes.

      I blink, swinging my head around, desperate to make my legs work right. I can’t get purchase on the ground. “Get—off—” I twist and break away, but only for a moment.

      Electricity fills my body as they taser me again. Colors rain down on me. White, gold, blue, purple. Each one is a different sort of pain. And finally, black.
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      “You were never meant to lead,” James says in my ear.

      I spin around, heart in my throat, and he slams me against the hallway wall. One hand wraps around my throat, and it feels laughably familiar to how I handled the woman at the casino.

      “Not with your poor decision-making and your weak spine.”

      “What are you doing?” I’m sure he can feel my pulse picking up speed. His thumb moves, a subtle caress, and I have to fight a shudder.

      “I’m righting the wrongs of your father, one decision at a time.”

      I scoff. “And here I thought I was the one who was supposed to do that.”

      “Stupid girl,” he murmurs, tightening his grip.

      My airway is cut off, and my eyes widen. He releases me before I can claw at his hand.

      “Stupid girl you wanted to marry,” I cough and bring my hands to my throat.

      He laughs. “This life doesn’t allow for such luxuries as love. You think I wanted to marry you because I loved you?” He shakes his head, his lip curling into a sneer. “My girl, you have no fucking idea.”

      I follow his gaze to the window.

      “You might want to see this.” He moves back.

      An agonized yell comes up from the street.

      I throw open my bedroom door and rush to the window, pressing my nose against the cool glass.

      Jackson is on his knees, head bowed, looking like his lungs are going to burst out of his chest. I do exactly what James wants: I scream, too. I sink to my knees and cling tightly to the windowsill. One of the men binds his arms and hauls him up.

      Jackson can barely stand. They half drag him toward a car. At one point, he breaks free. Takes two steps before they hit him with the taser again.

      He falls to the ground, and my screams turn to sobs.

      “Stop them,” I beg. I try to leverage the window up—I would jump out and kill them all if I could—but James grabs me by my hair and yanks me backward.

      “No,” he says, his lips against my ear again.

      I tremble, trying to decide which emotion to latch on to: disgust or worry. Disgust wins in the end. My hair is wound through his fist, and he keeps my head tilted up at the ceiling. I lean my head back farther and look into his eyes, but his gaze moves down my body. I wish I had worn anything other than the cocktail dress. Disgust and helplessness wash through me. I can’t stop trembling.

      “I can’t wait to hear about all of your fun exploits.” James releases me.

      I collapse onto my side, curling up into myself. My head stings from where he pulled my hair. My heart aches for what I just saw.

      “Freddy, watch her.” To me, he says, “Put something more appropriate on, sweetheart. We have so much to discuss.”

      I shiver, and for the first time I notice another man in the room. He wears a police uniform, the Lieutenant on his chest jumping out at me. I close my eyes and count to three, cursing my stupidity. How long will it take this man to undo my efforts? To get everyone released from jail, to have the security firm up and running like nothing ever happened?

      He hasn’t moved from his place, but he says, “Get dressed.”

      When I don’t get up, he stalks forward and forces me to stand, shoving me toward the closet. I cast a glance back at him and frown, but he doesn’t look away. Modesty in the garbage, I do my best to keep myself hidden as I slip off the dress and put on a sports bra, black shirt, and black jeans. The color black has always made me feel a little bit like a badass, but now I feel like I’m preparing for Jackson’s funeral. I scrub the tears from my eyes.

      Why would they take him?

      Freddy grabs my arm and escorts me downstairs. At the entrance to the formal dining room, he stops and lets go of me.

      “Delia, dear,” James calls from inside the room. “I don’t have all night.”

      It’s already the middle of the night, asshole.

      I step into the room like it’s going to blow up. Alexa stands by the window, tears falling down her cheeks. Oliver stands next to her, holding her hand but otherwise stoic.

      Freddy follows me in and blocks my escape.

      “You really go all out,” I tell James. An ounce of my confidence has returned, but I think it’s just a distraction from the fear. My gaze catches on the gun he’s set on the table.

      “Sit,” he orders.

      I pull out the chair across from him and lower myself into it.

      “Let’s chat, Delia. Where were you tonight?”

      “On a date.” I lean back in my chair and feign ease. “You know this, though.”

      James smiles. “I did. Jackson Skye said much the same.”

      “Bullshit.” He was just tasered and dragged out of the driveway—I doubt he was telling James anything. I start to stand, but Freddy’s hand on my shoulder slams me back into the seat. “What even is this, James?”

      James straightens. “What is this? This is your family, Delia, and your family’s legacy. You threaten all of it.”

      I tilt my head. Father always said it was a giveaway, a tic that I should master, but I never paid him any mind. “I’m threatening it? You’re the one—”

      I clamp my mouth shut when he presses his lips together.

      “You say the wrong thing here, Delia, and Jackson dies.”

      Fear wraps its fingers around my throat. I’m done caring about what happens to me—Jackson needs to be okay. “How do I know he’s alive?”

      James smiles at me.

      It’s sickening.

      “You don’t. You cooperate, and I’ll let you see him.”

      My father and Margaret had bought it for Alexa and Oliver as a wedding present. It’s a single cut of oak, polished until it shone. “What do you want to know?” I’m barely able to get the words out above a whisper.

      “I, along with the whole family, want to know why you planned on betraying us. We want to know what happened the night your family died. Did you kill them in an attempt to stage a coup?”

      I stare at James, marveling at the way he’s spinning this. “Me?”

      Alexa makes a noise in the back of her throat. I look at her, but her attention is on the floor. Her hand covers her mouth, like she’s ashamed to have made a sound.

      “Delia,” James says, ever patient.

      I force myself to take in all of James: his slightly wrinkled white button-up shirt, the gleaming silver cufflinks, the dark circles under his eyes. It must be exhausting being evil.

      “You tell me what I want to hear, and I’ll bring you to Jackson.”

      “No.” The same words he told me in my ear. I stand and glare at Freddy when he tries to touch me again.

      “We’ll keep doing this, Delia,” James calls after me. His voice floats up the stairs, clinging to me as I try to run away. “I have more patience than you. And Jackson doesn’t have much time at all for you to be so stubborn.”

      I lock myself in my room and curl into a fetal position on the bed. My chest aches for Jackson. I should’ve let him take me to his brother’s house. I should’ve listened. Then we wouldn’t be here.

      Eventually, exhaustion gets the best of me. When I wake up, my eyes are puffy and my cheeks are red. I open the door and come face to face with Michael. Guilt sinks through me. His features are too similar to his brothers, Richie and Santino.

      Michael scowls at me. “We used to be close.”

      “Yeah,” I mutter. “Before you sided with him.”

      He shakes his head and follows me to the bathroom. “James wants to see you once you’re decent.”

      “He’s going to have to wait. I need to shower.” I close the door, only to discover that the lock has been removed from the door. My movements are jerky, afraid that Michael or James will burst in on me.

      After I’m clean, I open the bathroom door and find Michael still there. He waves me ahead of him, and the look on his face… I stop on the stairs. “What’s happening with the war on the Castillos?”

      “You ask too many questions, Delia.”

      He pushes my shoulder, spinning me back around and sending me down the stairs.

      James is waiting for me in the kitchen. “Ah, Delia. Have you decided to cooperate?”

      I snort. “No.”

      His eyes harden. “Sit.”

      I sit at the kitchen table and stare at him. He pours himself a cup of coffee and takes his time mixing in sugar and cream.

      “James?” I ask.

      “Decided to cooperate, Delia?”

      “No,” I say. “What’s the deal with the sugar and cream? Didn’t you drink it black when my dad was alive?”

      He raises his eyebrow. “Your father used to say that he measured a man’s worth by how he drank his coffee. I became what he needed me to be.”

      “And now you’re showing your true colors?”

      “And now I don’t have his judgments to think about, because everything I’ve ever wanted is already mine.”

      I hum. “Interesting way to look at it, I guess.”

      “How’s that?”

      “Just that you obviously need to turn the family against me, so you must not have their full support. Do you feel their doubt pressing in? Does that worry you?”

      His eyes narrow. “I’ll re-ask you about cooperating later tonight at dinner.”

      I do end up attending dinner with him, but I keep my mouth shut. I stare at my traitorous cousin and her husband, at James and whichever guard I’m assigned at any given moment. When I don’t talk, they don’t give me food.

      In a way, it strengthens my resolve. Worry keeps me from focusing on the hunger. As soon as I say something, Jackson will be dead. I can feel that in my bones.

      By day two, my stomach is hollow. Cramps rack through my torso.

      James skips interrogating me at breakfast on the second day—Alexa tells me he’s taking care of important business, which I hope doesn’t include torturing Jackson. But at six o’clock that night, Oliver barges into my room and says James is requesting my presence.

      He leads the way into the dining room, where James is once again at the head of the table. My stomach growls as my nose registers the smell of food. Tonight it’s steak. I sit in my regular seat, leaning back and crossing my arms.

      “I apologize that we started without you,” James says. He doesn’t sound sorry. The red juice drips from the meat and hits his shirt. He glances from it to me and smirks. “Don’t worry, I have an excellent dry cleaner. This is the least of their problems.”

      I grimace at the implication, at the idea that he has ever got his hands dirty. That’s what he pays people for, remember? Alexa and Oliver have joined James for dinner again, the same as the night before, and James says to her, “What a lovely meal.”

      Alexa blushes.

      I try not to gag.

      “How about another day, Delia? Should I take away your water, too?”

      I exhale. My body is weak. The likelihood of my resolve lasting longer than two more days, three at most… weak. Just like me.

      There’s a way out of this, my father’s voice says in my mind.

      “Let’s make a bargain,” I say to James.

      He raises his wine glass to his lips. After a deep drink, he says, “I didn’t realize you were in a position to bargain.”

      I laugh and shake my head like he’s a fool. This confidence is just another mask that I will wear. “I have something you want. Of course I’m in a position to bargain.”

      “You’re my prisoner,” he corrects.

      “How long do you think it would take you to break me, James? Unless you give me what I want, I will go to my death saying that you are the cause of my family’s grief.”

      Alexa hides her slight smile in her cup.

      “Very well,” James says.

      “I’ll tell the whole family what happened the day my family was murdered,” I say. “You take me to Jackson and prove that he’s alive and well.”

      “Done,” James says, proving how desperately he wants to know what happened to his sister. Even if it’s a lie. He nods to Oliver.

      My cousin-in-law circles the table and hauls me up. I look from his blank expression to James and wonder if I’ve made a terrible mistake.

      I contemplate the fact that Edgar and his father didn’t know what truly happened inside the house. Everyone except for me died, which makes me the sole truth-holder. James probably doesn’t even know the result, but he sure as hell guessed.

      Oliver forces me into the backseat of his car and pulls out a pair of handcuffs. He attaches one to my wrist and the other to a handle above my head. “Don’t do anything foolish,” he tells me.

      I scoff and test the metal. “Me? Foolish?”

      He slams my door. As we drive, the sun sets and twilight hits. I can’t even register the beauty of the sunset because anxiety bubbles in my stomach. I might puke. I tell Oliver that, and I catch his eye roll in the rearview mirror.

      “Almost there,” he mutters when I pretend to gag. “You ruin my leather seats, you are going to be cleaning it with your bare hands.”

      I gag again, this time at the thought of cleaning puke.

      “I’m good.” I tip my head back. But really, his driving is a bit erratic. I’ve never ridden handcuffed in the backseat of a car before, but my stomach doesn’t love it. I recognize the route we’re on, and when he turns onto a long gravel road—the first of four that will wind through a shallow mountain pass to bring us to the warehouse—my heart skips. We’re about three miles out, and I’m pretty sure death awaits me.

      I slip my hand down my throat and make an awful retching noise.

      “Damn it, Delia.” He swerves on to the side of the road.

      I try the door, but he’s got the freaking child lock on. “Oliver,” I moan. I’m sure my face is a pretty shade of green.

      He gets out and races around to my door, yanking it open. I lean halfway out of the car and stare at the asphalt. I brace my weight on his thigh, and I lift the handcuff key from his pocket with my finger as I dry heave. It’s a good distraction—and then yellow bile hits his shoes and he springs backward. The key stays with me. I clench my fist, keeping it safe. I manage to puke more than I thought could’ve been in my stomach.

      “Damn it, Delia,” he yells. He stares down at his now-ruined leather shoes. “Don’t move. I think I have a towel…”

      He goes to the driver’s seat and pops the trunk, then disappears around back. I have the handcuff unlocked in half a second. I curl my hand like it’s still locked and I call, “Oliver?”

      He comes toward me. One of his shoes is off.

      “Can you help me with this? It’s just a little too—”

      He gets close enough, and I leap at him, tackling him into the dirt. The wind is knocked out of him, his breath hitting my face all at once. Taking advantage, I knee him in the groin. He yells, voice cracking. His body twists in pain.

      “Sorry, Oliver.” I climb off of him.

      He blinks, gasping for breath. 

      I silently apologize for what I’m about to do, and then I slam the heel of my boot into his temple.
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            JACKSON

          

        

      

    

    
      There are two men, as far as I can tell. My left eye is swollen shut, and I think I’ve fractured my wrist trying to escape the ropes that hold me to this metal chair. The men alternate coming in to talk to me, asking questions such as:

      How do you know Delia Moretti?

      Do you work for the Castillos?

      What was your mission?

      I’ve been through intense interrogation before—once, briefly—but those captors were organized. They knew how to ask questions without giving shit away. Well, they knew how to ask most questions without giving themselves away.

      From these questions, I surmise James is going to frame Delia for working with the Castillos, and I’m probably going to be lumped into the plot, too. Hell, I’ll be the reason she’ll end up cooperating with James.

      I growl when the man fond of flipping his knife over his knuckles saunters toward me. 

      He crouches at my side. “I went to med school.” His voice is as flippant as that knife. “One nice thing they teach you is where all the organs are.” He digs a finger into the flesh of my stomach. “Your liver is here. That’s no good. That’d kill you in minutes.” He drags his finger down. “No, not here, intestines, nasty suckers to cut open.”

      His eyes are fixated on my skin.

      “Ben!” The second man scowls. “Boss is on the line.”

      “Give me a minute,” Ben yells.

      “Now!”

      Ben uses my leg to propel himself upward and flips the knife in his hand one more time.

      The last thing I see is the butt of the knife in his fist, flying at my head.
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      I don’t have a plan. I don’t have a fucking plan. I don’t have a—

      “Oomph.”

      I’m lifted clear off my feet. Instead of hitting the ground, I get thrown over a shoulder, and suddenly the person beneath me is running.

      “What the hell!” I yell. I thrash. I did not make it this far into my rescue mission to—

      “Easy. It’s Zach.”

      I freeze and relax against him as his gait smooths out into a fast jog. It feels like we’re floating along the ground. I have an eyeful of his ass and his heels. His booted feet snap up from the ground. Dusk has fully settled in the mountains, and we’re losing too much light.

      “What are you doing here?” I call.

      “Saving your ass.” He smacks said ass.

      “Real nice,” I huff. I choose not to be offended, because I’m fucking relieved. “You alone?”

      Zach slows to a stop. He got us farther than I would’ve got in that time. He lifts me off his shoulder, and I look around.

      We’re on the backside of a ridge, close to the top. I’d imagine on the other side of the hill is the warehouse. There are a few bags on the ground, some supplies already pulled out, and two dirt bikes on kickstands next to a four-wheeler. There are four night-vision goggles resting on top of each of the bags. 

      “Don’t you just love a Mafia warehouse in the middle of the desert?” I ask him with a bite of sarcasm. I bend over and try not to pass out, white spots taking over my vision.

      He rolls his eyes and wipes sweat from his brow. “Running with you is fun. We should do this more often.”

      I take a step back, just in case he gets any ideas. “I think not. Where’s everyone else?”

      “Here,” Dalton says behind me. He’s picking his way down the steep hill from the top of the ridge to us, and he looks ridiculous.

      “What are you wearing?” I blurt out.

      Dalton cracks a smile. “A ghillie suit.” It’s sand colored, covered with what appears to be actual sand. He spins to show me the back, which has a dry, pale-green brush growing out of his spine. It rustles when he shimmies.

      “For camouflage,” I guess, earning a wink.

      “You found her,” Griffin calls. He comes toward us from the same direction we came. “I took care of the guy.”

      “Oliver?”

      Griffin focuses on me. “Would you be opposed to him dying?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He shrugs one shoulder. “Well, he’s alive. I just put him in the trunk and moved his car off the road. We should be good for a while.”

      “They’re expecting me,” I say. “But, uh, thanks for saving me.”

      Zach laughs. “You’re welcome. What do you need?”

      “What do I need?” I repeat.

      Griffin steps forward and taps under my chin. “You’re about to fall over. Zach’s right. What do you need? Water? Food?”

      Right.

      “I haven’t eaten in a while. Where’s Mason?”

      “This isn’t his type of mission.” Zach digs out a granola bar and a water bottle, handing both to me.

      “Saving Jackson isn’t his type of mission?” I roll my eyes and tear open the wrapper. I waste no time shoving half of the bar into my mouth. “What type of morality is causing—”

      “Spike,” Dalton interrupts. “Spike knew Mason didn’t live by the rules in the past, and he also knew he couldn’t ask Mason to leave that completely behind.” He shakes his head. “When they moved in together, Spike told Mason if he ever did anything illegal in Spike’s territory, their relationship would be over.”

      “So he was allowed to come help us in Salt Lake City,” I say. “And he does the underground fighting with Jackson because it’s never in Vegas.”

      “Bingo,” Zach says. “We respect that, so beyond Mason calling us back in and tracking Jackson’s phone, he couldn’t do anything.”

      “What’s the plan? If I don’t go in there, they’ll kill Jackson.”

      Dalton gestures up to the top of the ridge. “I’ve got him in my scope. He’s in the warehouse tied to a chair. There are two men who alternate interrogating him. No one has left in twenty-four hours.”

      “I should go,” I say. “I feel better.” It wasn’t part of the original plan. Beyond getting away from Oliver, I didn’t know what I was going to do. Let’s face it, my plans haven’t really been coming together all that well, anyway.

      Griffin grabs my arm to keep me from marching straight down there. “What did you do to make Elvira take you to the warehouse?”

      I tilt my head. “I told him I’d tell him the truth about what happened.”

      “And he expects you to say what?”

      I shrug. “I don’t fucking know. But I do know he wants the whole family to think I was working with the Castillos to plan my father and uncles’ deaths.”

      Zach’s phone rings. “Mason,” he tells us.

      We all get closer as Zach answers and puts him on speakerphone.

      “Glad our boys were able to intercept you, Delia,” Mason says.

      “She kicked ass on her own.” Zach laughs.

      “Even better. Listen, you have six cars headed your way.”

      My eyes widen. “That fucker,” I breathe.

      “What?” Zach asks.

      “It’s probably the whole family. He was never going to let me or Jackson live. He’s going to have me admit—or almost admit—that I orchestrated everything. And then he’s going to kill both of us.”

      “We won’t let that happen… but you need to beat James to the warehouse.”

      I raise my eyebrow. “How far out are they?” I ask Mason.

      “Twenty minutes, maybe fifteen.”

      “I’ve got a plan,” I tell them. “And it involves one of those bikes.”
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      They gave me a shotgun. Zach said it’s easier to hit targets in the dark with a shotgun because of the spray of buckshot. I rolled my eyes at them. I would’ve preferred the semi-automatic that Zach kept touching like it was his lover, but I relented.

      Night has fallen, but the bike has a headlamp that illuminates three feet in front of me.

      The gun is slung across my back. I nudge the bike over the edge and shoot down the hill. It’s a rush, and at one point the wind whips past me so hard, it grabs at me like it wants to keep me. Sand kicks up behind me, and I swerve a few times to miss brush and rocks. Most impressively, I make it to level ground in one piece.

      One of the doors opens as I get close, and a man steps out. He points a gun at me, but I fly toward him too fast to stop. Not that I want to stop.

      A shot shatters the night, and the man falls backward into the warehouse. There’s no fear, no hesitation in me. I skid the bike to a stop feet from the door and hop off of it, pushing it inside the building. I cast one last wave in Dalton’s direction before I close the door behind me.

      This is the same door I came in with my father the night he killed Anthony. That night, I was naive, in a dress with a full skirt that swirled around my calves and peacoat. I felt pretty. Tonight, I feel wicked.

      I pull the gun off my back and double-check that there’s more than one shell in it. There’s one more man, and that should be it—at least, for the next five minutes or so. Theoretically, that’s enough time to get Jackson out.

      The door is open, and I creep through it slowly. Jackson is in almost the exact spot where my father had tied Anthony. There’s a glaring light on him, and he looks semi-conscious. His head lolls to one side, his eyes are closed, and his breathing is shallow.

      “Jackson,” I mutter, keeping my gaze on the entryways into the warehouse. Dalton warned me he wouldn’t be able to guarantee a shot from his angle.

      “Delia?” He struggles against the ropes.

      “Shh, shh,” I mumble. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

      “Not so fast, now,” the second of Jackson’s captors says from behind me.

      I spin around and hoist the gun, but my blood runs cold. 

      “Benjamin?”

      Kaitlyn’s husband. She’s Alexa’s older sister. He flips a knife along his knuckles—it’s a trick he taught me how to do when I was eighteen, except he made me use a nail file until I got the hang of it. Truthfully, I was never very successful.

      I shake my head. “You?”

      “You can’t betray our family and expect not to pay for it,” he says.

      “I didn’t.” I don’t know why I say it. It isn’t part of the plan. “Please, Benji, you think I’d kill my father and uncles?”

      He shakes his head. “You’re always going on and on about your father and uncles. But what about Margaret? She was your stepmom. You loved her.”

      “No,” I say. “No, I just—”

      I squeeze my eyes shut for a second, then snap them open. He’s taken two steps forward, and it’s enough to spook me.

      I pull the trigger. The buckshot hits his chest, a thousand shots embedding into his skin.

      Once a murderer, always a murderer, a dark voice in my head tells me.

      Jackson flinches, and I drop the gun.

      Benjamin falls.

      I rush to him and snatch the knife from the floor. He gasps for breath, his mouth opening and closing like a gaping fish. At such a close range, the spray got his chest, his face…

      I turn away from him before I can regret my actions. Back at Jackson’s side, I make quick work of cutting him free. I pull him up and put his arm around my shoulders.

      “Careful,” Jackson murmurs.

      The beams from car headlights swing into the warehouse. The cars circle around and park facing the door, and I count them silently. “You’re telling me to be careful?” I ask him. “Are you okay? Can you shoot?”

      He wobbles when I leave him to retrieve the gun. He takes one look at it and laughs. “Who the fuck gave you a shotgun?”

      I just shake my head. My whole family is here. They’re going to storm in with guns blazing—and if they don’t, they’ll take in the scene pretty quickly and escalate it to that. “Stay here,” I tell Jackson. “I’m going to go talk to them.”

      He huffs. “Yeah fucking right. I’m going with you.”

      He adjusts his grip on the gun and freezes. “This is my gun,” he says, disbelief tinting his voice. “I lost it in a bet to Zach forever ago, which means…”

      I wink. “Yep. They’re around here somewhere.”

      Jackson suddenly becomes someone else. He shakes off the dazed look and grabs my arm, pulling me into a crouch. “Why haven’t they come in yet?”

      “My family?”

      “What are they waiting for?”

      “I don’t—”

      He drags me toward the back of the warehouse. We round the corner and the front windows explode in glass. He covers my mouth, halting my scream, and yanks open the back door—the one I came in. He waves like a madman, and suddenly a light in the hills flashes.

      “Okay,” he says, “it’s time for you to run.”

      I stare at him. “Excuse me?”

      “Run, Delia,” he says, giving me a little push.

      The gunfire decimating the warehouse doesn’t even rattle me anymore.

      “They’re going to come in and see neither of us, which will mean you escaped with me, or they’ll come in and see that I got loose and murdered their family, and that’ll give you time to escape.”

      My mouth drops open. “That’s the stupidest—”

      He hauls me forward and kisses me roughly. “I love you. Just run. Please.”

      Before I can blink, he shoves me backward and slams the door in my face.

      “Bastard,” I whisper. Weaponless, bike-less, and entirely unsure what to do, I stand and stare dumbly at the side of the warehouse.

      The gunfire cuts out, and when it does, the silence hurts.

      One more shot, and I sink to my knees. No, no, no.

      I’m not running. I refuse. And I know that this is some fucked-up Romeo and Juliet scenario, but I can’t stop myself from falling on the sword for him like he’s currently trying to do for me. So I pick myself up and dust off my knees. The knife that I used to cut Jackson free is in my back pocket. Edging toward the corner of the warehouse, I peek around just as the last of them steps through the door.

      I follow behind them, and no one seems to notice me join the crowd. I feel like a dusty, bloody mess, but I remain undetected.

      Jackson and James are squaring off. Jackson is still standing, still breathing. He has the shotgun aimed at James. He doesn’t look like he got shot. James points a revolver at him, and my heart catches in my throat.

      “Where is she?” James asks. “She’s a promise-breaker, just like I’ve been saying.”

      The crowd of cousins murmurs.

      I roll my eyes and step forward. “I’m not a liar, James. Not like you.”

      Jackson groans, so softly that I can’t imagine anyone else hears it. It sounds like agony in my ears, but I smile at him. I hope I translate the love I feel in that smile, because he didn’t let me say it before he tried to get me to run, and I can’t say it now—I can’t give that sort of leverage to James.

      “We had a deal,” I say, loud enough that the cousins snap to attention. “I tell you what happened the night our family was murdered, and you let Jackson go.”

      “That wasn’t—”

      I tilt my head. “I held up my end of the bargain. I’m here, ready to talk, but you had my family try to kill us before that could happen.”

      His eyes narrow.

      “Someone grab her,” he says.

      No one moves.

      “I want to hear what she has to say,” someone calls.

      We all turn toward the new voice. Edgar Castillo steps through the warehouse entrance, kicking glass aside.

      “Well, this is just a party now.” I almost smile. Our contingency plan paid off. Relief—foolish, but true—fills my chest. 

      Edgar winks at me. “I brought a party favor.”

      He jerks his head, and two men bring in his father, bound and tied.

      “But please, Delia, tell your story. You promised me you’d only tell it once, and I intend to hear it in its entirety.”

      I take a deep breath and cross the room to stand by Jackson. Ever since Edgar and his men entered, the gun in James’s hand has lowered. I’m not foolish enough to yank it out of his hand, but Jackson is. His hand snaps forward and twists the gun out of James’s grip. He stares at Jackson stupidly, but I just shake my head.

      I have too many eyes on me. Too much pressure. What choice do I have?

      I have a story to tell. The truth, finally.

      “I came home and saw a Castillo in a car across the street.” I don’t mention it was Edgar. He doesn’t need that weakness bestowed on him. “Instead of going inside, I went around to the shed and got one of my father’s guns.” 

      He had been teaching me how to shoot my whole life. I knew my way around a revolver the same way I knew my way around a rifle. How to clean it, load it, take it apart and put it back together again. How to fire it into a target, and later into a person. That has clearly come in handy later in my life, but at the time it felt like too heavy of a responsibility.

      “I kept it in the front of my pants as I slipped inside. One of Jorge’s men grabbed me almost immediately, dragging me into the living room.” My vision blurs, and that day plays out again.
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      The man threw me onto the couch next to my father. We shared one glance, and then he faced forward again. Jorge Castillo paced in front of us like a lion waiting to pounce. Anxious energy ran through him. On the other side of my father, Margaret was calm. Only my father’s hands were bound.

      Then they brought in my uncles.

      “This is your second-in-command, no?” Jorge asked, the barrel of his gun brushing against Uncle Ricco’s forehead.

      No one reacted.

      Jorge came at my father and hit him in the jaw. “You speak, or he dies. Your choice.”

      My father grunted. He was weary of this. “Why are you doing this, Jorge? We’ve lived peacefully for years.”

      Jorge’s gaze darted to Margaret, then returned to Father. “Peace? You suppress us, old man. We want liberation.”

      One of Jorge’s guys grabbed my father and yanked him up. “This is for Papi,” he muttered, driving his fist into Father’s stomach.

      My father exhaled sharply, bending almost in half. The guy’s knee snapped up, straight into his face. Blood gushed before my father even hit the floor.

      I lunged forward, screaming.

      It was Margaret who caught me around the stomach, surprisingly strong. She lifted me nearly off my feet and dragged me backward, away from the men.

      “Leave her,” Margaret snapped. “I’ll take care of her.”

      Jorge looked at her and inclined his head.

      Margaret pulled me into the kitchen, shoving me against the sink.

      “Are you sparing me from watching my father die or sentencing me to a worse fate?” I asked her.

      She shook her head. “You are a dramatic child. Did you think your father could hold on to his crown forever? With sharks in the water? No.” She laughed. “No, your father believed in peace. Peace. That isn’t our way.”

      “Whose way?” I asked, keeping the island between us. I still wasn’t sure she was the bad guy.

      “Delia,” my father yelled from the other room, “run!”

      Someone snatched my arm. A man dressed in black. I kicked at him and screamed when he got ahold of my hair. His meaty fingers bit into the back of my neck, forcing me ahead of him into the living room.

      The men of my family were considerably bloodier than when I left them.

      Fear spiked through me. Ice trickled down my back.

      Jorge looked from me to over my shoulder. Margaret had followed us back into the room. My doubt that she loved my father was growing, and a wail was building inside me. I knew our fates—how could I not?

      “Do it,” she said. “I tire of this.”

      Jorge nodded. The man standing behind Uncle Angelo stepped forward and slid a knife across his throat. There was a moment of hesitation, and then the awful gurgle, the spray of blood across the carpet. He fell face-first to the floor, grasping at his throat, but you can’t stop a rushing river with your bare hands. 

      I yelled, throwing my elbow back and clipping something solid.

      Uncle Ricco was next. He met my eyes and said, “Survive, niece.”

      I closed my eyes when my father hit the floor. He was on his knees, but he struggled to his feet.

      “Don’t let my daughter see this,” he begged.

      I opened my eyes. He was staring at Margaret.

      “She’s just going to follow you,” Margaret said. “Unless you’d like her to go first.”

      He squeezed his eyes shut, bowing his head.

      “No,” I said. “Dad.”

      He met my eyes. There were things I wanted to say: I love you. I’ll survive this. But the truth was, I knew I was a goner. I knew I was going to die the second after Jorge’s man slit his throat. Margaret would step forward and run her own knife along my skin.

      I felt the blade already, sharp and coated with my uncles’ blood. She didn’t hold the weapon—one of Jorge’s men did—but she controlled this situation all the same.

      Father staggered to his feet and dove at me. The man holding me shoved me away, catching my father and sliding the knife into his stomach. I watched from the floor as the man twisted his blade and jerked upwards. Father’s body jolted before he buckled over.

      Margaret’s gaze was fastened on the blood spilling from his abdomen. She walked forward and took the knife from the man. 

      “Give us a moment, Jorge,” she said.

      He met her gaze. I didn’t know what he saw in her eyes—I could barely turn away from Father.

      The next thing I knew, Jorge gave a sharp whistle. He and his men filed out of the house.

      The door closed behind them, and Margaret knelt by my father’s side. His eyes were open, fixated on her face.

      “I really did love you, you know,” she murmured.

      She cut his throat.

      Bile rose in my throat. I leaned over and threw up, the vomit shocking me out of silence. My father was dead. His blood ebbed out of him. “Margaret,” I sobbed. “Why?”

      She flinched.

      “You’re going to kill me, too?” I scrambled backward until I hit the wall. The gun pressed against my stomach as I pulled my knees up toward my chest.

      She stood and cocked her head. “Do you want to live in a world without your family?”

      No, a dark part of me thought.

      Another part of me roared at the indignation of it. 

      “How dare you think that’s all I live for. My father and uncles? I love them, but they aren’t my whole world. And I’m not going to let you destroy the rest of my family.” I retrieved the gun from my waistband, aiming it at her.

      She paled, backing up a step, but it didn’t matter.

      I cocked back the safety and shot her three times, shredding her stomach. Her mouth parted in an ‘O’ shape, and it felt like I had shot myself. Pain swept through me, followed by horror. Never-ending horror, tipping me over and over into the abyss.

      There are things a girl can’t come back from—this was one of them.

      Margaret fell backward, hitting the floor with splayed arms. She grasped at her stomach, but her fingers slid across the torn, wet fabric. When my ears stopped ringing, I swiped at my face. I was covered in blood, too.

      “You better run, girl,” she moaned. She had ended up next to my father, her head by his shoulder.

      I stood, shaky like a newborn deer, and stared down at her.

      “They’ll never stop hunting you.”

      “Who?” I asked, but she exhaled a shaky breath, and she didn’t inhale again.

      So I ran.
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      I blink, as if coming out of a nightmare. Did I just tell them that story out loud? I’ve kept it close to my heart for too long, and the relief of having my truth in the open is almost too much to bear.

      “Margaret Elizabeth Applewood. That’s who my father married.” I look at James. “But that’s not who she was. Before she married a man named Martin Applewood, she was Margaret Elizabeth Elvira.”

      Shock ripples out, paired with disbelief. James has done a good job painting me in a negative light. They don’t know if they can trust my words.

      “I can corroborate,” Jorge Castillo calls. “The girl tells the truth. Margaret and James worked together. They were siblings.”

      More murmurs. Some people hiss their disapproval.

      “They came to my home and offered my family more money, more power… if only I would help them put an end to the Moretti reign.” Jorge bows his head.

      I nod at Edgar, who grabs his father and leads him out of the warehouse. He understands: family business is private. We deal with our own by ourselves.

      Once they’re gone, I exhale. Michael steps forward like he wants to embrace me, but he stops at the expression in my eyes.

      Jackson steadies me, one hand on my shoulder, and I fight against leaning back.

      I hate my whole family. I hate that James turned them against me, that they believed him. I hate everything I’ve been forced to endure in the past two months.

      “You trusted an outsider over your own blood,” I tell them. Anger puts a bite in my words, and it seems to cow my cousins. “For that...”

      Silence, except for my heartbeat thundering in my ears.

      “You die.” I turn and bury Benjamin’s knife between James’s ribs.

      He stares at me in surprise, and every single memory of him passes through me. The good. The bad. The ugly. I mourn the good and scorn the rest, letting him see the disdain in my eyes. He grasps my hand with both of his.

      I twist the knife and go with him to the floor. Blood seeps over the blade, my fist, everything a mess. “I hate you,” I tell him. Thick, poisonous feelings pour out of my mouth. “I hate that you thought you could get away with this. This won’t bring my father back, but it’s pretty fucking close.” I yank the blade out and stand as his breathing turns jagged.

      Jackson pulls me away from James, and I drop the knife with a clatter.

      All at once, everyone erupts into chaos.

      My cousins start yelling. Some cheer. How easily you’re swayed, I think at them.

      Lauren comes toward me. Tears streak down her face, and she kneels next to James for a second. Blood soaks into her jeans. She rises and turns to me. “I’m sorry,” she cries.

      My heart squeezes.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      I put my arms around her, patting her back. If I were to have taken a step back, I would’ve realized that I was furious with her for siding with James against me. He never should’ve come between us.

      Instead, I comfort her. “It’s okay, Lauren.”

      She throws one arm around me.

      The other, holding the knife she just picked up from the floor, pushes the blade into my abdomen.
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      If you had asked me two months ago what the scariest moment of my life was, I wouldn’t have been able to give you a definite answer. There were too many close calls to choose from: running with my crew through the mountains and being picked up by the helicopter by chance; the girl with the IED; being interrogated by an extremist group before my crew broke me out. They terrified me at the time, but their impact lessens as time goes on.

      Ask me tomorrow what the scariest moment of my life was, and I’ll tell you it’s today. Right now.

      Delia’s exhale turns into a moan, and my attention zeros in on her cousin. Lauren. The girl meets my eyes and shoves Delia off her, right into my arms, and Delia’s hands immediately go to her lower stomach.

      “Why?” Delia mumbles.

      I look down. There’s a knife sticking out of Delia’s stomach. A knife that Lauren darts forward to yanks out, shaking her head at me. Delia cries out.

      I want want to rip the earth apart for her.

      Not here, Benjamin said to me, intestines. Nasty suckers to cut open.

      I’ve dealt with anxiety. Worry. Adrenaline. But nothing compares to the shot of fear I feel lowering Delia to the floor and cover her hand with mine. “Delia.”

      She inhales a sharp breath. “I’m okay,” she murmurs. “Just—”

      “I love him,” Lauren says. Her eyes are wet, and there’s torment on her face. We all do crazy things for love. She kneels by James, who’s barely breathing. His gaze is on Lauren’s face. 

      She cries, “I love you. I’m sorry, I love you.”

      His bloody smile is sad, and I hate the tragedy of it. 

      But she hurt Delia.

      Fear turns quickly into rage. It doesn’t matter that Lauren is a woman or Delia’s cousin. Right now, the only thing I see is red.

      Blood.

      I lift James’s pistol and shoot Lauren without hesitating. Fuck, I don’t even blink as she grunts and falls backward. There are screams. Cousins tumble over each other trying to get away—classic herd mentality. They thought they were safe. They thought rising up against Delia would be forgiven with James’s blood, but it isn’t. 

      I stalk them, saving my bullets. Zach didn’t give Delia nearly enough ammunition for the shotgun, and the pistol has a handful of bullets left. Outside, someone scrambles to their car and goes for a gun. My bullet finds its mark in his head. Too many more are pulling weapons, but the bloodlust is calling to me.

      A gunshot wrenches the night open, and I grin. Morning Star. Dalton reloads and shoots again. I’ve seen him do it so many times, I can practically hear the bolt action slide back and release a casing, the scrape of another cartridge loaded in.

      Crack.

      Another traitorous cousin falls.

      In the end, they all fall. Six pairs of headlights illuminate the carnage, but I can’t make myself care about them. I turn and rush back into the building, to Delia in the center of the room.

      “That’s the kind of ending I had secretly been hoping for,” she says. “This fucking hurts.”

      “You just hold on.” I press on the wound, my heart breaking when she cries out. “Griffin will be here in a minute. He’ll get you all stitched up—”

      “You think so?” she asks, trying to smile.

      My own smile wobbles. “You’re sure as hell not dying on me, Delia.”

      “Benji was always obsessed with bodies. He told me to avoid getting stabbed in the stomach or the intestines, like I’d have a choice—” She turns her head and coughs. When she looks back at me, her lips are speckled with blood.

      “You’re going to live,” I say in as firm a voice I can manage. “Okay? Delia.”

      “Jackson.”

      It’s our thing, remember? Even in the face of death.

      “I love you. Just in case.”

      “I love you,” I say.

      Her eyes flutter shut. Griffin rushes in, and I grab his arm.

      “Save her,” I beg.

      He shoots me a look. “That’s the plan, asshole.”

      “Be easy,” Zach mutters. “The love of his life is bleeding out on the floor.”

      “Hospital?” I ask.

      Griffin rolls his eyes. “It’s like you don’t trust me or something. Can you give me some space? Go wait outside.”

      I don’t budge until Zach hauls me up and away. Minutes later, Griffin appears with Delia in his arms and his bag over his shoulder. “Car. Right now.” He heads for the first and climbs into the backseat with her.

      I go for the driver’s side and hesitate for a fraction of a second, because Zach just watches us.

      “Dalton and I will clean up,” Zach says.

      I get in the car and drive like the hounds of hell are chasing us. Griffin is silent. I strain to hear Delia’s breathing, but it sounds faint to my ears.

      “Is she going to live?”

      “This is a bad wound, Jackson.” Griffin was never one to mince words. “She’ll need surgery. Drive faster.”

      I do, and we get to the hospital in record time. Yet as Griffin rushes her into the ER, I sit in the SUV and stare at the Emergency sign. I send a prayer up that she makes it through this long enough to spend the rest of her life with me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A nurse sweeps into the room. I expect to hear something similar to the last time she found Griffin in one of her rooms, but instead, she smiles. “How’s our patient?”

      Griffin and I turn toward Delia. She was sleeping, but now she gives me a tired grin.

      Her eyes are bright. “I’m alive?”

      I lean over and kiss her forehead. “You’re alive.”

      “Good,” she murmurs.

      The nurse adjusts Delia’s monitors, pushes medication through the IV, and tells us that the doctor will be in to see us soon. Delia had surgery to repair her intestines and clear away any leakage from her bowels. She has a scar to match mine now, which I point out to her with a soft smile.

      She reaches over and takes my hand. “What happened?” She stares at the muted television, which shows an aerial shot of the warehouse up in flames.

      Griffin frowns. “Don’t feel guilty for their deaths, Delia.”

      “I don’t. Not really.” She squeezes my hand. “I feel guilty that you have that weight on your shoulders.”

      I shake my head. These past few hours, since the doctors told us that Delia would be okay, I’ve felt surprisingly light. “When it comes to you, I’d do anything.”

      “Including…” She bites her lip. “Including leaving Vegas behind and traveling?”

      “Where would we go?”

      She doesn’t know that Jorge Castillo went to the police and confessed to the murder of Nicolai, Ricco, Angelo, and Margaret Moretti. Edgar has officially taken over. The Moretti Company’s assets are still frozen, and the company will most likely dissolve, but Delia’s inheritance has been released because she’s no longer a person of interest in the murder cases.

      “We could go anywhere.” I explain to her what’s happened, and a wide smile takes over her face. “Damn, if that isn’t the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “Edgar will do well,” she says. “I want somewhere warm.”

      I roll my eyes. “Such a desert girl.”

      Griffin stands. “I’ve got to get going. But feel free to visit me in Europe. Wherever I am will be open for you.”

      “Thanks, man.” I give him a hug for Delia and myself.

      He leaves without much fanfare.

      And then it’s just us.

      “How do you feel?” I ask her. 

      Color returns to her cheeks, and she motions me to lean in closer. “How long do we have to wait before having sex?” she whispers.

      I tip my head back and laugh, kissing her cheek.

      “You’re not going to like the answer to that,” I mutter.

      “Hello,” Delia’s doctor calls as she walks into the room. “Delia, how are you feeling? My name is Dr. Shapiro. I operated on you to repair the puncture wound’s damage.”

      “I feel okay,” she says.

      “I did want to go over one thing that we found in the blood test.” Dr. Shapiro hesitates. “I can tell you alone, Delia, if you’d like.”

      She shakes her head. “No, he can know anything you have to say.”

      My heart fills with joy.

      The doctor comes closer. “I’m so sorry to tell you. Did you know you were pregnant?”

      Pregnant. My mind trips on that word. Stutters over it.

      Did you know you were pregnant?

      You were pregnant?

      Were?

      Delia reaches the same conclusion at the same time.

      “Were?” We both blurt out.

      The doctor frowns. “Due to the location of the injury and the severity, and most likely the stress before and during the situation… You’ve suffered a miscarriage.”

      Delia’s eyes fill with tears. She blinks rapidly at the ceiling.

      That joy in my heart? It turns and dumps out onto the floor. I’ve never felt such heartache before. Our little unborn baby.

      “How far along was I?” she asks, clearing her throat.

      “We estimate about five weeks.” The doctor describes things Delia might’ve noticed in her body recently and the changes she should expect as her body recovers from the wound and the miscarriage.

      Delia’s nods are robotic.

      As soon as the doctor leaves, she pats the bed next to her. I climb in without hesitation and wrap my arms around her, exhaling into her hair. She lays her head on my chest.

      “I wish I knew,” she mumbles. “At least we would’ve had a chance to be happy about it before this.”

      I put my finger under her chin and make her look at me. Her eyes are glassy with unshed tears, and I’m sure mine are the same. “This isn’t the end for us, okay? We’ll let you heal, we’ll go on our trips, and when we’re ready, we’ll have children. One or a whole boatload. Whatever you want.”

      That makes her laugh. I press a kiss to her lips. She tastes like salty tears, and I can’t help but lean into it. She opens her mouth and whimpers, and I do my best to shove the grief away from us.

      We deserve happiness. And by God, I’m going to get it for her.
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      One month later

      I chose to recover in Salt Lake City. When I was a kid, my dad took me around the city. We did some touristy things, but in the end, he was there for a business transaction. I remember waiting in the hotel room, pacing back and forth while I wondered if he would come back. Worry gripped me often when I was a teenager.

      The apartment above the warehouse is in Mason’s name, but he gave Jackson free rein.

      For the first week, we did nothing except order takeout and watch movies while we both healed. Even though I was the one who got stabbed, I didn’t want that to overshadow the fact that Jackson had been held hostage for two days.

      Every so often, in the middle of the night, Jackson’s hand lands on my hip, or his breath touches my ear, and I’ll shoot up in bed. My heart rate goes crazy. It takes a second to realize James hasn’t returned to make our lives miserable.

      He’s dead.

      It’s been a month, and the nightmares are slowly receding. It’s almost like we’re going back to normal. And today, Jackson has left the house for the first time in forever. I’m proud of him, since he’s been a worried mother hen.

      I can’t say I haven’t enjoyed his tending to me, though.

      Now, I crouch behind the door and wait for him to return.

      He swings open the door and starts to say, “Delia, I’m home—”

      “Arg!” I jump out at him and latch on to his back. My abdomen twinges, but I ignore it, wrapping around him like a monkey.

      Or maybe a sloth. I’ll admit, my reaction time has been faster in the past.

      He drops the bags and yelps. I half expect him to flip me over his shoulder like the last time, but his whole body shakes with his laughter.

      “You used to be better at that,” he says.

      I lock my legs together in front of him as he picks the bags back up and walks into the kitchen.

      “You’re light as a feather, though. I could do this all day.”

      I laugh and pat his cheek. “You wish.”

      He deposits me on the kitchen counter, then rotates to face me. “I missed you.”

      “I missed you, too, even if you were only gone for an hour.”

      My shirt has ridden up a bit, and his index finger skates along the visible part of my scar. I shiver, and then a pang of loss hits me. He ducks down and kisses the scar, then slowly kisses his way up. Stomach. The space between my breasts. My collarbone, which he grazes with his teeth.

      I tilt my head to give him space on my neck. Chills erupt all over my body. He stops at my jaw and pulls back.

      “I have a crazy idea,” he says.

      I wink. “I like crazy.”

      “Marry me.”

      “And spend forever with you?” I clarify.

      He rolls his eyes. “That’s what marriage is.”

      “Do you have a ring?” I keep my face straight, although I’m dying to jump into his arms and kiss him senseless, then shout, Yes, you idiot! from the rooftops.

      The smile drops. “I didn’t get a ring yet. I only thought of this idea on my way home. Does it matter?”

      My smile breaks free, releasing some of the tension in his shoulders. “Not one bit.” I grab his face and pull him to me, finally getting his lips on mine. We’ve had so many different kisses. Joyful, scared, angry. This one is full of hope. Promise.
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      JACKSON

      Eight Months Later

      Delia Skye leads the way off the plane. I watch her ass in the black leggings she’s become fond of. She glances back and laughs when she sees where my eyes are.

      “Jackson,” she says, “come on. I have to pee like the devil.”

      “You don’t need me to go into the bathroom with you,” I tease. “And we were in the plane restroom for so long…”

      I almost get hard again at the memory of her on the tiny bathroom counter, legs open for me. Her scent lingers in my nose.

      “You’re incorrigible,” she mutters.

      My heart squeezes, as it always does, when she reaches back and takes my hand. I run my finger over the smooth wedding band on her finger. Only a month after my half-assed proposal, we got married in a small chapel. Our friends attended, and that was family enough for both of us.

      Once we’re off the bridge and in the airport, my old training kicks back in. I scan the area around us. Only a few people meet my eyes, but the contact is fleeting.

      I get anxious in public spaces. Not because of me—because of Delia. Her breathing is shallow, and she presses close enough to me that I think she’d climb into my skin if she could. I release her hand and wrap my arm around her shoulders and listen for her long exhale.

      “We have a place to stay here,” I remind her.

      Zach has a condo in Manhattan, and his delayed wedding gift was that we could use it whenever we wanted. He bought it a few months ago, but beyond signing the closing papers and furnishing the bare essentials, he hasn’t been able to get out here. I didn’t ask how much money the place cost. Hell, he didn’t even send me pictures even though I practically begged for them.

      “It’s safe?” she asks.

      She eyes every stranger on the street like they’re a threat. Like every waitress, flight attendant, cashier is going to pull a knife on her. But her name isn’t Delia Moretti anymore—she’s Delia Skye. My heart skips every time she tells people her name. 

      “Yes, love,” I say, pressing a quick kiss to her temple. I do what I can to make her fears evaporate. Her skin is tan from the islands we visited a few weeks ago and the hot southern states we hopped around after that. Beyond New York, Europe waits for us.

      New York is dreary compared to the islands and the South, even though it’s mid-June. A weight settles on my chest. Wyatt lived here. Wyatt died here. And he’s buried here, too.

      We get to Zach’s building after stopping at a corner store for groceries. Delia is off, as always, and lingers behind me while I pay. I turn and look at her when she doesn’t follow me to the door.

      She holds up a box of tampons. “Forgot to pay for these,” she says.

      I laugh and nod, but my heart pangs. It’s been eight months since the events at the warehouse. We’ve moved through most of it, except the irrational fear of strangers, and I wince every time she gets her period. It’s just another thing for us to tackle.

      I browse the magazines while I wait for her. A billionaire heiress is splashed across the headlines: her mother, queen of her own corporate empire, has been arrested for fraud. The girl is missing. The Chicago police are asking for help locating her.

      “Sad.” Delia gestures to the picture of the girl.

      “You’ve been in her shoes,” I point out.

      “Yeah.” She perks up. “Maybe she ran away. That’s the happiest ending to her story.”

      “Is it?”

      She loops her arm in mine. “Sure. She can run away and live life on an island, working as a bartender and not suffering.”

      “And maybe she’d fall in love with a local,” I finish.

      Delia gives me a brilliant smile. “Exactly.”

      “It’s a happy thought.” I pull up directions to Zach’s apartment, but it leads us to a grand hotel. We stare up at it dumbly. “You don’t think…”

      She shrugs.

      At the desk, the concierge smiles at us. “Mr. Laurent told us to expect you. Our upper floors have all been recently converted into apartments. Here’s the key to his floor. The private elevator behind my desk will take you up.”

      We circle the desk, and the concierge scans our keycard beside the call button. The elevator arrives quickly. There are no buttons inside, just smooth glass and a touchscreen. As the doors slide closed, a laugh bubbles out of Delia.

      “I’m sorry, did he say the key to Zach’s floor?”

      We rise quickly. When the door opens, it deposits us in a foyer.

      “Holy shit.”

      Beyond the foyer is a massive apartment. It would not be an exaggeration to think that he has the whole fucking floor. The living room is decorated in dark-gray, stainless steel, and white. There are no window treatments on the enormous windows. Outside, the clouds look close enough to touch.

      Delia wanders away from me, setting her suitcase down on the huge kitchen island.

      “I knew Zach made good money… But who did he have to threaten to get this place?”

      “Great question,” I say. But I perk up. “Hey, at least it’s secure. Right? He said we can stay here as long as we want.”

      “Careful,” she murmurs. “We might just move in.”

      I laugh. “That’s the first you’ve talked about settling down.”

      Her shrug is delicate. “I don’t have a lot of knowledge about the city, but what I’ve seen so far… I like it.”

      I stride forward and pick her up, setting her on the island. She parts her knees so I can get closer to her.

      “I love you,” I whisper.

      She kisses me softly. She tastes like strawberries. I slide my hands under her shirt and lift it off her. She raises her hips so I can tug her leggings off, then I lean her back and kiss down her throat. I nip at the skin on her collarbone, trailing down her chest.

      “Jackson,” she whispers.

      My teeth graze her nipple. She jolts, one hand cupping the back of my head. I keep my attention on her, sucking, licking, until she writhes beneath me. I lazily trail one hand up her thigh. She’s ready for me, practically glaring as she pulls on my hair. I plunge my finger into her, and she lets out a yelp.

      “So fucking wet.” I kiss down her stomach, lingering on the scar on her abdomen. Her whole body shudders. I add a second finger, pumping into her slowly. She’s dripping, squirming, and my cock strains against my jeans. I free my erection with one hand just to get some relief.

      Pushing the skirt up farther, baring her to me, and I kiss the apex of her thighs.

      She tenses when my tongue sweeps through her hot center, and her arms tremble from holding herself up. Two fingers still work inside her, in and out.

      My tongue finds her clit, and I lavish attention on it until she’s panting above me. One of her hands is tight in my hair, but it seems she can’t decide whether to push me away or hold me closer. I build her higher. I graze her clit with my teeth, and she shatters around me, falling back flat on the island countertop.

      Once she gets her breath back, she sits up and smiles at me. “That…”

      “Pretty good?” I smirk.

      “I’m just wondering why you don’t do that more often. Like, all the time.”

      I touch her clit again. “We can do it again if you want.”

      Her eyes heat. “I think I’d rather feel you inside me.”

      “That was for you. We have things to do,” I tease. “We can’t spend all day in bed.”

      Her pout makes me fall in love with her a little more, but she doesn’t protest. She just looks at my still-hard dick, shakes her head, and slides off the counter.

      I put myself back together while she ducks into the bathroom. The only thing left to do is slowly put away our groceries. When I open the fridge, I’m surprised to see that it’s been stocked with liquor and food Zach knows I like.

      I pull out my phone and text Zach, You stocked the fridge for us? 

      Of course. Say hi to Wyatt for me.

      Dread wraps around my throat. For too long, I’ve been pushing Wyatt to the back corner of my mind. Enough is enough. Later today, we’re going to see where he’s buried. Just another thing to work through.

      I need to say goodbye.

      “Jackson,” Delia calls.

      There are tears in her eyes.

      “What is it?” I ask, going to her.

      She hands me something, and I turn it in my hands before my mind catches up to me: A pregnancy test.

      My mouth parts. “You took a test?”

      “Look at it.”

      Two lines. Positive.

      “Oh my god,” I whisper. Tears fill my eyes, and I scoop her into my arms, spinning her around. Light, bubbling joy fills me, and this time, it doesn’t spill out. “I love you so much. Oh my god.”

      “Are we ready for this?” She laughs.

      Her laugh has gotten lighter in recent months. We’ve both shed some of our darkness for each other.

      I kiss her soundly. “Yes. See? We can just stay in this apartment forever. New York has great hospitals.”

      She makes a skeptical face. “They also have snow, husband.”

      “They also have Central Park and Times Square, wife. What’s better than that?”

      We agree to disagree. She grabs my shirt and pulls me in for another kiss. I happily oblige her.

      DELIA

      I can’t shake the feeling that we’re being watched.

      Hunted.

      It’s been nine months since everything exploded, and we’ve been bouncing around ever since. Jackson thinks we’re fine. He insists we could’ve picked any place to settle down, to get real jobs, buy a house, and get a cat or whatever it is normal people do. The wedding was normal. The travel has been fun, but it left us with a taste of being on the run.

      In my mind, we’re not on the run. The bad guys have been slain. Edgar has taken over the Castillos, and he reached out to say that I was welcome back in Vegas whenever I wanted. I had his protection, as did Jackson. But somehow, being back in the US just makes me want to hide in my new husband’s coat every time someone looks at me.

      Husband. That’s been the most grounding part of this whole experience.

      New York City is unforgiving in its coldness, and yet it’s the first place I’ve managed to take a breath. The people here are incredibly uncaring. Whether I slink by or saunter half-naked, it makes no difference to them. Their eyes slide past me without stopping.

      “Delia?” Jackson asks, squeezing my hand.

      I force myself to smile. “Jackson?”

      His expression is gentle enough to hurt. “You’re trembling.”

      I shrug. “You know how much I like being outside.”

      “Thank you,” he says, squeezing my hand again.

      I appreciate that he’s acknowledging my apprehension. I didn’t even object when he told me where he wanted to go—a feat in and of itself. I have an objection to everything these days. 

      His gaze lowers to my stomach, and his smile widens. I still can’t believe I’m pregnant. Again. But this time, we know about it. The happiness is contagious. Every time I think about it, Jackson grins, and vice versa. He showers my stomach with attention, even though I can’t be more than six or seven weeks along. I’m not showing at all. That doesn’t stop him from talking to the baby.

      “At least it isn’t raining,” I say with a half-hearted smile. It almost never rained in Vegas, and the other places we picked… well, they were warm. Fog and gloom encase this city, as they have every day since we’ve been here. Thunder cracks in the distance.

      I flinch into Jackson, then my cheeks heat.

      “Easy,” he soothes, rubbing my arm. “We have an umbrella. We have raincoats. I have a gun. We’re safe.”

      I roll my eyes. “You’re going to shoot someone in broad daylight?”

      “I could poke them with the umbrella first,” he offers.

      “Funny.”

      We turn into the cemetery, and my breath catches in my throat. Headstones spread in every direction, little soldiers standing at attention. The ones closest to the fence are darker, splotched with mold and chipping corners. The farther my gaze travels, the newer everything becomes. 

      My chest tightens, evoking memories of my mother. I missed my father’s funeral—James arranged it while I was on the run. Everyone except for me attended, but I heard it was a beautiful service. However beautiful it was, it doesn’t erase the fact that I missed my last chance to see him. To say goodbye.

      I’ve said goodbye to him since then. Peace echoed through me when I finally got to put him to rest next to my mother in my mind. My heart aches for Jackson—he’s been carrying this around for almost eighteen months. 

      “It’s up this way,” Jackson mutters.

      His friend’s grave.

      He’s been pretty tight-lipped about Wyatt, and I’ve done my best not to pry. Still, the knowledge that his friend lived—and died—in this city… that’s the reason we came. Everyone deserves closure.

      After what feels like an eternity of hiking, he pulls me to a stop. “Here.”

      Wyatt James Pierce.

      The plot isn’t new—grass has started to grow over the dirt, flowers left by his friends and family have browned, blown away, or been collected by workers—but the headstone is an immaculate dark-gray stone. It gleams in the soft light of the clouded-over sky.

      I take a small step backward as Jackson kneels and presses his forehead against the granite.

      “I’m sorry, old friend,” he whispers. “I never should’ve let you talk us into that pact. I should’ve been here—”

      A figure catches my attention. The man walks toward us slowly, climbing the hill. There aren’t true hills in New York City except for this one, in the rolling cemetery. His trench coat flutters behind him as he walks. A trench coat straight out of a horror movie. There’s an umbrella blocking his face.

      I leap toward Jackson, fumbling for the gun in his shoulder holster, but there’s too much fabric between us.

      “Delia, what are you doing?”

      “Jackson,” I snap back, fear turns my words into razors.

      He scrambles to his feet when he sees the man. In one motion, he tucks me behind him and draws his weapon. Would he have had that same reaction a year ago?

      Probably not.

      The man keeps coming at a lazy pace and stops a few feet away. The umbrella lifts, and he looks straight at Jackson. I feel him shudder in front of me.

      “About time,” the man says. “You can put that away.”

      Jackson cocks his head. “Is this a fucking joke?”

      The man sighs. “I’m trying to make sure you don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Jackson?” I ask, edging out beside him.

      His face is pale. The muscle in his jaw jumps.

      “Delia,” the man answers. “Nice to finally meet you.”

      Bewilderment races through me. My gaze bounces between them like a ping-pong match. 

      “I’m sorry, do I know…?”

      “It’s Wyatt,” Jackson says.

      I look down at the stone that is supposed to mark where he’s buried.

      Wyatt James Pierce.

      And here he is, in the flesh. Grinning at us like he’s sixteen years old and has pulled an innocent prank. There’s something predatory lurking under that grin, layered in with the affection.

      “How do you know me?”

      Wyatt shrugs. His eyes twinkle. The world would bend over backward to see him smile. He is so very, very alive. 

      I put my hand on my belly. The need to protect our new child is fierce. Wyatt storming back into Jackson’s life… A wave of anxiety almost knocks me over. From what I’ve learned, Wyatt was the most cunning of them all. For him to show himself now—it can’t be good. In fact, it’s probably going to be very, very bad. 

      Jackson takes my hand and squeezes. It’s going to be okay, he says through touch.

      Wyatt closes his umbrella as lightning flashes above us. “We have a lot to catch up on, and not a lot of time. I hope you’re ready for this, Skye.”

      
        
        THE END…

        Of Jackson and Delia’s story, anyway.
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