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        Seventeen Years Old

      

      

      Grief is a weird thing.

      It’s the only emotion in the world people claim to understand yet treat as an inconvenience.

      “Time heals all wounds, Evie.”

      Spare me.

      Time heals nothing. Just gives things more space to grow and fester and rot.

      I fidget in my seat, the old wooden bench tearing into the skin of my thighs and making me flinch. My sister Dorothy—the one still alive—peers over at me, glaring down as if my movement is going to draw the wrong type of attention. As if every single man in the room isn’t already looking our way just to get a glimpse of her.

      Her brown hair is perfect and bouncy, a high ponytail swinging behind her as she turns back toward the front, listening to the priest drone on about things he knows nothing about. About memories made and life not forgotten. But my eyes stay on her. Her and that stupid, bouncy brown hair.

      My hands itch with the urge to reach out and wrap the strands around my fists, pulling until it tears from the root. I sit on them instead. No matter how much I want to strangle Dorothy, this isn’t about her. Not today.

      Today is about Nessa.

      And Nessa always told me I was a slave to my impulses, so the least I can do is try to contain them. It’s her memorial Mass after all.

      That weird feeling surges up my throat again.

      Grief.

      Sometimes it’s fluid, like waves of the ocean, and sometimes it’s stagnant, like sculptures carved in stone. Right now, it’s rock solid and heavy in the center of my chest.

      I bite my cheek, trying to hold it together.

      My father clears his throat, and I snap my eyes to him sitting on the other side of Dorothy, soaking in the tattoos that line his fingers and disappear up the sleeve of his shirt. Every once in a while, I’ll try to get a better look, searching for hidden clues about what they mean, wondering if one of them represents me. More than likely, though, he was just bored rotting away in a six-by-eight prison cell for the last eight years and wanted ink on his skin.

      He peers at me from his peripheral, sadness weaving through his weathered light-brown eyes as he wraps his arm around Dorothy, and she rests her head on his shoulder. I’m not sure if the pained look is for the loss of Nessa herself or because of all the years he missed. Maybe it’s neither.

      Not that it matters, really.

      We made a life without him, and now he’s back, pretending as though he didn’t leave his family with nothing to their name when he made stupid mistakes.

      It’s hot today, and while the middle of summer in Kinland, Illinois isn’t unbearable, right now, it feels like I’m burning alive. My eyes scan the room, taking in the random carved initials and scratches that mar the light wood pews, splays of color beaming through the stained glass windows, reflecting off the gleaming floors. I count the bobbing heads of people who cared to show up, choosing to ignore how they’re either nodding off to sleep or whispering to each other like it’s somehow appropriate to be gossiping during the memorial Mass of the most important person in my life.

      “But above all else,” the priest’s voice cuts in, echoing off the high arches and soaring ceiling of the cathedral, “Nessa Westerly was a woman of family. Of faith. And who better to speak on her love of both than someone she loved more than anything…her sister.”

      My heart stutters in my chest, fingernails digging into the wood beneath my thighs until they feel like they might split in half. I didn’t know I’d need to speak. But I’ll do it because Nessa was more than just my sister. Ten years older and eons wiser, she raised me from the time I was nine, after our father got caught with ten kilos of coke in the back of a carrier plane and thrown in the slammer. Although truthfully, she was caring for me long before that. My throat swells as I wonder what the hell I’m supposed to do now that she’s gone.

      A passing thought slips through my brain, curious if our mom will show her slimy face, if she even knows her oldest daughter is dead or that the man she claimed to love—then abandoned—is free. I shake off the notion, deciding to manifest that she’s dead and rotting instead. It would serve her right for jumping ship after my father was locked up.

      I side-eye Dorothy again, narrowing my gaze as she wipes a handkerchief under her eyes. As if she has any right to be sad. She hated Nessa.

      To be fair, she hates me too, but with our sister, it was different. More volatile. At first, it was pure jealousy. Nessa was the oldest and the most beautiful, catching the attention of everyone just by simply existing. And Dorothy was…second best. Middle child syndrome at its finest.

      When Dad got locked up, his last words for Nessa were to make him proud. Not a single word for Dorothy or me. Dorothy changed after that. Her envy hardened into hatred, and her persona went from a bitter kid to the “ideal” woman with deep-rooted daddy issues.

      She would have made a wonderful actress with how well she plays the part.

      Sucking in a deep breath at the memories, I move to stand, but before I can even straighten my legs, Dorothy rises instead, pushing me back as she slips down the pews and into the aisle. She barely passes me a glance, but my eyes burn as I stare at her making her way up to the dais, that brown fucking ponytail fluttering, bright-silver heels clacking on the wood floor.

      My teeth clench so tightly my molars ache as I zone in on her feet.

      Nessa’s shoes.

      God, what a bitch.

      Yeah…grief is a weird thing.

      But so is anger.

      And I’m angry.

      I’m angry at Nessa for getting herself killed.

      And I’m angry at Dorothy for killing her.
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      “What’s her name?”

      I side-eye Seth, watching as he finger brushes his dark beard.

      “You know, it’s no wonder you get no pussy when you’ve got that shit on your face.”

      He grins at me. “Women love this shit. And you’re deflecting.”

      “What women?”

      “All the ones your pretty ass leaves behind.” Winking, he stands up and grabs his jacket, the tan leather complementing his dark skin, dropping it over the gun holstered on his hip. “You’re really not gonna tell me?”

      Shrugging, I spin around in my desk chair, the small walls of my cubicle pressing in on me from either side. “I don’t remember.”

      “Typical,” Seth scoffs.

      Laughter bubbles from my chest. “She knew the deal. We fucked. I didn’t ask for her hand in marriage.”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t think anyone’s stupid enough to think they’re getting more than one night with you, dude.”

      My chest pulls and I force a grin. He’s not wrong. Even if I wanted to, there’s no room for a relationship in this job. There are risks that come with being a DEA agent. I have a hard enough time keeping my sister safe. Everyone else would be baggage I have no interest in.

      “Don’t get mad at me for refusing to play into some made-up fairy-tale emotion.”

      His brow rises. “What the hell does that even mean?”

      “Love.” I shrug. “It’s fake. Just a chemical reaction that people pretend is more.”

      “Whatever you say, man.” Seth chuckles. “You wanna grab a bite?”

      I stare down the long aisle of uniform gray desks, accented by grungy blue carpet. “Nah, Cap wants to see me.”

      Seth’s eyes follow my gaze until they hit the closed office door of our Chicago division supervisor, Agent Galen. “What for?”

      “Probably babysitting duty again. God knows it’s been long enough since he’s put me on an actual case.”

      The side of his mouth lifts. “Well, maybe you shouldn’t have fucked his daughter.”

      Groaning, I run my hands over my face. “That was one time, and I didn’t know it was his daughter.”

      Seth laughs and I frown, tossing a random pen from my desk at his head. Honestly, rude of him to get joy from my misfortune.

      The door to Cap’s office at the front of the room swings open and we both wheel around at the noise. Seth’s laughter dies off, his body straightening as he clears his throat. I glance at him and smirk.

      Pussy.

      He’s always been afraid of our boss, no matter how many times I’ve told him Cap is all bark and no bite. We’ve both been agents here for almost a decade, and yet he acts like he’s fresh out of school and afraid of losing his position. But they don’t make just anyone field agents; you have to work for it. It’s part of the reason why I love it so much. Nothing is handed to you. And when I go undercover, I can feel the difference I make in the world. With every asshole drug dealer we get off the streets, the guilt of how I failed my own family lessens.

      “Woodsworth.”

      Galen’s voice is gruff, and I wink at Seth as I stand up and make my way to his office, feeling the burn of Cap’s stare with every step. It’s no secret he hates me and wants me out of his division and subsequently out of his life. But regardless of his personal emotions, I live and breathe this job, and I’m the best at what I do.

      Plopping down in the stiff gray chair opposite his desk, my eyes roam along the framed portraits of his wife and three daughters, my cock twitching when I spot Samantha grinning with her perfect olive skin and skinny arm slung around her younger sister’s shoulder.

      I lied to Seth. I did know it was Cap’s daughter. I just didn’t give a fuck. Served him right for ripping me out of an active investigation and slapping me on desk duty.

      Cap clears his throat as he walks by me, narrowing his eyes and snapping his hand out to flip the picture frame until it’s facedown. The side of my lip pulls up, but I smother it, adopting an air of boredom instead.

      He points his finger at me. “Don’t look at her, you little shit.”

      Chuckling, I raise my hands in surrender. “My bad, Cap.”

      He scowls. “I’m your supervisor, not a fucking captain. And your apology means shit.”

      “Well, you’re the captain of my heart, and I’m not happy if you’re not happy.” I press a hand to my chest, grinning. “Come on. I said I was sorry. What more can I do?”

      His dark eyes narrow. “You’ve already done more than enough.”

      I sit back in my seat. “Nothing she didn’t ask for.”

      A sharp slap rings through the room, Cap’s fingers tensing as they press into the top of his desk. “You’re fired.”

      Shrugging, I place my hands on the arms of the chair and push myself up. “All right.”

      “Sit down. Fuck.” He runs his hand over his bald head and blows out a deep breath as he plops behind his desk. “God, I hate your ass,” he grumbles.

      I quirk a brow. “Are you allowed to say that to a subordinate?”

      “I have a job for you.”

      Now this gets my attention, and I sit forward, the amusement dropping from my face.

      Finally.

      “You ever been to Kinland?” He tosses a manila folder, the smack of its weight hitting the desk’s top ringing in my ears, a few black-and-white surveillance photos slinking out of the side.

      I reach over, picking them up.

      “Yeah, a few times,” I say nonchalantly, not wanting to focus on the way my insides wring tight when I think about the two-hour trek from Chicago to Kinland my mom used to take me and my sister on. “I haven’t been in a long time though. Not since I was a kid.” My voice breaks a little on the last word, discomfort wrapping around my neck. Clearing my throat, I flip through the photos. There’s one of people unloading crates off a semi. Then another of an older man with slicked-back gray hair and tattoos from his fingers to his neck, grinning down at the guy by his side. “Who’s this?”

      “That is Farrell Westerly. Ever heard of him?”

      I shake my head.

      “Pure-blooded Irish American with your run-of-the-mill rap sheet. Spent eight years in Gilyken Penitentiary before being released on parole for good behavior. He’s been popping up again the last few years. Seems like the guy’s everywhere.”

      I grin. “A reformed convict?”

      “Aren’t they all?” Cap huffs. “They’re running an operation out of Kinland, flooding the streets with that new shit.”

      My stomach twists. That “new” shit is called Flying Monkey, and it’s taking over. Similar to every other type of heroin, only not. It’s popular as fuck, which means copycats are springing up everywhere, trying to emulate the product and failing. All that ends up happening is more death from overdosing on badly cut drugs.

      Squinting my eyes, I look closer at the photo of the two men. “Is that…?”

      “It is.”

      Blowing out a breath, I sit back in the chair, recognizing the bright-auburn hair and large build. “Ezekiel O’Connor.”

      My stomach sours as I set the photos back on his desk. Ezekiel is well known in our circles. His father, Jack O’Connor, was notorious in Chicago as king of the Irish mob. He was ruthless. But that was before their power was dismantled years ago and Jack was murdered in the pen while serving time for his numerous crimes.

      “So what then…you want me to do some recon?”

      His eyes narrow. “I want you to go in and find their supplier. If we get the big dog, we can drag in the rest. I didn’t spend the best years of my career hunting them down just to have the Irish mob sprout back up with new faces in a new location, thinking they can take everything over again.”

      My brows shoot high. “Undercover?”

      “You’re surprised?” His head cocks.

      My hands shake from the sudden jolt of adrenaline. “It’s just been a while.”

      He grumbles, his thick set of brows bunching together until a crease forms in the middle of his forehead. “You saying you’re not up for it?”

      My stomach twists and I shoot up straighter. “Are you crazy? No one else can do this like me, and you know it, Cap.”

      He reaches to the side of his computer and grabs another photo, placing it in front of me. It’s of a woman. A beautiful woman with shiny brown hair pulled back in a high ponytail, designer clothes dripping from her body. “That’s Dorothy Westerly, Farrell’s kid. Rumor has it she’s his weak spot. Once you’re in, try to cozy up to her. She’ll crack.”

      Surprise flickers through my gut. “Why her?”

      A slow smile tips up the corners of his lips and he leans back in his chair. “Don’t you have a thing for pretty daughters?”
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      There’s blood on my shoe.

      Damn it.

      I squint down at the worn black pleather of my heeled boot, my stomach tensing with irritation that I have to spend the rest of the night in this shitty club with parts of a dead man soaking into my foot.

      Hope that doesn’t mean he’ll come back to haunt me.

      “What’s up, grump?” my best friend—my only friend—Cody asks, grinning wide as he rests on the bar next to me.

      I snap my gaze up, bringing my hand to my chest and raising my brows. “I’m not grumpy.”

      His blond hair bounces as he throws his head back, a bubbly laugh pouring from his mouth. “You’re one hundred percent a pessimist.”

      I glance at the people crowding in behind him for a drink and shrug. “I’m a realist. There’s a difference.”

      “Well, you’re being fucking boring.” He rolls his eyes. “This is what you dragged me out for? I thought with that fake hair, you’d loosen up a little. Blonds are supposed to have more fun.”

      I grit my teeth, drumming my almond-shaped nails on the wood bar top, the black manicure I gave myself mirroring my mood. The only reason I’m even here in Chicago is because, like usual when it comes to people who get in my father’s way, I’ve been tasked with the unfortunate duty of tracking down some nobody idiot who needs to be taught a lesson. The blond wig glued to my head and colored contacts are just insurance. Not for fun.

      “Want a shot?” he tries again, wiggling his brows that are half-hidden by his glasses.

      “I don’t drink.”

      The words come out harsher than I intended, but I have a headache growing between my eyes and a temper that’s been fraying since this morning when some asshole interrupted me while I was doing the books to make my family’s business seem legitimate, even though it’s really anything but.

      I peek down at the dried blood again.

      He frowns. “Since when?”

      Sighing, I run a hand over the thick hair, the bleached-blond strands falling across my shoulder. “Since forever, Cody. I don’t know. Christ, are you planning to give me the tenth degree the entire time? I just wanted to help you get out of your mom’s house.” I shrug. “Live a little instead of spending all your time staring at computer screens.”

      He blinks at me.

      “Fine,” he finally breathes out. “I’m gonna go dance. Find me a nice fat dick to suck.” My smile cracks for the first time all night, and he winks. “After you’re done with whatever you really came here for, you should do the same. Maybe a good fuck will make you lose that giant stick up your ass.”

      Waving him off, I spin around, my stomach clenching as the bartender walks toward me and smiles. Just the man I’ve been sent to see.

      “Want something to drink yet?” he asks.

      “I’m not sure what I want.” I force a sly grin, peering at him through my lashes. It’s a lie, of course. I’m here to see if he’s selling a rip-off of our product.

      His blue eyes spark. “No favorites?”

      I mimic his movements, making sure the top of my cleavage is pushed up from where I have it pressed against the bar, giving him a good view. “I’m not really into drinking, you know? I think I’d rather…fly.”

      His gaze drops from my eyes to the swell of my chest, and I bite back the disgust at how predictable he is. Honestly, I’m not even that attractive. Not compared to my sister’s delicate facial features, but throw a pair of tits in a man’s face and all the blood rushes to their dick instead of their brains.

      He licks his lips.

      “I just like to have a good time.” I cock my head, drumming my long nails on the bar top. “Don’t you?”

      He slings an off-white cloth over his shoulder and places his elbow on the edge of the bar.

      “Andrew!” a voice yells. His attention snaps to a server who’s standing with an empty tray and an annoyed look on her face. “Dude, can I get my drinks?”

      Grimacing, he looks back at me, tapping the bar top with his knuckles. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ve got just the thing for you.”

      The second his back is turned, I let the facade drop, picking up a coaster and twirling it around in my hand, trying to keep from asking for soda water and a napkin so I can scrub the stain from the toe of my shoe.

      It’s not noticeable, but it’s bothering me.

      “You’re trying too hard.”

      My head snaps up and I lock my gaze on a strong jawline and bright-green eyes. I quirk a brow. “Excuse me?”

      The man grins, dimples framing his pouty lips as he takes a sip of his beer and props himself against the bar.

      I scoff, irritated that this guy decided to annoy me and even more irritated that he’s attractive enough to make my stomach clench. “Who says I’m trying?”

      His throat bobs and he steps closer, sending a whiff of cinnamon into my nose as he runs his hand through his short and slightly curly brown locks. My eyes track the movement, then move farther down his black leather jacket and dark jeans.

      “You can practice on me if you want,” he continues, nodding toward the bartender. “Before he gets back.”

      I tilt my head, trying to figure out if he’s hitting on me or making fun of me. “Wow, what an offer.”

      He shrugs. “I’m in a giving mood.”

      Normally, I wouldn’t react well to someone getting in my space. But this guy intrigues me. Plus, he’s hot, and quite frankly, I’m horny. It’s hard to find someone I can tolerate long enough to let them get me off.

      Reaching out my hand, I grab the beer from his fingers, bringing it to my mouth and taking a small sip. I hide the cringe from the taste, running my tongue along my lips as I swallow. It feels weird without the piercing that’s usually there, but identifiable things like tongue rings aren’t great for maintaining anonymity.

      And I wasn’t lying earlier. I’m not a drinker.

      “Well, that’s good news.” I slide from the stool and move forward until my chest grazes his torso. His breath hitches as I rise up slightly, my lips ghosting across his jaw. “Because I’m a taker.”

      His eyes flare as I back away and that perfect smile blooms on his face. “You’re interesting.”

      “And you’re annoying,” I reply.

      He chuckles.

      My chest tightens and I bite my lip to hide the grin wanting to escape, shaking my head.

      “What’s your name?” he asks.

      I peek at him. “Why?”

      “It’s only natural. Guy sees an attractive woman at the bar, wants to get to know her better.” He sticks his hand out. “I’m Nick.”

      Crossing my arms, I look down at his palm. “How do I know you’re not trying to find out my name so you can stalk me?”

      “That’s pretty arrogant.”

      “Is it? I mean, you’re here in a club, all alone, hitting on random women and asking their names. Haven’t you ever seen Dateline, Nicholas?”

      He points toward the dance floor. “I’m not here alone. And it’s Nick.”

      My eyes follow where he’s pointing toward an attractive guy dancing up against a random woman in the middle of the floor.

      “That’s my friend Seth. I got put on a new job today that’s taking me out of town, so we’re ‘celebrating’ one last time.”

      “I’d probably celebrate too if you were leaving.”

      Laughing, he takes another sip of his drink, exactly on the same spot I did earlier, his tongue peeking out and running over his lips, not dropping my stare for a single second. My insides tighten, heat flooding between my legs.

      It’s obnoxious how much he’s affecting me.

      “Listen, I don’t have time for”—I wave my arm between us—“whatever this is. So either get to the point or go find someone else. I’m sure there are plenty of desperate women willing to give up their personal information so you can peek in their windows.”

      He sets down his glass and glances past me before stepping forward and bending down, his lips impossibly close to my cheek. I suck in a breath, my heart ramping up in my chest.

      “I don’t want to stalk you, pretty girl.” He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “I want to fuck you.”

      Oh.

      Something hot and wicked swirls through my middle. This guy is dangerous. A distraction—one I can’t afford. Although… I peek over at Andrew, the bartender, realizing there are at least a couple hours before he gets off work. A little bit of fun wouldn’t hurt, and why shouldn’t I reward myself? Besides, I’m not used to being the center of attention. Usually, I hide in dark corners, trying my best to blend in with the shadows. Makes it easier to watch my sister, Dorothy, and see if her picture-perfect persona slips long enough for me to prove what I’ve thought for years. That she killed Nessa.

      This change of pace is kind of nice, in an unexpected way.

      “Well…” I tap the bar with my fingertips, feeling the burn of Nicholas’s stare as it trails down my body. “This has been fun, but I’ve got to use the ladies. If you know what’s good for you, you won’t follow me, stalker.”

      He purses his lips like he’s holding back a grin and tips his head.

      Honestly, I expect him to follow anyway, but as I make my way through the dance floor and down the narrow halls, pushing past a dozen sticky, sweaty bodies, he’s nowhere to be found.

      It’s better this way.

      I pull open the door to the ladies’ room and step inside. It’s a small bathroom, with black and white subway tiles on the walls and only two toilets. I walk over, peeking underneath both stalls to make sure there’s no one else in here before heading to the sink and resting my arms against the edge, blowing out a deep breath.

      The door swings open and then shuts, making my heart shoot to my throat and my defenses spike, a lock clicking into place. I spin, excitement squeezing my middle as I meet Nicholas’s stare, his eyes dark as he strides toward me. He tilts his head, taking off his black leather jacket and tossing it on the sink’s counter. I step back until I’m flush against the grungy tile of the bathroom wall, but he continues until his body is pressed against mine, a thrill racing through my insides.

      “I knew you’d follow me.” I roll my eyes. “Predictable.”

      His hand reaches around and threads through the strands of my hair, tightening as he pulls, forcing my eyes to meet his as my neck stretches back.

      Jesus.

      My heart speeds, hoping like hell the glue I used will keep the wig in place.

      “Turns out I don’t know what’s good for me,” he says.

      And then he bends down and kisses me.

      I moan, my hands flying to the back of his head as his tongue dives into my mouth, tangling with mine. He tastes sweet and spicy, and I let myself get lost in the moment. I’ll never see this guy again, but I’m hopeful he lives up to his bravado and can at least give me an orgasm before he disappears.

      His hands come down to my thighs, lifting me up, and he presses himself into me until every single inch is nestled between my legs. He thrusts and I whimper into his mouth.

      So glad I left my gun in the car. That would be awkward to explain.

      Locking my ankles together behind his back, I move my hips, grinding against him.

      “Fuck,” he curses, breaking away to trail his lips along the column of my neck.

      Wetness leaks from me, and I arch my back until my head hits the wall, giving him more room to work.

      “You gonna give me your name yet?” he rasps.

      “No.”

      Reaching down, I pop the button on the top of his jeans, slipping my hand inside and grasping his dick, my stomach tensing when I realize just how big he really is.

      He drops my legs, backing up slightly and pulling out a condom from his pocket. I snatch it from him, dropping to my knees and grabbing the waistband of his pants, lowering them just enough so I can reach through his boxers and pull his cock out. The head is dripping with his precum, and I lean in, licking up the salty liquid, moaning when it hits my tongue. It tastes good, and I decide I need to have more, so I put my mouth over him and slide it down, letting him hit the back of my throat.

      “Jesus Christ,” he groans, his palm slapping against the wall.

      I bob my head a few times, sliding my tongue along the thick vein running up his shaft, then letting him slip out of me with a pop, moving back and ripping open the condom package with my teeth. I place it on him, his stare burning into the top of my head as I do.

      His hands grip my shoulders, lifting me up aggressively, and before I can even blink, he’s got my skirt up and my panties pushed to the side. “I need to be inside you.”

      He hoists my legs back around him, and with one solid thrust, he’s there.

      So deep.

      He starts a quick and punishing pace, and my eyes roll back in my head because I don’t think anyone has ever fucked me like this. Quick and dirty and like he doesn’t want anything else but me.

      That thought combined with the way he’s filling me up makes my orgasm climb quickly, my clit swelling as tension coils tight in my abdomen.

      “Oh god,” I murmur, my head cracking against the wall. “I love your cock.”

      He chuckles, pressing into me harder, his grip on my thighs almost bruising with how tight they squeeze. “Show me,” he says, sucking my earlobe between his teeth and biting down. “Show me how much you love my cock.”

      His words are the last thing I need, and I explode, bright lights blinding my vision, my nails digging into his shoulders as he continues to fuck me through the pleasure.

      “That’s it, pretty girl. Give it to me.”

      A few more thrusts and he pushes in deep until his hips press against mine, his low groans vibrating through every bone in my body as his dick jerks wildly.

      Slowly, I come back down to earth and realize what just happened and where I am.

      What I’m supposed to be doing.

      He drops my trembling legs, running the pads of his fingers up my thighs and gripping my sides as he presses his forehead to mine. “Tell me your name,” he whispers.

      I don’t, choosing to push him away and turning around, my limbs still shaky from the way he just fucked me.

      Definitely the best I’ve ever had.

      Suddenly, the air feels stifling, and I need to leave. Now.

      I don’t like the way he makes me feel. Because I want to give him my name. I want to ask about where he’s going and who his friends are, and that isn’t how I work.

      That isn’t how I function.

      So instead, I spin back, the walls feeling like they’re closing in around me. Walking up to him, I slide my fingers around his neck and rise up on my toes, leaving a soft kiss on his swollen lips.

      His eyes darken.

      Then I walk out of the restroom, moving as quickly as possible to make sure he won’t follow.

      He doesn’t.

      And when I shoot a bullet into the neck of Andrew the bartender three hours later in the back alley, watching his blood douse the cracked pavement while he drops the imitation drug in his hands and falls to his knees…all I can think of is how I wish I could have given Nicholas my name.
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      My stomach is in knots. The kind that send anxiety spinning into your head and bile surging up the back of your throat.

      There’s not much that gets under my skin and even less that worries me, but every time I look at my sister, Rose, the knots are in the background, nagging at my conscience like a bird pecking at a tree. Knowing this is the last I’ll see her for who knows how long makes the sensation stronger.

      It isn’t the first time I’ve gone undercover, but it is the first time since it’s been just the two of us. Since I tracked her down off the backstreets of Chicago and finally—fucking finally—got her ass clean and set up in my apartment.

      “Hungry?” she asks, lifting a brow at me and plopping a hand on her hips.

      “I could eat.” I shrug, tapping my fingers on the round wood dining table as I watch her flit around the tiny kitchen. She fidgets as she pours boxed pasta into a pot and runs her bitten nails through her deep-red hair.

      “When’s the last time you met with your sponsor?”

      Her body jolts and she places her hands against the lip of the white stove, dropping her head with a heavy sigh. “Don’t start, Nick.”

      “I’m not starting anything. I’m just asking.”

      “Well, stop asking,” she snaps.

      My chest pinches and I frown at her, my eyes moving from the freckles on her face, down to her protruding hip bones, although not as prominent as they once were, then to the scars and faded marks scattered between her fingers and up her arms.

      She grabs a wooden spoon from the drawer to her right, the other utensils clattering as she shuts it harshly. “I can feel you investigating me. Quit it.”

      The corner of my mouth lifts and I reach up to rub at my jaw, the stubble scratching against the pads of my fingers. “Listen, kid…”

      “I’m three years older than you.”

      I grin. “Semantics.”

      She laughs, shaking her head as she turns back to the stove and stirs the pasta.

      My stomach tightens, my brain trying to push the words from my mouth when I don’t want to say them. There’s not much I care for other than work, but if there’s anything I do care for, it’s right here in this room, and leaving her all alone for an undetermined amount of time makes nausea churn in my gut.

      “I’ve gotta go away for a while.”

      Her shoulders drop. “For what?”

      My tongue runs over the front of my teeth.

      She hesitates. “For work?”

      I nod.

      Her head bobs, fingers shooting up to her mouth where she nibbles on the ends.

      Blowing out a heavy breath, I stand up, the wood chair legs scratching against the ugly parquet floor, and I stride toward her. “That’s a disgusting habit.”

      She stares up at me, her lips twitching into a ghost of a smile. “Yeah, well…I’ve had worse.”

      Scowling, I lightly slap her hand from her mouth.

      She lets out a soft chuckle, spinning back around to keep stirring the pasta. “Lighten up, Nick. If we can’t joke about the past, we’ll never move on. Besides, the humor helps me.”

      “Humor’s supposed to be funny.”

      “Not my problem you’ve got bad taste.”

      I move fast, reaching out to grab her and draw her into me, locking her neck beneath my arm and rubbing my fist on the top of her head.

      She screeches, bringing the wooden spoon up to smack at my arm. “Let me go, asshole!”

      Amusement warms my chest and spreads through my limbs as I release her, smiling as she curses and straightens her hair. Glaring at me, she walks to the small pantry on the left wall and reaches up on her tiptoes to grab a jar before moving back to the pot.

      The lighthearted air twists and turns with every second of silence until it starts to press down on my chest.

      “Will you be able to come by still?” she asks.

      Something lodges in my throat and I swallow around the lump. “I don’t know.”

      She nods her head and turns back to the stove, mixing in the tomato sauce. I stay silent, not knowing what else to say and hoping she’ll be okay while I’m gone.
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      “I want a lawyer.”

      Ezekiel O’Connor’s voice is gruff and low, raspy as he spits the words across the metal table in the small interrogation room. Ezekiel is a large man with broad shoulders and long auburn hair that hits his chest, and if I were anyone else, I’d probably be intimidated. He looks like a mix of rough and jolly, like he’d smash you over the head with his pint before helping you up and buying you another round.

      “Sure.” I grin, leaning back in my chair until the front two legs tilt off the ground, my eyes scanning the plain gray walls, then flicking over the darkened two-way mirror directly across from me. “But we’re just a couple of guys having a conversation, yeah?”

      His golden eyes narrow.

      “Unless…” I sigh, running a hand through my hair, feeling the slight waves bounce back into place after I do. “Nah, never mind.”

      His jaw clenches.

      “God, don’t start that shit, Woodsworth,” Seth groans from beside me. “You know I can’t stand it when you ‘never mind’ like a woman.”

      I point a finger in Seth’s direction. “You’re a sexist fuck. And I’m just trying not to scare the guy.” I toss my hand haphazardly in Ezekiel’s direction, noting the way he sits forward slightly in his chair, as if he’s listening to our conversation without wanting to admit it. This is my favorite part of interrogating. The mind games. The back-and-forth. We don’t directly tell people what’s in their future should they not comply, but a few subtle hints usually do the trick, and Seth and I have mastered the art.

      Ezekiel’s leg jitters so fast it shakes the foundation of the table. “I don’t wanna be a fuckin’ rat, man.”

      “Well…” I blow out a breath, grabbing my leather jacket off the back of the chair as I stand up. “It’s either us or jail.”

      “Yeah,” he grumbles, running his hand over the bright-auburn bun on his head.

      “You could always take your chances,” Seth pipes in. “I’m sure your dad’s got connections, right?”

      Ezekiel’s eyes grow dark, his fingers tap, tap, tapping against the tabletop.

      “Oh.” Seth smacks his head. “That’s right, I forgot. My bad, man.”

      “Forgot what?” I ask, even though I already know the answer. Tension wraps around my stomach, because this is a gamble within itself, showing my face to a man involved in the criminal organization I’m being sent to infiltrate. I’m confident in how we run things here, and showing myself lends a sense of trust that needs to be established, but there are always moments of anxiety that pepper through the foundation of the initial setup.

      Seth presses his lips together as he glances at Ezekiel before turning his attention to me. “His dad died in prison.”

      I nod, bringing up my hand to rub at my chin. “That’s right.” I turn to look at Ezekiel. “What was it? Stabbed forty-seven times and found hanging in the showers?”

      His chin quivers, his large hands curling into fists.

      It’s a gamble, using the angle of Ezekiel’s father to get him to flip. We’re banking on the rumor mill—the whispers that were written in his file from other agents’ basic recon work stating how he was terrified to end up like his dad.

      I whistle, shrugging my jacket on my arms. “Hope they don’t hold a grudge.”

      “Fine,” he spits. “I’m in, but you gotta understand. If this gets out, if this shit goes bad? They’ll kill me.”

      Relief douses my insides like a broken dam.

      “Then don’t fuck it up.” I rest my knuckles on the tabletop and meet Ezekiel’s golden gaze. “Now tell me about Dorothy Westerly.”
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      “Want some?” Ezekiel asks, dropping in the kitchen chair across from me, the stench of his fried chicken and gravy swirling across the small round table and into the air. A chef’s kitchen the size of a small house, and still, he chooses to sit right next to me. He’s been gone all day, but that doesn’t mean I want him near.

      I scrunch my nose, glancing up from my small black notebook, shaking my head.

      He laughs. “I forgot you were doing that whole vegan thing.”

      “It’s not a thing,” I snap.

      “Then what is it?” His auburn brow arches as he shovels half the chicken leg into his mouth.

      “It’s me not wanting to have a hand in the slaughter of animals just for temporary enjoyment. It’s selfish.”

      He chuckles again, smacking his lips dramatically and groaning as he takes his next bite.

      Rolling my eyes, I glance back to the paper and focus on the words, tipping my pen in the corner of my mouth and nibbling on the hard plastic. Disgust crawls up my throat as I bring the ink down and draw harsh lines through the letters until my hand stings from the pressure and everything I’ve written is scratched out and obsolete.

      Absolute shit.

      “Yum, what smells so good?” Dorothy’s voice soars through the air. It’s light and airy, and it grates against my ears, the same way it does every time she speaks. I look up through my lashes, tracking her as she walks into the kitchen and smiles wide as she steps up next to Ezekiel.

      “It’s animal flesh.” Ezekiel winks at me.

      I scoff.

      She giggles. “Sounds delicious.”

      “Does it? Your sister thinks I’m disgusting for eating it.”

      “I couldn’t care less about what you choose to do with your life, Ezekiel.” I snap my notebook closed, pulling it up to my chest.

      “Well, Evie isn’t exactly known for her good taste,” Dorothy says, sparing me a small glance. “No offense.”

      I narrow my eyes, taking in her perfectly pressed baby-blue checked pantsuit and bright-red lips. She’s always put together, but today, she looks just a little extra, and while not having her in the house is a blessing, I also don’t like the idea of her going out on the town and plastering her face everywhere in public.

      She either fails to realize that she constantly puts us at risk or she simply doesn’t care, and our father loves her too much to rein her in, allowing his guilt over Nessa to bleed into his affection for Dorothy while she slips effortlessly into the role as “Daddy’s favorite.” But that’s perfectly fine with me. I don’t want to be anyone’s favorite. I just want to be left the hell alone.

      I’d have killed Dorothy years ago if it weren’t for the fact that it would devastate my dad, and while I don’t care much for people in general, family was everything to Nessa, so as a result, it’s everything to me. But I wait and I watch, searching for proof that Nessa falling over the railing of a boat was more than just an “accident.” One of these days, Dorothy has to slip up. I know in my bones that it was her.

      “You ready to go?” Ezekiel asks her.

      “Yep,” she replies. “Dad already gave me the rundown.”

      My head tilts, curiosity spinning webs through my middle. I’ve never seen Ezekiel and Dorothy go anywhere together, much less run an errand for our dad. “Where are you going?”

      For just a slight second, confusion mars Dorothy’s features, brows drawing inward and eyes moving back and forth, like my question unlocked an invisible puzzle for her to piece together. But that’s all it lasts for—a moment. As quick as the look came, it vanishes, her eyes clearing as a smile spreads across her face. “There’s some guy Ezekiel wants to bring on. Dad asked me to go with, make sure he checks out.”

      Ezekiel’s shoulders stiffen. “I’d know if he wasn’t good for it. You think I’m lyin’? Fuck outta here with that shit. He’s the best thief there is, and your dad wants to expand into the jewelry business. No one knows more about that than this guy.”

      She laughs. “I don’t think anything, Ezekiel. Just saying what Dad said.” She cocks her head as she looks at me again. “Didn’t he tell you?”

      My chest pinches from her words because no, he didn’t tell me. I knew he was thinking about getting into diamonds but not that we were bringing in outsiders to accomplish that goal, and while I don’t need to know everything that goes on, it still stings when he keeps me in the background, blind from omission and bound by blood.

      Especially when he tells me in private how important I am.

      But I get why he didn’t. I wouldn’t be on board with bringing on anyone new right now. It’s taken years for our family to get where we are, and if it weren’t for Nessa, we wouldn’t even be here. She’s the one who held us afloat while Dad was in prison, changing us from being a midrange gang to the Irish stronghold in the community, and now that she’s gone and our dad is here, it’s like we’re being attacked by an invisible enemy from all sides. The Italians from Chicago are moving into our area, making backroom deals with the mayor—our mayor—and the idiot drug pushers we use are skimming off the top and cutting our drugs to pocket the extra money. It’s not a good time for a fresh face.

      Ezekiel’s eyes flick to me. “He didn’t tell you ’cause there’s nothin’ to tell. Not yet anyway.”

      I nod, my fingers playing with the edges of the notebook paper.

      He stands up, cracking his neck. “I’m gonna go start the car. We leave in five minutes.”

      Dorothy smiles at him, her eyes following as he walks through the arched hallway and disappears before she spins to face me. “He’s just trying to make you feel better…you know that, right?”

      “Feel better for what?”

      She shrugs, lifting one of her hands and picking at her nail beds. “Because Dad’s showing me the ropes.”

      I lift my brows. “Have fun with that.”

      Her grin drops. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means…have fun with that,” I repeat. “I’m sure I’ll get pulled in when it’s time to clean up your mess.”

      Her eyes flicker toward my small notebook. “Whatever, Evie. You have fun sitting here being pissed off at the world and writing your stupid little love spells. Maybe if you tried a bit harder to be normal, Dad would pay you some attention instead of hiding you in corners and only bringing you out at night.”

      I grit my teeth, my fingers tightening around the edges of the paper. “It’s poetry.”

      She smirks. “Sure.”

      “Dorothy, we need to go,” Ezekiel says, walking back into the room and glancing at me. “Want me to pick up anything on the way back?”

      I smile wide. “A new sister would be nice.”

      Dorothy scoffs. “Why? You couldn’t even keep your old one.”

      My grin drops, and my fingers move from my notebook to the edge of the table, grief blazing in the center of my gut like acid. Closing my eyes, I count back from ten, letting Nessa’s memory coach me into a sense of calm that I don’t truly feel. Otherwise, I’ll be inclined to act on those pesky impulses again, and that won’t do me any favors.

      “Dorothy,” Ezekiel snaps. “Shut the fuck up and get in the car.”

      “But I—”

      “Now.”

      She pouts and leaves with one last look over her shoulder.

      The silence presses in, feeling heavier with every second, but still, I keep my eyes squeezed so tight my head starts to ache.

      Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven…

      “She didn’t mean it,” Ezekiel finally whispers.

      I pry my lids apart, peering over at him. “She did. But it’s fine.”

      Closing my notebook, I push to stand, fury pulsing through my veins. Moving out from behind the small table, I press past Ezekiel, walking so quickly my legs burn. I don’t stop until I’m at the front entrance, the black-and-white-checkered marble gleaming beneath the crystal chandelier, a large princess staircase splitting to either side. My feet stomp as I make my way up the steps, and I focus on counting while I head toward my room.

      Anything to keep my mind off the simmering feelings bubbling beneath the surface of my skin.

      Little splashes of muted sunshine splay across the glossy wood floor and I purposely step around them as I walk down the hall. This house feels nothing like when I was a kid and Nessa was here, raising me and Dorothy, filling up every room with personality and love. Now, it feels too big. Too bright, with all the abstract paintings hanging on the walls and the light peeking in through the windowpanes.

      Pushing open the door to my room, I rush toward the end table and slip my notebook into the drawer before heading to the vanity and sighing as I look at myself in the mirror.

      My face looks drawn. Tired. I reach my fingers up and press them underneath my eyes, the dark circles making the muddy brown of my irises look like pits of black. I push firmly until pressure bleats across my sockets and I drag my nails down my cheeks, the rings that adorn each of my fingers clacking when they touch.

      Get it together.

      Reaching for the oversize scrunchie on the table, I throw my dyed-black hair into a messy bun and grab a hoodie, heading out of my room and back downstairs to make sure Ezekiel and Dorothy are really gone.

      They are.

      Ezekiel doesn’t technically live here, but most of his time is spent at the estate. My father prefers to keep his inner circle as close as possible, which is why it doesn’t extend far beyond his actual family and a few of his closest associates. Fortunately, the mansion is over ten thousand square feet, one of the nicest properties in Kinland, and has plenty of room for me to disappear entirely without much fanfare.

      Me and people don’t really get along.

      I walk down the small hallway off the back of the main kitchen and leave the house through a side door, making sure to pull my hoodie tighter and keep to the edges of the premises, out of the line of sight of the numerous security cameras installed.

      Eventually, I make it to the trees protecting the property and head into the thick of them, fallen leaves crunching beneath my feet. I’ve never been much for summer. Something about the cool weather and the smell of autumn brings a type of peace that I sink into, and as the September breeze whips across my face, making my nose tingle and my ears burn, a sense of contentment warms the center of my chest. For the first time since talking to my sister, the anger fades away, focus dropping into its place as I hit the clearing in the trees. I make my way to the small cottage sitting in the center, walking down the faded and chipped yellow brick pathway, half overrun with vegetation and weeds, until I reach the wooden porch. Reaching into my pocket, the metal prongs of a key dig into my fingers and I pull it out, unlocking the front door and moving inside.

      There’s a tiny living room with a green velvet couch, a small oak coffee table that rarely gets used, and just off to the side is a kitchenette with a white stove and a mini fridge.

      It’s nothing special. But it’s mine.

      I walk straight by it all, heading to the back bedroom and flinging open the door to the walk-in closet.

      With a deep breath, I push apart the racks of clothing and sink to my knees, brushing my hand over the small indent in the drywall. It’s faint, made specifically to blend in with the scuffed-up paint. You’d hardly notice it’s there unless you knew where to look.

      My fingers fit beneath the small notch and pull, allowing the hidden door to unlatch and swing open, revealing the dark room and concrete steps that lead deep underground. My knees crack when I stand, sending a dull throb of pain through my leg, and I wince as I walk into the blackened space, pulling on the string light before spinning around and closing up the secret entrance behind me.

      I make my way down the steps and along the narrow concrete hallway. Goose bumps prickle along the back of my neck and scatter across my arms. I quicken my pace, the sounds of each step ricocheting off the walls and bouncing back into my ears.

      There’s a certain chill that happens when you’re beneath sea level and surrounded by concrete. The kind that soaks into your bones and sends a shiver ghosting up your spine, and no matter how many times I make this trek, I never quite get used to it.

      Finally, I hit the end of the hall, stopping in front of a large steel door with an illuminated screen to its left. Lifting up my fingers, I press my hand to it, watching as it scans my prints and triggers the lock to unlatch.

      I pull the door open, hundreds of metal halide lights shining so brightly they make my eyes flinch. There’s a faint click of the lock reengaging behind me, but I’m already allowing my gaze to focus on what’s in front of me.

      Satisfaction settles deep in my chest as I make my way down the long rows of garden beds, heading toward the center of the room where the digital thermostat sits, then leaning over to look at the numbers.

      Seventy-five degrees Fahrenheit. Perfect.

      I note the time. Two hours until it adjusts to thirty degrees, just after the sun drops beneath the horizon.

      These plants are a temperamental breed.

      This isn’t the only thermostat I’ll need to check. This underground area spans across two acres and is separated into smaller rooms for easier containment. Smiling to myself, I imagine what Nessa would think about the enhancements our father made to the cottage she gifted me.

      Warmth spreads through my limbs and I shrug out of my hoodie before placing my hands on my hips and soaking in the sight. Out of all the places I’ve been in my life, right here is where I truly feel at home. Maybe it’s because this is the only time I’m not constantly looking over my shoulder as I sink into my favorite pastime.

      Solitude.

      And botany, of course, although that isn’t really a passion as much as it’s a means to an end.

      My eyes flicker to the thousands of pods growing beautifully, almost ready for lancing.

      Another day…maybe two.

      See, what Dorothy doesn’t realize—what nobody else knows—is while our father may be the face of the family business, he’s not the brains.

      He needs me for that.

      So she may have his attention and get showered in his love, but she doesn’t truly have his favor.

      I do.

      And it starts right here, in my greenhouse full of poppies.
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      I’ve never spent so much time looking at shiny rocks.

      The past month has been spent in isolation, distancing myself from Nick Woodsworth and becoming Brayden Walsh, thief extraordinaire, while subsequently learning the ins and outs of rare jewels. I’ve been hiding away in my new apartment smack-dab in the center of Kinland, courtesy of the DEA. The only people I’ve talked to are Cap, Seth, and Desmond Dillam, the top jeweler in the tristate area. I’ve been living and breathing cuts, clarity, colors, and everything in between until my eyes bleed and I dream of sparkles. Farrell Westerly wants to dip his toes into the diamond trade, and I need to be the man he trusts.

      When I’m not learning that, I’m drowning in all I can about Farrell Westerly and his influence, although there isn’t too much I can find out. While Farrell clearly runs the streets of Kinland, the city itself is tight-lipped, and the inner workings of their operation are locked up better than Fort Knox. All I have to go on are grainy surveillance photos that prove nothing and a hunch.

      Add to the fact that Farrell is apparently a modern-day Robin Hood who shares his wealth with the community, and it makes gaining insight like ripping out a tooth with no novocaine.

      He has two living daughters, but it’s clear his older one, Dorothy, likes to live in the spotlight. My files have dozens of photos of her walking around town, going to brunches with friends, sitting in the cart with her father while they play rounds of golf with his “business associates.”

      His other daughter, Evelina, seems to be more reclusive. There are a few photos but always taken from a distance. I know she’s incredibly intelligent, graduating early as valedictorian of Kinland High at the tender age of sixteen, but the clearest photo we have on file is old. Light-brown hair, dark-brown eyes, and a face that hadn’t lost the roundness that comes with youth. The newer photos are all surveillance.

      I tense my fingers while Seth blabbers in my ear. He’s my point of contact—the one I’m assigned to check in with every week. Other than that, there will be no outside interaction with my real life.

      “Shame we didn’t go out one last time,” Seth sighs.

      “We did,” I reply, closing the old and weathered book in my hand.

      It’s a book of poems, the only thing I have left of my mother, and while I can’t stand to so much as think about her these days, for some reason, even when I’m pretending to be someone else, I hold on to it. Maybe because it reminds me of why I do what I do. Some of the only sober moments we had were when she’d lain down in my bed and read these poems until I fell asleep.

      “That hardly counts, bro. You didn’t even spend it with me, you prick. Disappeared to get your dick wet instead. What kind of a friend does that?”

      Flashes of the feisty blond and the way she lit my body up from a single look race through my mind. My cock jerks and I shake my head, grinning as I stare down at the high-end chestnut-colored coffee table in my temporary living room.

      I should have gotten her number. Or her name.

      “Miss me already, buddy?” I ask, trying to clear my brain of things that don’t matter.

      He chuckles. “Please. You know how much easier it is to get a woman when I don’t have to compete with your pick-me smile?”

      “That’s not very nice.” I stand up and walk over to the wall of windows leading to the deck overlooking downtown. It’s a beautiful city, about half the size of Chicago but far more grand in appearance. Silhouettes of skyscrapers kiss the stars, thousands of green-tinted windows sparkling even in the moon.

      And maybe if I was a sentimental man, I could find the beauty. Instead, I just feel hollow.

      “Hey,” I interrupt as Seth continues to ramble. “You’ll check on Rose for me, yeah? While I’m gone?”

      The line goes quiet for a few seconds. “Of course. I’ve been going over every couple of days. I’ll keep her safe.”

      Nodding, I bite the inside of my cheek. “Good.” The knots in my stomach tighten. “Well, that means there’s only one thing left.”

      “What’s that?” Seth asks.

      “Tell me you miss my smile.”

      He groans. “Fuck off, Nick.”

      “Don’t,” I retort, the name ringing in my ears. “Don’t call me that. I don’t want to get confused.”

      He hesitates, the silence buzzing in my ear. “You ready for this, man?”

      Pressing my knuckles against the glass, I gaze out over the city that’s my new home for the foreseeable future. “Yeah. I’m ready. Let’s take these fucks down.”
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      Two nights later and I’m lounging in the booth at Winkies, the Westerly-owned bar on the eastern side of Kinland. I’ve never been a fan of whiskey, but it’s what I’m swirling as I take in the scene. It’s a nice place, as far as dive bars go, busy enough to pass as legit but not in an affluent enough part of town to attract too much attention.

      They say Farrell opened it up to help the community prosper, but more than likely, he uses it as an easy way to launder money in a protected area untouched by both the feds and, more importantly, the Italians.

      The Cantanellis are the stronghold syndicate in Chicago, and they’ve been trying to sink their claws into Kinland territory for the past ten years.

      Right now, at three o’clock on a Wednesday, Winkies sits mostly empty, with TVs in the corners blaring the stats of the upcoming football season and forest-green vinyl-covered booths that house a spattering of heavy drinkers or people taking advantage of an early happy hour.

      My back is facing the wall in one of the tables that sits in the far-right corner, and while I won’t show it on my face, my insides wring tight, anxiety causing pops of apprehension to stab at my middle.

      These first few moments of undercover work are always the most nerve-racking. Make or break. You either set yourself up for success or you fail before you have a chance to fall.

      But I’ve never faltered under pressure; I thrive.

      Not everyone is meant for this work. Not everyone gets it. Some people are too ingrained in their morals, in their egos, to do what it takes to act the part. You have to live and breathe the job. Become it. Otherwise, you end up with concrete shoes and a bullet in your head.

      Or pulled from the middle of an investigation and deemed unfit.

      My jaw clenches as I remember my last gig and how it ended. The way I was ripped from the streets, forced to watch as they let the case turn cold.

      A little bell jingles from the front door, and I tap my fingers against the rim of my glass, watching as Ezekiel O’Connor and Dorothy Westerly make their way inside and straight toward me.

      My stomach twists.

      Showtime.

      Ezekiel’s under firm instructions to get me in and then act like I don’t exist outside of “working” together with the Westerlys. If I need him, I’ll let him know. He shows his anxiety plain as day, that was apparent when we first met, and I can’t take the risk of him acting unusual every time we come back from a conversation regarding all the ways he’s flipping on the people he cares about.

      “Brayden,” he says when they reach the table. He doesn’t offer his hand, so I don’t either, choosing to sit back and bring the tumbler of whiskey to my mouth, my eyes skimming over his giant frame before moving to his companion.

      Farrell’s daughter.

      My gaze lingers on hers just a little too long to be considered appropriate.

      She’s an attractive woman, and in any other situation, she’d be my type.

      But she’s a job. A way to glean information and funnel it back to camp.

      “You’re the guy we’re meeting?” She licks her bright-red lips.

      “That’s right,” I say, placing the glass down before bringing up my hand to rub at my jaw. “Problem with that?”

      She tilts her head, making her dark-brown ponytail swing to the side and dip down the front of her shoulder. “You’re just…not what I expected.”

      My smirk grows and I lean in until the edge of the table digs into my sternum. “I’m rarely what people expect.”

      Ezekiel chuckles, pointing a thick finger at me. “Don’t fuckin’ hit on her.”

      “Why, you got a boyfriend?” I wink and her cheeks blush a bright shade of crimson.

      “Maybe,” she replies, smiling as she sits across from me. She reaches out, tapping her red nails on the table. My eyes flick to the small shamrock tattooed on her inner wrist, hidden beneath thin rose-gold bracelets.

      Ezekiel sits next to her, crossing a leg over the opposite knee as he watches me. I don’t take my gaze off Dorothy, but I feel his stare and a sliver of unease worms its way down my sides, wondering if maybe he didn’t flip after all. If this is a setup.

      It was stupid to let him see my face before now.

      “So are we doing something here?” I finally say. “Or did you call me just to waste my time?”

      Ezekiel grins, running a palm over his beard. “You should be honored we want to talk to you at all. Skip doesn’t meet with just anyone.”

      Skip is short for Skipper, which is what they call Farrell.

      I turn my head to the left and then the right before looking back at him and shrugging. “Yet he’s not here, is he?”

      Ezekiel’s golden eyes darken and he shoots forward in his seat, his fist pressing into the table. “You think this is a game, Brayden? I’m vouchin’ for you as a favor. You want in? You want a piece? This is your chance. I won’t give you one again. So quit bein’ a fuckin’ smart-ass and show some respect.”

      Licking my lips, I grab my glass and tip back the last of the whiskey, allowing the burn to sear my throat and warm my chest. When I set it down on the table, I run my finger around the rim and nod. “We go back, Ezekiel, and I appreciate you reaching out. I do.” I lower my voice. “But don’t think you can speak to me like one of your bitches. You guys don’t want to do business with me? That’s fine. There’s plenty of other fish in the sea. Bigger fish. Ones that come from Sicily and know opportunity when they see it.”

      Ezekiel moves back in his seat, his brows hitting his hairline.

      “You feel me?” I finish.

      He’s silent as he stares down his nose at me, and I wait, my insides thrumming as blood rushes through my veins.

      Finally, a grin breaks across his face. “Yeah, you lousy fuck. I feel you.”

      Satisfaction drips through my insides. He played his part well.

      Dorothy clears her throat. “Here.” She unclasps her necklace, placing it on the table in front of me. “Tell me about this.”

      I look down at the large green emerald. My nerves tighten, making my muscles twitch; this is going exactly how I want. But I make sure to keep my facial features mundane and level.

      Sighing, I reach up and scratch the corner of my ear before locking eyes with her again. “What about it?”

      She gestures toward the piece of jewelry. “You tell me. That’s what you’re good at, right?”

      I pick it up, the thin rose-gold chain feeling cool against my fingers as I inspect the jewel.

      “You get this from that boyfriend?” I glance up at her, the left side of my mouth lifting.

      She smiles. “From my daddy.”

      “That what they’re calling it these days?”

      Her eyes narrow. “My father, you fucking pervert.”

      Chuckling, I look down at the necklace again before setting it back on the table. “Well, tell your daddy he should get a refund.”

      Her face drops, and Ezekiel sits forward.

      “Excuse me?” she sputters, her hand wrapping around the chain and bringing it to her chest.

      I shrug. “It’s a nice rock, but it’s not real.”

      “Then what is it?” she asks, staring down at the jewel like it’s poison.

      “Synthetic? Fuck if I know.”

      She scoffs. “I think I’d be able to tell.”

      “Just because you think something doesn’t make it true.” I reach out and grasp her hand in mine, hearing her sharp inhale of breath when I do. Drawing my finger across the surface of the jewel, I bring our palms up so it reflects off the light. “Look. See the way the stone is? It’s got yellow undertones.” I move our hands, allowing the “emerald” to shine. “Real emeralds have pure green or bluish hues. Never yellow.”

      “But it looks flawless.” She tilts her head.

      “And real emeralds have flaws, sweetheart. Just like the rest of us.”

      Ezekiel coughs. “How do we know you’re tellin’ the truth?”

      Peering over at him, I deliberately run my thumb over the back of Dorothy’s hand before dropping it to the table. “You don’t.”
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      Twenty-four feels different.

      I stopped acknowledging my birthday a long time ago. After Nessa died, there wasn’t anyone left to force me to celebrate, no one who cared enough to even remember.

      But technically today is the day.

      It’s funny looking back on when I was just a kid. I’d spend my entire birthday trying to imagine what it was like when I was born, how my mother reacted when she brought me into the world.

      Did she cry?

      Did she pull me to her chest and feel our hearts sync up?

      Was my father there holding her hand?

      “How much longer?”

      My dad’s gruff voice hits my ears and my shoulders tense at the intrusion. I don’t turn toward him, keeping my eyes locked on the flower pod in my hand. I turn it back and forth, inspecting the small crown at the top and making sure the ends aren’t curving downward before taking my straightedge blade and slicing a shallow incision into the side.

      “Hello, anyone home?” he barks. “I asked you a question.”

      He’s in my peripheral vision, lounging against the wall of my greenhouse with his tattooed hands in his pockets and his silver hair slicked back.

      “I heard you,” I mutter, cutting another small line.

      “And?”

      I release the poppy and tighten my fist around the handle of my straightedge as I turn to face him. “And?” I repeat. “Is that the only reason why you’re here? To check on my progress?”

      An amused grin sneaks onto his face, and I hate the way my heart skips when it does.

      “Of course not, Bug.”

      The nickname scrapes across my skin.

      “I need you at Winkies tonight.”

      And just like that, the sliver of hope shatters into a thousand broken pieces, searing through my stomach as they fall. Sighing, I turn back to my poppies and count down from ten in my head.

      “Evelina. Don’t ign—”

      “About half of them are ready,” I interrupt. “But it will be a week before I’m ready to start the chemical process.”

      “A week?”

      Another slice, this time on a new bud. “Maybe more.”

      “That’s too long.”

      “It is what it is.” I shrug, irritated that he’s coming into my space on my birthday and acting like I’m not doing enough. “And I’m not going to Winkies.”

      He straightens. “You are.”

      “No,” I say. “I’m not.” My knuckles whiten as I grip the straightedge so tight it cuts off circulation.

      He sighs, running a hand over his face and groaning. “Listen, Bug. I’m bringing on a new guy.”

      I don’t say a word, instead just continuing the job of lancing the pods, slowly working my way down the row.

      “Did you hear what I said?” he asks.

      Slice.

      “I heard you.”

      Honestly, he’s really fucking stupid if he thinks I didn’t already know. I know everything that goes on. How else does he think our business stays afloat?

      “I need you there tonight to represent me. Make sure he’s someone we can trust.”

      “And if he isn’t?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “Then he isn’t.”

      What he’s really saying is he wants me to do the dirty work. Again.

      I twist my head, glancing at him from the corner of my eye. “Didn’t you already have Dorothy meet him? What’d she think?”

      He clears his throat, his face souring. “Dorothy is…smitten. I can’t trust she’s not letting that cloud her judgment.”

      My brows lift, because this does surprise me. Dorothy loves being the center of attention, but normally she uses and abuses the men in her life, never settling for more than a weekend fling. Whether that’s because she doesn’t want to be tied down or because she’s a sociopath, I’m not sure.

      I find it hard to care, to be completely honest.

      “Bug, I need you here. Your family needs you.”

      My stomach tightens at his words, the way it does every time he says that, and Nessa’s voice whispers in the back of my mind.

      “There’s no one like family, Evie, and there’s no place like home. We have to stick together.”

      “Fine.”
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      “I didn’t know you were coming.”

      Dorothy appears next to where I’m sitting at the bar, her ruby-red lips pinched.

      I look over at her, dipping my fingers into the small bowl of green olives I stole from the garnish tray and smiling wide. “Surprise.”

      She opens her mouth, but before she can get a word out, Ezekiel walks up behind her, a grin on his face as his gaze moves from her to me.

      “She lives!” He slaps a hand to his chest. “I’ve been tryin’ to get a hold of you all day.”

      Out of everyone who works for my dad, Ezekiel is undoubtedly my favorite. He’s one of the only people I can tolerate, and over the years, he’s worn me down enough to actually enjoy his company.

      “Been busy.” I pop another olive into my mouth.

      “With what?” Dorothy scoffs. “You’ve been hanging out with that loser from your high school again?”

      I grind my teeth, trying to rein back my irritation at her constant nagging. She’s talking about Cody, of course. She’s convinced that we’re lovers, and I allow her imagination to run wild because what she thinks of me is none of my business.

      The truth is far from that, however. Cody is a computer geek, and I realized when he sat next to me in chem class that befriending him would work out for me in the long haul. So I kept him close and tolerated his company, knowing that he’d be in my corner whenever I need. And good thing I did, considering he’s now one of the top hackers in the world. Of course, nobody knows that other than me, and most people agree with Dorothy, thinking he’s nothing but a loser who failed in Silicon Valley and moved back to live in his mom’s basement.

      Over time, I suppose you could say I’ve come to care about him more than almost anyone else in my life, but I don’t trust him enough to let him know the deepest, darkest parts of what I do. What I truly am. He gets surface Evelina, just enough for me to utilize him when I need him.

      Ezekiel places his hand on Dorothy’s shoulder and nods toward the front door behind me. “There he is.”

      His eyes sharpen and he stands just a bit straighter. My eyes flick to Dorothy, watching as she sticks her chest out, her pupils dilating.

      “You’re late,” Ezekiel says.

      “I like making an entrance,” a silky voice replies.

      A sick feeling drops into my stomach because I know that voice. I’ve had it whispering in my memory ever since it moaned into my ear.

      “Brayden,” Dorothy coos. “Hi.”

      The coil unravels just a bit. Maybe he just sounds the same.

      I spin around on my stool and my breath whooshes from my lungs like a sucker punch to the gut because it’s him. Nicholas.

      And he looks…shocked.

      Did he lie to me about his name?

      He’s got that same black leather jacket he was wearing the night he fucked me against a bathroom wall and a silver chain slightly peeking out of the neckline of a white shirt.

      When our eyes meet, heat floods through my veins, and I’m not sure if it’s because I’m remembering how good he felt inside me or because I’m furious he’s here now.

      He takes his time perusing down the length of my body and then back up before locking on my eyes again. And then he smirks.

      Irritation simmers deep in my chest.

      “Brayden,” Dorothy says again.

      The name snaps me out of this weird staring contest we’re in, and I let the corner of my mouth tilt up in a sardonic smile.

      Brayden. He did lie to me about his name.

      He settles back into himself, shaking whatever momentary emotion flitted over his face and replacing it with a confident aura that screams laid-back and in control. “Ezekiel. Dorothy,” he murmurs, his focus never leaving me. “And who do we have here?”

      I glare and that stupid smirk grows.

      Popping another olive in my mouth, I chew, then swallow.

      His gaze drops to my lips.

      “That’s really none of your business, Brayden,” I say.

      “Evie!” Dorothy snaps.

      Satisfaction sparks in his irises and he tilts his head. “For some reason, I pictured you blonder, Evie.”

      “It’s Evelina.”

      His face softens. “Now that’s a beautiful name.”

      My insides tighten.

      Dorothy laughs and steps forward until she’s angled herself in front of me, reaching her hand out and running it down the sleeve of his arm. “Come on. Let’s get a table in the back.”

      Finally—finally—he stops staring at me and puts his attention on my sister, his entire demeanor shifting in an instant. He nods, placing his hand on her back, allowing her to lead him away, and my shoulders sag from tension I wasn’t even aware I was holding.

      Ezekiel hums, rubbing his hand over his beard as he takes me in.

      “What?” I drop my eyes to the bar, grabbing my phone and standing.

      He shakes his head. “Nothin’. You got somethin’ you need to say to me?”

      My muscles pull tight. “What would you like me to say, Ezekiel? I’m here because dear ol’ Daddy doesn’t trust your judgment. Or Dorothy’s, apparently.”

      My eyes flicker to where she’s scooting in next to Brayden in the booth.

      Ezekiel nods, puffing out his cheeks. “I’ve known Brayden since back in the day. Haven’t seen him in a long time, but he’s good people. And he’s lookin’ for work.”

      Tapping my fingers on the bar top, disappointment wraps around my middle. “I fail to see how that’s our problem.”

      He smiles, throwing an arm around my shoulder and pulling me into his side as we walk to the table in the back. “You and your bleedin’ heart.”

      I laugh at his sarcasm and let him lead me to the booth, ignoring the way my bleeding heart speeds when I look up and meet a pair of jade-green eyes.
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      That little fucking liar.

      Technically, I suppose, she never told me her name.

      But she’s a Westerly. And I…I did tell her my name. And that I was starting a new job.

      Fuck.

      I’ve been an agent for eight years, since I was twenty-four, and not a single time have I questioned myself. But right now, seeing the girl who won’t leave my memories standing right in front of me while I’m in an active undercover investigation? The odds are definitely not in my favor. And to be completely honest, I’ve already dropped the ball, because if I was doing my job, I would have recognized who she was when I studied her photos in our files. Maybe if I had looked a little closer, I would have noticed the resemblance, but my pretty girl is not this black-haired chick with piercings that cover the length of her ears and brown eyes that stare so deep they char my skin.

      “I know,” Dorothy snaps me out of my daze.

      I quirk a brow. “Know what?”

      She scoots closer to my side. “You’re staring at my sister. She’s different. A lot of people call her off-putting. She doesn’t get out much.”

      “Oh?”

      “It’s not her fault though. Our mom, she…she didn’t treat Evie too nice, you know? Caused a lot of issues.” She taps her head. “Up here.”

      The urge to keep asking questions, to learn everything about Evelina Westerly, is strong, but I bite back the notion, unsure if I want to know because of the case or because she’s under my skin; the energy wafting off her, even now, is heavy enough to make me teeter on the edge of sanity.

      There’s never been anyone who’s affected me like this. It’s the reason I approached her at the club, and it’s definitely the reason why I fucked her against the dirty bathroom tile while she screamed into my mouth.

      My eyes track Evelina and Ezekiel as they walk to the table, his arm slung around her shoulders and a slight smirk lining the corners of her lips. Annoyance flits through me as I take in their compatibility. She’s at ease with him. She trusts him.

      Are they dating? He’s way too old for her.

      The second they reach us, our gazes lock, my jaw clenching as she slides into the booth first, sandwiching herself between the wood paneling and Ezekiel, who sits next to her.

      A hand touches my arm and jolts me out of my staring problem, and I look over to Dorothy, remembering where I am and, most importantly, what I’m supposed to be doing.

      You’re Brayden now.

      “You hungry?” Dorothy asks, a grin spreading across her face.

      She looks so innocent and sweet, it’s hard to believe she’s involved in any criminal activity. But I learned a long time ago to never judge a book by its cover. The best criminals are the ones who you’d never suspect. They’re the ones you make jokes with, the ones you learn to trust, the ones who become your best friend while they stab you in the back and steal everything out from under you.

      My gaze drifts down the front of Dorothy’s pale-yellow dress and then back up to her face, her cheeks flushing crimson from my perusal. “I could eat.”

      “I’ve already got them cookin’ up somethin’ in the back for us,” Ezekiel cuts in.

      My eyes shoot to Ezekiel and then flick toward Evelina, unable to keep myself from engaging with her. “How about you?” I jerk my chin in her direction. “You going to eat?”

      Dorothy laughs beside me, covering her mouth and shaking her head to stifle the noise. “Please, Evie never eats here.”

      Evelina’s gaze burns through mine until I feel it in my toes.

      “Why’s that?” I prod. “You too good for bar food, sweetheart?”

      She straightens, but she doesn’t say a word, just keeps watching me with those lethal fucking eyes of hers.

      “They’re good for a quick indulgence every once in a while,” she finally replies. “But other than that, there’s nothing really special about them. Hardly remember they were ever in my mouth once I’m done.”

      Dorothy makes a face. “Gross, Evie. Why’d you say it that way?”

      “That sounds pretty pretentious,” I cut in, annoyed that she’s hinting at our night together as forgettable. I stretch my arm across the back of the booth, settling deeper into Dorothy’s side.

      Evelina gives a small grin, a fake one. The type that shows no teeth and barely tips up in the corners. But it’s enough to light a spark in my stomach, knowing I’m getting a rise out of her.

      Does she remember the name I gave her?

      Maybe she hooks up a lot, and I’m just one in a long line. The thought causes a twinge of discomfort to squeeze my middle.

      It’s weird she isn’t calling me out about it, and I can’t decide whether I want her to remember or if I’d rather she forget. The latter would be the easiest. But deep down, I know the truth, as much as I wish I didn’t have to acknowledge it. I want her to remember every second of our time, the same way it’s been burned into my brain ever since it happened.

      And now she’s watching me.

      In fact, she hasn’t stopped watching me since the moment I walked in, like she’s peeling back my layers one by one and rearranging them to fit in her head.

      I feel vulnerable, exposed, almost at her mercy. Which means she’s a huge liability.

      My throat closes, nerves racing underneath my skin.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      “Excuse me,” I say, my hand reaching out to press against Dorothy’s shoulder, suddenly needing to have a few minutes to gather myself.

      Her brows draw in, bottom lip puffing out the slightest bit. “You okay?”

      Forcing a grin, I nod. “Yeah, I’ll be right back.”

      She moves, sliding out of the booth and standing, and I’m right behind her, slipping past as I head toward the dark hallway that leads to the restrooms.

      But it isn’t her gaze I feel searing into my back.

      My legs burn as I hustle to the small bathroom, throwing open the door and closing it quickly behind me, then rushing to the sink and turning it on, cupping the cold water in my hands and splashing it on my face. The icy sensation shocks my nerves back into a steady state and my knuckles tighten around the edge of the counter, water droplets dripping off my nose and into the sink’s basin.

      Get it together. This isn’t a problem. She isn’t a problem.

      Cracking my neck, I twist to the paper towel dispenser, grabbing a handful. I wipe off my face before blowing out a deep breath and talking myself into a fake confidence I don’t truly feel as I walk out of the bathroom and back into the dark hall.

      My footsteps stutter when I run into Evelina, resting against the wall, where she’s clearly waiting for me.

      Her eyes are downcast as she inspects her nails, her black hair pulled back, showcasing the flawless expanse of her neck. My gaze trails along her figure, drinking her in like she’s water in the desert. She’s so different from who she was the night at that club, with her ripped oversize band tee, black skirt, knee-high stiletto boots, and silver rings, but this suits her more; the deep purple on her lips is somehow even sexier than the bubblegum pink she was wearing the night we met.

      “Nicholas.” Finally she glances up, straightening off the wall and tilting her head. “Or should I say Brayden?”

      She takes a step closer, and as much as I try not to, flashes of her small frame in my hands fly through my mind. How she molded perfectly to every inch of my body. How pliable and warm she was when I wrapped her around my waist and split her with my cock.

      I clear my throat, running a hand through my hair.

      “Yeah,” I wince. “Sorry about that.”

      Her eyes narrow and she takes another step. “About what?”

      “What?” I repeat.

      “What are you sorry about, exactly?”

      For everything. I’m sorry I met her then. I’m sorry I know her now. And I’m sorry she isn’t anywhere near the person I imagined her to be. But I don’t say any of that. Instead, I stuff Nick Woodsworth away, deep down inside where I won’t be able to find him, and I let Brayden Walsh take center stage.

      I shrug, adopting a crooked grin on my face.

      Her eyes flash, lips pursing the smallest bit. She takes another step closer. “There’s two options, Brayden. You either lied to me about your name then…or you’re lying now.”

      “It’s not that deep, sweetheart.” I laugh. “I’ve met your type a thousand times. Lonely girl at the bar, playing hard to get but desperate to get fucked. All the classic signs of a clinger.”

      My stare dips along the expanse of her neck as she throws her head back and laughs. “Please. I’m not the one who was begging for a name and following me into private spaces just to get a taste.”

      Now it’s me who steps forward, my breath blowing softly on the top of her head.

      Goddamn, she’s short.

      She cranes her neck to meet my gaze, and I suck in a deep breath when she does.

      I thought at first that I missed the striking blue of her eyes from the night we met, but this close, the dark browns swirl with yellow and a dash of green, creating a kaleidoscope of color so deep and fucking beautiful they suck me in and drag me under like quicksand.

      My cock hardens.

      No. I’d give anything to go back to those basic blues.

      “And what a delicious taste it was,” I rasp.

      She sneers. “You’re a pig.”

      Leaning down, my mouth grazes against her ear. “I’ve never claimed to be a gentleman, and I won’t apologize for lying when it ended with you shaking around my cock.”

      “Did I?” She tilts her head. “I don’t remember.”

      I grin. “Now who’s lying?”

      She hums, bringing up her fingers and smoothing them down the opening of my jacket. I stare at the movement, my hands clenching into fists to keep from reaching out and dragging her into me. To remind her just how much she loved how I made her feel.

      “And this is the new job you’re starting?” she murmurs, keeping her attention on every place she touches. “Working with my dad?”

      “Just a new venture,” I murmur. “Broadening my horizons. I didn’t know he was your dad.”

      Her head tilts, as though she’s taking in what I say and letting it sink into her brain, slotting it away to use against me later.

      I’ve never met anyone quite like her.

      She’s unnerving in a type of way that makes your skin crawl. She’d be a fantastic interrogator.

      Her fingers wrap around my jacket and she rises up on her tiptoes, dragging me down until her lips skate across my jaw. “Nicholas. Brayden. Whatever the fuck your name is…stay the hell away from me and stay the hell away from my family. You aren’t welcome here.”

      She drops her hold and pushes me roughly before turning around and walking away.
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      Oscar Norman, the mayor of Kinland, is a flashy man who spends more time worried about lining his pockets than he does about his morals. I first met him when I was ten years old and Nessa had him over for steak dinner and a “chat.”

      I, being the kid I was at the time, thought he was her boyfriend. But I should have known better because Nessa never did anything without just cause, and soon enough the Westerly name was bankrolling Oscar’s political science degree. Over the years, I would watch with rapt attention while she pulled his strings like a marionette, funneling him down the narrow avenues she wanted him to take until one day, he became a household name.

      Exactly like she wanted him to be.

      I assumed his loyalty to Nessa was just as strong as mine. They seemed to have a bond, and she’s the reason he’s worth a damn at all. But I soon realized what a foolish notion that was after she died on his boat and he didn’t even show up to her funeral.

      Cut off all ties with us and hasn’t come back around since.

      Oscar Norman is a fraud, hiding behind a curtain of debauchery while portraying the image of a morally upstanding family man. And as I watch him being bent over his desk while the city commissioner rams a cock up his ass, that’s never been more obvious.

      “Can you turn that shit down?” Cody scrunches his nose, reaching beside his triple monitor computer and grabbing his noise-canceling headphones. “Not all of us want to hear the men running our city moaning like stuck pigs.”

      We’re perched in the corner of his basement, and I smirk, tossing a piece of popcorn into my mouth as I keep my eyes on the screen. “Please. They wouldn’t know how to run this city if their lives depended on it.”

      He chuckles, running a hand through his dirty-blond locks. “You’ve got a point.”

      “Hey,” I say, never taking my eyes from the screen. “Can you do me a favor?”

      “You mean another one?” he asks, spinning in his desk chair to face me. “You know, rigging a hidden camera in a government official’s office isn’t exactly easy. A thanks would be nice.”

      I nod. “Thank you. I need you to look into someone.”

      He pushes up his wire-framed glasses as he sits forward in his seat, placing his elbows on his knees. “Color me interested. Who?”

      My insides twist, and the fact that my body reacts so viscerally to even the thought of Brayden Walsh pisses me off. I crack my neck, trying to alleviate the tension.

      A slow smile creeps along Cody’s face. “Someone’s got you fucked up.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Someone’s annoyed me, if that’s what you mean, and I’m trying to decide whether or not to kill him.”

      His grin grows larger, and with it, so does my irritation until it’s a living, breathing, snarling thing inside me.

      “Do me a favor?” I snap. “Stop psychoanalyzing and stick to what you know.”

      Cody’s face drops. “God, you’re such a bitch.”

      Grinning, I pop another piece of popcorn in my mouth and shrug.

      “You have serious issues, babe,” he says just as a long groan sounds from the computer in front of me.

      Both of us divert our attention back to the screen, watching as our dear mayor stands up from his precarious position, semen dripping out of his ass and down his thigh.

      Cody makes a gagging noise. “I could have gone my whole life…”

      I move forward, the roller of the mouse pressing into the tip of my finger as I press Save and download the recording onto a USB drive.

      “It’s just sex.” I glance at Cody. “I bet the commissioner would fuck you too if he knew you were the mysterious Oz. He’d probably come just from the thought of being able to use you himself.”

      He grins, his cheeks tingeing pink. “Yeah, well, unfortunately for him, I like to fuck, not get fucked.”

      “Semantics.” I smirk.

      The computer pings, letting me know the download is complete, and I reach forward, snatching the USB. Satisfaction settles in the center of my stomach and spreads outward as I slip the drive in my cleavage, tucked into the underwire of my bra.

      “For your personal spank bank?” Cody wiggles his brows.

      “For insurance,” I correct.

      “So who is it?” Cody asks.

      “What?” Standing up, I stretch my arms above my head, the ripples and pops of my tight muscles making a relieved sigh. I walk over to the red couch against the far wall and grab my jacket off the back cushions.

      “Whoever it is you’re debating on murdering.”

      My stomach tightens as a flash of green eyes and leather flits through my memory. “Brayden Walsh.”

      Cody hums. “Never heard of him. What do you need to know?”

      “Everything.” I slip my arms through the sleeves of my jacket and untuck my hair from the collar, spinning around to face him.

      “Babe, you’ll need to be more specific.”

      I grit my teeth, wishing he’d stop asking so many questions and just do what I need, but I stifle the strong urge to snap, because if I don’t play nice, I won’t get what I want. Moving across the room, I stop directly in front of him. “I am being specific.”

      His eyes flick down to my chest, and if I didn’t know he was gay, I’d bend over and give him a little show to ensure he gave me what I wanted. But unfortunately, Cody isn’t seducible, so instead I have to be friendly.

      “I want to know where he sleeps, who his family is, whether he got gold stars on his fucking elementary workbooks. Everything.”

      Cody’s brows rise and he lifts his hands up in front of him, palms facing out. “Sure. Sure. Give me a couple weeks.” He pauses. “You know, if you want some more help with things, I’m here.”

      I stand up straight, the edge of the USB digging into the skin of my breast.

      “You’ve got two days.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do!” he hollers playfully as I spin and walk out the door.

      It’s an hour later when I finally make it back to the estate, waving at the security guards posted outside the gated entrance and driving my blacked-out Range Rover down the winding path that’s lined with perfectly manicured shrubs.

      Running the ball of my tongue ring against the back of my lip, I park my car in the garage and walk toward the door, my leg muscles burning from how quickly I rush inside. The USB is searing a hole against my chest, and I have to physically stop myself from continually grabbing at it just to make sure it’s still there.

      The door from the garage opens straight into the kitchen, and while I know I’m safe from prying eyes—nobody who lives here notices me until they need something—anxiety still creeps along my spine and wraps around my throat, urging me to move fast until I can get the drive to a safe spot.

      Loud laughter rings from down the hall and my heart stutters against my chest, causing my footsteps to falter. It sounds like it’s coming from the dining room, and even though it makes no sense for me to change direction and head toward the noise, it’s what I do anyway.

      I slip off my jacket and shoes, walking as lightly as possible, trying to ensure my footsteps aren’t heard on the hardwood floors, and when I hit the dining room off the front entrance, anger floods my system so strongly it immobilizes me.

      He’s in the house.

      In our lives for less than a week and already Brayden Walsh is in our fucking house.

      My family is full of idiots. My heart slams against my ribs and my fingers curl into fists, nails cutting into my palms.

      Ten. Nine. Eight…

      The control slips back into place as I count down to one, and I turn, walking down the hall quickly, making a quick pit stop in the kitchen to grab a water.

      It’s when I’m bent down in the fridge, my fingers grazing against the side of the bottle, that I hear him again.

      “Hi, sweetheart.”

      His voice skates over my skin like a thousand knives, and the way he uses sweetheart makes me want to scream.

      I fucking hate that word.

      “Ignoring me already?”

      Groaning, I stand up straight and close the fridge door. “It’s Evelina, stalker.”

      He smirks and it makes me want to punch him in the face. “Evelina.”

      “What do you want?” I ask, trying to move around him. He steps to the side when I do so that I’m boxed in. Tension stretches around my shoulders.

      “You’re quite the little creeper, peering around walls and into rooms,” he notes, tilting his head. “Didn’t want to say hi?”

      I scoff. “I live here, genius. And I was trying to avoid you.”

      “Why?” he presses.

      “Because if I don’t, then I’m going to murder you.”

      His eyes flash, and his grin grows.

      Does he think I’m joking?

      He steps into me and I lose my breath at how quickly the air changes.

      Whether I want to admit it or not, physically, this man affects me more than anyone else ever has, and that causes panic to percolate through every nerve, because the last thing I need is someone I don’t trust coming around and making me feel out of control.

      I throw my hands up and press them against his chest. “You’re in my bubble.”

      He lifts a brow. “Your bubble?”

      Waving my hand between us, I attempt to push him back. “This is my bubble, dog. And you’re in it.”

      “Maybe I like your bubble.” He leans into me, my palms the only thing separating his body from brushing against mine. “It’s cozy. Tight.”

      “Great,” I say dryly. “Can you move now?”

      He hums and presses into me again, this time pushing until my back is flush against the fridge. When he lifts his hand, my fingers dig into his shirt, my heart pounding in my ears, and he brushes a strand of hair from my forehead before cupping my jaw.

      His green eyes flicker from my face down to my lips.

      Heat explodes in my stomach.

      “Let go of me,” I manage to rasp.

      “No.”

      “It wasn’t a question,” I hiss. “And I want you to leave my family alone. I’m not fucking kidding.”

      He pushes his hips against me and bends down, his breath ghosting across my neck, causing shivers to trickle down my spine.

      “I’m not quite sure who you think I am,” he whispers. “But clearly you’ve mistaken me for someone who gives a fuck about what you want.”

      I grit my teeth, anger bleeding into my vision until it darkens around the edges.

      “So if I want to eat dinner in your home,” he continues. “If I want to do business with your dad…if I want to fuck your naive older sister, then that’s what I’ll do.”

      My chest tightens, nostrils flaring as I turn my face to the side, trying to rein in my temper. The one time I don’t have my gun.

      “You got me, pretty girl?”

      Letting out a low laugh, I nod my head, dipping the tip of my tongue out and running it along the edge of my bottom lip.

      His eyes track the movement, the same way they did the night we met at the club.

      I rise up on my tiptoes until our noses graze, the smell of cinnamon and pine swimming through my senses. “Go fuck yourself.”

      Smiling, I shove his chest as forcefully as I can. He doesn’t budge much, but it’s enough for me to spin out of his hold and slip underneath his arm, and I walk away as fast as possible, my heart slamming against my ribs with every step.
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      “Where are we?” I ask, looking around the parking lot.

      I already know, of course. We’re at the Yellow Brick, which is a strip club in the heart of Kinland, owned by none other than Farrell Westerly himself.

      Liam, one of Farrell’s associates who’s been tasked with babysitting me, grins as he slicks back his greasy red strands in the rearview mirror of his car.

      “Let’s not play games, okay, rook?” he says, turning toward me and lighting the end of a cigarette. “We both know that you know where we are.”

      My heart shoots into my throat. Is this a trap? Have I been made? “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      He frowns. “You expect me to believe you don’t know what a strip club is?”

      Relief floods my system and my muscles relax. He’s just being a prick. I lean back in my car seat and smirk.

      He purses his lips. “Must be nice to get in so quick with the Skip.”

      I shrug, not bothering to reply. To be completely honest, I’m just as shocked as anyone else Farrell granted me access to his person that easily, that he allowed me into his home and to meet with him face-to-face. That he doesn’t seem to care if his “pride and joy” wants to fuck me six ways from Sunday and that—at least in everyone else’s eyes—I’m entertaining the thought.

      And that tells me one of two things. Either Farrell Westerly is the dumbest motherfucker to ever run an organized crime ring, or he’s gotten overly confident and sloppy.

      Either way, it begs the question of how the hell he built such an empire in such a short amount of time if these are the types of decisions he makes.

      Liam grunts before opening his car door and slamming it behind him, throwing his half-burned cigarette on the ground. I follow suit, the cool nighttime air whipping across my face when I leave the vehicle and walk toward the front door. The loose gravel of the club’s parking lot crunches beneath my shoes as we make our way to the front entrance, and I sink into my role as Brayden, my hand running along the chain on my neck, pulling it to rest on top of my shirt instead of underneath it. The minuscule wire inside wouldn’t capture much video if it was hidden beneath fabric.

      The inside is exactly what you’d expect from the name. The floor is almost black, and it’s accented with muted yellow brick walls. Couches line the perimeter with VIP areas hidden along the back. The dim lighting and the music pumping through the speakers set up a club atmosphere, but instead of being overwhelming and in your face, it’s relaxed. There’s a bar along the far right that spans the entire length of the building, and in the center of the room, there’s a large stage with a pole. Smaller circular stages are scattered throughout, all of them with women in various stages of undress.

      I know the layout of this place inside and out, having looked at the architectural blueprints until my eyes bled. But seeing it in person is different.

      Liam’s hand slaps down on my shoulder, squeezing. “Look at all the tits you want later. Let’s go.”

      I move behind him as he waltzes by the main stage and past the bar, barely sparing anyone a second glance as he heads to the back where the VIP areas are. I spin around as we walk, trying to get a visual of as much of the room as possible. There’s a long hall with blank doors, and he moves past the first two before throwing open the third one aggressively, the sound of it slamming against the wall harsh against my ears.

      A man sits in the center of a U-shaped booth with a cigar in his mouth and a bottle of Dom in the center of the table. He snaps his head up. The girl in his lap ignores the fact that we’re here entirely and continues to rub her naked pussy on top of him.

      “Liam, buddy.” He peers around her shoulder. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Tony.” Liam cracks his knuckles, then puts his hand in his pocket and pulls out an emerald necklace.

      My stomach tightens when I realize it’s the one I said was a fake.

      Liam brings his arm back and then flings it. It hits the woman in the back and she yelps, stuttering in her movement.

      Tony’s face drops, the laid-back ease that was present morphing into something more sinister. He puts his hands on the hips of the dancer, stopping her. He squeezes her ass roughly and groans like he can’t stand the thought of letting it go before tapping her with his palm. “Give me a few minutes, doll.”

      She rises from him and skims her eyes over Liam and me before leaving the room entirely.

      Tony adjusts the waist of his pants before pointing a gold-ringed finger at Liam. “You better have a good fucking reason for doing what you just did.”

      Liam lifts his chin. “You selling Skip fakes now?”

      My chest tightens, my eyes going back and forth between them.

      Fucking great.

      “Please.” Tony laughs. “The fuck outta here with that.”

      Liam lifts his brows, tossing a thumb in my direction. “This guy says you are.”

      “Bullshit,” Tony spits, his eyes narrowing on me. “You saying I gave a fugazi?”

      I clench my jaw, wanting to be anywhere other than in this room. Because no, he didn’t in all actuality. “Come on, buddy. Let’s not play games.”

      “And now you’re calling me a liar?” He sits up straight, looking over to Liam. “Who the fuck is this guy? You come in here and accuse me of shit? I don’t gotta answer to no one. Not even your fucking boss.”

      Liam shakes his head. “He wants his money, Tony.”

      Tony sits back, crossing his leg over his other knee and grinning. “Tell him to bill me.”

      There’s a moment where I consider what I’m about to do, but it’s only that, a moment. I need to gain Farrell’s trust enough to make it into the inner circle, and regardless of the repercussions, word will get to him.

      I chuckle before snapping forward and gripping Tony by the back of his neck, slamming his head forward into the glass table. The sound of it smashing is loud, and a searing pain shoots up the side of my arm, a steady trickle of liquid seeping from a cut on my wrist.

      “Aye, aye,” Liam snaps, pulling me back as Tony struggles and yells in the background. “For fuck’s sake, rook, get ahold of yourself. For the love of God.”

      I scoff, throwing my arm toward him. “You’re gonna let some nobody fuck disrespect you, disrespect Skip like that? Here? On your turf?” I shake my head. “Nah, not with me. Not like that.”

      “Vattela a pigliare in culo,” Antonio spits.

      “The fuck you say?” I reply, turning to go at him again. The fake outbursts of violence make me feel like shit, but everything about my persona has to fit the mold. The lazy speech, the short temper and flares of violence. That’s Brayden, so in effect, that’s me.

      Liam’s eyes narrow, his nostrils flaring, and he grabs the front of my shirt, dragging me into him. “Tony is with the Cantanellis. The Italians…you picking up what I’m saying? You don’t get to bash in the heads of people with more importance than you. I can, but you can’t. Got it?”

      I shrug out of his hold, my heart slamming against my chest from the adrenaline. “Whatever.”

      “Go clean yourself up.” He glares down at my hand. “Christ.”

      Sighing, I shake out my wrist and make a beeline toward the restrooms, hoping like hell I didn’t make a mistake by fucking with an Italian. I’m assuming if he was hanging out in Westerly territory, he’s no one high in the food chain, possibly could even get himself eighty-sixed if people found out, but when it comes to the inner workings of the underworld, you can never be too sure.

      I turn the corner and slam into a body, my hands shooting out quickly and gripping slender shoulders, hauling them into me to keep us both steady.

      My wrist throbs.

      Glancing down, I meet angry brown eyes lined in black.

      Evelina. What the hell is she doing here?

      “Why am I not surprised to see you?” she says, lifting one of her perfectly arched brows. “What are you doing back here?”

      My eyes soak her in, taking in the soft lines of her face and her black lace tank top covered by a hoodie that’s unzipped in the front, leaving her cleavage on full display.

      Should have paid them more attention when I had the chance.

      “Got lost.”

      She narrows her gaze before sucking in a quick and shallow breath, her hand reaching out to grab my wrist. “What happened?”

      I lift a brow, surprised by her tender touch, so at odds with the wall she erects anytime she’s near me. “Didn’t realize you cared so much, sweetheart.”

      She turns, pulling me toward the nearest door and opening it so we can walk into a large office with mahogany wood and burgundy furniture.

      “Just need to make sure you won’t bleed out on Westerly property,” she mutters as she pushes me into one of the couches against the wall. “It’s bad for business.”

      I fall back willingly, the buttery soft fabric so comfortable I sink into the cushions.

      “Stay.” She points at me as she walks across the room and into the door of the en suite.

      I don’t stay, of course, hopping up immediately and walking over to the desk, my eyes flicking to the open door of the private restroom and then back as I hunch over to allow the camera a good view of the desk’s top. I don’t touch anything, and more than likely there’s nothing of importance out, but you never know.

      “What are you doing?” Evelina’s voice breaks through the fog, making my stomach jump into my throat.

      Stepping back, I run a hand through my hair. “Snooping, obviously.”

      Her brows draw in. “I told you to stay put.”

      I step into her until her ass is pressed against the edge of the desk and my hips are wedged against hers. “And I’m not a dog you can bark demands at, sweetheart.”

      She smirks. “I beg to differ.”

      My cock jerks, arousal warring with my brain, warning me to keep my distance. My brain loses, the way it seems to always lose with her.

      “You’re right,” I agree, taking my uninjured hand and reaching around to grip her hip and pull her into me. “Tell me to sit and eat like a good boy, and I swear to fucking god I’ll do it.”

      My mouth waters at even the thought of what she tastes like.

      Her lips part, and I have the most delicious visual of my dick slipping between them, her big brown eyes staring up at me, and that tongue ring she didn’t have the night we met running along the shaft.

      “This desk is worth more than your life,” she whispers. “And you’re bleeding all over it.”

      I snap out of my thoughts, realizing that my fingers are digging into the meat of her ass, and I step back, letting go like she set me on fire before looking down to where there’s a small puddle of red pooling on the wood.

      Jesus, what the hell is wrong with me?

      A loud sigh pours from Evelina’s mouth and then she’s pulling me by the hand again, back to the couch, tossing me like a rag doll into it. She sits next to me, dragging my bleeding arm into her lap. Then she grabs the first aid kit and gets to work, pouring hydrogen peroxide over the wound.

      The sting permeates through my skin and makes me hiss. “Ouch. Fuck.”

      “Oops.” She looks at me with wide eyes. “Did that hurt?”

      It gets quiet as she takes out the antiseptic and gauze, cleaning the wound and dabbing at it, her eyes laser-focused on the task at hand.

      My stomach tightens and I take the moment to look at her, really look at her, wondering again what she’s doing here and how she feels about her family’s chosen profession. Sadness whirls through my center as I think of everything she could be. What anyone who chooses this life could be, if only they made better decisions.

      Maybe it’s not too late. Maybe I can get her out.

      “Why did you lie to me about your name?” she asks without looking up from where she’s bandaging the wound.

      My chest twists. “The same reason you didn’t give me yours.”

      She swallows audibly and peers at me through her lashes, her eyes moving back and forth quickly, as if she’s trying to see past the facade and drag out my soul. Her lips part and my abs tense, the air growing thick and filling the space between us until it feels like I might snap in half.

      Her face is an inch from mine, and when she breathes out, I breathe in, trying like hell to remember that she’s the enemy. That I’m here to take her and everyone she cares about down.

      That none of this is real.

      It can’t be real.

      Suddenly, the door swings open and slams against the wall, causing us both to jump apart. Liam walks in, barreling straight to us and shoving his thick finger in my face.

      “Fuck up like that again, and I’ll put a bullet in your fucking mouth. You understand me?”

      Evelina’s brows jump and she stands, moving across the room to perch behind the desk.

      I lean back against the couch cushions. “Remind me when I started to work for you, Liam?”

      His cheeks grow red, his body tensing, hands rolling into fists like he’s about to try and hit me. Dude’s got anger problems, for sure.

      “When you two are done measuring dicks, feel free to tell me what’s going on,” Evelina interrupts.

      He spins around to face her, strands of his red hair falling onto his forehead. “Don’t worry about what the big boys are doing, sweetheart. Just sit there, look pretty, and run the numbers like your daddy asks.”

      So she’s doing the books. Shit.

      Him calling her sweetheart burns deep in my gut, because calling her that is my way of pissing her off, not his. Every time I say it, my cock jerks from the angry flush that pinks her skin. When the endearment falls from his lips, I want to stand up and shove his face into glass the way I did Tony a few minutes ago. The quick change in temper throws me off guard, because this time, it’s unprovoked. Not a calculated move from the character I play but a genuine raw emotion, the kind I haven’t felt in years. I’m not really sure what to do with that.

      Evelina’s entire persona shifts in an instant. She tilts her head to the side and smiles. “Come again?”

      “Why don’t you give us a minute?” Liam continues.

      Clearly, Liam doesn’t see the change.

      Evelina places her dainty hands on top of the large mahogany desk, dropping her head and shaking it back and forth as she closes her eyes, mouthing what look like numbers.

      “Come on, Evie. You don’t need to listen to all this,” he tries again, winking at her this time. “I know you like to play boss when Skip’s not around, but this is guy stuff, okay?”

      Her eyes crack open and sharpen like a blade as she grabs a couple of envelopes from the corner of the desk and a silver letter opener before walking toward the door. “Sure, my bad.”

      My brows rise, surprised she withered so quickly, but I should have known better. She reaches Liam and shoves him forcefully into the wall, using her entire body to pin him, the letter opener pressing into his crotch and the skinny heel of those boots she’s always wearing stabbing into his foot.

      He pushes back against her, his hands at her shoulders, and I move to jump between them but quickly realize there’s no need. She subdues him easily.

      It’s actually quite a comical sight, a short girl not even clearing five two with a tall man well over six feet at her mercy.

      I sit back, half in disgust at what she’s capable of and the other half in awe of the power she’s suddenly exuding. Part of me wonders if there’s more than what meets the eye with her, if maybe keeping the books isn’t the only thing she does when it comes to her family. But I brush off the thought, not willing to acknowledge that my first impression of her all those months ago was that far off base.

      “You know,” she starts, “I’ve always wondered what it would feel like to cut off a man’s testicles.”

      He jerks again, but she shifts her weight, her pointy heel digging into his foot until he groans from the pain. His hands tense at his sides, but even he isn’t stupid enough to try anything while she has a sharp blade against his dick.

      She tilts her head. “Should I try it on you?”

      “Evie, come on. Don’t lose it right now.” His voice is strained. “Your dad will kill me if I have to hurt you.”

      “Lose it? I’m not losing anything,” she says, glancing over at me. “People seem to think I have problems with impulse control. Can you believe that?”

      She laughs, and I’m frozen, stuck halfway in my seat and halfway to standing, the burning in my thighs nothing close to the panic swirling through my middle and surging to my throat.

      Liam’s eyes flick to me, and I…I don’t know what the fuck to do. I should stop whatever this is—the right thing to do is to stop it—but the other part of me, perhaps the more vindictive part, wants to let it play out. Stepping in is a risk. One that I can’t afford to take.

      “Oh no,” she coos to Liam. “Brayden can’t help you. He’s assured me that he’s incredibly adept at following directions.” Her hand presses the letter opener farther into Liam’s crotch. “Isn’t that right, pup?”

      He whimpers.

      “Apologize,” she demands.

      “I’m sorry,” he rasps.

      She tsks. “Just like a man. Giving the bare minimum and expecting us to be satisfied. Say it like you mean it, Liam, and maybe you won’t leave this room a eunuch.”

      He gulps. “I’m sor-sorry, Evie. I was wrong. I won’t disrespect you again.”

      She reaches up and pats his cheek twice. “Good boy.”

      When she lets him go, she spins around and moves away quickly, not bothering to keep her eyes on him, like she’s completely confident he won’t seek retribution at her back.

      My eyes, however, don’t leave him for a second. Just to make sure.

      He doesn’t. He just clears his throat and adjusts his rumpled clothing as he straightens from the wall.

      Walking back toward the desk, she flips the letter opener through her fingers, flashing me a grin. Liam and I are stone silent, and it doesn’t take long for her to notice.

      She cackles and I swear no other sound has ever sent a chill through me quite like it.

      “Oh, calm down. I was only kidding. It’s like you said, Liam. I’m only here to do Dad’s books. I’ll leave the ‘business’ up to you big, strong men.” Her eyes flick to my bandaged wrist. “You clearly handle it so well.”

      She grins again, that same thin smile with no teeth and blazing eyes that she always gives, and I realize then that Evelina Westerly is not one of the good guys.

      And she absolutely cannot be saved.
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      I’ve been thinking constantly about how I snapped on Liam—in front of Brayden—two nights ago. It was stupid of me, and now Brayden looks at me differently.

      Where before he was quick to follow, irritating me with his smirk and his stupid questions, now he keeps his distance.

      Considering I don’t like him anyway, it doesn’t bother me.

      What bothers me is the fact that he’s practically moved in and become another extension of the Westerly family. I thought he was supposed to be some jewelry expert, but now he’s just always around, hanging out with Ezekiel or whispering things into my sister’s ear, and when he isn’t with either of them, he’s doing runs for my dad, collecting dues from businesses or helping keep our low-level dealers in line. It’s like he went from being someone to consult with to just another henchman.

      My father seems to have zero issues trusting him, which, quite frankly, blows my fucking mind, because my dad is notoriously paranoid. He always has been, and that increased tenfold when he got out of the pen and realized Nessa had changed the landscape of our name where he failed the first time around. He’s hesitant to bring on new people or partners and even more protective of who gets direct access to him. And to Dorothy.

      Which is why I end up doing everything that involves more than a simple thought process.

      So there’s something off-putting about the way he’s allowed a complete stranger into his fold. I know Ezekiel vouched for him, and it’s not that I don’t trust Ezekiel’s word, but I don’t trust others, and Brayden could be lying to Ezekiel just as easily as the rest of us.

      I’m in the back room of the greenhouse, protective gear on, my goggles over my eyes and a KN95 mask over my face, when my phone rings.

      I almost don’t answer, but at the last second, for some reason, I rip off the yellow glove on my hand and snatch it up.

      “I’m busy,” I hiss into the phone, setting it on speaker and placing it on the table. I stare at the fifty-five-gallon oil drum across the room sitting on a steel platform with a burner underneath.

      “Okay, but I’ve got that info you wanted,” Cody says. “Guess I’ll call back later.”

      “Wait.”

      He chuckles. “Shit, you’re eager. What are you doing anyway?”

      I sigh, walking over to the oil drum, pressing a button to start the fire underneath, and then I move back toward the table and cross my arms. “I’m making sure he’s trustworthy since no one else in my family seems to give a shit.”

      “Well, he checks out.”

      My brows rise. “He does?”

      Bending over, I pick up the fifteen kilograms of raw opium I bled from the seed pods, my muscles aching as I carry it toward the drum and drop it in the heating water.

      “Yep. Brayden Walsh. Born thirty-two years ago in Chicago to a single mom who died from cancer when he was eighteen. No other relatives.”

      “Interesting,” I murmur, although I’m sure Cody can’t hear me.

      “Probably for the best. Not many families would be proud of the rap sheet he’s racked up. It’s honestly kind of impressive.”

      Smirking, I walk back toward my phone and move the mask down to my neck. “Or embarrassing to be caught so many times.”

      “True. But he either keeps his crimes petty or he’s not bad enough to get caught for the big ones. He’s never spent more than a few months behind bars.”

      I run my tongue ring against the back of my lip. “So that’s it? Nothing seemed…off or weird?”

      “Nope. You know, Evie, not everyone is out to get you. One day maybe you’ll realize that.”

      My chest pulls.

      Honestly, I thought I’d feel relieved that Brayden is who he says he is. After all, it means that he isn’t lying to my family. But on the other hand, it makes me irrationally angry he lied to me when we first met. Like I was the desperate one.

      He doesn’t have much, but he does have the fucking audacity.

      “Hmm.”

      “What’s that mean?” Cody asks.

      “That means ‘hmm,’ Cody. It doesn’t always have to mean something.”

      “Why do you sound so muffled?” he continues. “I don’t know where you always are that has your phone breaking up like this, but honest to god, your cell service sucks.”

      My muscles tighten, annoyed that I answered the phone in the first place. It’s times like these where I wish we hadn’t wired the greenhouse with technology, because I’d give anything to be out of contact completely while I’m here. He’s always prying. Asking questions that I don’t want to give him answers for. My greenhouse and what I do in it is my biggest secret, and it’s not one I’m willing to share, even with him.

      “I told you, I’m busy.”

      Reaching over, I press End Call before he can say anything else and slide my fingers back into the yellow glove, letting the rubber snap against my skin. I move back to the oil drum, grabbing the stick I use to stir and drop it in the boiling water, swirling it around.

      Out of all the things I do for my dad, this is my favorite. It takes skill and precision to create heroin, and even more so when you’ve crafted a flawless process that yields a drug so pure no one else can match it.

      I mastered the art when I was just a kid, back when Nessa was in charge, tired of watching her get shitty deals from shitty men who treated her differently because she had a vagina. And while Nessa was a lot of things, my mentor and my best friend, she was too soft-spoken when it mattered. She didn’t make people fear her enough, and as a result, she got manhandled.

      But when she failed, I learned.

      And when our dad got out of the pen, he realized he had a gold mine at his fingertips. Spent three years building this underground greenhouse for me and we’ve never looked back. Well, he’s never looked back.

      A thick knot surges into my throat, the grief rising like a tidal wave and threatening to capsize my control. My gloved fingers grip the rod until they feel like they’ll shatter. I close my eyes and count back.

      Ten. Nine. Eight…

      Blowing out a slow breath, I peel open my lids, ignoring the sharp burn behind my nose as I swallow down the pain. Slowly but surely, it dies down, allowing me to shove it in the dark where I can keep it hidden, even from myself.
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      Farrell sits down in his home office, his woodsy aftershave so strong it wafts across his desk and settles in my nose without even breathing.

      His silver hair is slicked back, longer on the top and cropped short on the sides, and he’s staring at me with dark, calculating eyes, his tattooed fingers running along the bottom of his jaw. He’s swiveling back and forth in his chair just slightly. Over and over again, he repeats the motion, a creaking sound imitating the clicking of a clock.

      This is a common tactic. The silence. The staring. The contemplation while I sit in the hot seat and wait for whatever it is he called me in here to say. It’s all meant to intimidate, but none of it’s worth a damn. You need to fear someone for their tactics to work, and while it’s undeniable that Farrell Westerly is a dangerous person, I’m not scared of him.

      He should fear me.

      So if he wants to sit here in silence, I’m game. He won’t respect someone who cowers before him, and if I’m to gain his trust, I need his respect.

      I cross my leg over the opposite knee and tap my fingers on the arm of the chair, waiting patiently until he’s had enough.

      Finally, he speaks.

      “I heard about what you did to Antonio Cantanelli.” He steeples his fingers beneath his chin. “You got anything to say to me about that?”

      “Yeah, I should have hit him harder.” I shrug.

      Farrell’s lips twitch. “You know, he’s the little cousin of one of the capos for the Cantanellis. You could cause me a lotta shit by running around and making them bleed.”

      “All due respect, Skip…you walk around letting people, regardless of who they are, sell you fake rocks and disrespect you in your own club? That don’t sit right with me.”

      “No?” he asks.

      “No. Fuck that guy. He should be kissing your feet for not putting a bullet in his dome the second you realized what he did. And I’m not an idiot, regardless of what your goon Liam may think.” Leaning forward, I rest my elbows on my knees, maintaining our eye contact so he knows how serious I am. “I weigh the options of everything I do. Antonio Cantanelli, an Italian, in your club?” I shake my head. “He ain’t no problem. His cousin would kill him first for stepping foot in Kinland.”

      His brows rise and a grin cracks across his face. “You gotta lotta brass, kid. I like it.”

      He stands up, walking around the desk and resting against the lip, his hands sliding into the pockets of his gray suit pants. He pulls out a Black & Mild and slips it into his mouth, grabbing a matchbox from the corner of his desk and lighting the end. The smell permeates the room immediately, making my stomach turn.

      I fucking hate that smell. It reminds me of my mom’s boyfriend and all the shitty memories that come with him. The man never went anywhere without a Black & Mild dangling from his pockmarked mouth.

      “You remember Evie?” he asks, staring down at the lit match.

      My heart jolts, the nausea growing stronger. Wish I never did.

      “Briefly. Not really a social bird, is she?” I grin.

      He chuckles, blowing out a cloud of smoke. “She’s a different breed, that’s for sure. Nothing like my Dorothy. But when it comes down to it…no one else I’d rather have by my side than her.”

      My brows lift, and my muscles tighten, anticipation making my nerves sing. I’m not sure what he’s about to say, but whatever it is feels important.

      “That good of a daughter, huh?” I joke.

      His tongue runs over his teeth as he stares at the cigar. “I don’t know if those are the words I’d use.” He taps his temple, ash dropping to the floor. “She’s smart as hell. The most stubborn woman you’ll ever meet, but those brains she’s got? As good as gold.”

      I sit forward. “You got her running shit around here?”

      His gaze sharpens and he snaps his head up to me.

      My stomach flips. Stupid question. Too nosy.

      “She does whatever the fuck I tell her to do.” He points at me. “And so do you. You work for me now, understand? No more of this petty theft bullshit. I can give you money. Real money…but you gotta do business my way. That means I say jump, you ask how high.”

      I nod, swallowing. This is exactly what I need.

      “And calm down on the fucking questions. Jesus, you’re like my mother, may she rest in peace.”

      I smile. “My bad, Skip. I’ve got an inquisitive personality.”

      He grunts, puffing on his cigar again, then moving to scratch his bushy eyebrow. “Evie’s doing rounds the next few weeks for me, taking over some errands while my usual guy is out.”

      My insides jump in genuine surprise. He’s having Evelina doing runs?

      He purses his lips. “You’ll go with her. Be her muscle, have her back, and continue learning the ropes at the same time. Got it?”

      Dread sinks into my stomach, even though this is exactly what we’ve been waiting for.

      It’s just ever since she snapped on Liam, I’ve done my best to avoid her. I have no room for a distraction like her, and she fucks with my head. Physically, I’ve never wanted to throw someone down and fill them with my cock more, but mentally, she fills me with disgust.

      I will never understand how someone can be so embroiled with putting drugs on the streets and sleep peacefully at night.

      Fucking filthy street rats, all of them.

      But going out on errands is exactly what I need to be doing to gather information. So while originally we thought Dorothy was my in, maybe it’s Evelina instead. And I’ll have to do whatever it takes to come to terms with that.
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      “Get in and shut up,” Evelina says as she walks by me, her flowy black skirt swishing at her knees and those same knee-high boots on her feet.

      “How can you even drive in those?” I ask, sliding into the passenger side of her Range Rover.

      She sighs, running a hand down her face. “Shutting up usually includes less speaking and more silence.”

      I reach over, clicking the seat belt across my chest. “I have the right to ask questions. You’re in charge of my life right now.”

      She scoffs.

      “I’m serious. What if we crash because your tiny feet in those ridiculous eighteen-inch heels can’t feel the pedals?”

      “They’re six inches.” Her eyes drift to my lap as she starts the car. “But I’m not surprised you’d exaggerate.”

      “I think we both know I don’t need to stretch the truth, sweetheart.”

      She laughs. “Sure.”

      “What’s that mean?” I frown.

      She stays silent, her eyes on the road as she pulls out of the long drive, ignoring the security guards at the gate, and turns onto the main road.

      Irritation sticks my insides like mosquitoes.

      Who the fuck has she been with that’s bigger than me?

      “Don’t think too hard. You’ll hurt yourself,” she quips.

      “Where are we going anyway?” I change the subject, resting my arm against the car door.

      “None of your business.”

      “Your dad seems to think it’s my business.”

      She side-eyes me. “Yeah, well, my dad isn’t known for his decision-making skills.”

      I lean in. “Then what is he known for?”

      “Fishing for information again, stalker? What are you, a cop?”

      The words wrap around my neck like a noose and I slam back in my seat. “I’m just making conversation, Christ.”

      “Well, stop.”

      I don’t respond, taking some time to watch her as she drives, my eyes soaking in her features, the dark eyeliner and long lashes doing nothing but highlighting the almost perfect bone structure of her cheeks. Her hair is thrown in a messy bun and her black tank top stretches tight against her breasts. Goddamn, she’s beautiful.

      “You do this often for your dad?”

      She peeks at me. “I do it enough.”

      I nod toward her outfit. “Why the skirt? Not really the best attire for dealing with drug dealers and coercing money from shops.”

      Her jaw clenches. “Worry about yourself.”

      Chuckling, I shake my head. “You’re so uptight. I think you need to get fucked again. How long has it been?”

      She doesn’t respond, but I don’t miss the way her knuckles whiten around the steering wheel.

      Satisfaction teases my middle and I quirk a brow. “Was it me?”

      She snorts. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

      “I’m just asking.” I throw my hands up, palms facing her.

      “It’s painfully predictable that you’d expect my emotions to be tied to whether I have a dick inside me.”

      I shrug, grinning. “Just working off experience, sweetheart.”

      “Quit calling me that. I am not your sweetheart.” She tightens her grip on the wheel.

      “Ever heard of manifestation?” I retort. “You gotta speak things into existence. Maybe if I say it enough, you’ll stop being such a bitch.”

      The car rolls to a stop and she turns to look at me, those brown eyes sucking me in like a vortex. “So that’s it then?” She licks her lips. “You think I should find another man who can throw me up against a bathroom wall and fuck me until I scream?”

      My abdomen clenches and my mouth dries. “Couldn’t hurt,” I somehow manage to rasp.

      Her gaze flicks down. “No, I agree. Definitely couldn’t hurt.”

      My eyes narrow, but I don’t speak again, not wanting to give her more ammunition to hurt my pride. I can’t tell if she’s just being catty or if she’s trying to tell me something, and either way, I don’t feel like playing her games anymore.

      The car gets quiet, nothing but the simmering irritation lingering in the air between us. It allows me time to get lost in my thoughts, watching the streets zoom by as we drive, memorizing the layout in case it’s somewhere I’ll need to know for later.

      Before long, we pull up to a small group of buildings in the main strip of Kinland, parking directly in front of Anderson’s, a sub shop.

      “You strapped?” she asks.

      My stomach tightens, and I glance at her, lifting a brow along with the hem of my shirt. Her eyes drop to where a sliver of my stomach shows and continues her trek down until she sees the gun holstered at the waistband of my pants. I hate how good it feels to have her eyes on me.

      She swallows and turns off the car, her arm barely brushing against my chest as she reaches over the console and opens the glove compartment.

      A whiff of something floral and earthy hits my nose, and my cock jerks. I grit my teeth, disgusted at my body’s reaction. Get it the fuck together.

      She pulls out a rose-gold Desert Eagle, and my eyes widen as I watch her caress it lovingly.

      “Big gun for such a little girl.”

      “You know, you really have an obsession with size.” She pulls back the slide to chamber a round. “Wonder why that is?”

      She grabs the bottom of her black skirt, sliding it up her flawless skin. My veins heat and my stomach cramps as she exposes her leg inch by torturous inch. I want to look away, know I should look away, but I’m transfixed as she continues to lift until a thigh holster appears.

      I swallow a groan. Fucking hell.

      She slips her gun into its place before dropping the skirt back down and smoothing her hands over the fabric. “To answer your earlier question, skirts allow easy access.” She looks up at me. “But you know that already, remember?”

      Flashes of me pushing her skirt up around her hips and sinking into her race through me, and I bite the inside of my cheek, my cock now so hard it aches.

      Before I can even formulate a thought, she opens the door and hops out.

      “Come on, stalker. Let’s go get our dues.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

        

    

    







            EVELINA

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Benny Anderson is a short man with an attitude. He thinks because he’s lived in Kinland for the majority of his life, that means he runs the place and everyone in it. Out of all the people we deal with on the streets, he’s by far the worst. But he does have connections and he is one of our middlemen, the guy all our low-level drug dealers grab their inventory from and pay their dues to.

      The fewer people who have direct contact with us, the better.

      Normally, I’m not the one even doing these pickups. But when there’s a need, here I am, and the fact that Benny’s last drop was short fifteen grand creates the need for a special visit.

      My gut pinches as we walk inside Anderson’s sub shop, the weight of my Desert Eagle heavy where it sits against my thigh. I glance over at Brayden, irritation twitching beneath the surface of my skin at just the sight of him. I really, really don’t want him here.

      In all honesty, I wanted this to be a solo gig. I don’t need muscle to back me up, and if there’s going to be some, I’d rather have Ezekiel at my side. I’m not fully convinced Brayden wouldn’t use me as a shield to protect himself instead.

      Brayden whips by me as we walk, cutting in front of me to grab the door first. He grips the handle and yanks it open, the bell above the door jingling. For just a moment, I think he’s showing chivalry, holding it open for me to walk through, but when I step forward, he lets go, slamming the door in my face.

      Asshole.

      I fling my foot out, wedging it in the crack before it shuts completely, and grab the knob, stepping inside. Brayden’s already in the center of the room, ignoring me completely.

      The smell of deli meat is strong and it makes my stomach churn. As I walk through the room, I meet the eyes of patrons scattered throughout the various small white circular tables, not missing the way they all avert their stares, taking small glimpses when they think I’m not paying attention.

      Holding my head high, I push my shoulders back and step up to the front register, next to where Brayden’s already lounging against the counter.

      He crosses his arms, staring out at the room, the muscle in his jaw pulsing. “Why are they looking at you like that?”

      I glance behind me, ignoring the way my palms start to sweat when I wonder what they’re thinking. Nothing good, I’m sure. “What other people think of me is none of my business.”

      He makes a face, twisting toward me and lifting a brow. “That sounds like something someone says when they care too much.” He moves closer to me. “You don’t care what I think about you?”

      “I’d rather you didn’t think of me at all.”

      He grins, that stupid boyish smile that lights up his eyes and shows the obnoxiously perfect dimples in his cheeks. “So you do care.”

      “Do you ever shut up?” I snap, slamming my hand on the little bell.

      “Do you ever stop being such a bitch?” he hits back.

      I grind my teeth as I stare up at the blackboard menu written in dark-green chalk.

      “What can I get you?” a spritely voice asks.

      I look back down, seeing the fresh face of a young girl, her eyes flicking from me to the gnat at my side, cheeks flushing slightly when they linger on Brayden.

      Something pinches in my chest.

      “Where’s Benny?” I ask.

      “Oh,” she says, her blond brows scrunching. “I’m not, uh, I’m not sure if he’s available.”

      “I didn’t ask if he was available. I asked where he was.”

      Her customer service grin drops and my stomach tightens, knowing she’s about to piss me off. She opens her mouth, but before she speaks, Brayden cuts in, resting an elbow on the table and leaning toward her. “What’s your name?”

      Her smile reblooms like a flower in the sun. “Amanda.”

      “Really?” He tilts his head, his gaze obviously scanning the length of her body. “Suits you.”

      Her grin widens, and my chest burns.

      “And blond too?” His eyes flick to me as he places a palm over his heart. “My weakness.”

      I narrow my gaze.

      “Listen, I’m sure you can tell that this one”—he points his thumb in my direction—“isn’t the most pleasant person to be around. And the faster we see Benny, the quicker I can get rid of her.”

      My brows shoot to my hairline and I cross my arms.

      “So if you could just go find him and let him know Evelina Westerly is here, you’d really be helping me out.” He winks. “Free me up faster for better things.”

      The blush staining her cheeks is painful and disgustingly predictable.

      “Su-sure,” she stutters. “Let me go find him.”

      “Chop-chop.” I clap my hands, watching her spin around and disappear down the deli line into the back rooms. My mood is souring considerably with every second we’re here. “Hey, stalker, do me a favor?”

      He steps closer and licks his lips, his gaze dropping to my cleavage. “Depends on the favor.”

      Grinding my teeth, I step into him, placing my foot between the two of his. “Don’t ever speak for me again.”

      He smirks and bends slightly until our eyes lock. “Maybe if you were better at getting things done, I wouldn’t have to.”

      Fire ignites in the center of my chest and pummels outward, burning everything in its path. My fists clench, a sharp sting radiating through my palms from the way my nails press into them. “I will fucking kill you.”

      He laughs. “Oh, sweetheart. I’d love to see you try.”

      A throat clears, and we both jump back, my insides feeling like burned remnants and blazing embers. And it’s only then I realize how close we were and how everyone in the shop is staring our way.

      “Um,” the girl starts. “Benny’s in the back office.”

      I blow out a deep breath, pasting a smile on my face.

      “I can sho—”

      “I know the way,” I cut her off. “Come on,” I say to Brayden as I walk away.

      When we make it to the back office, I kick open the ajar door with my foot, relishing in the jump Benny makes from behind his old scratched-up desk. There’re papers stacked up to his elbows and grease stains coating his off-white shirt.

      “Hiya, Benny.” I smile. “Weren’t avoiding me, were you?”

      “Nope.” He shakes his head. “I’d never do that, Evelina.” He focuses behind me, his Adam’s apple bobbing with his harsh swallow. “Who’s the new guy?”

      “Don’t look at him.” I move toward him, slipping my right hand beneath my skirt to unholster my gun. I lay it on the desk, my fingers locked around it. “Look at me.”

      His eyes grow round, small beads of sweat percolating on his hairline.

      “Benny,” I coo. “You know what it means when my father sends me, right?”

      He swallows again. “Listen, I don’t know what you’re here for. I dropped the bands last night with Liam.”

      I click my tongue, sighing. “You really want things to be this way?”

      Straightening, I walk around the desk, keeping my eyes on him the entire time. I don’t stop until I’m standing directly next to him. He swivels in his chair until he’s facing me.

      I bring up my gun and press it against his temple. “Where’s the rest of it, Benny?”

      He wipes his forehead with the back of his hand and grunts. “Listen, Evelina. I just know what the guys gave me—”

      Groaning, I move my hand, bringing it back before striking it down across his face.

      “Fuck!” he cries, blood spattering on his scattered papers.

      “Jesus, Evelina,” Brayden says.

      I peer at him when I realize he’s moving toward us, and whatever he sees makes him pause midstep. Does he have a weak stomach for violence? Not that it matters. If he wants to annoy me by being around, then he can watch while I handle things. Maybe he’ll learn something. I wouldn’t say I enjoy doing things like this, but I don’t feel particularly strong one way or another, and I can’t stand disrespect. And right now, Benny is disrespecting me.

      I look back down at Benny, pushing the barrel of my Eagle against his head again. “I don’t want to have to hurt you, Benny. But I really don’t enjoy people questioning my intelligence. So here’s what we’ll do. Either give me the money, or I’ll give you five seconds to visualize your wife and kids before I blow your fucking brains out all over their family picture.”

      Benny’s breathing is ragged, and the sound of that combined with the drops of his blood pooling beneath his mouth and on the desk is enough to make me twitch.

      I tap the toe of my boot against the tile. “I wouldn’t look past my generosity. Not many others in my position would be so kind.”

      I’m bluffing. It would be stupid for me to kill him right now when there are so many witnesses around the shop. But he doesn’t need to know that.

      “Fine. Fine, fuck!” He sits up straight, glaring over at me.

      I smile, pulling back my gun but keeping it aimed at his face.

      “Look, I don’t know where the money is, okay? I gave you what I got from the idiots peddling your shit on the streets. But I’ve got some here to make up the difference.”

      He reaches down and starts to key in a code for the small safe under his desk, but I lift my leg quickly, pressing the heel of my boot into the crotch of his pants, my gun once again pressed to his temple. “Give him the numbers.” I nod toward Brayden.

      He does.

      Brayden stares between the two of us, and he walks over, crouching down while he enters the code to unlock the door.

      There are stacks of cash filling up the entire safe and a few manila folders.

      Brayden looks up at me, grabbing the black bag that’s folded up and tucked into the side. “How much are we taking?”

      I smile wide. “All of it.”

      “Evelina, please,” Benny pleads. “I got kids. Mouths to feed.”

      Nodding, I move my gun until the side slides down his cheek like a cold caress. “I know.” Pulling back my hand again, I bring it forward, smashing my Eagle into his cheek one last time. “I just don’t fucking care.”
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      It’s just Evelina and me in the basement of the Yellow Brick. We’re sitting at a long, heavy oak table with a pile of dirty cash on one side, bundled cash on the other, and a money counter right in the middle.

      Evelina is currently taking handfuls of the unbound money and funneling them through the machine. The flipping of the dollars creates a buzzing noise similar to a fan in a quiet room, and despite what I witnessed just a few hours earlier, I feel calm.

      And so does she. She seems normal. Completely in control. Which is so different from how she was a few hours ago with Benny.

      How can someone so fucking beautiful be so goddamn bad?

      “Stop staring at me.”

      I push my chair off the ground with my heels, balancing on the back two legs. “I’m just surprised, that’s all.”

      She glances up at me. “About what?”

      “This.” I wave my arm around the room.

      She laughs. “You, the jewel thief, are surprised by piles of cash?”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “I’m surprised you’re so involved. And so violent. You should probably see someone about that.”

      Her brows draw down as the counter spits out another stack. She bands it, then places it to the side. “Surprised because I’m a woman?”

      “No, because you’re you.”

      I don’t even know what I mean by that statement, which isn’t wholly shocking considering I can’t figure out how the hell I feel. I fucked this woman. I’m insanely attracted to her despite her being unhinged, but I can’t correlate the woman I pictured her as when we first met with who she is now. Because now, she’s who I’m fighting against. She’s part of the problem I’m trying to fix.

      She pauses, placing a handful of cash back in the unbound pile. Her tongue flicks out, the metal barbell skimming across her lower lip as she stares.

      My stomach jolts.

      “Well, this is me.”

      “Unfortunately,” I mutter.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” She tilts her head.

      I shrug, knowing I shouldn’t prod her but not being able to stop myself. “Just means maybe your sister was right.”

      Her jaw clenches. “My sister knows nothing about me.”

      “At least she knows how to treat people.”

      “Great. Go bother her then.”

      I grin. “Am I annoying you, sweetheart?”

      She slams her hands on the table, making everything shake, and she shoves back her chair to stand. She leans in, her breasts spilling from the top of her shirt, and my gaze drops, because I can’t not take advantage of the view when she’s so willing to offer it up.

      A flush creeps along her collarbone and scores up her neck, the way it always does when I make her angry.

      My cock pulses.

      “I am not your fucking sweetheart,” she says through clenched teeth. “And for the record, everything about you annoys me. The way you walk. The way you constantly show up any place I am. The way you ask question after question yet never seem to have a single answer.”

      My lips tilt up.

      She points a finger. “Those stupid fucking dimples on your cheeks.”

      The smile grows. I drop the front legs of my chair back down and rest my elbows on the table, propping my chin in my hand. “Give it to me, baby. What else?”

      “I hate the way you stare at me,” she continues.

      I’m half paying attention, my mind too busy wondering how far the blush on her chest goes and what else I could do to make her flush so pink.

      “And—” She raises her voice. “You’re a liar.”

      The amusement washes away at her words and now it’s me pushing into a stand, my fists pressing against the table. “I am not a liar.”

      “Please,” she scoffs. “All you’ve ever done is lie to me.”

      I groan, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Here we fucking go. Is this because of the name thing?”

      “It’s because of your general existence.”

      “Sweetheart,” I sigh. “I didn’t think it mattered.”

      She slaps her hands against the wood again. “I told you not to call me that.”

      I chuckle, imagining how satisfying it would be to reach out and strangle her, just to shut her the fuck up. For some reason, whenever she’s around, the violence I always force to come out when I’m Brayden happens naturally. She inspires the anger. “And I told you that I’m not your bitch.”

      The blaze in her eyes is so intense I swear it soars across the air and sinks into my skin until I’m burning from the inside out.

      She smirks. “Debatable.”

      One second I’m thinking about how much I want to choke the brat out of her, and the next I am, my hand shooting across the table and wrapping around her neck.

      She sucks in a sharp breath but doesn’t fight me, the man she claims to hate so much.

      The man who’s supposed to hate her.

      And that pisses me off even more, because I do hate her. I can’t fucking stand who this girl is. I would give anything to reach inside her and pull out the woman I met that night at the club.

      She’s the one I’m interested in, the one I’m dying to see.

      And when Evelina moves in close, elongating her neck as if she wants me to mark her with my prints, I think maybe I’ve found her.

      But then she purses her lips and spits.

      Wet saliva sprays across my cheek and drips down my face, severing the last thread of my sanity. I snap forward, my free arm swiping across the table, the sound of cash and the money counter crashing to the floor muted from the pounding in my ears. I wrap my hand around her waist, dragging her roughly onto the tabletop and slamming my mouth to hers.

      I don’t think about how this is inappropriate. How she stands for everything I’m against. How I’m the villain of her story as surely as she is mine.

      And I definitely don’t consider the wire hidden around my neck, catching everything as it happens.

      My tongue dives into her mouth, searching for the hint of metal, and when I find it, the small ball of her piercing massaging against me, a shock wave rolls through my body.

      My hand tightens around her throat, her pulse beating against my skin.

      She moans, her talon-like nails digging into the back of my neck, and my cock throbs, pressing against the front of my jeans.

      I move my lips across her jaw and down her neck, using my thumb to tilt her head back and give myself more room. She scoots forward, her knees sliding on the few loose hundred-dollar bills that are beneath her, and she reaches out, popping the button on my pants and slipping her warm hand inside. She grips me tight, and I jolt in her palm when she strokes me from the base all the way to the tip. Precum oozes from the head and she swipes her fingertips over it, using it to lubricate her motions on the way back down.

      “Fuck,” I rasp against her.

      “Shut up,” she snips, bringing her mouth close to kiss me again.

      My chest heats at how she’s always fucking disrespecting me, and I grip her throat tighter, slamming her down on the table until she’s flat against it. Cash flies from the edges and flutters to the ground, the sudden movement making her grip slacken from where it’s wrapped around my cock.

      She yelps, her eyes flaring, but before she can say another word, I’m on her, my hand moving from her neck up to her jaw. “You and that fucking mouth.”

      I press a kiss to her swollen lips, my other hand sliding along her chest until her tit is in my hand. My thumb runs over the hardened peak, hiding beneath the fabric. She tries to speak, but I press my fingers against her cheeks until I feel the indent of her teeth. “I’m getting real tired of you walking all over me. Spitting on me. Pretending like I hurt you when we both know you don’t really care. And I’m done playing nice.”

      Her lips part, and I take the opportunity, collecting saliva on my tongue and letting it drip down into her open mouth.

      I expect her to rage. In fact, my grip on her strengthens, anticipation lighting up my insides at how she’ll react.

      But she only grins and swallows.

      My balls tighten, blood rushing to my dick until it’s throbbing so stiff I’m worried I might come.

      She moves her hand up the length again, moaning. “That gets you off, doesn’t it? I can feel you getting harder.”

      “Yeah?” I bite my lip. “You gonna do something about it, pretty girl?”

      She pushes up on her elbow, her messy bun halfway falling out so it’s lopsided on her head, and squeezes me one more time before she removes her touch completely. Leaning in, she presses a kiss to my lips. “I want you to get down on your knees and lick my pussy like a good pup.”

      My insides flare at the command, but I don’t argue, the overwhelming need to have her overriding any sense of authority she may be stripping me of. My hands coast down her body until they reach the hem of her skirt and slip underneath, gliding back up her supple skin until they hit the holsters on both sides of her legs. An image of her naked with nothing but her gun strapped to her flashes through my mind, and I groan at the vision.

      Pressing my fingers into her skin, I move my face back to hers, pressing kisses along her cheek until I reach her ear. “Don’t tell me what to do.”

      And then I move, gripping the meat of her thighs and pulling, her body sliding down the table harshly, sending more cash fluttering to the ground.

      Her skirt is bunched at her hips and she’s wearing white cotton panties that have a damp spot in the center. The air leaves my lungs in a whoosh at the sight. It’s such a dichotomy: simple white underwear hidden beneath layers of black and gallons of bitch.

      “Don’t just stare at it.” Her hands press on the back of my head.

      Pressing my thumb into the wet spot, I undo my jeans the rest of the way to free my cock enough so I can grip it in my palm. “Goddamn, you’re wet. Soaking through your panties all for me?”

      I stroke my shaft, pinpricks of pleasure skittering along my spine at the sensation, and then I grab the fabric of her underwear and pull, ripping them off her in one fluid motion.

      She moans and I dive in immediately, because if I don’t get to taste her right now, I might fucking die.

      My tongue swipes up the length of her slit, collecting the wetness seeping from her core, and I groan at the musky taste. Perfect. My hand slips up her body until it’s pressing against her stomach to hold her in place, and I start to feast, swirling around her hole and up to her sensitive bundle of nerves. Her clit throbs against the flat of my tongue, and the thought of me turning her on turns me on, so I suck it into my mouth, bringing up my hand and dipping a finger inside her at the same time.

      She’s so wet, I slide in easily, and I start a repetitive motion, fucking her with my fingers and gorging on her pussy until she’s gasping beneath me.

      “Oh god,” she whispers, her elbows dropping until she’s flat on her back again.

      Her thighs tense around my head, her back arching off the table. I release her clit and look up at her, my cock dripping from the sight of her heaving chest and eyes blissed out in pleasure—pleasure that I caused.

      “Give it to me, pretty girl. Show me how fucking filthy you are coming around the fingers of the man you claim to hate.”

      She does, immediately. Spectacularly.

      Her legs shake and she lets out a loud moan, her pussy pulsing as she rides out her orgasm. I lap her up like milk, so fucking ready to sink my cock inside her and break her from the inside out.

      I continue to work her through her comedown and she laughs when I suck her into my mouth one more time, her hands pushing at my shoulders. “Stop, it’s sensitive.”

      Smiling, something warm tumbles around in my chest, and I work my way back up her body, pressing kisses to her thighs, over her covered stomach until I hit her chest. My cock presses between her legs, nudging at her entrance.

      Her legs wrap around my hips, pulling me in closer. My head slips through her slick cunt and sends a tendril of pleasure spiking through my dick and into my balls. Gripping the base of my shaft, I slide myself through her folds, tapping the tip of my cock on her needy clit, reveling in the way her body jolts from the touch.

      “Fuck me,” she whispers.

      I allow the tip of my cock to slide in, just the tiniest bit. “Tell me what I want to hear.”

      She quirks a brow.

      I lick the shell of her ear, a shiver coasting down her body.

      “Tell me I’m the biggest cock you’ve ever had.”

      “Oh my god, did that really—”

      Grinning, I slam inside her midsentence, her words cutting off with the heavy breath that escapes her lungs. I close my eyes, the sensation of her pussy gripping me so perfectly making my balls draw up and heat collect at the base of my spine.

      Starting a steady rhythm, I get lost in the feeling of being inside her again. She threads her fingers through my hair and starts to move her hips from underneath me, causing her clit to grind against my pelvis. I press in harder, wanting—needing—to feel her come around my cock.

      “Fuck, you feel good.”

      Her eyes flare and she tightens her legs, removing her fingers from my hair and pushing at my chest. I ease up, allowing my dick to leave her as she flips us, my head landing on the pile of money at the top of the table.

      She straddles me, her knee-high boots suddenly the sexiest thing I’ve ever fucking seen as she slides back down my shaft, every inch of her cunt swallowing me perfectly until we’re flush together.

      “Christ,” I murmur, my hands gripping her hips so tight, I’m sure they’ll bruise.

      The material of her thigh holsters rubs against my skin, creating a friction burn as she works me fast and hard. She moves herself back and forth, then bounces up and down. My eyes drink up the vision of her above me, her hair mussed, skin flushed, and eyes glazed. Suddenly, I can’t stand the thought of not touching her everywhere, and my fingers run up her stomach until I’m cupping her breasts, rolling her nipples beneath my fingers. Her movements stutter and I pinch them. Hard.

      A gush of wetness soaks my lap and she throws her head back, her fingers creating crescent-shaped marks in my abdomen as she rides me.

      Her hand disappears under her skirt and I’m about to protest until I feel the warmth of her fingers caressing my balls while she grinds down on my lap. My entire body shivers.

      I tweak her nipples again, then move one hand up, gripping the bun that’s only half left on her head and wrenching it back, tugging on the strands harshly.

      She moans, her pussy walls spasming around me, making my eyes roll back.

      “Come for me again, pretty girl. I want to feel you drench my cock.”

      Her other hand lifts her skirt, giving me the exceptional view of my dick disappearing inside her, and she starts rubbing at her swollen clit, her mouth parting.

      That plus the steady motion of her caressing my balls is my point of no return. The tension snaps just as her walls contract around me, and I shatter into a thousand pieces, shooting deep inside her. One pulse, two, three…she rides me through every single spurt until my limbs go numb and my vision goes white.

      Finally she slows before moving off me completely, my cum and her wetness mixing together and dripping down my slick and sated cock.

      It takes a few moments for me to catch my breath, and I turn my face to watch her—to say something—although I have no clue what.

      But her eyes are already hardened into stone.

      My chest twists, but I brush it off, not knowing what it means. I smile softly, the echo of whatever just happened pinging off the hollow chambers of my heart. “That quick, huh?”

      “Obviously, this was a mistake,” she replies.

      Nodding, I move to a sitting position, my pulse still racing. “Yeah, whatever you say, sweetheart.”

      I slide from the table and reach down to grab my jeans, pulling them on and fastening them.

      “You know…” I start, looking back up.

      But it’s no use, because she’s already gone.
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      Quads Cemetery is about a forty-five-minute drive from the estate, and every Sunday after Mass, I go there without fail. No one ever bothers to come along, and while part of me is content because I don’t need to share my time, the other part is disgusted that nobody seems to care.

      The second Nessa was gone, everyone moved on as if she wasn’t there in the first place. A used-up toy that gets thrown in the garbage and forgotten. Dorothy was happier than ever, of course, always prancing around and putting on a sad face to play the part of a grieving sister. But her life improved exponentially with Nessa out of the way. She became the oldest and, with Dad out of prison, the apple of his eye. She’s always been jealous and bitter.

      Normally, I sit through service, then dip out before Sunday dinner at the house, but today, with Brayden sitting two aisles away, I needed an escape.

      Needed a reminder of my goals and why I have them in the first place. He has this way about him of always distracting me. Making me lose sight of what I need to do. It happened that night at the club when he fucked me up against the bathroom wall and then again last night.

      A sharp stab of arousal smarts between my legs from the memory.

      Fallen leaves crunch beneath my shoes as I walk through the graveyard, a mix of headstones lining the way. I stop in front of Nessa’s, the gray marble dulled from thin layers of grime, and I place the small bouquet of red roses I picked up from a street vendor at its base.

      “Hey, Ness,” I murmur.

      I reach forward, running my fingers along the engraved letters of her name, Vanessa Esther Westerly, wishing I could wipe away the dirt along with it. There’s no actual body here; it was never recovered after the “accident” that killed her, but I come here anyway, the memorial to her life somehow making me feel closer to her than anywhere else.

      My stomach churns.

      “I miss you,” I whisper, glancing to either side of me before sitting down. The grass is cold, but I make myself as comfortable as possible, wrapping my arms around my bent knees as I stare at her tombstone.

      A ball of sadness forms in my throat, making it difficult to swallow around the pain.

      “What are you supposed to be?” Nessa laughs, flicking the top of my pointed hat.

      I grin at her, the green paint on my skin still tacky as I throw my hands out to my sides. “A witch, duh.”

      She smiles, her eyes taking in my costume. I know it’s not much, but I made it all by myself and I’m pretty proud of it. It took days.

      She places her hands on her hips. “Are you a good witch or a bad witch?”

      I tilt my head to the side, not understanding the question. “What do you mean?”

      “Well…you either cast wicked spells against your enemies, or you use your powers for good. You know, to help people.” She looks me up and down again. “Good witches normally wear white though. At least that’s what they say.”

      I chew on the inside of my lip, my brows furrowing as I take in her words. I hadn’t thought about what kind of witch I wanted to be. Honestly, I didn’t know there were choices. Embarrassment swirls through me, wondering if people will judge me if I pick wrong.

      Dorothy cackles, walking in from the foyer, followed closely by our mother. “No way she’s a good one. Look at her.”

      Nessa’s eyes narrow, and my chest twists when I see Mom fawning over Dorothy—as usual—and completely ignoring me.

      I twist my fingers together, shifting on my feet, suddenly feeling like my homemade costume is stupid. Especially next to Dorothy, who’s dressed in a sparkly pink ball gown, complete with an elaborate silver crown on her head and a magic wand with a star on top.

      “Wow. Who are you supposed to be?” I ask, marveling at her costume.

      Dorothy’s grin widens and she twirls around in a circle, the dress shimmering as she does. “I’m a fairy princess, right, Mama?”

      Our mother glances down at her, running her hand through the ends of Dorothy’s perfectly curled hair. “That’s right, baby girl.” She looks over at us. “Doesn’t she look great? We had the outfit specially made.”

      My fingers twist so hard they ache.

      Nessa scoffs. “Jesus, Mom.”

      “Glinda!” Dad’s voice pours in from down the hall. “Get your ass in here. Now.”

      Mom’s smile drops and she whips her head behind her before looking back to Dorothy. “I’ll be back later. You have fun trick-or-treating, okay? Remember what I told you.”

      Dorothy nods, smiling, and our mom bends to kiss her on the forehead before spinning around and rushing away.

      Nessa blows out a breath, pasting on a smile and clapping her hands together. “Okay, let’s go now before everyone steals all the good candy.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do,” Dorothy snaps, the sugar-sweet smile dropping off her face.

      Nessa grinds her teeth. “Keep being a brat and I won’t take you at all.”

      Dorothy’s face turns pink and she stomps her foot on the ground. “Mama will make you.”

      Nessa grins. “Not if I tell Dad.”

      “Nice costume, Dorothy,” I whisper, trying to interrupt their fight before it gets worse. Once Nessa uses our dad to get Dorothy to do something, all bets are off, and I get the fallout from Dorothy’s bad mood. Like always.

      I step up beside her, grabbing the black cauldron-shaped bucket sitting on the kitchen counter.

      She scrunches her nose, looking past me to Nessa. “I’ll be out front. It stinks back here.”

      My chest aches and I stare at the floor. I don’t know what happened to make Dorothy so spiteful and cruel, but it’s there no matter how much I try to bridge the gap.

      A hand clamps down on my shoulder, Nessa’s face coming into view. “You know? I definitely think you’re a good witch.”

      I nod, trying to hold back the sob that wants to break free. I swallow it down, glancing at the empty hallway where Dorothy disappeared. She’s so stupid. She thinks just because she’s eight and Mom’s favorite that she’s better than everyone.

      Something dark and heavy twists in my middle, heating up my body as it spreads. Good witches help people, but I don’t really feel like helping her. Or anyone, for that matter.

      “No,” I say, stiffening my spine and glaring at the empty space. “I’m the bad one.”

      That was the last Halloween I saw my mother. Before Dad went away and she decided she was too good to raise kids on her own. What kind of a person leaves their barely adult daughter alone to raise her sisters? Maybe if she had stayed, things wouldn’t have gotten so much worse between Nessa and Dorothy, and Nessa would still be here.

      Footsteps crunch behind me, and my spine stiffens, jolting me out of the memory.

      I’ve been coming here every single Sunday for the past seven years, and no one has ever followed me. No one even cared I went missing in the first place. They never do.

      Ezekiel appears at my side and sits down next to me, crossing his legs.

      I blow out a sigh, grabbing a fallen leaf and twirling it through my fingers.

      “What, no hello?” he asks after a minute of silence.

      I shrug, keeping my eyes trained on the browns and golds spinning in my hand.

      “That’s why you’re my favorite,” he sighs, leaning back on his elbows and stretching his legs out in front of him. “No bullshit.” He slips a cigarette from behind his ear and takes a lighter from his pocket, sparking the end and blowing a ring of smoke into the sky. “This where you come when you disappear?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Hmm,” he hums.

      He stays quiet after that, only the sound of the wind caressing the trees and the burning paper of his cigarette keeping it from being complete silence.

      “You know,” he finally says, “I met Nessa a few times, when she’d go out on that ridiculous yacht with Oscar.”

      Nausea surges through my stomach and into my throat at the thought of that stupid boat. I went on it one time and ended up having a panic attack from being on the water, so I never went again. Maybe if I had, she’d still be here.

      “She had a way about her, didn’t she?” He grins. “Every guy was half in love with her back then. Hell, most of the girls were too.”

      He chuckles, but I can’t find the humor as he reminds me of how much darker the world is without her in it.

      “Your father—”

      “I don’t want to talk about him here.” I bite the inside of my lip so hard I taste the hint of copper.

      He nods, sucking in another drag of his cigarette and lying back until he’s completely flat on the ground. “Well, this is important, and I don’t know if I’ll get a chance to say it again, so just…”

      Everything in me wants to tell him to shut the fuck up and leave. I want to snap my teeth and yell how dare he bring him up. Him—the man who can’t be bothered to even show up. He doesn’t deserve to be acknowledged. Not here.

      But it’s Ezekiel, and he…well, he’s one of the only people in my life who doesn’t treat me like I’m different. Less than. So instead, I lie back with him, my head pressing against the hard ground, the smell of flowers left by other mourning souls assaulting my senses.

      “Your father’s been good to me, and he’s good as hell at what he does,” he tries again. “But a man can be successful and still fail where it matters.”

      My chest squeezes tight.

      “I watch you, Evie, you know? You and that bleedin’ heart.” He turns his face to stare at me. “Your dad loves you…and he loves her too.” He points toward Nessa’s headstone. “He just doesn’t know how to show it.”

      My nose burns and I shove my tongue to the roof of my mouth, trying to stem the ache that’s sprouting with every word he says.

      Sounds nice, but it’s all bullshit at the end of the day. Ezekiel can pretend he knows our family dynamic as much as he likes, but it doesn’t change how it feels. I watch him from my peripheral instead of meeting his gaze. “As much as I love the sentimental bonding, can we be done?”

      He chuckles, ash from his cigarette falling on top of his scarred-up knuckles. “I’m sorry you lost your sister, Evie. I don’t think I’ve ever told you that.”

      I swallow. “It was a long time ago.”

      There’s a type of unspoken bond between people who share the grief of loss, and while I was too young to understand it all those years ago when Ezekiel’s father was murdered in the pen, I do understand it now. When he came around to work with my father, there was an instant comradery that bloomed in the space between us. A silent understanding. I find peace in his friendship, in the way he doesn’t push. Because if anyone knows what it’s like to lose the one who raised them and not be able to seek vengeance from the ones they know stole them away, it’s Ezekiel.

      I turn to face him, taking in the way his eyes are half-lidded, his mane of hair tamed in a bun. “Do you think about your dad at all, Ezekiel?”

      His features morph into something heavier. “All the time.”

      “Did you love him?”

      “Thought we were done with the sentimental shit,” he grunts.

      I lift a shoulder. “Changed my mind.”

      He brings the cigarette up to his lips, inhaling before blowing out another ring of smoke. “He was a prick.”

      “So no?”

      “Yeah, I loved him.” He sighs. “I’d do anything not to end up like him though.”

      “Well…” I pause, placing my hands on top of my stomach. “I’d do anything to be even a little bit like Nessa.”

      “That’s a shame.” He sits up then, looking down on me. “If you were like her, then there wouldn’t be a you.”

      I suck in a breath from his words, tendrils of despair breaking through the ground and wrapping around my chest, squeezing until my heart feels like it might explode from the constraint.

      Ezekiel stands, dusting off his pants. “See ya around, Evie.”

      He walks away then, and I stay lying on the ground, basking in the silence.

      But for the first time in years, the solitude feels a little less like comfort and a little more empty.
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      The motel on the outskirts of Kinland is a shithole, but it’s the most inconspicuous place for Seth to set up shop without me having to travel two hours out of town.

      The only source of light in the dark parking lot is from a flickering streetlight and the dim yellow bulbs illuminating the walkways. Parking my car, I glance around to make sure no one else is here before getting out and making my way to the last door on the left, knocking twice.

      There’s a faint smell of garbage from the large dumpster a few feet away that makes my nose scrunch, and an owl hoots from a tree in the distance. Other than that and the steady hum of cars on the street, there’s silence, but it doesn’t stop my stomach from flipping as I whip my gaze behind me one more time, just to make sure I haven’t been followed.

      The door creaks open, Seth’s tired and worn face greeting me. He’s a welcome sight and he steps to the side for me to enter before closing the door again behind me. The room itself is nothing special, a full bed in the center, a small dark-maroon couch on the other, and tables set up throughout with computer monitors and recording equipment, enough to let me know that he hasn’t been doing surveillance here alone.

      There are empty coffee cups strewn across the countertops and white to-go containers filling the room with the smell of Chinese takeout.

      While I’ve been spying, they’ve been receiving.

      “Anyone else here?” I ask, looking around before moving to the couch and sitting down.

      Seth shakes his head, running a hand over his beard, but he doesn’t speak, and his stature catches me off guard, sending anxiety prickling through my insides. I brush it off, figuring he’s just tired, the same way I am.

      “There’s a drop happening tomorrow night.”

      Seth grabs his mug off the end of the table and moves to sit on the other side of the couch, quirking a brow. “Of what?”

      I shrug. “No clue. They didn’t say what it was, just that we should be there to pick it up.”

      He nods, taking a sip from his cup. “You didn’t think to ask?”

      His tone is accusing, and it soars across the small space between us and hits me in the center of my chest. My hackles rise. “I’m not really in a position to ask a lot of questions, Seth. I may be in, but I’m still a fucking nobody, you know? Questions get people killed.”

      He bobs his head again, his eyes searing into mine. “Sure.”

      Irritation lights up my insides. “Everything okay?”

      “You tell me.” He lifts a shoulder.

      I throw my hands up. “Okay, well, I don’t have time for this. If you listen to the audio from yesterday, you’ll hear about the drop for yourself.”

      Slapping my hands on my knees, I start to stand but pause when he speaks again.

      “Oh, I heard the audio. Too bad it’s gone now.”

      The breath whooshes from my lungs. “What the fuck do you mean, it’s gone?”

      Chuckling, he places his mug down on the coffee table, jabbing two fingers into his temple. “Think for a second, Nick. What could possibly have happened that made me feel like it was necessary to lose evidence?”

      “I told you not to call me that,” I snap.

      Immediately after saying it, a pang hits my chest, realizing how much I sound like Evelina.

      Groaning, I run my hands over my face. “This what we do now, Seth? We talk in riddles?”

      He frowns. “Bro. I know you’re not stupid.”

      “What?” I repeat, getting irritated.

      “Let me lay some shit out for you,” he says. “This morning I came here and looked over everything transmitted from your wire last night.” He points to the silver chain around my neck. “And there was some good shit, man. The best we’ve gotten so far. Evelina Westerly? She’s fucking scum.”

      My stomach twists.

      “And then I had to fucking delete half of it because you can’t keep your dick in your pants.”

      Every muscle in my body freezes, embarrassment surging through my insides, because how could I be so stupid? The heat of the moment made me forget that I’m here to do a job. That everything is recorded.

      Seth runs his hand over his mouth and down his short beard. “So after I ran through all the situations in my head, I decided there’s no chance Galen will see that and not think you’re in too deep. So I wiped it. For you. To cover your fuckup.”

      I breathe deeply, trying to stem the nausea that’s brewing in my gut. “Listen, Seth…”

      He shakes his head. “I need you to tell me honestly that you know what you’re doing.”

      My brows shoot to my hairline and a wall of defense slams down inside me, because regardless of whether I’m fucking Evelina or not, I damn sure don’t need him questioning my abilities. “You saying I’m not doing my job, Seth?”

      “I’m saying that you fucking the daughter of Farrell Westerly on top of a pile of dirty money isn’t exactly making me have confidence you know what the hell you’re doing, yeah.”

      I clear my throat, my mind racing on how to fix this. “When have you ever known me to hold back on a case?” I ask.

      “Never, but—”

      I hold up a hand, cutting him off. “Right, never. And now suddenly, you think I’m losing it within a few weeks? Give me some fucking credit, dude.”

      “You’re putting both of us on the line with this shit. You know how much trouble I’d be in if they knew I wiped evidence?”

      “I didn’t ask you to do that,” I reply carefully. “She’s involved, clearly, as you can see. And we got the information we needed, did we not? We have coercion and money laundering cases stacking up quicker than we can blink.”

      Seth purses his lips. “We both know that’s not the goal here. It’s not enough. We want the supplier.”

      I move forward, placing my hand on his shoulder and meeting his eyes. “She’s our in, Seth. It’s her who can get us the information. And if I have to fuck her so she trusts me, then that’s what I’ll do.”

      He’s quiet, and with every second he is, guilt spreads through my chest, layer upon layer until it’s heavy and thick.

      Finally, he cracks a grin. “You’re a heartless bastard, man.”

      I shrug, forcing a weak smile.

      That wasn’t why I fucked her. But I’m not lying now. At the end of the day, Evelina is the enemy.

      Not my friend.

      Not my lover.

      Not my anything.
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      There’s an abandoned warehouse in the middle of Kinland. At least to the wandering eye, it seems as though it’s abandoned. Being here now, it’s clear that isn’t the case.

      Liam, Ezekiel, and Farrell are all here, along with a few other lower-level associates I’ve seen in passing but haven’t gotten to know yet. One of them isn’t even in our files, and I make a note to try and find out more about him later. But right now, it doesn’t matter.

      What matters are the crates of weapons staring me in the face and making my heart beat out of my chest.

      Holy shit.

      It’s dark out here, the stars and the beams of the headlights from our cars the only source of light, and Ezekiel grins, popping open the back of the SUV. “Come on, boys. It’s not gonna move itself.”

      I lean in toward Liam. “We’re in the gun business now?”

      He side-eyes me but doesn’t respond. Clearly, he still isn’t over the other week.

      “We need to check ’em, Skip?” he asks, lifting up the top of one of the long wooden crates and peering inside.

      Farrell laughs, perching against the bumper of his car, puffing on a Black & Mild. “They’re good.”

      Ezekiel smiles. “Let’s load ’em up.”

      I glance around, the burner phone in my pocket sending anxiety racing through me. My guys know we’re here tonight, but we were under the assumption this was going to be a drug pickup. Not guns. We passed on the info to the local PD, hoping a quick bust would ruffle some feathers, maybe get some mouths to talk without letting them know they’ve got the DEA’s attention. But with every second the PD doesn’t show, my anxiety winds tighter.

      A phone pings and Farrell drags his cell out, a cloud of smoke swirling around him while he looks down at whatever’s on the screen. His face changes, and his head snaps up, his eyes bouncing from one guy to the next.

      My stomach twists.

      “Hurry up,” he snaps. “We’ve got company. Ten minutes out.”

      My heart stalls, dropping to the ground. Is there…does he have a connection in the PD?

      Of fucking course he does.

      I grip one of the crates, my muscles burning as I carry it to the back of the SUV and load it in the trunk, my eyes scanning the area every few seconds, willing the cops to appear. The guns are heavy as fuck and clunky as hell, but it gives me something to do besides focus on the fact that somehow Farrell knows people are on their way.

      “Company?” I ask, swiping my hand through my hair.

      Farrell walks over to me, resting a hand on my shoulder, his eyes penetrating as they stare directly into mine. “You and those questions.” He puffs on his cigar before letting the smoke blow in my face. “Just like my ma, yeah? Always so many fucking questions.”

      Blood races through my veins, my fingers twitching as I debate whether I need to pull my gun. I swallow, shrugging my shoulders. “Just trying to be the best at what I do, Skip.”

      “Hmm.” His grip tightens. “Knowledge is power and all that?”

      “Exactly.” I grin.

      He brings the Black & Mild up to his mouth again and grins around it, his teeth chomping into the filtered tip. “Good man. Now shut the fuck up and load my shit.” Spinning away from me, he gestures toward his car. “Ezekiel, let’s go. Now.”

      My muscles are frozen in place, my heart slamming against my ribs.

      Jesus Christ.

      Ezekiel looks back toward us, one leg already in the driver’s side of Farrell’s car. “If you fucks get pulled in, I’ll kill you myself.”

      His eyes meet mine and hold for just a second too long. I jerk my chin, hoping it gives him a sense of safety, one that I definitely don’t feel. We’ve been careful, not speaking to each other outside what Farrell demands, but the truth is, while I wish I could guarantee Ezekiel’s safety, I can’t. Not when I can’t even guarantee my own.

      I watch as red taillights disappear into the distance, going over a hill until they vanish entirely.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Liam yells. “Get over here and help. For the love of God, it’s like you’ve got no sense in your fuckin’ head.”

      My heart hammers in my chest and I spin around, realizing there are still a dozen crates in the warehouse, but the boys have stopped loading. One of them slams the trunk down and runs to the driver’s side door.

      Liam has a gas can that he’s rushing toward the warehouse with.

      Where the hell did that come from?

      He starts pouring the gasoline along the perimeter, dousing the grassy areas. I stand still, my mind racing as I try to figure out how I can keep this from happening.

      I glance behind me, hoping like hell that I see cars coming around the bend, but I don’t.

      Liam waltzes up to me, wiping his sweaty forehead with the sleeve of his arm. Then he tosses me a box of matches. “Light it up for me, yeah?”

      I look down to the matches and over to the warehouse before meeting Liam’s eyes. “But there’re still crates.”

      “Cost of doing business with rats, huh?” He shrugs.

      Fuck.

      If the warehouse burns down, it burns all the evidence with it. But if I don’t… I meet Liam’s eyes.

      “What’s wrong, rook?” He smirks, his eyes calculating as they take me in. “Nervous?”

      I pull out the match and jog over to the building, striking it against the box and flicking it onto the grass that lines the perimeter.

      Immediately, it goes up in flames.

      Turning away, I rush back, the SUV already peeling out of the lot, gravel flying from beneath its tires. Liam’s in his car, revving the engine. My lungs burn as I run to the passenger side and slide in right as he starts to pull away.

      Flames and smoke rise from behind us and we’re gone before there’s even a hint of my guys on the scene.

      But I already know what they’ll find.

      Absolutely nothing.
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      Two hours later and we’re in the basement of the Yellow Brick, the silence heavy as it presses in on everything around us. Everyone is on edge, including me, but I can’t help letting my mind wander. Farrell is sitting at the head of the exact table I fucked his daughter on two nights ago. And I haven’t seen her since.

      “I want to know,” Farrell starts, his voice low and lethal, “who the fuck tipped off the cops? Who’s stupid enough to not realize I’ve got eyes and ears everywhere?”

      Nobody says a word.

      Farrell shoots up from his seat, slamming his fist on the wood. “No one’s got shit to say?”

      Liam glares at me from across the room, and anxiety winds its way around my chest and squeezes, making my heart beat double time.

      The basement door swings open, the sound of heels clacking on the stairs, but even if I couldn’t hear her footsteps, I’d know Evelina was here. As stupid as it sounds, I swear to god I can feel her.

      She walks past me and heads straight toward her dad, not even sparing me a glance.

      “What happened?” Her voice is sharp.

      “A fucking rat is what happened,” Farrell spits.

      Her brows rise and she peers around the room, her gaze lingering on mine, and fuck my stomach for flipping the way it does.

      Suddenly, there’s cold metal pressed against my forehead, making my temperature spike and my muscles tense.

      I look up at Liam, his gun pushing into my skin. “Get your fucking gun out of my face.”

      He chuckles. “No chance, rook. Not until you prove it ain’t you.”

      Leaning back in my chair, I smirk, although bile teases the back of my throat. “I don’t have to prove shit to you.”

      Farrell sits forward, his eyes sharp when they land on me, and I already know from our earlier interaction at the warehouse he won’t be any help.

      Evelina crosses her arms, looking lazily at the scene, as if she couldn’t care less that someone is ten seconds away from shoving a bullet through my brain. Most likely, she’s wishing it could be her that does it.

      “You expect us to believe that you show up and suddenly we’ve got a leak?” Liam spits, pressing his gun against me harder.

      My head tilts to the side from the force and I grimace. “Pretty defensive for someone who’s got nothing to hide, Liam. How do we know it isn’t you?”

      My eyes meet Ezekiel’s across the room where he leans against the wall with his arms crossed and his jaw tensed, not saying a word.

      He’s nervous.

      “It’s not him.” Evelina’s voice is sharp and strong.

      “Of course it’s not me,” Liam says.

      “Not you, moron.” Evelina’s eyes narrow and she waves a hand toward me. “It’s not him.”

      Liam’s nostrils flare.

      “How do you know, Bug?” Farrell asks.

      She walks up to me, her stare holding mine, and even in this fucked-up situation, my stomach flips as she catches my gaze. She cocks her head as she stands next to Liam, whose gun is still pressed against my head.

      I smile at her.

      She frowns in response. “I already ran a check on him. He is who he says he is. Besides, I’ve had him tailed for weeks.”

      My chest twists, surprise washing over me. What the fuck?

      No way she’s been following me. If she has, then she’d know I was at that motel, and if she knows that, why would she be saying I’m not the rat?

      “Liam,” she continues. “I know he hurt your ego the other night when you guys played ‘whose dick is bigger,’ but you don’t get to kill one of our guys just because you don’t like him.”

      He adjusts his hold on the gun, the metal clinking beneath his grip. “He’s the rat, Evie. I’m telling you.”

      I see her slip her hand up her thigh before anyone else does, and in a few seconds flat, she has her Desert Eagle pressed beneath his chin.

      “He’s not,” she says calmly.

      His eyes flick down to her. “Really, Evie? All these years you’ve known me and you stand up for this guy?”

      She grins, flipping off the safety.

      “Liam,” Farrell interjects. “Round up every motherfucker who knew what was happening tonight and bring them to me.” He looks to Evelina. “You got that fancy thing your mystery friend made, yeah? The one that scans for wires? Bring it.”

      My insides go wild, anxiety eating through every tendon. A thing that scans for wires? How the fuck? I decide right then that the second I leave, I’m ditching the wire. For good. They’ll just have to take me at my word, because I won’t take the risk.

      Liam’s jaw clenches, his arm trembling as he keeps his gun aimed at my head. I hold eye contact, even though everything in me wants to look over to Evelina. To see how fucking sexy she looks while she defends my honor in the face of a man she’s known for years.

      My stomach rolls, knowing I don’t deserve it.

      Finally, he drops the weapon and Evelina steps back, spinning toward her dad. A maniacal gleam enters her eyes, and just like that, I’m reminded that she isn’t on my side at all.
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      “Evelina.”

      Brayden’s voice scrapes against my skin, and I speed up to try and outrun it. I’m almost to my car, and if I can just make it a couple more steps, I’m home free.

      It’s the middle of the night, so no one else is here besides the boys in the basement, but I don’t want to hang around until they need me. I’m already at my limit for “peopling,” and I’m desperate for some solitude after the past few days of doing nothing except being around others.

      “Wait up, Evelina,” Brayden says again.

      Of course he’s following me. When is he not following me? And what the hell was I thinking standing up for him that way? On top of that, I lied. Without a second thought, I said I’d been tailing him, which isn’t true. But it was either that or raise more questions about how I know, and I’ll never put Cody in their grubby, greedy hands. He’s done too much for me in the past three years since he’s been back, has done anything I’ve asked of him without a question of why I’m asking. All because he trusts me. The least I can do is make sure no one else in the family finds out that he’s my secret weapon.

      I can’t say my morals are upstanding, but I am loyal to a fault if you deserve it. It’s just that most people don’t.

      As I stomp through the doors and into the parking lot, my mind races. The rat isn’t Brayden. He’s been thoroughly vetted and checked by Cody and myself, but if it isn’t him, then who is it? I mentally flip through the people in our inner circle, and the only one I keep circling back to is Liam.

      But then a second thought enters my head, unbidden and uncontrolled. Dorothy’s been knowing an awful lot about our operations recently, even sometimes before I know. Suspicion curdles through my mind, wondering how loyal she really is to our father. After all, if she could shove Nessa overboard and let her drown and fool everyone about her innocence, then who’s to say she wouldn’t flip and make sure our entire family is gone and she’s the only one left standing in the end?

      My fingers reach the driver’s side door of my car when Brayden’s hand grips my arm, spinning me around.

      Great.

      “What?” I hiss, shoving him in the chest.

      He releases me, but he doesn’t retreat, choosing to stay in place and cage me in. “Just wanted to say thanks.”

      I move my face to the side, needing to break away from the intensity of his stare. I’m not sure if it’s more potent tonight than normal or if it’s the aftereffects of being intimately acquainted with his dick, but either way, looking him in the eyes stirs up emotions I’d rather stay buried.

      “Thank you not accepted. Can I go now?”

      He presses in closer until his hips pin me entirely to the door. My stomach tenses, heat flaring between my legs.

      “Did you really run a check on me?” he asks.

      When he’s this close, it’s impossible to not smell the cinnamon and pine, and with every inhale, arousal digs its dirty claws into me further. It’s unwanted and does nothing except piss me off that I’m feeling it in the first place.

      I lift a brow. “What do you think?”

      His tongue swipes across his bottom lip. I track the movement, my pussy throbbing at the simple motion, remembering the way it felt when he was licking my clit.

      “And you’re following me?” His brow lifts at this, like he doesn’t believe it.

      “Can you really blame me?” I push my hands against his chest again.

      He reaches up and grabs my wrists, pulling them so they’re locked in his grip and moving them until they’re pinned above my head. He leans in, skimming his nose up the side of my neck, making goose bumps spread down the length of my spine.

      My eyes flutter closed.

      “Now who’s the stalker?” he whispers.

      “I hate you,” I rasp.

      “Back at you, sweetheart. But clearly my dick doesn’t, because no matter how much of a bitch you are or how many times I tell myself to stay the fuck away, this is always where I end up.”

      He thrusts into me, and I bite my lip to keep from moaning at the feel of his thick cock pressing against me.

      “Someone will see.” I twist my wrists in his hands, trying again to escape. The friction causes a burn to spread across my skin, and his hold tightens.

      “And?” He assaults my neck, his tongue running along the expanse of my throat. My clit pulses, desperate for him to do it on my pussy instead of torturing me. “I bet you’d let me flip up your little skirt and pull down your panties right here, wouldn’t you?”

      My legs tremble. “No.”

      He licks my ear. “I could bend you over the hood of your car and slide my cock deep inside you, right where everyone could see.”

      My head snaps back when he bites down just beneath my jaw, my skull cracking against the window.

      “You’d be so ready for me, wouldn’t you, pretty girl? Your sweet pussy would suck me in and milk me dry, regardless of who might walk by.” One of his hands releases my wrists and moves to cup my throat, squeezing the smallest bit. “Would you still hate me then?” he continues. “When I’m filling up your needy little cunt with my cum and you’re seeing stars from the pleasure?”

      My breath hitches, my stomach somersaulting at his filthy words. At the images he creates in my head. It would feel so good having him pump inside me, making me clench around his dick while he groaned in my ear, not caring that we’re in the middle of a very public parking lot.

      But regardless of what he does to me physically, it doesn’t mean I enjoy having him around. Or that it’s a good idea to indulge in what he offers.

      I turn my head the tiniest bit and whisper, “I’d still hate you if you were the last person on earth. And I wouldn’t fuck you again even if you had a knife to my throat. I’d choose death. Every time.”

      His body freezes, his ministrations stopping.

      “Now get the fuck off me,” I force out.

      I push against his hold again, and this time he does let me go, his eyes void of any emotion at all.

      He shakes his head. “Fine, you win. It’s not worth it. You’re not worth it.”

      My chest cramps, but I let him walk away, because I don’t want him to stay.
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      Bricks are meant for paths,

      Yet somehow we’re always still.

      If there’s nothing for us in the now,

      Then I know there never will.

      You belong up here in the light,

      and me in poppies down below.

      Maybe one day we’ll meet again,

      On the other side of a rainbow.

      Laughter flows from the hallway and I snap my notebook closed on the kitchen island just as Dorothy waltzes in with a bright smile pasted across her face.

      Brayden follows close behind.

      She doesn’t notice me, jabbering about something inconsequential, but Brayden’s eyes find mine immediately, as if we’re two ends of a magnet, drawn together by force.

      The air grows thick and I grip the edge of the counter.

      Dorothy stops speaking midsentence when she follows his gaze.

      “Evie,” she says, smiling thinly.

      “Where have you been?” I ask, tilting my head.

      She’s never been heavily involved in the darker side of our dealings, our dad making sure she stays out of harm’s way, but she is usually around more than she has been lately.

      “Busy,” she snips. “Some of us have things to do other than sit around all day and daydream in notebooks. Why? Suddenly starting to care?”

      I shrug. “Just curious.”

      But I do care, because someone is tipping off the local PD, and with her disappearing act lately, it makes me wonder just what she’s getting up to. I make a mental note to keep closer tabs on her. I’d love to find a reason beyond my original suspicions to kill her.

      Brayden chuckles and I narrow my gaze at him. “Something funny, stalker?”

      He runs a hand over his mouth, stifling his grin. “Just the thought of you caring about anything.”

      I tilt my head, irritation surging up my throat and sitting heavy on my tongue. “I’d worry more about your proclivity for jumping from one toy to the next and less about how much I care about my things.”

      The second the words pass my lips, I know they’re a mistake, but it’s too late. I’ve let my emotions bleed into the moment.

      Stupid.

      His eyes darken.

      “Wow. You two have really gotten more comfortable with each other since I’ve been gone,” Dorothy says, a hint of jealousy tingeing the edges of her voice.

      “Don’t worry.” I smile. “He can still be your little lapdog, Dorothy. I’m not interested in training new bitches.”

      He smirks, resting his elbows against the counter.

      Dorothy lifts a perfectly manicured brow. “You need training, Brayden?”

      “That depends,” he fires back. “If I make you a mess, will you rub my nose in it?”

      She blushes so fiercely I’m amazed she doesn’t faint, and I roll my eyes, hating the way my chest tightens. “You’re disgusting.”

      He laughs. “Yeah, sweetheart, it’s pretty clear you hate me. We get it.”

      I pick up my notebook, holding it against my chest, and his eyes drop to it.

      “What’s that?” he asks.

      “Evie writes love spells. Isn’t that cute?” Dorothy giggles, covering her mouth with her hand.

      His brows rise. “Oh? Looking for love, pretty girl?”

      My heart stutters at his term of endearment—the one he only calls me when we’re alone—and Dorothy’s grin drops immediately, the energy in the room shifting into something more sinister.

      I ignore the change.

      “Maybe I’m looking for someone to curse instead. You volunteering?”

      He hooks his thumbs in the pockets of his leather jacket and rocks back on his heels. “Maybe.”

      “Ugh,” Dorothy groans loudly. “I’m bored. This is boring.” She turns to Brayden, whose gaze is searing into me so intensely, it feels as if he’s branding my soul. “Want to watch a movie?”

      He finally drops our stare and looks to her, shifting on his feet and pawing the back of his neck. “I…uh…can’t actually. I’ve been summoned by the wicked witch over here.” He tosses a thumb at me.

      Normally, I would put up a fight, but the way envy swirls through Dorothy’s features has me biting my tongue. Besides, it’s true. I need him to go with me to check on someone.

      “Sorry about your luck,” she says, scrunching up her nose. “Dad wants me to do something for him anyway. You know…business stuff.”

      Irritation winds its way through my middle at the fact that Dad has her doing something, again, and I don’t know what it is beforehand. Or maybe she’s lying just to get a rise out of me. With Dorothy, you can never be too sure.

      “What kind of business stuff?” I push.

      She grins. “If Dad didn’t tell you, then why should I?”

      “I tell you what,” Brayden says suddenly. “Once I’m done doing my obligations, I’ll come grab you for a late-night snack. You can tell me all about your day and your important ‘business.’”

      Her face lights up and anger floods through me like a broken dam.

      I close my eyes as the rage makes my hands shake, and I count back.

      Ten. Nine. Eight…
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      I stare over at Evelina, a thousand different questions on the tip of my tongue but not knowing how to ask any of them. I can tell she’s upset, and I’d like to assume it’s because I was flirting with her sister, but more than likely it’s because she’s just a miserable person who can’t stand to be around me.

      She’s made it more than clear where we stand, and as much fun as it is to rile her up, keeping our distance is for the best. For both my sanity and my job. I can pretend I’m using her for information all I want; the truth is there’s something about her that drives me fucking wild.

      Her sister is easy and will be all too willing to share any secrets she knows.

      But none of it changes the fact that I’m still stuck as Evelina’s shadow for the foreseeable future.

      I glance over at her again when we stop at a red light, the green skyscrapers from downtown Kinland having disappeared as we make our way to whatever destination she plugged into the GPS. Now there are boarded-up windows over dilapidated buildings, cracked pavement sidewalks overgrown with weeds.

      “What’s really in the notebook?” I ask, partly out of curiosity and partly because I’m trying to gauge if it’s something important I should try to get my hands on.

      She sighs, running a hand through her hair. “Poetry.”

      Surprise swims through me, my brows skyrocketing. “Who’s your favorite?”

      “I like the classics.”

      “Hmm.” I nod. “‘She dwells with Beauty. Beauty that must die; and joy, whose hand is ever at his lips. Bidding adieu; and aching pleasure nigh, turning to poison while the bee-mouth sips.’”

      She blinks, her mouth parting.

      “What?” I grin, turning left onto a side street that leads into Kinland Heights, one of the roughest neighborhoods in the city. “You don’t know it?”

      “No, I…” She shakes her head. “I do. Keats is my favorite. I just…how do you know it?”

      “I know lots of things, sweetheart.” I wink.

      Her lips purse. “Well, pretty words don’t impress me. And neither does your poor attempt at avoiding actual conversation.”

      My grip tightens on the steering wheel, and a sharp pain swirls through me. “My mom liked poetry.”

      The hole in my chest aches when I say the words, and I don’t even know why I’m saying them. I don’t talk about my mom. Ever. And especially not with someone who’s the living embodiment of why I don’t have her anymore.

      “Oh,” she whispers. “She’s dead, right?”

      “Who fucking knows,” I bite out.

      She tilts her head, her lips thinning. Eventually she says, “You’re mad at her.”

      My stomach twists. “No, I…I don’t know what I am. I don’t feel much of anything anymore, to be honest. It was a long time ago.”

      She lifts a shoulder. “My mom left a long time ago too, and I’d still be the first person in line to spit on her grave.”

      My lips twitch. “My mom had issues. She wasn’t around much, and when she was, she was sick.”

      Dope sick usually, but I don’t add in that bit.

      Evelina rests her head against the car window, and I don’t know if that means she’s listening or she doesn’t care, but now that I’ve started talking, I don’t really want to stop. The memory surges through my insides and plays like a movie, so potent and visceral it’s like it’s happening in front of my face.

      “She had this collection of old books. They were small, red, and warped around the edges. I don’t even know where the hell she got them, but when I was little, she’d sneak to my room in the middle of the night and read them to help me sleep.” I park the car on the side street lined with small, worn-down houses wrapped in broken chain-link fences. “When I got older and she stopped coming around as much, I don’t know…I guess they helped me feel close to her or something. It’s stupid.”

      She reaches across the console, locking our fingers together, the metal from her rings cool against my palm. “It’s not stupid.”

      My chest throbs with stuttered beats as I stare at her small hand and the way it fits so perfectly in mine.

      “They comforted you,” she states.

      She’s comforting me. I swallow around the knot in my throat. “Words were my calm in a life filled with chaos.”

      A beautiful grin spreads across her face, and the sight of it knocks the breath from my lungs. “Mine too.”

      My hand shoots out before I can think twice, and I cup her jaw, my thumb rubbing across her pouty lip, sparks flying through my fingers. “Jesus, pretty girl. You could ruin lives with a smile like that.”

      Her grin drops as she stares at me, and my heart slams against my rib cage so hard I swear it’s trying to break free and fall to her feet.

      I grit my teeth, annoyed at the unwelcome feeling.

      “Anyway.” I snap my hand back. “I don’t really like to talk about it.”

      My words are harsh, but it has the desired effect, her face molding back into the sharp angles of a grumpy girl with a short temper. “Good, because I’m not your fucking therapist.”

      “Thank god for that.” I laugh.

      She crosses her arms.

      “You know, you’re a real piece of work,” I bark, anger dripping through my system like lava burning through rock.

      She grips her hair and then slaps her thighs with her hands. “I’m not even doing anything. Holy shit, and people say I have mood swings?”

      “Oh, well, at least you know you’re psychotic.”

      The air thins.

      She grins maniacally. “Okay.”

      I frown. “What do you mean ‘okay’?”

      She doesn’t answer, just swipes her palms down that flowy skirt she always wears and hops out of the car, marching toward the small house at the end of the street.

      Closing my eyes, I exhale heavily and pound my fist against the wheel. “Fuck!”

      Jumping out, I jog after her, not wanting her to walk into a situation she might not be able to get out of. But I shouldn’t have worried, because when I finally catch up, she’s already inside the house, a guy on his knees in the center of the room, her giant gun pressed against his head.

      And maybe if she didn’t drive me so crazy, I would realize that I’ve made a mistake.

      Because while it’s true that I don’t know if my mom is alive, Brayden Walsh’s mom died of cancer.
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      Cillian is one of our drug dealers. He’s not high enough for access to my father or into our daily business dealings, but he is Liam’s little cousin, and with Liam acting incredibly on edge lately, I figured it was a good time to pay him a visit. Introduce myself and make sure there isn’t anything funny going on we need to know about.

      I walk in the door without knocking—idiot keeps it unlocked—and head straight toward Cillian, who jumps up from the ratty couch, his baggy jeans practically falling down his legs.

      Anger pulses through my veins from my fight with Brayden and I use it to fuel me, knowing that I wouldn’t normally be coming in so strong but not finding it in me to care.

      “Hi, Cillian. Nice place you’ve got.” Bringing up my leg, I kick his knee out until he drops to the floor and press my gun to his head.

      “What the fuck?” he yells.

      “Shut up,” I hiss, pushing it harder into his temple.

      From the corner of my eye, I see Brayden rushing in the door behind me and my grin widens as he takes in the scene.

      The house itself is nothing special. An old couch with a brown blanket draped over the back and mismatched tables that have lamps with no shades. There’s a tiny kitchen to the left and a small circular breakfast table directly in front of it where a woman sits, her mouth gaping open as she watches what’s happening. My eyes scan the room, noticing for the first time the bricks of heroin—my heroin—cut open and being rebagged.

      I tilt my head, surprise flowing through me. “Brayden, be a doll and go tell me what’s on that table.”

      Brayden follows my gaze and walks over, his jaw muscles clenching when he sees it up close. He reaches out, grabbing the cell phone sitting next to the woman and tucking it in his pocket. “Just in case you get any ideas.” He winks at her.

      “Tell me that’s not what I think it is,” I say. “Tell me that’s not powder being cut and branded as ours?”

      Brayden clicks his tongue. “Can’t tell you that, sweetheart.”

      I tsk, glancing back down at Cillian, his blond hair matted against his forehead. “Has someone been a naughty boy?”

      “Fuck you. Who the fuck even are you?” he spits.

      “Oh, just your resident psycho.” I grin. “Isn’t that right, Brayden?”

      Brayden groans, his face tilting back to the sky. “Christ, you’re still on that? Can we focus, please?”

      I shrug my shoulders. “I’m perfectly focused.”

      Cillian snaps his hands out and tries to grab my wrist, and I bring mt gun back quickly before slamming it down on the side of his head. He collapses, hitting the wood floor with a crack, and I move my leg, placing my heel into the meat of his side. I feel it pressing in against his ribs, and I lean forward so all my weight is bearing down. He whimpers.

      “See?” I smile at Brayden.

      The woman sitting at the table has tears in her eyes, her hands covering her mouth.

      Brayden shakes his head. “Ridiculous.”

      I look at Cillian. “If I let you up, will you promise to be a good boy?”

      He groans and nods, the palm of his hand still covering the gash in his temple.

      I release him and crouch down, my elbows resting on my knees, my gun hanging between my legs. “You know, I just realized I never answered your question. I’m Evelina, and I’m dying to know what the fuck you’re doing with my drugs.”

      “I’m not doing shit,” he grunts. “Just what you guys told me to.”

      “Oh?” Standing up, I walk away from him and to the table, brushing by Brayden as I peer over the woman’s shoulder.

      “Please,” she whispers. “I don’t—”

      “Shh.” I place my hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay.”

      Bricks are sliced open, piles of powder being transferred and mixed before being rebagged and branded again with our logo. My eyes squint at the sticker on the new bag. It’s identical to mine: the silhouette of a monkey with bat wings. My body shakes from the audacity of their replication. My eyes continue to move along the table, noting the baking soda and rat poison.

      Blackness creeps into the edges of my vision. Spinning back around, I walk up to Cillian, who is standing now, dabbing a paper towel to the bleeding wound on his head.

      “Are you cutting my drugs with rat poison, Cillian?”

      He scoffs, glaring down at me. “If you don’t know what I’m doing, then maybe you aren’t as important as you think.”

      My chest twists violently and I react before I can stop myself, aiming my gun at his knee and pulling the trigger. The sound is muted from the silencer, but the woman screams, and Cillian goes down fast, his hands flying to his leg. “Jesus fuck, you crazy bitch!” he screeches.

      Before I can react, Brayden is there, his fist flying into Cillian’s face before he drags him up by his shirt. “Watch your mouth.”

      I grin at him, warmth spreading through me and dousing the anger just slightly. It’s cute he’s defending my honor, even though he’s called me worse himself.

      “I’m only doing what I’m fucking told to do,” Cillian cries.

      “By whom?” I tilt my head.

      He glares, tears tracking down his face as blood seeps through his fingers. “Fuck you. Why would I tell you shit? So they can kill me when I do?”

      “I’ll kill you now if you don’t,” I reply.

      Silence.

      Cracking my neck, I grin and walk into the kitchen, flinging open his drawers until I find a large kitchen knife. This will do.

      Silently, I walk up to the woman who’s shaking in the chair at the table and I smile softly. “Sorry.”

      I raise my gun and shoot her in the head. She slumps over the table, red pooling beneath her and spreading over the product they’ve already ruined.

      Brayden’s mouth is parted as he takes in the scene, his eyes like stone. Is he shocked? Maybe. But that’s not my problem.

      Sauntering back toward him, I hand him my gun. “Hold this for me, pup, won’t you?”

      His eyes narrow at the nickname, but he does as I ask, his gaze flickering between the knife, the dead girl, and then back again before he finally raises the weapon, keeping it aimed on the back of Cillian’s head.

      I step in close, using the edge of the blade to tip up Cillian’s face. “I’m not sure you understood me before, so let me be clear. This isn’t a negotiation, and despite what you may think, I am your judge, jury, and executioner. Which means you answer to me.” I slide the blade in farther, just beneath his jaw, a sick sense of satisfaction melting through me when it meets resistance, then sinks into his skin, blood starting to drip on the metal.

      He whines, and the sound sends shivers down my spine.

      “What made you think it was okay to cut my drugs?”

      “He told me to,” he stutters.

      “Who? Is it Benny telling you to do this? Your cousin?” I purr. “Tell me and this will all be over.”

      He presses his lips together.

      Sighing, I shake my head, snapping back my hand and withdrawing the blade from under his jaw.

      “Fine,” I say, walking over to the table and grabbing one of the remade bags before making my way back again. My heels click on the wood floor as I move toward him and nod at Brayden. “Bend him back for me, pup.”

      Brayden’s jaw clenches and he glares at me. My heart starts to pound in my ears when I think he isn’t going to listen, that maybe he can’t handle what’s happened. But then, slowly, he nods and reaches down, wrenching Cillian’s matted blond hair until his sliced-up neck is exposed.

      “You’re not putting up much of a fight, Cillian,” I tsk, leaning over him with one of the baggies. I cut it open with the edge of the knife. “It’s almost a disappointment.”

      Cillian presses his lips together and my fingers surge forward, digging into his chin and prying them open, his flesh getting stuck under my nails. I dip the bag of cut heroin into his mouth, the powder filling up the empty cavern while he chokes on it and spits. I make sure to angle my face away, not wanting any of it to accidentally enter my nostrils.

      I grip his cheeks tight, dropping the bag and bringing the flat of the knife up to cover his mouth. “Swallow.”

      Tears track down his face and he jolts against Brayden’s grip. Brayden squeezes his eyes shut but holds him in place.

      Finally, Cillian’s throat bobs as he eats the dry powder.

      “Think that was enough to make you feel good, baby?” I purr, gliding the blade down until it rests against his jugular. “I’m going to ask you one more time,” I whisper. “Who?”

      “Liam. He want…wanted to start putting some cash aside. So we could get away from this shit. From all you fucking Westerly assholes.”

      My hand twitches on his back and he jerks forward, catching me off guard. My knife slides into his throat, blood spurting, the warm liquid spraying my skin. His eyes roll back in his head before his body weight sags, the soul leaving his body.

      I stare in shock for long moments, the silence around us thick and heavy. Then I step back and sigh, looking at the mess, my hands stained in red. “Well, this is unfortunate.”

      Brayden drops Cillian’s body and stands, his eyes empty as he stares at me like he’s never seen me before.

      My stomach twists but I push the odd feeling away. It’s not a new thing for people to not like what they see, and having him realize that I’m not the girl he created in his head is a good thing. Maybe it will make him leave me alone, let me get my head on straight. I have other things to focus on, better things to focus on, like figuring out if Liam’s the rat or finding a way to kill Dorothy without breaking my father’s heart.

      “Call Ezekiel,” I instruct. “Tell him we need to meet at the cleaners.”

      Brayden swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

      I snap my fingers in his face. “Hello? You alive in there? Do it. He’ll know what it means.”

      And then I spin around and walk out the door, marching back to the car and sliding inside, reaching into the glove compartment with shaky hands, grabbing the baby wipes to try and scrub off the blood.
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      I don’t speak on the drive back to the estate.

      Evelina doesn’t either, her stained hands trembling slightly where they’re sitting in her lap. I can’t figure out whether it’s from adrenaline or if it’s because she isn’t as cold-blooded as she tries to appear. I hate myself for caring either way.

      My mind is flying in a thousand different directions. Regret for not stopping her. Unease because I’ve already half convinced myself it’s okay. That it was necessary for me to stand by and do nothing.

      If I had stepped in and saved them, it would have blown my cover, and to be completely honest, saving two drug dealers is low on my priority list. The vengeful part of me believes they got what they deserved.

      Even worse is that through it all, I don’t feel angry with Evelina. All I really want is to make sure she’s okay. And that’s bullshit, because she’s the one who caused everything in the first place.

      I don’t want to face what that means about me, because while not showing emotion is important to the job, I’m still a federal agent. I’m supposed to care. But when it comes to degenerates who willingly put poison in drugs, causing overdoses and death, I’m finding it hard to.

      Evelina jumps out of the car the second we hit the circular drive, flying up the steps and into her home. I idle, my fingers tight on the steering wheel, warring with myself over what I know I should do and what I want to do.

      What I should do is go to Seth and call it in. Let Cap know about the recent developments so we can stockpile more evidence for the case. There are dead bodies piled up in Kinland Heights and blood on Evelina’s hands. There’s a mound of heroin that could lead us closer to figuring out who the hell we’re actually trying to pin.

      Instead, I’m stagnant in my car, the rumble of the engine vibrating beneath me and the heat warming my skin as it blasts through the vents. I have no clue why I’m staying, waiting for…who knows what? But regardless, the minutes continue to tick by and here I am. Finally, after what feels like hours, I decide to leave.

      To do the right thing.

      The only thing.

      I take the car out of Park, but before I can step on the gas, something catches my attention, creeping along the perimeter of the mansion. I squint my eyes, trying to make it out.

      It’s a person—a small person—with a messy bun and a black hoodie hiding their figure.

      Evelina.

      I’m turning off the car and throwing open the door before I can second-guess myself, jogging quickly so I don’t lose sight of her as she escapes into the woods lining the back of the house.

      The sudden chill in the air stings my face as I hurry after her, the full moon casting an eerie glow on the darkened forest. I shiver, my leather jacket barely enough to keep me warm.

      I stay far enough behind that she doesn’t see me, and I wonder where the hell she’s going, because it seems as if she’s walking into the middle of nowhere. Maybe she’s more rattled from tonight than she let on. Or maybe that’s just wishful thinking on my part, desperately trying to seek a shred of humanity lurking somewhere beneath her dark and violent depths.

      I don’t know how many minutes tick by as I follow her deeper into the woods, but it’s enough to make my legs ache and my mouth go dry, when suddenly, the ground shifts and I stumble, the grass and branches turning into faded yellow bricks.

      My lungs squeeze tight as I stare down at my feet.

      The bricks themselves are crumbling and covered in overgrown weeds, but they’re there nonetheless, and my brain buzzes with theories. Is it a coincidence their strip club is named the Yellow Brick when this is in their backyard?

      I make my way forward, following the winding yellow until we reach a small clearing in the trees. Evelina slips inside the front door of a small, run-down cottage.

      Holy shit.

      I’ve spent hours poring over architectural blueprints and satellite pictures of this land, but somehow, I had no idea this existed.

      Hustling forward, I slip in the door after her. I have no interest in hiding. But I should have known better than to think she wouldn’t realize she was being tailed, because the second I step inside, she’s on me, her gun in my face as I’m shoved harshly.

      “Jesus,” I bite out, pain radiating through my skull as it slaps against the wall.

      “I should have known it was you following me,” she gripes.

      “I just wanted to check on you.” Heat floods through my veins when her body presses against mine, and my hands shoot out to grasp at her waist.

      She purses her lips, relaxing her grip. “Consider me checked.”

      My cock hardens when I see her bare face without a speck of makeup, and my thumbs caress her skin before I can stop myself. My mind screams at me to get it the fuck together, but my body has different ideas, the way it always does when it comes to her.

      I can’t stand it.

      “You’re trigger-happy as fuck. Has anyone ever told you that?” I snap.

      “Only right before they’re dead.” She grins wide.

      I roll my eyes, my stomach churning from her nonchalance. “What is this place?” I look around.

      She drops her gun but stays in my hold. “My escape.”

      “From?”

      She shrugs. “Life.”

      “You don’t like your life?” I’m not sure why I ask, but I’m suddenly desperate to know.

      Her tongue swipes across her bottom lip, and she tilts her head. “You don’t ever want to just…get away?”

      “Not particularly.”

      She sighs. “Well, I do. I’d leave forever if I could.”

      My interest is piqued. Does she not enjoy working for her father? “Where would you go?”

      “Ireland.” She doesn’t hesitate for a second. “My dad prides himself on our Irish heritage, but I’ve never even been there. Can you believe that?”

      I don’t respond because I’m not sure what to say. Instead, I soak in how effortlessly beautiful she is. But her beauty is a mirage, a trick of the light. It sucks you in and gives you comfort, only to turn ugly when you peer beneath the surface.

      “Why do you lie so much?” she asks.

      “I don’t lie.” I grit my teeth.

      Technically, I do, but it’s irritating to have her constantly call me on it when I’ve been more honest with her than anyone else. I expect her to have a smart comeback, but she only watches me. Peers at me like she’s trying to sink under my skin and dig up the buried parts. It makes me itch, and I fidget, my fingers pressing in tightly on her waist. “Is this still about the name thing?”

      “You tell me.”

      Smirking, I swallow around the tightness in my throat and bend down to whisper in her ear, “Sweetheart, you can call me anything you want if it means I get to sink into that sweet pussy again.”

      She jerks back, ripping herself out of my grasp. “Ugh, you’re a disgrace to men everywhere.”

      I laugh. “Says the girl who just killed two people.”

      She opens her mouth like she has something else to say, but she turns to walk into the small kitchen instead. I follow her, crowding where she’s facing the counter with her head bowed, her fingers pressing tightly against the edge. Caging her in, I move down until my nose skims against her neck.

      “It bothers you, doesn’t it?” I ask. “What you did?”

      “Brayden, please. Go fuck yourself,” she murmurs.

      I couldn’t tell you why I do it. Maybe it’s because I’m trying like hell to find the girl inside the monster, the one she’s trying so desperately to hide. Or maybe it’s because I’m desperate to hear a reason, just a single fucking reason why I shouldn’t report her, even though I know it’s what I’ll have to do.

      My stomach churns and I clench my jaw. I slide my palms down the length of her arms, my cock filling as goose bumps prickle along her skin and her ass presses into my groin. Our fingers intertwine on the Formica counter, and my heart slams against my ribs when her body trembles.

      “You can tell me,” I rumble against her neck, my tongue slipping out to taste her, just a little bit.

      In this moment, I mean it. She can tell me. I’m not trying to garner information or see what she’ll say. I’m not interested in her bratty mouth or all the ways I can make her squirm. I just want to talk to the girl beneath the mask. The one who smiles so big it softens her eyes and lets me whisper sonnets against her skin.

      Her breathing is heavy. “I’m not upset that I killed them.”

      Disappointment settles in my chest like a boulder, but it feels muted and dull, overshadowed by the fire that lights up my insides whenever I’m so much as within a foot of this woman.

      “I’m mad that I lost control,” she continues.

      My grip on her hands tightens, and I know—I know—that I should pull away. That after this is over, I’ll spend hours hating myself for falling for someone I’m supposed to stand against.

      But when it comes to Evelina Westerly, I’m a fucking fool.

      So instead of leaving and reporting in to Seth, I move our interlaced arms and wrap them around her middle before removing my fingers, dragging them down the front of her body as I sink to my knees.

      “Then take it back.”
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      I knew he was following me.

      And I know he’s lying about more than he lets on, even if I’m not sure what it is he’s lying about. So do I trust him? Absolutely not.

      But I wasn’t lying when I said I’m upset I lost control. After Nessa’s death, I’ve worked incredibly hard on maintaining my temper—on making sure my impulse issue is under lock and key. I never mastered it while she was alive, and doing so after her death is one of the ways I’ve tried to honor her memory.

      Lately, it’s been severely lacking, which makes me feel as though I’m disrespecting her. Disappointing her, the way I do everyone else.

      But then there’s him.

      This man. This complete stranger. And he’s on his knees for me.

      I’m under no illusion that him giving up control is easy. The entire reason we’re at each other’s throats is because there’s a constant struggle of me trying to keep it while he takes it away. But there’s something there, in between the vitriol and the animosity. A silver lining that’s warm and soft around the edges, urging me to sink into what he’s giving.

      His fingers dig into my waist and my arms tremble as they push against the backs of his hands. I close my eyes, my heart beating so quickly I feel it in my neck. Lips press into my lower back and chills skirt up my spine, arousal sending a shot of adrenaline through my center.

      And I know this isn’t right. I hate him, and he tolerates me at best. But my nerves are ricocheting off the edges of my body, sending a prickling anxiety stabbing through my insides, and when he touches me, it soothes the sting.

      So I’ll indulge. Just for a bit.

      I twist my body until I’m facing him and my stomach tenses when our eyes meet. My hoodie is bunched up slightly from his hands, and his breath coasts across the sliver of skin that’s peeking from beneath the fabric. I reach down, lifting the hem of the sweatshirt and my tank top underneath, raising them over my head and dropping them on the floor. I’m not wearing a bra, and my nipples harden from having his eyes on me.

      His dark-brown curls are wild, one wayward strand falling across the top of his forehead, and I run my fingers over it, pushing it off his face and tangling my fingers through his silky strands.

      “Beautiful,” he rasps, leaning in and sucking one of my breasts into his mouth.

      I gasp at the wet sensation, his tongue swirling around the nipple, his teeth biting down until pain turns into pleasure.

      “Take off my pants,” I demand.

      He releases my breast with a slick pop, the cool air causing goose bumps to spread across my body. His hands move languidly, dragging down my sides and over my hips until he hooks his fingers beneath the waistband of my leggings and tugs. The fabric scrapes against my thighs as he pushes them down, and I stand still, arousal clouding my vision as he strips me bare. They pool around my ankles and he surges back up, lifting me by the waist and planting me next to the sink. The cold of the counter bites into the skin of my ass and I suck in a breath at the sudden chill against my heated skin.

      Brayden’s gaze is locked between my legs. He removes my shoes and discards my leggings before tracing his palms back up, squeezing my inner thighs.

      I open them wider to give him a good view.

      “‘Flesh stays no further reason than rising at thy name,’” he murmurs, rubbing his nose along my slit.

      My abs tense. “Are you quoting Shakespeare to my pussy?”

      He presses a soft kiss to the top of my clit. “You love it.”

      “I don’t.” I do.

      He moves back, a devilish smirk gracing his face. “‘I lie with her, and she with me.’” He pauses, and then suddenly his tongue is on me, swirling in small circles around the sensitive nerves.

      I whimper, heat shooting down my legs.

      His tongue disappears. “‘And in our faults by lies we flattered be.’”

      My chest warms, desire winding like a rope around my core and up my spine. I think I like him this way.

      “You don’t have to trust me, Evelina. But words are your safe space, the same way that they’re mine.”

      My fingers thread through his hair.

      “Let me be your calm in the chaos, pretty girl.”

      Emotion swarms through my chest and slams behind my eyes so quickly it makes me lose my breath, but before I can process the feeling, his mouth is on me again, devouring me like a man desperate to prove his worth.

      My muscles tighten, tingles sprinkling across my abdomen and pooling between my legs. My body jerks when he licks my clit, his fingers massaging the insides of my thighs.

      “Yes,” I moan, throwing my head back. “Suck it.”

      He does, closing his lips around me and pulling the bundle of nerves into his mouth, the tip of his tongue torturing me, slow suction mixed with languid licks, over and over until the tension spreads so thin it’s about to snap.

      And then I come apart, exploding on his tongue and crying out, grinding myself against his face while my vision goes black. He doesn’t stop his ministrations and I rip his head away once I become too sensitive. He grins, his mouth glistening from the mess he’s made.

      “Come here,” I say.

      His arms cage me in immediately as he stands and I pull his face to mine, licking along his lips before dipping in his mouth.

      “That’s right, pretty girl,” he groans. “Suck yourself off my tongue and see how good you really taste.”

      My core throbs from his words and I meld our lips together, the musky taste of me mixed with everything him making my eyes roll.

      His arms wrap around me tightly, his hips moving between my legs until his jean-covered erection presses against my bare pussy.

      I pull away, hopping down from the counter and pressing my hand against his torso to push him back until his legs hit a kitchen chair.

      “Sit.”

      He does.

      “You’re right. You do follow directions incredibly well.” Smiling, I bend over him and lift his shirt, tossing it to the side, my eyes drinking in the sharp lines and muscles of his torso. I grab at his belt, undoing the buckle and sliding it from the loops. “Put your hands behind the chair.”

      His brow lifts but he does as I ask. I walk behind him, slipping my fingers over his and turning his palms to face each other before wrapping his belt around the outside and tying them together. Anticipation lights up my middle, desire blossoming from how much power he’s giving me.

      Sauntering back to his front, I kneel between his legs, sliding my hands up his thighs until I get to the top of his pants and undo the button. He lifts his hips, helping me undress him. My heart beats out of my chest as I pull down his clothes, allowing his cock to bob free. It’s so hard and thick that it’s physically pulsing, and my mouth waters at the sight.

      “Do your wrists feel okay?” I ask.

      I don’t want him to be in pain, especially since I know he’s only doing this for me. His tongue swipes along his bottom lip and he nods, his eyes blazing as they stare into mine. I reach out and grip him. He jerks in my hand and I grin, stroking from base to tip, wanting to make him feel as crazy as I do for him.

      “Do you trust me?”

      He grunts, a bead of precum leaking from his head. “I’m not sure.”

      “It’s smarter if you don’t,” I reply honestly.

      My chest twists and I rise up slightly, just enough to press a light kiss on his lips. It’s tender and, quite frankly, unwelcome, but I allow the softer moment, wanting to show my gratitude for what he’s giving.

      There’s something so attractive about one person submitting completely to another, being at their mercy, accepting whatever they see fit to give you.

      I want to consume him and revel in his surrender.

      His gaze never leaves mine as I bend down over his rigid dick, blowing small puffs of air against him until his muscles tense and his hips buck.

      “You like watching me, don’t you?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      My tongue slips out and runs along the length of his shaft, and I know that if he really wanted to, he could easily escape his restraint and take control.

      The fact that he doesn’t makes me desperate to reward him.

      Another lick. This time, I make sure the flat of my tongue with my piercing hits his head, and I circle the sensitive flesh, hoping the added sensation drives him wild.

      He groans and thrusts his hips, his cock slapping against my parted lips. I grip him at the base and move back slightly, staring at the thick vein that runs along the length of him, feeling the pressure grow heavy deep in my abdomen. I lower myself again, applying the lightest pressure as I move my face down, the insides of my cheeks barely brushing against his skin. I reach up, my nails scratching against his balls. They immediately tense up, his cock jumping in my mouth.

      He groans when I pull away, tossing his head back. “You’re fucking killing me.”

      “These things must be done delicately,” I say. “But I like having you at my mercy.”

      He stares down at me, his eyes wild and his jaw clenching. Still, he doesn’t try to jerk himself free.

      “You’re being such a good boy.” I smile. “Should I suck your cock as a reward?”

      “Please,” he whispers, moving his hips as much as he can while his arms are tied behind his back.

      I lower my mouth and swallow him until he hits the back of my throat, my cheeks hollowing out as I suck. The salty taste of him makes wetness drip down the insides of my thighs, and I moan, which causes him to jolt forward. I gag when he hits the back of my mouth, and his cock throbs on my tongue. I push farther until he breaks the resistance and slips down my throat, my eyes watering. My lips reach his base and I move my tongue, pressing it against his shaft, trying not to cough as he starves me of my air.

      “Goddamn,” he groans.

      When I can’t take anymore, I move back, thin lines of saliva connecting the tip of his dick to my lips, spit dripping down my chin and onto the top of my chest. My esophagus burns but the pain makes my pussy throb, so I breathe in deep and dive back down, starting a quick motion of jerking him off with my mouth and tongue until I feel him swell and his balls tense in my hands.

      I pull off quickly, and he moans, his chest heaving with his heavy breaths.

      “Naughty boy, trying to come before I tell you to.” I move from my knees, running my palms up his heated skin until my arms are wrapped around his neck and my ass is in his lap, his thick cock pressed against my slick pussy. “Do you want to come, baby?” I whisper against his lips, grinding down on top of him.

      “Fuck, yes,” he grits out.

      “Tell me.”

      He surges forward, his breath ghosting across my neck and sending a chill down the length of my body. “I want you to use me up until you’ve had your fill, then let me come inside you.”

      My core contracts painfully, and I grip his face in my hands, smashing our lips together until our teeth clack and our tongues collide.

      His cock is there, right there at my entrance, and I lift my hips slightly.

      We moan into each other’s mouths when he slips inside, and my walls clench around him. I feel so fucking full.

      I move my hips back and forth, matching the rhythm of our sloppy kiss, my clit rubbing against his groin with every pass.

      “Fuck,” he whispers against my lips. “I’m close.”

      Moving my hand down the front of my body, I start to bounce up and down, my muscles tightening until it feels like I’ll burst from the tension. And then I shatter, my pussy milking him as I cry out. He captures the moan and swallows it for himself.

      He follows shortly after, his hips slamming into mine as he holds himself deep, his cock pulsing wildly as he pumps his cum deep inside.

      I collapse against him, my ears ringing and my vision hazy. Reaching around the back of the chair, I fumble with his belt until his wrists are free. Immediately, they wrap around me, pulling me tighter to him. I rest my face against his chest as he presses a kiss against the top of my head, and I feel…content.

      Almost like happiness is right here, waiting for me to reach out and grab it.

      So I sink into the moment, closing my eyes to the sound of his beating heart.

      And when he leaves an hour later, saying he has to go grab Dorothy because he’d hate to break his promise, that feeling I was so close to holding evaporates into dust.
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      I’m bored.

      I should be focused and attentive since going out with Dorothy and trying to garner some information is the entire reason I’m in Kinland and pretending to be something I’m not. But be that as it may, my mind keeps spinning on its axis, rotating back to the girl with black hair and a violent streak.

      “Sucks that you’re stuck with Evie all the time,” Dorothy says, dipping her fork into a piece of cherry cheesecake.

      I snap out of my reverie, moving my gaze to her over the low lit candle flickering on top of the white linen table. We’re at some fancy Italian restaurant where Dorothy said she wanted to eat, and we’ve been here for the past two hours, but I’ve gotten no information out of her. Yet.

      Forcing a grin, I hum, then sip from my wine, quirking a brow as I lean back in my seat. “I’m not stuck with her now.”

      The words are bitter on my tongue.

      A blush creeps along Dorothy’s face and she swallows, dabbing a napkin on her lips before placing it back in her lap.

      I take the moment to look at her fully. She’s a beautiful woman, but there’s an innocence about her that seems almost superficial. As though her features allow her to bat her lashes, widen her doe-like eyes, and fool the world.

      In a weird way, it makes me think of my sister. When Rose was in the throes of her addiction, there wasn’t a single thing she wouldn’t do to get her next fix, and as a result, she became a master of manipulation. My heart pinches as I wonder how she’s doing without me. If she’s staying strong and staying clean.

      “You’re right,” Dorothy says. “You should do this more often…spend time with me, I mean.” Her voice drops, becoming low and breathy.

      My stomach curdles, hating that I have to lead her on in order to get information, feeling almost like I’m betraying her sister. But that’s ridiculous because I haven’t actually promised Evelina anything, nor would I.

      I’m not here for her.

      Clearing my throat, I shake my head to rid myself of the intrusive thoughts, forcing myself to be the agent I’ve always been. “According to your sister, you’re a hard woman to track down. Do you even have time to spend with me, sweetheart?”

      Dorothy licks her lips and cocks her head to the side. “Evie’s just mad that she can’t watch me like a guard dog anymore.”

      “Oh?”

      She leans over the table. “She’s obsessed with me.”

      I chuckle, and it’s genuine, because the version of Evelina in Dorothy’s head couldn’t be further from who I know her to be.

      “In any case,” she continues, “I like to actually have a social life, which is more than I can say for her.”

      “So you’re not working for your father like she thinks?”

      Internally, I cringe at the question, worried that I’m being blatantly obvious in my snooping, but Dorothy doesn’t flinch.

      She lifts a shoulder. “No, I am. Our dad wants me to be more involved, and I want to do whatever makes him happy.”

      “So you have a good relationship then?” I take another sip of wine, letting the oaky notes coat my tongue and warm my throat. “You and your dad?”

      Dorothy’s grin spreads wide across her face. “Yeah. It took a long time for him to see me, you know? But he finally does, after a lot of blood, sweat, and tears on my end.”

      “It wasn’t always that way?” I press.

      Her eyes shutter, and I know from that look alone that I’ve hit a sore spot, something she won’t be willing to talk about.

      “I don’t like to talk about how things used to be. What matters is that now, he loves me the most. He trusts me the most. There isn’t anything he wouldn’t tell me.” She dusts off a piece of invisible lint from the skirt of her pale blue dress. “And I’m tired. Can we go?”

      The sudden shift in her attitude shocks me, but I blanket the expression on my face and nod, making a mental note and filing it away.

      Dorothy doesn’t like to talk about the past.

      And she wasn’t always her father’s favorite.
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      It’s been four days since I’ve seen Evelina.

      I left shortly after she tied me up and flipped my world upside down, and I’ve been spiraling into bottomless depths ever since. She made me come harder than I ever have with any woman, and then she lay on my chest and cuddled up to me like I was her man.

      But then something happened.

      A thought whispered in my brain. That I would give it all up in a heartbeat if I could stay like that forever.

      And thoughts like that are unacceptable to me, so I used the one thing I knew would hurt her and left to find her sister.

      It had the intended result.

      Her eyes, which up until that point had been soft and vulnerable, slammed shut. And when she looked at me again, there was nothing left but an icy tundra where nothing could survive.

      I debated on confronting her the next day but fought against the urge.

      Then I ran into her on day two. She wouldn’t even look at me, making a quick excuse about needing to talk to her dad.

      By day three, I realized that pussy was fucking with my head, and no matter how good it is, she’s still my enemy. We have absolutely nothing in common outside our sexual compatibility.

      And now it’s day four. I’m sitting across from her dad in the back office of the Yellow Brick, and my mind can’t focus. I’m too busy wondering where she is, what she’s doing. If she still hates me as much as I know I should hate her.

      “We’re going to Chicago.”

      I focus in quickly on Farrell, his words shocking me into the present.

      It’s always been a possibility, having to go back to Chicago while I’m pretending to be someone else. Working an undercover case in the same state where you live is risky at best. But the pros outweigh the cons. They needed someone local who could be convincing in their knowledge of the area. The Irish mob isn’t exactly known for welcoming outsiders.

      Maybe I can sneak away and see Rose.

      “What for?” Ezekiel asks, his eyes glancing to me and then back.

      “A charity auction, of course.” Farrell grins around his cigar. “I’m a phila…phi…someone who does good deeds, and the mayor’s reelection is coming up.”

      “What’s in Chicago for the mayor of Kinland?” I ask.

      “It’s a night on the water,” Farrell says behind a cloud of smoke. “For an important cause.”

      “What’s that?” Ezekiel laughs. “Sucking rich people’s dicks and lining their pockets?”

      “There will be a lot of important guests there,” Farrell replies.

      Ezekiel scoffs. “Oscar hasn’t done anything for us in years. It would serve him right to get kicked out of office.”

      Farrell shakes his head. “He was friends with my daughter. I don’t blame him for keeping his distance after she died on his boat, right in front of his and Dorothy’s eyes, can you?”

      I sit straighter in my chair. This is a surprising twist. I hadn’t known Nessa died on the mayor’s boat. Or that Dorothy saw it happen.

      “In any case,” he continues, “Oscar is working with us now. He’s set up something for us with the Cantanellis.”

      “The Italians?” I ask. “They’re trying to work together now?”

      His eyes sharpen. “Unsurprisingly, they’re tired of not being able to compete with our product. They’ve been…less than accommodating with their requests that we stop distributing in their areas.”

      Unease wraps around my chest. “You’re moving in on their territory?”

      He shrugs. “I’m simply sitting down to negotiate terms.”

      “Are you planning to give them your supplier?” I ask, leaning forward in my seat.

      Farrell’s smile drops and his thick two fingers come up to take the Black & Mild from his mouth, tapping it into the crystal ashtray, his eyes narrowing. “Let me worry about my supplier. It will be there, and that’s what matters. You worry about keeping Dorothy safe.”

      My heart stutters.

      “No Evie?” Ezekiel questions.

      “Evie’s busy,” Farrell snaps.

      My middle pulls tight, my mind once again wondering where she is and what she’s doing.

      The door bursts open, a sweaty Liam rushing in, his eyes bloodshot and his outfit crumpled.

      “Skip,” he pants.

      Farrell laughs, pointing his finger at Liam. “Look at this out-of-shape motherfucker. What’s got you running?”

      “Cillian’s missing.” His voice is flat, but I sense the mania in his tone.

      Farrell’s face grows serious, all amusement draining away. “And my product?”

      Liam’s fists clench and he shakes his head.

      Ezekiel tenses next to me, our eyes meeting for the briefest of moments. I never mentioned that Evelina murdered Cillian, and apparently neither did he.

      Farrell sits back in his seat, picking up his Black & Mild, the smoke swirling around his head and evaporating in the air. He removes the cigar from his mouth and waves his fingers back and forth, running his tongue over the front of his teeth. “Walk this back for me, Liam. You come to me.” He points to his own chest. “You tell me you’ve got someone we can trust. Someone loyal. Someone who can make us more than what we’ve been getting. Am I right so far?”

      “Yeah, but—” Liam starts.

      My senses sharpen, and everything that’s been plaguing my mind up to this moment disappears. This conversation seems important.

      “But nothing.” Farrell shakes his head. “You know, Evie says you’re the rat. You been talking to the cops?”

      Liam’s face blanches. “What? No, I—”

      Farrell jumps up from his seat, grabbing a gun from underneath his desk and popping Liam twice, right in the head. His body drops to the floor, eyes wide and staring.

      Slowly, Farrell walks forward until he’s towering over Liam’s corpse. He spits on his chest. “I can’t stand a fucking liar.”

      My stomach heaves.
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      The wind whips across the water of Lake Michigan and rolls through the city, making the cold sting my cheeks and freeze my hands. My breaths come in visible clouds of air, and I rest against the graffiti-covered concrete wall, watching Seth pace back and forth in the back alley.

      It wasn’t easy to get away once we got to Chicago, but here I am.

      “When’s the meeting?” he asks.

      “This weekend. Saturday night.” I rub my hands together before stuffing them in the pockets of my jacket. “Figured we could set something up. No way he isn’t going to bring product for them to sample.”

      Seth blows out a breath. “Man…you know that’s not what we’re after.”

      “Listen,” I continue, frustration squeezing my insides. “No one’s gonna tell me shit. Ezekiel’s been there for years, and he still has no clue. Let’s bring them in, shake them down. We can get Farrell to crack.” I pause.

      Seth purses his lips. “We can set you up with the PD again, but Cap doesn’t want to make any stupid moves.”

      I shake my head. “PD is compromised as fuck. Farrell definitely has leaks in Kinland, which means he probably does here too.”

      “What about his daughters?” he asks.

      “Yeah,” I say, the icy tendrils of dread wrapping around my neck. “They might know something.”

      He groans, pinching the bridge of his nose. “You know a ‘might’ isn’t enough. Galen wants the big dog, and if we move too early, we could lose it all.”

      “I’m dying here, Seth,” I plead, desperation pushing the words from my tongue. “Do you know what it’s like to stand by and watch people get hurt, watch laws be broken, and do nothing?” I press my fingers to my temple. “It fucks with your head.”

      “You’ve never had a problem before,” he states.

      “Yeah, well, I’m having a problem now,” I bite back.

      “Is this because of the girl?”

      I jerk away from him. “What?”

      “Evelina Westerly.” He steps toward me, cocking his head. His hand reaches out and rests on my shoulder, and I grit my teeth, pushing down the urge to shove him away. “Are you in too deep, Nick?”

      A burst of anger explodes through me and I grip his shirt, twisting until he’s slammed against the wall. Red clouds my vision. “How many fucking times do I gotta tell you not to call me that? Jesus Christ. You trying to get me killed?”

      “But that’s who you are,” Seth seethes. “You’re Nicholas Woodsworth.” He shoves my chest, and my hold loosens. “Born August seventeenth. You had a shit childhood with a junkie mom who made you grow up too fast, and you’ve got a sister waiting at home. One who loves you and asks about you every day.”

      I release my grip on his shirt, stumbling back as I stare down at my hands, my stomach rolling.

      What the fuck is happening to me?

      “I—”

      “You know,” Seth cuts me off, “you even talk like them now.”

      I’m still staring at my hands.

      “I get it, man. I know it’s hard, and in my heart of hearts, I believe no one can do this job like you. You’ve got the gift.” He hesitates. “But the reason you’re so good is because you don’t feel things the way other people do. You’re a machine. You don’t get attached.”

      I snap up my head, meeting his worried gaze.

      “So if you’re starting to?” he continues. “That’s something we need to address.”

      Licking my lips, I shake my head, ignoring the way an ache is spreading between my temples. “No, I–I’m fine. Just stressed. I’m sorry.” Flexing my shaky fingers, I swallow, determination settling like a heavy brick in the center of my gut. “I think Dorothy may know something.”

      Seth’s eyes shoot up. “You sure about that?”

      I shake my head, huffing out an exasperated laugh. “No, but if she does…if we offer her immunity, she might take it. Just—just give me some time with her.”
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      The mayor’s desk is larger than it looks on camera.

      I grab a Cuban from his fancy case and lean back in the chair, placing my heels up on the ostentatious oak and lighting the end of the cigar. There’s nobody in here right now, but after a quick talk with his secretary up front, I convinced her to take an early lunch and let me wait in his office.

      We’re old family friends, after all, the mayor and I, although in the end years of Nessa’s life, I was spending more time practicing my botany and producing our drugs than I was out to soiree’s representing the Westerly name.

      Guilt slams into me, whooshing the breath from my lungs, the grief following quickly after. Because maybe if I had tried harder, put forth more of an effort in those last days, she’d still be here.

      If I had said yes to attending dinner on his boat and gone with her and Dorothy, I could have stopped what happened.

      I push the thought away, refocusing my attention on what I’m here for. I’m tired of Oscar pretending like we don’t run this town, pretending as though everything he’s accomplished isn’t because of Nessa and everything she’s done for him. I’m here to ensure that he realigns his loyalties.

      This is the perfect time to meet with him. Everyone else has gone to Chicago early, my dad claiming he wants his guys to “enjoy the town” before Oscar’s event, but I stayed behind, saying I needed to be here with the poppies.

      It isn’t a lie. Botany is a very time-consuming thing, and I do need to check on them frequently to ensure we have a constant stream of opium to make Flying Monkey.

      But that’s not why I didn’t go.

      The office door swings open, and in walks Oscar. He has a look of concentration on his pale face, and his jet-black hair is stiff and perfectly coiffed, slicked back with a politician’s gleam. His footsteps falter when he sees me, his hand pausing from where it was loosening the knot in his tie.

      “Well, well, well. If it isn’t little Evelina Westerly.” His eyes drag up my body. “All grown up.”

      “Hello, Oscar,” I reply, blowing out a cloud of smoke.

      “Your father send you?” He walks closer.

      I click my tongue, placing the Cuban down on the corner of his desk. His eyes follow the movement, narrowing when some of the ash falls onto his fancy purple-and-gold Persian carpet.

      “I’m here on my sister’s behalf.”

      “Which one?”

      I tilt my head, watching his face carefully. I hadn’t expected him to say that. “Which one do you think?”

      His eyes squint, and there are a few moments of awkward silence where we’re locked in a heated stare. Finally, a grin spreads across his face. “Are you fucking with me?”

      “You know.” I ignore his question, running the tips of my fingers along the wood of his desk. “This is a nice piece of furniture. Strong. Sturdy.” The chair creaks as I move forward, knocking my knuckles on the top. “You could do a lot of things on a desk like this.”

      “Hmm.” His smile grows. “Is that why you’ve come to see me? To test out how sturdy my desk can be?”

      “Oh, Oscar.” I laugh, standing up and walking toward him. His eyes are half-lidded and the strong smell of cologne wafts into my nostrils as I get near. I wrap my fingers around his tie, smoothing it down and straightening the knot before craning my neck to meet his gaze. “There’s some talk about you, you know? Thought you might want to know.”

      “Really?” His brow quirks. “About?”

      “You being in bed with the Cantanellis.”

      He scoffs. “Please.”

      “You were close with Nessa, so consider this a favor…a visit to remind you where you came from.” I pat my palms on the lapels of his suit. “I’d hate for someone as important as you to get caught up in nasty rumors.”

      His body tenses. “Are you threatening a public official, Miss Westerly?”

      “Just a chat with an old friend.” I shrug.

      “Well, as fun as this chat is,” he drawls, “it isn’t a good time. I have a city council meeting in thirty minutes.”

      “Of course, I’ll let you get to it.” I step around him to walk toward the door, my heels clicking on the wood floor and echoing off the plain beige walls. My fingers wrap around the metal knob and I twist, but before I leave completely, I pause, turning back to face him.

      He’s watching me with his hands in his pockets and a look of consternation on his face.

      “You know…it is a shame we don’t have time to test out that desk.” I sigh. “I guess I’ll just ask Commissioner Boq how it holds up.”

      I wink and his nostrils flare. “Get the fuck out of my office.”

      Laughing, I spin back around and leave, the rush of threatening someone flooding through my veins like a drug.

      Three hours later and I’m back with my poppies, breathing in the earthy scents while I write. Scratch that, while I attempt to write. I’ve been blocked for six days, ever since I let Brayden whisper poetry into my skin while I came around his tongue.

      Words are your safe space.

      I flick the pen back and forth again and again, the end tapping the edges of my knuckles and then the page, creating an agitated rhythm.

      Does he whisper poetry to Dorothy too?

      My insides sour at the thought and I groan, slamming my notebook on the ground at my side. Closing my eyes, I count backward, focusing on my breathing and trying to find my center. But flashes of Brayden and Dorothy filter through my brain. Are they having fun together in Chicago?

      I feel…used. Pathetic. Weak. I should have known better than to give in. And it’s not only that. I continually give in, over and over, reveling in the way he makes my body sing. I should have listened to my inner voice when it waved its giant red flag like a warning sign from day one, screaming in my psyche.

      But for the first time since Nessa, someone else’s voice snuck into the cracks, and I started listening to him instead of myself. Like Pavlov’s dog, he trained me effortlessly to accept the bare minimum. To crave the back-and-forth, the animosity morphing into excitement whenever he was near simply because he paid me some attention.

      And whether it was negative or positive, at least he was seeing me.

      Plus, I can grudgingly admit he’s the best fuck I’ve ever had.

      Let me be your calm in the chaos.

      Bullshit.

      Sighing, I run my fingers through my knotted hair, pulling at the roots until the sting clears my thoughts. It doesn’t work. In fact, the longer I sit in the silence, the more I replay every single encounter Brayden and I have ever had, searching for some reason beyond the physical that explains the pull I feel.

      And when I get to the other night, when he was telling me about his mom, an epiphany goes off like a light bulb exploding in my brain.

      Scrambling from my place on the floor, I practically sprint over to my phone, picking it up and speed-dialing Cody. He answers on the third ring.

      “Not a good time, babe.”

      “How did Brayden’s mom die?” I rush out.

      “I…who?”

      “The guy I had you look into. Didn’t you say his mom died?”

      “Uhh…yeah. Cancer. When he was eighteen. Listen, can I call you back?”

      I drop the phone, a pounding ache spreading through my head and through every limb of my body, followed closely by anger.

      Pure, unadulterated rage.

      That motherfucker lied to me. Again.
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      I assumed “watch out for my daughter” meant keeping an eye on her during the event, but clearly that isn’t the case. I’ve been put on babysitting duty, wining and dining Dorothy while the other guys could be getting up to anything. It puts me on edge, makes me wonder why I’m not with them.

      Dorothy, on the other hand, doesn’t seem upset that she isn’t being included, which isn’t wholly surprising because she doesn’t fit the mold for this life. It’s as if she wants to be part of the business but doesn’t truly understand what that business entails. Although according to her, Farrell tells her everything.

      But I’m not convinced on how true that is. From what I’ve seen, Farrell is far too protective to allow her to truly hold any power. Showing your enemies—even the ones you’re doing deals with—who’s important to you is a surefire way to give them ammunition against you later.

      Relationships are a weakness, and when you play dangerous games, you have to be a fortress of strength.

      So here I am with Dorothy, again, eating bruschetta-wrapped appetizers and drinking wine in the hotel restaurant. It’s a swanky place, and while I know I should be focused on gaining her trust so she’s easier to flip, I can’t keep from wishing it wasn’t her across the table.

      Her hair is silky and smooth, a beautiful brown any man would kill to sink their fingers into.

      But I’d rather see it tangled and black.

      Her eyes are soft and open, serene, like dipping in calm water on a sunny day.

      But I ache to feel them raging like a storm.

      And when she throws back her head and laughs, my mind wonders what it would sound like coming from someone else’s pouty lips.

      “Is that your natural hair color?” I ask, trying like hell to take my mind off things that don’t matter.

      Dorothy grins and runs a hand over the strands. “Yeah, why?”

      I shrug. “Just wondering. Your sister dyes it. I was curious if you did the same.”

      Her eyes drop the smallest bit but her smile widens. “Evelina started messing with her appearance the second our sister died. Lord knows why. Maybe so her looks would match her black soul.”

      She giggles like what she said is funny, but it isn’t. In fact, it makes me a little sad. I also realize opportunity when I see it, and the fact that she brought up her dead sister has me grabbing onto the lifeline and pressing for more information. “I’m sorry about your sister.”

      Her lips purse and she reaches out, grabbing a piece of bruschetta-wrapped bacon from the center plate and popping it in her mouth. She chews, then takes a sip of wine before she speaks. “We weren’t close.”

      “But she and Evelina were?”

      She takes another sip of cabernet, the toe of her bright-silver shoe tapping against the leg of the table. “Boating accident.”

      “A crash?”

      I already know, of course, but the way Dorothy is fidgeting, her entire demeanor having changed from the carefree girl she was moments before, has curiosity bubbling at my edges. I had a feeling her discomfort with the past had to do with her sister’s death, and she’s all but confirming it.

      She dabs the corner of her mouth with her napkin before placing it back in her lap. “She fell overboard and drowned. Just an unfortunate accident. I was there, you know? Nessa never really paid me any mind, not compared to Evie, but whenever she’d go on the water with Mayor Norman, she’d take me. She always said it was important for it to be a ‘family event.’” Her eyes take on an odd gleam, almost as if she’s about to cry. Only she never does. “Par for the course for Nessa to only care about me when it comes to keeping up appearances.”

      “She didn’t care?”

      Dorothy hums, her eyes narrowing. “She was a jealous hag. Couldn’t handle when I grew up and challenged her as the prettiest Westerly sister.”

      There’s a quick flash of bitterness that tinges the edges of Dorothy’s words, belying the truth behind her innocent facade.

      “You know, they never even found her body,” she muses, picking up her wineglass again. “She’s just somewhere out there, decomposing at the bottom of Lake Michigan.”

      “Jesus, Dorothy. That’s morbid.” I cringe.

      She laughs, taking another gulp of her drink. “Like I said…we weren’t close.”

      I smile and nod, but I feel anything but light. There was an odd undercurrent in that conversation, something that has my intuition jabbing at my spine, and I make a mental note to look deeper into Vanessa Westerly’s death.

      Suddenly I feel the leg of my pants jostle, Dorothy’s shoe running up the length of my shin and then back down.

      “You know, all this talk is boring me,” she purrs. “Want to get out of here?”

      No.

      I can’t fuck her.

      I have zero interest in fucking her.

      “Sure.” I clear my throat.

      We get the check and charge it to my room before walking through the lobby and taking the elevator to the twenty-first floor where her room is. I stop in front of her door, and when she opens it to step inside, I stay behind in the hall.

      She spins toward me, her brows drawing in. “Aren’t you coming?”

      I shake my head. “As tempting as that offer is, I’d rather not end up on your dad’s shit list.”

      She drops her gaze, slowly sliding it back up my body. “I won’t tell.”

      Nausea teases my stomach as I lean in, pressing a kiss to her cheek. “Rain check.”

      For the next two hours, I pace in my room, my mind warring between staying put in case someone comes by or taking the risk by going to see my sister. It’s stupid, but I’m losing my mind sitting here and doing nothing.

      Rose wins.

      I slip out of my room, using the back stairwell and hurrying down four flights until I reach the back exit.

      Our apartment isn’t in this part of town, but it’s not too far, and I can be there within twenty minutes on foot. I haven’t let myself think about her while I’m undercover on the case. It’s too much to try and separate the people in Nick’s life from who I need to be when I’m Brayden. But I can’t resist the temptation to check in while I’m here.

      Just for a minute. Just to make sure.

      When I’m about three blocks away, I find an old pay phone hidden in the back of the Gas ’N Go. I rush to it, glancing around before moving into the small glass stall and fishing out some change from my pocket.

      “Pick up, pick up, pick up,” I mutter, jumping on my toes to keep my body from feeling the chilly Chicago air.

      Her voice mail clicks on.

      Damn it.

      I try one more time and then give up, hanging the phone back on the receiver before making my way down the last three blocks, checking behind me every few feet. There’s no one around, but I can’t shake the eerie tingles occasionally creeping up my back.

      The apartment building is tall and beige, a four-story shithole that has just enough working equipment to be considered “livable.” I skip over every other stair as I walk up the front steps and enter the door, my stomach tensing with nerves, although I’m not sure why I’m nervous. I haven’t seen her in a few months, but she’s still my sister.

      The elevator to the right has caution tape slapped across the doors, the same way it has for the past two years, and I walk by it without a second thought, heading toward the stairwell that leads to our second-floor apartment.

      My footsteps echo off the concrete walls as I hustle up the steps.

      I reach our door, the large 4A gleaming against the muted red paint, and I lift my hand to knock, rapping my knuckles until they ache.

      Nobody answers.

      Anxiety tightens my stomach.

      It’s eleven at night. Where the fuck could she be?

      I knock again, this time pressing my ear to the door and jiggling the doorknob. I knew I should have brought my key, but I didn’t want anything on my person that could be taken. You never know when your items will end up in the wrong hands.

      Still, no one answers.

      Sighing, I rest my forehead against the door, sadness welling through my middle at the missed opportunity. I don’t know how much longer this case will last, but I’m halfway desperate to see Rose, hoping she’d get my head on straight.

      Without her to ground me, I’m just a hollow, rusted shell playing the part of a living, breathing man.

      A noise from down the hall makes me raise my head, and before I can turn around, the click of a safety switch is in my ear, then the harsh press of metal against the back of my skull.

      “Care to explain why the hell you’re here?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            25

          

          

        

    

    







            EVELINA

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It was a spur-of-the-moment decision to come to Chicago. I knew where they were staying—I was the one who made the reservations. So I waited in the wings, ready to hunt down Brayden and either shoot him or cut his dick off for lying to me.

      But then I saw him leading my sister to her room, pulling on her hair and pressing soft kisses to her cheek, and my stomach turned in on itself, nausea burning through my insides like battery acid.

      I went to his hotel door afterward, but the sharp one-eighty of my emotions kept me from entering. I wanted to hold on to my rage when I saw him, not feel like a sick puppy that watched its owners give them up and find another dog.

      When he reappeared, his body radiating the worst type of anxious energy, I followed him. And now we’re here, with him looking defeated as my Desert Eagle presses against his head.

      “You know,” I start, “you almost had me.”

      His entire body stiffens and he turns around. I allow him to, moving my gun from his head down to his chest once we’re face-to-face. The muscles in my arms are already aching from the weight of the weapon and how tensely I’m holding it, but I don’t falter in my poise. And then, for the first time since I’ve met Brayden Walsh, I see emotion in his gaze. Genuine fear bleeds into his eyes, just a flash, and then it’s gone.

      “And you call me the stalker,” he jokes. But there’s no humor in his tone.

      “Shut up,” I hiss through clenched teeth. “Explain what you’re doing.”

      He nods, placing his hands in his pockets and looking at where the barrel is pressed against his chest. “I didn’t know you were in Chicago.”

      “Surprise.” I grin.

      He glances behind him at the closed door and blows out a breath, his cheeks puffing slightly when he does. “If you’re planning to shoot me, I’d rather not bleed out all over my friend’s doorstep. It’s rude.”

      I tilt my head. “What friend?”

      “I’ll tell you anything you want to know about her, sweetheart. Just put the gun down and let’s go back outside.”

      My hands shake, thick gusts of green whipping through me when he confirms it’s a woman, and then I want to kill myself for feeling any jealousy at all.

      “I swear to god, Brayden, if you have a girlfriend…”

      He smirks, those stupid fucking dimples lighting up his face, and he steps into me, the end of my gun touching his chest. “Jealous?”

      “Just not interested in community dick.”

      His hand grasps the side of my face, cupping my cheek. He opens his mouth but hesitates, his eyes shuttering like he’s trying to figure out what to say. “It’s not a girlfriend…it’s my sister.”

      I squint my eyes. “You don’t have a sister.”

      “I do.”

      Slowly, I lower the gun.

      He grabs my palm immediately, tangling our fingers together and dragging me behind him. I follow, too stunned from his tender touches and his revelations to argue.

      My mind races as we walk down the hallway and through the stairwell. He maneuvers around the building as if he knows it intimately, and my heart squeezes tight, wondering if he’s lying.

      Cody said he had no relatives.

      He opens a side door to the outside, and the cool air smacks my face, but even then he doesn’t stop until he’s pulled me around the side of the building into a small, dark alley. He yanks back his hand like I lit him on fire.

      I shake my head, raising my gun again. “You’re lying to me.”

      His eyes darken and he snaps forward, twisting my arm quickly, my tendons stretching as he steals the Eagle from my hand and points it at me. His other palm grasps my wrists tightly, binding them with his strong grip and shoving them above my head and against the wall.

      “Let me lay something out for you, sweetheart.” He runs the barrel along the side of my face, the metal scraping against my cheek, my heart surging into my throat. “I may be working for your father right now because I’m ready for a change of pace, but I’ve been a thief for years. And in that time, I’ve stolen from very dangerous men. Important men. You think I’d do all that without ensuring the safety of people important to me?”

      I grind my teeth and push against his hold.

      He tightens his grip. “I know you’re not stupid enough to believe you’re the only one with access to government files.”

      Confusion swims through my head even though everything he’s saying makes sense. In fact, if I were in his situation, I would probably do the same. “My guy would know if your documents were fake.”

      He smirks, pressing his hips farther into me. “You sure about that?”

      “No,” I admit grudgingly. “Get my gun out of my face.”

      “Doesn’t feel so good when it’s on the other side, does it?” The barrel is cold as he glides it along the skin of my neck, dragging it down at a torturous pace until it caresses my collarbone. “I scrubbed the fact that I had a sister. Made up some stories about a lonely kid who lived a normal life until he lost his mom. Congratulations, you fell for it. Just like everybody else.”

      My heart rate speeds, adrenaline thrumming through every single vein. “Let me go.”

      “You’re hardly in the position to be demanding.”

      My fingers are starting to go numb from his grip around my wrists, and I shift, the brick scratching against my back even through my clothes. If I wanted to fight, if I truly wanted to, then I know I could, but for whatever reason, I don’t.

      If I’m honest, this is why I showed up, isn’t it? Why I jumped in my car, gun half-cocked, ready to get in Brayden’s face and piss him off. It wasn’t to demand answers, not entirely anyway. It was because my emotions were exploding, and the only one who takes the hits, the only one who lets me feel…is him. He doesn’t tell me to get it together or to not be exactly who I am. Instead, he cushions the blow, making sure my pieces don’t scatter in the wind. And maybe that’s why I revel in his attention, lusting for the way his jaw muscles tick and his eyes grow dark when he puts me in my place. Or when he gives up his control.

      He may have given Dorothy soft kisses and fancy dinners, but he doesn’t give her this.

      I slacken in his hold, becoming pliant, his breath skating across my cheek as he maneuvers my gun along the planes of my body. He notices the shift and moves in closer until his body is flush with mine.

      My teeth sink into my lower lip, and his eyes drop to follow the movement.

      “You like this, don’t you, pretty girl,” he rasps, pressing the weapon against the side of my neck. “Does it excite you?”

      “Stop flattering yourself.” My voice comes out breathy.

      “It does.” He smiles, dipping his head down until his lips graze against my skin. “I’ll tell you a secret. The thought of doing things to you right here in this dirty alley has me so fucking hard.”

      My insides quake at his words and I push half-heartedly against him, trying like hell to hold on to my anger from a few minutes ago and failing miserably.

      “You have me so. Fucking. Hard.”

      He keeps my arms pinned as he works his way over my breasts with the Eagle, slipping the barrel between my cleavage. My nipples tighten, aching for his touch.

      “I want to fuck you here,” he says, pulling the gun back so my shirt peels away from my skin. “I spent days memorizing the curves of your body just to go home and take out my cock, stroking it to the vision of you in my head.”

      My teeth sink harder into my lip, the flesh splitting until the tang of warm copper hits my tastebuds.

      He moves again, gliding the metal down my sides, goose bumps sprouting in every place he roams.

      Voices shout from down the street, echoing off the buildings and growing louder as the seconds pass, but he doesn’t stop. In fact, his erection throbs against me, like the thought of them seeing us turns him on.

      “You and these skirts,” he groans, finally releasing my wrists and reaching down to slip his free hand underneath the fabric.

      My fingertips tingle as blood rushes back and I fling my arms around his neck, my body too shaky to stand on my own.

      “Give me your words, pretty girl.” The gun presses against my ribs and his left hand ghosts across my pussy, his fingers stroking my clit through the soaked fabric of my underwear. “I want your little love spells.”

      The voices are so close now, it would be a miracle if they don’t see us, and my stomach somersaults when I visualize what we’ll look like when they do. He wants poetry, but I can’t give him mine. It’s too personal, and I’m already giving too much.

      “‘My life had stood, a loaded gun,’” I force out between heavy breaths.

      The tips of his fingers slip beneath my panties now, sliding through my lips, collecting the wetness seeping from my hole.

      His tongue snakes out and licks up the column of my neck, sending a shiver racking through my body.

      “Keep going,” he demands.

      “‘In corners till a day.’”

      As if in slow motion, his hand stops rubbing against me, moving the gun down my side until it too disappears beneath my skirt. He presses the barrel against my clit.

      My head flies back, cracking against the wall, my nails digging into his neck.

      “‘The owner passed,’” I cry out. “‘Identified, and carried me away.’”

      The cool metal pushes into my pussy, and my hips have a mind of their own, sliding along the rail, the evenly spaced deep slots on the top creating a sensation that has heat winding through my core and shooting down my legs.

      “Oh god,” I moan when he moves the gun back and forth.

      He leans in, his lips so close that his breath is my air. “I know, sweetheart. I know.”

      “‘And…and now we roam in sovereign woods, and now we hunt…hunt the doe,’” I stutter. “‘And every time I speak for him, the mountains straight reply.’” I’m full on grinding against the weapon now, so lost in the fog of what’s happening, I forget about anything else. “‘And do I sm-smile, such cordial light, upon the valley glow. It is as a Vesuvian face had let its pleasure through.’”

      “They’re watching us, Evelina.” He presses a soft kiss to my lips. “Standing right outside the alley, seeing every depraved thing I do to you.”

      The way he says my full name makes my face flush and my back bow, my hips working harder against the top of the rail.

      “Do you think they like it?” His other hand grips at the fabric and pulls just enough to make my underwear slide halfway down my thighs. “You think their cocks are thick and hard, their minds spinning with jealousy that they can look but never touch?”

      A noise escapes me while he paints the lewd picture, and I squeeze my eyes closed.

      “I’d kill them if they touched you. This is mine,” he growls. “There’s a woman too. Do you think she’ll go home tonight and lie down in her bed, fucking herself to the thought of what I’m doing to you?”

      I moan as I move on top of my gun, chasing the orgasm I need.

      “Spread your legs for me.”

      I do, without thought. I’m too busy imagining the look on strangers’ faces as they watch, the men clenching their fists to keep from taking out their cocks and stroking to the sight. The woman gripping onto one of their arms, her pussy swollen and drenched, throbbing as she watches me get tortured with pleasure.

      “Keep going, pretty girl. You’re doing so well.”

      My abdomen clenches, muscles tightening until they feel as if they’ll burst through my skin. “‘And…and when at night, our good day done, I guard my master’s head.’”

      His free hand reaches around, gripping a handful of my ass, forcing me harder into both the gun and his body.

      I open my mouth, and Brayden dips down, catching the moan with his tongue. He slides the Eagle against my core, then drags it back so the front sight—the small protruding piece on the tip—presses into my clit. I soar even higher, the pressure between my legs growing.

      He breaks the kiss and speaks the next line against my lips, his voice deep and strained. “‘’Tis better than the eider duck’s deep pillow to have shared.’”

      My pussy contracts. He knows Emily Dickinson.

      “‘To foe of his, I’m deadly…fuck…I’m deadly foe,’” I force out, squeezing my eyes shut tighter as I try and formulate words. “‘None stir the second time. On whom I lay a yellow eye or an emphatic thumb.’”

      Brayden’s teeth sink into my throat, hard enough to break the skin as he continues to get me off with my gun, and I gasp, my legs shaking.

      “Please,” I beg, my nails destroying the back of his neck. “Please.”

      His grip is bruising on my ass cheek as he controls my movements, pushing me forward and dragging me back, and then he changes the angle of his hand until the tip of the gun circles against my entrance.

      Sparks ricochet off every single part of me, my body buzzing like I’m high on drugs.

      “Finish the poem,” he whispers, pulling back to gaze into my eyes.

      My heart stutters as I stare at him, something breaking in my chest, allowing warmth to flood through every crack. “‘Though I than he may longer live, he longer must than I,’” I pant.

      Is the safety switch on? Arousal rushes through me like a storm surge, my back flying off the wall as I hold on to him like I’m drowning.

      “‘For I have but the power to kill,’” he rumbles, his arm tensing around me.

      “‘Without the power to die,’” I finish.

      He slips the tip of the gun inside me, the metal scratching against my opening, sending pricks of pain, and I’m coming, blinding lights shooting across my vision like fireworks.

      His mouth is back on me quickly, holding me tightly as I shatter to pieces, my pussy spasming around the barrel of my weapon, sensation so intense my bones ache.

      I black out entirely, and when I come to, I’m panting, collapsed against him with his lips pressing soft kisses to my head. I pry myself off, my body trembling as I look around.

      There’s no one there.

      That fucking liar.

      He chuckles, and I meet his eyes, my cunt still throbbing from the aftershocks of the most intense orgasm of my life.

      His hand cups my cheek and he tilts my head up to meet his eyes. “Spend the night with me.”

      I try to talk. I really do. I search every nook and cranny of my being to find the anger that I was hell-bent on holding on to when I first came here, but I come up empty. I pry my tongue from the roof of my mouth and search for more words to give. But they’ve all disappeared. And I’m tired of fighting, so I press my face into the palm of his hand and I nod, letting him be the calm to my chaos.
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      I fucked up.

      And I keep fucking up. Over and over again, I think I’ll get my head on straight, and then she shows up and it all goes to shit. It was stupid to try and see Rose without the proper planning beforehand.

      So I panicked.

      If I lie again, who knows what will happen? And I’m not willing to gamble with my sister’s life that way. I shouldn’t have gone in the first place.

      But if I told the truth…

      I took a risk. Showed my hand so Evelina doesn’t search for the rest, and then I slammed her against the wall and fucked her with her gun as a means to distract her. But like usual, any time it involves Evelina Westerly, I get lost in the moment.

      She’s fucking insane. But having her at my mercy does something to me, sparks a match to forgotten embers, creating a blazing inferno whenever she’s near. She makes me feel alive.

      Now she’s in the bathroom of my hotel room, and I’m once again panicking, my heart beating out of my chest as I fumble with my burner phone and send a text to Seth.

      Get Rose out. Now.

      I wish I could say I trust Evelina, but I’m not stupid.

      What the fuck am I doing?

      The restroom door opens right as I shove the throwaway cell into the top drawer of the side table, sloppily hidden underneath the hotel Bible. Lying back in the bed, I pull the sheet up to my waist and place my hands behind my head, smiling at her.

      “How was your shower?”

      She sighs, rubbing her wet hair with a towel. “Fine.”

      My eyes track down her damp body, and my cock twitches as I take her in. She always does it for me, but something about seeing her like this, bare and stripped down of all her extras, makes me feel like a caveman.

      I clear my throat. “Hungry? I can order us some breakfast.”

      She tilts her head, dropping both towels to the floor until she’s completely naked. My mouth dries.

      “You’re being weird,” she says, slipping beneath the covers.

      “Because I’m asking if you want something to eat?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know, this is weird, isn’t it? Us not arguing? I mean, I was definitely planning on causing you serious bodily harm when I came here. I’m still not one-hundred-percent sure I won’t.”

      “Wow. Romantic.” I place my hand over my heart.

      “Is that what you want me to be?” She tilts her head. “Romantic?”

      Her question punches me in the stomach, and the lighthearted energy in the room evaporates into a black abyss, leaving something heavier behind. It’s the kind of air that sits on your shoulders and presses down, making you feel weary from the weight.

      “I don’t really buy into the whole romance thing.” I reach out my hand, tucking her damp hair behind her ear. “But I like the way you make me feel.”

      The corner of her mouth tilts. “Even when I’m trying to kill you?”

      I laugh. “Especially then. Gives me a reason to fuck the brat out of you.”

      Her tongue ring peeks out as she runs it over the top of her bottom lip. “So this is just…sex?”

      My stomach heaves with nerves, and everything is urging me to tell her it can’t even be that. The truth is, if I keep fucking her, it isn’t going to be for the case or to get an angle. It’s going to be because I can.

      Because I want to.

      Because I’m not sure if I can stand to be around her and not touch her.

      I grab her small hand in mine, my fingertips tracing along the backs of hers. “You know it’s not.”

      “Do I?” she utters.

      Leaning in, I press a kiss to the side of her jaw, moving my palms to just beneath her ribs. I feel her smile as she fidgets.

      My fingers trace up her sides and she laughs.

      It’s just for a moment, but the sound is jolting, a thousand volts of electricity lighting me up inside.

      “Do that again,” I demand.

      She lifts a brow. “Do what?”

      I don’t reply, digging my fingers into her torso instead, trying to force the noise from her mouth. She thrashes at my attack, yelping as her hands push against me, laughter pouring out of her as she fights against my hold. I dive down, peppering her neck with kisses, my entire fucking body floating from the way her giggles soar through the air and settle in the center of my chest.

      Finally, I pull back, and she calms down, her eyes gleaming as she stares up at me with a smile on her face.

      And I’m fucking reeling, no breath in my lungs, dizzy from the height type of spin.

      It’s that smile again, her real one. Rare and so beautiful.

      My eyes are ravenous as I stare, burning this moment into my memory in case I never see her look this way again. Knowing that soon, I’ll no longer have the chance.

      “I never realized you had freckles,” I say.

      She scrunches her nose, her hand running across her face. “Yeah, makeup usually covers them.”

      I grab her hand, bringing it away from her cheeks, my stomach flipping as I do. “You don’t like them?”

      “They remind me of my mother.” Her voice is monotone.

      “And that’s a bad thing?”

      “To look in the mirror and see a woman who couldn’t stand that I existed? Uh, it doesn’t exactly feel like sunshine and roses, no.”

      Her body language changes then, arms stiffening as she crosses them over her chest. She’s curling in on herself. Stowing herself away.

      “Do you always do that?”

      “Ugh,” she complains. “If I knew you were planning on asking so many questions, I wouldn’t have agreed to spend the night.”

      I grin. “I’m just trying to get to know you.”

      She rolls to her side, resting her hands beneath her face as she lies on the pillow, her eyes flickering over every inch of me. “My mom was…she just wasn’t meant to be a mom, I don’t think. Not mine, anyway.”

      My middle burns because I’ve never related to a comment more.

      “I’m the youngest kid, you know? Nessa and Dorothy, they were both planned, but…not me. I was a mistake. An ‘unfortunate accident.’” She pauses, her eyes losing focus. “When I was little, back when I was forced to go to Mass every Sunday, I used to listen to the priest wax poetic about God, and I’d go home and lie in bed wondering, if we were all made in His image, why my mother couldn’t love me the way I ached to be loved.”

      “I think,” I say carefully, “the only love you can count on is the way you love yourself.”

      She hums, chewing on her bottom lip. “Yeah. Maybe. I’m over it now, you know? She’s been gone for a long time. My dad went to prison and she dipped out quick. Left Nessa to raise us even though she was still just a kid herself.”

      The quiet stretches between us.

      “My mom didn’t really die of cancer.” The truth feels good as it rolls off my tongue, and I keep going, knowing I’m yet again jeopardizing my cover but not really giving a fuck. She knows my files are fake as it is, and it feels shitty to not give her something real when she just gave something to me.

      She rolls her eyes. “No shit.”

      Chuckling, I reach out and pull her body into me before moving to my back, my hands tracing lines up and down her spine while she rests her head on my chest.

      I wonder if she can hear how my heart is racing.

      “She was a junkie, actually. She never…” Emotion works its way into my throat and I swallow around it, forcing the words out. “She wasn’t around much, and when she was, it wasn’t great. But there were moments.”

      I think back to the last time I saw her. How clear her eyes were, her face looking more alive than it had in years. I was convinced she was getting better.

      “Like the poetry?” Her fingertips send goose bumps skating down my skin as she draws circles on my pec.

      “Like the poetry,” I repeat. “Then one day she dropped us off at her sister’s trailer and disappeared.”

      “She didn’t come back,” Evelina states.

      I shake my head, the scabbed-up wound in my chest being picked open until it bleeds.

      “My mom never had moments,” she muses. “Not with me anyway. I used to spend countless hours trying to figure out why she hated me so much, and then one day, I realized I didn’t care.”

      Moving my hands up her sides until my fingers hit her chin, I lift her face so she meets my gaze. “I don’t know how anyone could hate you.”

      “Don’t you hate me?”

      I shake my head, my middle squeezing tight. “About as much as you hate me.”

      She rises up and presses her lips to mine, and for the rest of the morning, I’m lost.
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      I’m staring into my father’s face, trying to figure out what he’s thinking and coming up blank.

      A thousand different things are racing through my mind though. Mainly about the close call I had with Brayden earlier today. I knew it was stupid to stay in his room, and when Ezekiel came by and knocked on his hotel room door in the afternoon, I ran and hid in the bathroom like a kid caught stealing candy.

      Not because we’re doing anything wrong but because I have no interest in sharing Brayden with the rest of the world. What happens is between us, no one else.

      I left shortly after, heading back to my own room to make myself presentable before heading to where I know my father’s staying.

      “I thought you weren’t coming,” Dad grunts.

      “Changed my mind.” I smile, although my lungs squeeze tight at the thought of going to the On the Water event.

      “Well, good. I’ve been meaning to talk to you anyway,” he continues, lighting the end of his Black & Mild. “I’ve got a gift for the Cantanellis.”

      It takes a minute for his words to register. “For the who?”

      “Come on, Bug. You knew I was planning to expand. I can’t do that without help. We need the Italians on our side or they’ll come after us.” He looks at me. “We’re the little guys here.”

      “They’re already coming after us. You know they’re about to bid on that new construction site in downtown Kinland?”

      He scoffs. “They can’t touch our city.”

      “They can if they’ve got the mayor in their pocket.” I shake my head. “You need to be smart about this.”

      His fist slams down on the table. “Don’t you lecture me. I’m doing what’s best for us, for our family. If we supply the Cantanellis, we’re valuable.”

      I let out a disbelieving laugh. “No, Dad. If we supply the Cantanellis, we’re their bitches. Plus, we piss off the García cartel, who, in case you’ve forgotten, are the largest drug traffickers in Chicago, and I don’t know about you, but I don’t want anything to do with that. We’re doing just fine in our own little corner of the world.” I press my hand into the table until it aches. “Not to mention I don’t even have the capacity to produce enough for that level of distribution.”

      “We’ll bring on more people.”

      “Fuck. That.” I blow out a frustrated breath. “Look…we’ve got enough problems as it is. Remember how I caught Liam’s piece of shit cousin cutting our drugs and keeping the profit? Who knows what other little shit is doing the same?”

      Irritation wells inside me, bubbling like a cauldron about to overflow. I pinch the bridge of my nose and close my eyes.

      Ten. Nine. Eight…

      Once I’m back under control, I open them again. “The point is, you’re making a mistake. And on the off chance the Cantanellis do take you up on this offer, you’re asking me to do the impossible.”

      He shrugs. “Then I suggest you figure it out.”

      “Nessa would have never done this,” I snap.

      His eyes flash as he puffs on his cigar, watching me. He brings the Black & Mild down, tapping his front two fingertips on the table. “Maybe if she had, then we wouldn’t be little fish in a big fucking pond.”

      My fingernails dig into my palms to keep from lashing out and doing something I’ll regret. “She was cautious.”

      “She was stupid,” he hits back. “And a laughingstock. You know how much work it took to get our name in good standing after the shit she did? The mistakes she made? She was a woman trying to do a man’s job, and it wasn’t easy rebuilding relationships that she floundered while she pranced around touting the Westerly name.”

      My veins heat, fury rushing through them, and I shoot up from my chair. “Shut up.”

      “Excuse me?” He rises just as fast, leaning over the table and gripping my face tightly in his hands. I wince at the pain. “Watch the way you fucking speak to me.”

      “You don’t know her,” I grit out through clenched teeth. My voice wobbles as emotion sprouts up and bleeds into my tone. “You never knew her.”

      He laughs, tossing my face away from him. “Quit being dramatic. The best thing your sister ever did was take care of you. I’m sorry if that hurts your feelings, Bug, and I know you loved her. I know you miss her. But she wasn’t the hero you have her painted as in your head.”

      My nostrils flare, a burn searing through my throat.

      There’s no place like home, and there’s nothing like family. Stick together.

      My vision grows hazy in the corners, the urge to lash out and make him feel a tenth of the pain I do filling up my stomach and expanding to my chest. But a knock on the door holds me in place. He goes to answer it and I’m standing stock-still, my fingernails still piercing into my palms and my chair knocked on its side behind me. My jaw aches from where I’m sure red fingerprints are left behind.

      Voices filter in through the hall and get closer as they come toward the center of the room, but I don’t look. I can’t move, my body frozen with the rage I’m trying like hell to stuff back down and hide.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Dorothy says, stepping close and waving her hand in front of my face.

      I look up.

      My father’s staring at me, Ezekiel isn’t paying me any attention at all, and Brayden is scanning the room, a frown pulling at his features. My stomach flips when our eyes meet and he quirks a brow. He drops his gaze to my cheeks and his body stiffens.

      It disgusts me how badly I want to walk over and wrap myself around him. Let him comfort me through the pain my dad just wrought from the darkest parts of my soul. I’ve been nothing but loyal to this family, yet this is how he repays me?

      “Everything okay?” Brayden asks, his gaze never leaving mine.

      “Everything’s fine,” my father replies, walking over and slinging an arm across my shoulders.

      My body tenses, not liking the touch. I shrug out from under his grip.

      “I thought you weren’t coming,” Dorothy sighs.

      “Plans changed.” I grin at her, trying to find enjoyment in her distaste for me being here.

      “Where have you been?” Dad snaps at her.

      Her eyes grow wide. “I went down to the hotel spa and got a massage. I didn’t think you’d need me.”

      He grunts, and I tilt my head, watching the way her fingers latch together and twist as though she’s nervous.

      Brayden moves across the room while the attention isn’t on us until he’s standing close. He looks at me from his peripheral vision. “You all right?”

      It’s such a small question. Inconsequential, really. Still, my heart flutters at the fact that he’s asking.

      “No,” I answer. “But I will be.”
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      When I check my burner, I see a text from Seth.

      She’s safe. At my place and asking to see you.

      Relief flows through me and gratitude filters into the cracks for Seth. I’ve been a shitty partner, but more than that, I’ve been an awful friend, taking out my personal issues on him when out of everyone in my life, he’s the only one who has my back.

      He’s never done me dirty, and I’m repaying him by exploding in fits of anger and going behind his back, hooking up with the one girl I promised him wasn’t a problem.

      She is a problem. And that’s never been as clear as an hour ago when I walked into her father’s hotel room and saw marks on her skin.

      My vision bled red, and it took everything inside me not to cause a scene. I know she can take care of herself, but it doesn’t mean she should have to.

      I turn to Ezekiel just as he flips the key in the ignition, the rumble of his car coming to life. We’re making a quick run to the store, grabbing some food and more cigars for Farrell.

      “I need you to take me somewhere.”

      He glares at me, his hand pausing on the gearshift. “Sorry?”

      “It’s been a minute since I’ve checked in with my guys, so I need you to take me there,” I repeat.

      His cheeks grow ruddy as he looks at me incredulously. “The fuck I am.”

      Impatience wrings my muscles. “It’s not a suggestion.”

      Ever since my failed attempt, the need to see Rose in person has only grown stronger. To see with my own two eyes that she’s thriving without me.

      That she’s still sober.

      Grabbing the phone, I call Seth, who picks up on the second ring.

      “Yo.”

      “I’m coming over.”

      “Hey, buddy. Nice to hear from you. I’m good, thanks.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Shit, sorry. I’m in a bit of a time crunch, but I need to… I need to see her.”

      The line grows silent. “You sure that’s a good idea?”

      “No,” I reply. “But you said to tell you if shit was getting real. Shit’s getting real and I need to talk to her.”

      “All right, man. We’ll be here.”

      Nodding, I blow out a breath. “Thank you.”

      Ten minutes later, I have Ezekiel pull into a gas station three blocks from Seth’s house. He may be working for us, but that doesn’t mean I trust him with knowledge of where a federal agent lives. “You can wait here. I’ll be quick.”

      “When is this shit gonna be over?” he questions.

      I had already started to get out of the car, but I sit back down, turning toward him. “When you get me the supplier.”

      His face drops. “Oh, fuck off. The deal was to get you an in, and I did that. Besides, you know what? Even if I did know, I wouldn’t tell you.” He slams his fist against the steering wheel, the horn beeping so loudly it makes my insides jump. “I feel like shit, okay? The guilt’s fuckin’ eating me alive.”

      I shrug, even though I relate to his words more than I care to admit. “That sounds like a personal problem, Ezekiel.”

      He breathes out an empty laugh. “You can pretend you don’t care. Play the part of the big federal agent coming in to put away the bad guys. But I see you.”

      My heart stalls. “See what exactly?”

      “You know why Skip came to me all those years ago, wanting to team up and rebuild my father’s legacy? It wasn’t because of who I was…not fully anyway. My father was king of the jungle, not me. I never got that gene, the one where you can climb to the top and not be afraid of the fall.” He taps his fingers to his temple. “But I’m perceptive, and that shit’s valuable in this life.”

      I shift in my seat.

      “Turnin’ on the Westerlys?” He shakes his head, his tongue pressing against the front of his teeth. “I’ll have to live with that shit for the rest of my life. And you can say I’m doing the right thing all you want, but the truth is it doesn’t feel right. It feels like the easy way out.” He stares at me. “And whatever it is you’re doin’? There won’t be an easy way out for you. You understand? You’re fuckin’ with the wrong woman.”

      And I know without a doubt, right then, he’s talking about Evelina.

      I smirk, but my insides are reeling. “Stay in the car. I won’t be long.”

      “Yeah, whatever.” He focuses out the driver’s side window.

      I jump up from the seat, slamming the door behind me. I don’t have time to worry about Evelina and the mistakes I’m making when it comes to her or how things will end. Right now, I need to focus on my real life, the one that’s looking blurry, like I’m staring in a rearview mirror.

      The walk is quick, and before long I’m standing at the base of a hill with a steep drive, a small ranch-style home with blue shutters on the windowsill staring back at me. I make my way up the steps and Seth opens the door before I even knock, reaching out and dragging me in for a hug. “What’s good, bro?”

      “Where is she?” I ask, pulling back.

      He nods toward the back hallway, rubbing his neck. “In the spare room.”

      My stomach flips as I make my way to where Rose is, and I push open the door, my muscles relaxing when I see her, legs crossed in the middle of the bed. She has headphones in her ears, and when she opens her eyes and locks them on me, they narrow.

      Before I can get a word out, she stands up, walks over, and slaps me across the face.

      Pain shoots up my cheek and I cover the spot, trying to soothe the burn. “Ouch. What the fuck?”

      She points a skinny finger at me. “That’s for making me come here.”

      I groan. “Please don’t start with your shit, Rose. I need you to do this for me, just until I’m back.”

      She rips the headphones from her ears and tosses them on the bed before throwing her hands on her hips. “And how long will that be, Nick?”

      The name is a jolt to my system, and I blink at her as I absorb the blow.

      Her brows rise, the anger fading from her features, being replaced with something softer, something more like concern.

      “Are you all right?” she asks.

      I nod, gritting my teeth. No. “Yeah.”

      Her eyes flit over my face and she bobs her head. “Okay. I’ll stay.”

      Relief pours through me and I move to the left wall, shoving my hands in my pockets. “I want to know how you’re doing. You seeing your sponsor?”

      She sighs, reaching behind her and grabbing a pillow to throw at my head. “I haven’t seen you in three months and this is the first thing out of your mouth?”

      “You smacked me.” I duck, chuckling. “I just worry is all.”

      “Yeah…I know.” She nods, her fingers traipsing up her arm. “I actually found a new job.”

      “No shit?”

      Her face perks up. “Just basic level data entry for some rich guy who has a bunch of apps, but it’s nice.” She grins. “It feels good.”

      Contentment flows through me, happy that she seems to be happy. I glance behind her, seeing it’s been thirty minutes since I left Ezekiel. My stomach cramps, knowing I need to get back.

      “I gotta go, kid.”

      She crosses her arms. “You just got here.”

      “Yeah, well…it’s a miracle I could even stop by in the first place.”

      She brings her fingers up to her mouth, chewing on the ends of her nails as she walks over to me, linking our arms together and walking us back out to the front room.

      I’m only there for another ten minutes, just long enough to brief Seth and say a quick goodbye.

      When Rose falls into my arms, she hugs me tighter than normal, resting her head against my chest. “Promise me you’re safe?”

      I swallow, hating that I have to lie to her. Hating that I have to lie to everyone. “I promise.”

      “Love you.” She squeezes tight and then lets go.

      “Love you too, kid.” I smile down at her.

      She rolls her eyes. “I’m your elder.”

      I shrug, grabbing her into a headlock and giving her a noogie, joy sparking in my chest when she fights against my hold.

      This is what I needed. A reminder that while I feel like a fraud in a sea full of people, she’s here, waiting for me to come back home.
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      I don’t like dressing up, but I do love wearing heels. I’ll admit they aren’t the most practical of shoes, but when you’re five foot two and in the realm of dangerous men, it’s important to have everything you can use at your disposal. And stilettos hurt when you stab them into flesh.

      I’ve been nauseous since I woke up, knowing tonight is the charity gala On the Water. The name alone has panic churning through my insides, not to mention it will be on the same yacht where my sister was last seen alive. I haven’t been anywhere near the water since Nessa’s death, and even before then, I’ve always felt uneasy.

      My stomach rolls like choppy waves, my left hand holding the side of my emerald-green dress from trailing on the ground. I feel naked, both because of the strapless gown but also because it’s so tight, there’s no room for my Desert Eagle.

      The MY Toto is large—pristine with its sparkling black trim. It bobs in the water serenely, soft waves crashing against its sides as the Chicago skyline twinkles in the background. It’s picturesque, and the sight makes me want to puke.

      My hands shake as I hold my purse close to my body and walk up the ramp to board. I hurry past the front deck and into the dining hall where I know the auction is taking place, pressing past people dressed in their best, anxious to get to a room where I can pretend I’m still on land.

      I’ve just entered the main area, my skin shivering from the cold, when a rough grip wraps around my arm. I spin, my body already on edge, but I falter when I realize it’s Ezekiel.

      He looks down on me and smiles. “What’re you doin’ up here? Come on. Let’s go to the basement.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know where to go.” Because of course my father didn’t think to include me in the details.

      I peer around as Ezekiel pulls me along, and I spot Dorothy standing in the far right corner, a glass of champagne in her hand as she talks with Oscar. I squint my eyes, remembering he asked which sister I was talking about. I hadn’t known they interacted after Nessa’s death, and now I’m kicking myself for not paying closer attention. Especially considering they were together the night Nessa died. Is Oscar who she’s been disappearing with?

      Ezekiel’s body is on full alert as we walk down the carpeted hallway and past the restrooms, hitting a staircase leading to the lower level. My spine stiffens with every step, anxiety squeezing my middle when the yacht jolts as it starts to move. My fingers twist together and I tap my tongue ring on the back of my teeth.

      “Where are they meeting, in the fucking dungeons?” I hiss.

      Ezekiel looks at me, stopping us in front of a steel door and turning to face me. “You gonna make it?”

      I force a smile even though I think I might pass out. “I’m fine. Just annoyed that you guys didn’t tell me what time to be here.”

      “Okay,” he says, lifting his chin. “Don’t do anything stupid in here, you know? These guys…just sit back and let your dad handle things.”

      My stomach drops to the floor, his words forming into knives as they carve out my skin.

      I stiffen my jaw and nod sharply.

      He opens the door and we walk into a room filled with boxes and crates. Wire shelving runs along the sides, stocked with cleaning supplies. The walls have little circle windows evenly spaced throughout, and if I listen close, I can hear waves crashing against the boat as we move across the lake. Beads of sweat break across my hairline, my heart slamming against my chest.

      If we sink, this will be the first room to go.

      “Hey,” a voice whispers. I swallow, looking up and meeting Brayden’s eyes. He’s gazing at me with concern, like he’s worried I might get sick and he doesn’t know what to do.

      But all of it gets pushed to the back burner when I see Giacomo Cantanelli sitting at a small folding table in the center of the room, smoking a cigar with my father like they’re old friends. They’re definitely not friends. In fact, they’ve widely avoided each other, staying out of the other’s territory, an unspoken truce. It’s part of the reason why I’m so uneasy with my dad’s sudden need to expand.

      Neither of them acknowledges me when I enter, but the two goons standing at Giacomo’s back sure do.

      “You know,” Giacomo says, pointing his gold-ringed finger in my father’s face. “Your flying whatever-the-fuck product’s really causing me a headache.”

      My dad grins. “There’s a solution to every problem, Giacomo.”

      Giacomo hums, swirling the cigar in his mouth, his thick silver and black strands slicked back with pomade and a sharp three-piece suit fitted to him perfectly. He looks like a god, and when I stare at my father with his tattoos and his rough around the edges exterior, there’s no comparison.

      The Cantanellis are rivals, but at the end of the day, they’re still big fish in the pond. Their reach is far greater than ours, and if they wanted to, they could kill us all right now and be at church tomorrow morning with nobody asking questions.

      That’s the power my dad wishes he had but will never reach.

      That’s the type of desperation that makes people do stupid, stupid things.

      “You and I, we think alike.” Giacomo smiles and it sends alarm bells ringing in my head. “No need to be enemies when we can be friends. Of course, you understand, if you work for me, I need to know everything.”

      My chest tightens when I step forward. “Who says we’ll be working for you?”

      The eyes of everyone in the room snap to mine, as if they’re just now realizing I’m here. Brayden sighs heavily but steps closer to my side.

      “Evelina. Quiet,” my dad demands.

      “Evelina Westerly,” Giacomo purrs, his gaze glossing up and down my form. “What a pleasure.”

      I smile at him, making sure to show all my teeth.

      He waves his hand in the air, calling me over. “Come here, doll. Let me get a good look at you.”

      I move toward the table, keeping my eyes on him the entire time. In my peripheral vision, I can see my father’s disapproving stare.

      “You look tense, Evelina,” Giacomo notes. “You aren’t afraid, are you?”

      Laughing, I shake my head, sitting down next to my father and grabbing a cigar from the table. Giacomo is there with his lighter before I can even ask. I take my time puffing on the end, allowing the smoke to billow in my mouth before I blow it back out in the air. No one speaks while they wait, and surprisingly, I don’t mind the attention.

      “No,” I finally say. “I’m not afraid. I’d just appreciate it if everyone stopped acting like I was a meek girl incapable of taking part in the conversation.”

      “You are a prize, aren’t you?” Giacomo grins, his eyes searing through my dress again. “Farrell, surely she isn’t here to do business?”

      Movement catches my attention, and Brayden moves from near the door until he’s closer to the center of the room, where he leans against a pillar with his arms crossed.

      He looks calm, cool, and collected. But I know better. His stare never strays from me.

      “If you’re going to work with us, then I’d like to be part of it, yes,” I reply.

      My dad clears his throat. “Evelina does a lot for me. She knows a lot about our business. Family’s important to her, so she can get a little…passionate. You understand.”

      “I do.” Giacomo nods. “Interesting you let a woman hold such prestige. I’d never allow such a ridiculous thing.”

      Fire burns through my middle but I bite back the retort, pressing my fingernails into my palms until they break the skin.

      “I assume you brought some product for us to test?” he continues.

      My father inclines his head. “Of course.” He snaps his fingers.

      Brayden and Ezekiel both move, walking to the corner of the room where there’re five large black duffel bags. They lug them over and drop them down on the tabletop.

      “Consider this a gift in good faith,” Dad says.

      Giacomo scans his eyes over me one more time. “Is she a gift too?”

      My smile drops, black starting to edge in around my vision. I tilt my head, placing the cigar into the ashtray. “My sister might be more to your liking.”

      My father stiffens and satisfaction runs through me. That’s what he gets for making deals about my production without me.

      “Somehow I doubt she holds a candle to you.” Giacomo laughs before tipping his chin at Dad. “We’ll try the product and you’ll hear from us soon, but you should know if we agree, you work for us.” He stands, buttoning his suit jacket before staring down at both of us. “That means I want to know who I’m working with. Who I’m buying from.”

      There’s no way my dad will agree. Years I’ve been doing this for him, and in all that time, not a word. That’s the deal. It keeps me protected, out of the spotlight, and it gives us leverage where otherwise we would fall short.

      My father grins and shakes his hand. “You have my word.”
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      I adjust the cuff links on my arms, trying to ease the tension that’s been racking my body since stepping onto this ridiculous fucking boat. I hadn’t expected Evelina to show up to the meeting, and when she did, my stomach flew to my throat, praying like hell she wouldn’t fly off the handle.

      She didn’t, but now I’m pissed for a different reason. That motherfucker had his eyes all over her, and his hands were way too grabby. A possessive fire pulses through my veins as I walk past the auction in the dining hall and head to the back deck. I walk to the wall of French doors and step outside, immediately thankful there’s no one else here except for one lone figure.

      Evelina.

      Now that the immediate threat has passed, I have time to soak in what she’s wearing, and when I do, my lungs cramp and my cock springs to life. She’s flawless in a green gown that flows along the curves of her body. Her hair is curly and off her neck, and while I know she doesn’t act like the rest of the Illinois elite, damn can she dress the part.

      Her back is to me, and I drink up the view of her naked skin, the gown backless and draping along the curve of her ass. I move forward without thought. Her hands are wrapped around the metal railing that lines the back of the ship. The wind whips off the water, swirling across the deck, and the bottom of her dress rustles, small wisps of her hair fluttering around her neck.

      “Don’t jump.”

      Her body tenses and I walk closer, wondering why she doesn’t have a quick comeback the way she normally would.

      I step up next to her, noticing her closed eyes, then moving my gaze down her goose bump–covered arms and finally to where her knuckles are blanched from her tight grip on the railing.

      “You okay?”

      “Shut up,” she snaps, squeezing her eyes tighter.

      She peels one lid open timidly, staring down at the dark lake. Her chest rises and falls faster, and she slams it closed again.

      Is she scared of water?

      I move without thinking, partially because she needs me and the other part because I’m desperate to touch her, just to prove I can after watching another man lust over her and being unable to stop him. I step behind her, not quite flush against her but close enough that the heat of her body radiates off her back.

      She’s out here all alone, and her entire family is inside like they don’t realize she could be struggling. Like they don’t even know she’s afraid.

      Maybe they don’t.

      It’s an off-putting feeling seeing her this way.

      I press a soft kiss to the small freckle on her left shoulder and remove my jacket, draping it over her. Then I cage her in, my body surrounding her and my hands resting on the railing.

      Her breathing stutters, but she doesn’t open her eyes. I pry her grip from the metal, threading my fingers through hers so she can hold on to me instead.

      “‘Bright star, would I were steadfast as thou art—not in lone splendor hung aloft the night. And watching, with eternal lids apart, like nature’s patient, sleepless eremite.’” I whisper the words softly into her ear.

      Her body presses back into mine.

      “‘The moving waters at their priestlike task, of pure ablution round earth’s human shores, or gazing on the new soft-fallen mask, of snow upon the mountains and the moors—’”

      Her breathing evens out and her head relaxes against my chest, and I probably should care about who could see, about where we are and what we’re doing, but I don’t. The only thing that matters is her.

      “‘Pillow’d upon my fair love’s ripening breast, no—yet still steadfast, still unchangeable, to feel forever its soft fall and swell.’” I bend my head down until my lips graze her neck, and I breathe her in, my cock hard and my heart pounding. “‘Awake forever in a sweet unrest, still.’”

      She presses into me, a soft moan leaving her lips when she feels my hips tightly against her.

      “‘Still to hear her tender-taken breath, and so live ever—or else swoon to death.’”

      The tension swirling around our bodies is overwhelming, and I don’t know what it is I’m feeling, only that nothing else has ever felt like it. Opening her eyes, she twists in my arms to look up at my face.

      She smiles.

      And my chest feels like it will explode.

      “Keats is my favorite,” she sighs.

      “I remember.” I tighten my arms around her, bringing one of our tangled fingers up to press a kiss to the back of her hand.

      “For someone who doesn’t believe in romance, you’re irritatingly good at it.”

      “Is this what romance is?” I chuckle.

      “You’re quoting Keats and comforting me.” She shrugs. “And not just any Keats. He was writing about wanting to die if he couldn’t live forever with his love. I don’t think it gets more romantic than that.”

      She glances down at the water, her body tensing again.

      “Don’t be afraid,” I whisper, the wind sending a strong gust of air whipping around us, making her shiver. “I’ve got you.”

      She sucks in a breath, moving her gaze back to me. “Promise?”

      I want, with every single bone in my body, to give her the truth. But I can’t.

      So I lie instead.

      “I promise.”

      “This is cute,” a high-pitched voice interrupts.

      Evelina shoves me off her before spinning around and adopting a blank look as she stares at her sister.

      “What are you two doing?” Dorothy looks between the two of us.

      “Just admiring the view,” I reply, placing my hands in my pockets.

      “Hmm,” she hums, sipping from a champagne flute as she walks toward the edge of the deck. She rests against it, her bright-red nails tapping against her glass as she looks at us, then glancing into the dark waters below. “People really do come and go so quickly here, don’t they?”

      My brows furrow, but Evelina jolts next to me.

      When Dorothy looks back up, there’s a manic look in her eye and a wide smile on her face. It surprises me how much it reminds me of the way Evelina looks right before she snaps.

      I guess the gene runs in the family after all.

      “You’re a fucking bitch,” Evelina spits.

      Dorothy chuckles as she looks at the two of us.

      I’ve never seen her this way before, as if she’s transformed into an entirely different person. But I’ve had my suspicions, moments when I took her out where the veil was thinned and I could peek behind the innocent daughter who loves to be in the public, hiding this sinister woman who was lurking underneath.

      “I’m just stating a fact,” she says.

      Sighing, I run a hand over my face. This family is exhausting. “What are you talking about, Dorothy?”

      “Oh, didn’t you know? This is where our sister died.”

      Shock hits me in the chest, and I swing my eyes to Evelina. But they aren’t paying any attention to me at all. She’s laser-focused on Dorothy.

      Evelina cocks her head. “Want to refresh my memory on how exactly that happened again?”

      The left side of Dorothy’s red mouth lifts. “She slipped.”

      Evelina sneers, and I feel the shift in energy before it happens. Still, I’m not quick enough to grab her. She lunges forward, gripping Dorothy around the throat, both of them tumbling to the deck floor, Dorothy’s champagne flute shattering beside them.

      Dorothy is flailing, her nails scratching at the back of my jacket as it slips off Evelina’s shoulders, and I rush toward them, grabbing Evelina around the waist and tearing her off.

      Dorothy’s hand shoots to her throat. “Jesus, Evie. You need to be institutionalized.”

      “Take off those shoes!” Evelina yells, her face blotchy and tears streaming down her cheeks. “How fucking dare you wear those here.”

      My eyes drop to Dorothy’s feet, where bright-silver sparkly heels are gleaming in the moonlight.

      Dorothy scoffs. “You’re always so dramatic. It’s not like they’d even fit you.”

      Evelina’s head twitches and she turns to me, her gaze feral. “Do you have your gun on you?”

      I do, but I’m extremely uncomfortable telling her that right now. She notices my hesitation.

      “May I see it?” she asks sweetly.

      Stepping back from her, I shake my head. “I’ll let you do anything you want with it once we leave.”

      Dorothy sighs loudly, dusting off the front of her dress before toeing off the shoes and picking them up in her hand. “Fine, you want them so bad? They’re yours.”

      She holds them out, and Evelina steps forward, reaching out to grab them. Then Dorothy flings them over the side of the boat. I can barely hear when they plop into the water.

      “No!” Evelina cries, throwing her body into the railing. As soon as her eyes hit the water, she freezes, and I’m after her, gripping her by the waist and pulling her into me, her body trembling as I sink us down to the deck floor.

      “Maybe if you dive in after them, they’ll take you home to her,” Dorothy quips.

      My eyes narrow as my head snaps up. “Dorothy, shut the fuck up before I shoot you myself.”

      She laughs. “God, imagine I wanted to sleep with you. Pathetic.” Her footsteps are loud even without her heels as she walks closer, and she crouches down in front of us. “I’ll tell you a secret though, Evie.”

      Evelina looks up, mascara streaking down her face, her lips swollen and red. I’ve never seen her look so defeated, and my chest cracks at the sight. This isn’t how it’s supposed to be. This isn’t who she’s supposed to be.

      “I didn’t mean to kill her,” Dorothy whispers. “But I’m happy I did.”

      She stands and saunters away, and my grip tightens until I’m sure it will bruise around Evelina’s waist, wanting to let her go so badly but knowing if she harms her sister here, in front of all these people, even I won’t be able to save her.
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      We leave before the auction is over, and I don’t wait around to tell anyone we’ve gone. My insides are going wild, my brain trying to slot new pieces of the puzzle into appropriate places. Dorothy murdered Vanessa Westerly, and I had to keep Evelina from murdering her.

      I’m not surprised with Evelina’s violence, and if I’m honest with myself, I’m not wholly shocked that Dorothy admitted she was behind her sister’s death. Not after the way she was always on edge when we brought up the past.

      Evelina doesn’t fight me when I carry her off the back deck of the boat, and as soon as we’re on solid land, her body relaxes, the debilitating fear she was carrying washing away like memories drawn in sand.

      “I’m still going to kill her,” she states calmly.

      I grin, placing her in the passenger seat of my car and reaching over her front, buckling her in place. “I know.”

      It doesn’t bother me the way it probably should.

      Evelina has years of wounds that haven’t been healed, just bandaged with sarcasm and sadness, forming mutilated scar tissue that still oozes when pricked.

      And maybe my morals are dulled when it comes to her. Because as long as she’s taken care of, it’s hard for me to give a damn what happens to anyone else. I lean in and press a soft kiss to her forehead, breathing in her earthy, floral scent.

      “Take me home,” she whispers.

      I nod, sending a text to Ezekiel telling him to grab my stuff from the hotel room, and then I drive us back to Kinland. We don’t talk on the way, and I let us sit in silence because sometimes words can’t help. For two hours, I hold her hand and don’t let go, my thumb rubbing methodically over her knuckles, and it isn’t until we pull into the front gates of the Westerly estate that I loosen my grip.

      I’m not sure how to handle this part of her. This vulnerable, sad girl who misses her sister and hates the people who took her away.

      She doesn’t look at me as she exits the car, moving to walk up the front steps to the large double oak doors. I follow behind her, unsure if she wants me to stay or go.

      “Evelina.”

      She pauses, twisting around to look at me. Her hair is mussed, frizzy strands falling haphazardly around her face. Mascara streaks down her cheeks, black tears reflecting the stains marred on her soul.

      And through everything, she’s still the most stunning thing I’ve ever seen.

      “Do you want me to go?” I move up the stairs until I’m standing in front of her.

      She sighs, running the back of her hand over her mouth, smearing some of her already muddled red lipstick. “I don’t want you to leave.”

      I thread my fingers through the roots of her hair and tilt her chin up with my thumb, my stomach flipping when I soak her in. “Damn, you’re beautiful.”

      She’s on me in a flash, her mouth meeting mine. I press into her, grabbing her waist and taking everything she has to give.

      She’s overwhelming.

      Devastating.

      She’s going to ruin my fucking life.

      Breaking away, she reaches blindly behind her to open the door, dragging me in with her. My hands are wild, unable to stop touching her skin for a second, all the possessiveness from before—when I saw another man think he could have her—roaring back.

      We stumble in through the foyer, the mansion empty and dark other than the sparkle from the unlit chandelier hanging high above our heads. There’s a large round table in the center of the room, wedged between the split stairwell, and I throw her down on top of it, not caring that the vase of flowers falls off the edge and shatters on the floor.

      I skim my teeth along her jaw, my lips already swollen and bruised from her assault, but I don’t care. I want her to brand every piece of me. My hand roams down her throat, and I press my mouth against hers.

      “Tell me you’re mine,” I demand against her lips.

      Her hand jumps up to my face, scratching the stubble as she stares into my eyes. “I’m yours.”

      My fingers grab the front of her dress and pull until it tears, her perfect breasts on display just for me. I dip down and draw a nipple into my mouth, feeling it stiffen under my tongue.

      She moans and I suck harder before releasing it when her fingers tug on my hair and pull me back up to her mouth.

      We’ve already fucked countless times. I’ve taken her in every position, filled her with my cock in a thousand different ways.

      But right now it all pales in comparison to the way kissing her feels.

      It’s all-consuming, as if she’s ripped through my middle and placed her heart inside my chest, forcing it to beat.

      I move down her body, pressing my lips to every bare inch of skin I can find, and then I sink to my knees, sliding the green fabric up her legs until it’s bunched around her hips.

      She’s not wearing any underwear, and my cock pulses when her dripping cunt is in my face, needy and demanding, begging me to devour her fucking whole. I waste no time dipping between her thighs. I stare up at her while I lick her out, her taste flooding my tongue and making desire tear through me.

      “That’s right, baby,” she moans, propping herself up on her elbows as she grinds her pussy against my face. “Lick my clit.”

      She comes violently, clenching around me as she cries out, her body collapsing on the table. And then I’m moving to a stand, diving into her mouth so she can taste herself on me, the way I know she loves to do. She groans as we kiss, and her hands roam down my shirt until she grabs my belt and clumsily undoes my slacks. Her feet move up, resting on the waistband, and she pushes them down with her toes until my cock bobs free, the head almost purple from how fucking hard I am for her.

      Her hand grips me and she strokes from base to tip, making my body jerk into her, arousal racing up my spine. She sucks on my tongue and then breaks away, hopping from the table, spinning around and pushing my chest until I’m the one flat on my back, my dick throbbing as it stands straight up in the air.

      Grinning, she grabs her tits, rolling her nipples between her fingers, her eyes rolling back in her head.

      “You’re so fucking sexy when you touch yourself,” I pant, stroking my cock while I watch her.

      Her lips purse as she spits, saliva dribbling out of her mouth and dripping down, hitting the top of her cleavage, rolling along the curve until it sinks between the valley of her breasts.

      Goddamn.

      Leaning forward, she wraps them around me, her hands pushing them together as she starts to move her chest up and down.

      “Oh, fuck.”

      She spits again, this time letting it fall onto the head of my dick, and the feel of it slipping down the side of my shaft while her sticky skin slides up is enough to make my balls tighten.

      It’s one of the hottest things I’ve ever seen. She bends her head and sticks out her tongue. My hand grips her jaw and I sit up until her face is beneath me, my cock still wedged in her cleavage. I let my own saliva dribble down until it hits her mouth, and the filthiness of it all turns me on so fucking much I can hardly breathe. I capture her lips with mine, her breath hot and sweet as she moans, moving her breasts to jerk me off. Heat collects at the base of my spine, and I know if I don’t stop, I’ll come all over her tits.

      “Tell me again.” I thrust into her.

      “Yours.”

      Fire blazes through me, dulling everything except the need to get closer. I let go of her face and flip her over until she’s prone beneath me. Fisting my cock, I line up to her entrance, both of us still half-clothed and fucking desperate, and I sink deep inside her, my dick jerking as her walls contract around me.

      Shit.

      This feels different. This feels like more.

      Rough and messy and a thousand different shades of wrong.

      But if I’m her calm, then she is my chaos, and if I can’t live with her forever, then I don’t want to live at all.

      I capture her lips as I start a punishing rhythm, my hips slapping against hers with every stroke. I feel insane, completely overwhelmed by everything she is, by whatever the hell she’s doing to me. She’s changing me. Or maybe she’s simply making me feel alive.

      She arches into me, her nails digging into my skin as she comes apart, the pulses of her cunt making me swell and explode inside her.

      My vision goes black and my body gives out as I paint the walls of her pussy, and I collapse on top of her, sweat dripping down the side of my face, my cheek resting against her breast. She runs her fingers through my hair, and I close my eyes, trying to catch my breath while I listen to the rapid beats of her heart.

      My body trembles with aftershocks.

      “Brayden,” she murmurs.

      I freeze, my chest splitting down the middle and falling to the floor.

      Brayden.

      She’s Brayden’s.

      Which means she’ll never be mine.
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      Nobody asked what happened to the vase in the foyer, and I didn’t offer an explanation. But it’s been four days and I’ve been reeling with my emotions ever since. Truthfully, I’ve been cowering away in the cottage, because the next batch of pods are ready for lancing and it’s a perfect excuse to hide from the world and keep my impulses in check.

      “Bug.”

      My father’s voice rings out through the greenhouse and I pause, taking a deep breath before spinning to face him. I’m glad he’s here. Part of the reason why I’ve been locking myself away is to figure out how to approach the situation, to let him know I’m not okay with expanding. I don’t want to work with the Cantanellis. I don’t crave change the way he seems to need it.

      Instead of meeting his eyes, I meet the sparkling browns of Dorothy.

      My heart nosedives to the floor, cracking and splitting in two.

      How could he bring her here?

      I school the look on my face, not wanting her to know it bothers me. The very sight of her makes me rage, and it takes all my willpower not to take the straightedge from the table and dig it into her eyeballs so she can never look at me again.

      This is my place. My sanctuary. The one spot I had to just be without worrying that others would come and find me.

      And my father just ruined that.

      The anger creeps in and I close my eyes, counting back from ten.

      When I reopen them, I lick my lips. “What is she doing here?”

      A large smile beams across her face. “I told you before, didn’t I? Dad’s showing me the ropes.”

      “You said you couldn’t handle production,” he chimes in. “Meet your new protégé.”

      “No thanks,” I bite. “I don’t need any help.”

      The warmth on his face disappears entirely and he takes a step closer to me. “It wasn’t up for debate. Don’t forget who runs this, Evelina.”

      His words are knives that slice through my middle like paper cuts.

      “I’m not expanding.”

      He blows out a deep breath and walks toward me. My spine stiffens as I stand my ground.

      “Listen, I get what you want, I really do, but you need to understand where I’m—”

      Crack.

      Blood coats the inside of my mouth, my cheek throbbing as my face is thrown to the side from the back of his hand.

      He bends down close. “Now, because I love you and you’re my daughter, I’m going to let this…incident slide. But if you try me again, you’ll force my hand. You do a lot for me, but let’s not pretend you aren’t replaceable.”

      My chest squeezes so tight I lose my breath.

      “Understand?”

      I close my eyes and nod, my body trembling from the rage that’s begging to escape. I’ve bided my time with Dorothy for years, stayed my hand when all I’ve longed for is to see her die, and I did it all because of my loyalty to him. But it’s clearer now than ever that the feeling isn’t mutual.

      And I don’t have it in me anymore to care.

      “Good. I’ve added Dorothy to the security scanner. She’ll be back tomorrow to learn the ropes.”

      I blink, and my vision blurs, but not enough to miss the way Dorothy grins before she turns around and follows our father as he leaves.

      Ten. Nine. Eight…
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      “I need your help.”

      Cody spins around in his chair, headphones wrapping his neck and blond hair spiked in a hundred different directions, the same way he always is when we’re in his hacker paradise of a basement. “What else is new?”

      He smiles, but I don’t, and his face morphs into something more serious.

      I shake my head, not knowing where to begin and honestly not sure how much I should tell him. After Dorothy and my dad left my greenhouse, I wanted to grab my Desert Eagle and shoot them both in the head.

      The idea still holds merit.

      But I’d rather see my dad’s face as everything goes up in flames.

      And Dorothy? I want to watch her burn.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      My legs shake, making the desk chair I’m sitting on swivel back and forth. “How long have we been friends?”

      Cody rolls his eyes. “Feels like forever.”

      “Can you be serious, please? I’m trying to open up to you here, which is what you’ve been asking me to do since you moved back—”

      “Three years ago.”

      I nod. “Right. Three years.”

      “Longer if you count high school,” he notes.

      “So I can trust you, right?”

      His brows furrow and he uses his heels to push his chair forward, rolling across the ground until he’s close enough to take my hands in his.

      My insides tense, not liking the touch, but I don’t pull away.

      “You’re my best friend, babe.”

      Swallowing, I nod. “I haven’t been completely honest with you.”

      He gasps, throwing a hand to his heart. “I’m shocked. Let me guess, you’re fucking that Brayden guy?”

      “I—what? No…” I shake my head. “Well, yes, but that’s not what I’m talking about.”

      He snaps his fingers, chuckling. “I knew it. I knew he was twisting you up.”

      “That’s not what this is about,” I say. “I need you to hack into a security system for me.”

      His brows rise at that, and he crosses his leg over the opposite knee, resting his chin in his hand. “Go on.”

      “There are things important to me. Things I’d rather not allow my father or my sister to be able to access anymore until I’m ready for them to.”

      “Like a safe?”

      “Does it matter?”

      He tilts his head. “Kind of.”

      I exhale, my stomach somersaulting as I push the words off my lips. “It’s a greenhouse.”

      He nods. “You want me to help keep your plants safe?”

      “Yeah. It’s for…they’re poppies.”

      He moves forward in his chair. “And why would there be a security system for some poppies, Evie?”

      “It isn’t necessarily for the poppies.” I glance up at him. “It’s for the lab.”

      He blinks, then his face changes, surprise filtering through his features. “You’re the flying monkey?”

      “I’m the creator of Flying Monkey,” I correct.

      He whistles, shaking his head. “Damn. I should have known. Okay… Tell me everything about it, and then I’ll get to work.”
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      I’ve just gotten back to the cottage, and now I’m waiting on Brayden to get here. I realized that I didn’t have his number, which is insane considering his dick has spent numerous hours inside me, so I got it from Ezekiel and texted, asking him to stop by.

      It feels weird having what I guess you would consider guests. Nessa gifted me this cottage right before she passed, and when my dad realized we needed a space to grow, he built the underground greenhouse, chock-full of security and insulation so that even thermal cameras wouldn’t pick it up.

      I can’t help wondering why the hell he went through the trouble just to be so willing to give it all up in the end.

      For years, it was just the two of us. Now there’s Brayden, Dorothy, and Cody to add to the list of people in the know. Although considering I plan to kill Dorothy in the immediate future, she doesn’t truly count.

      Regardless, I refuse to sit and wait around for him to invite the Cantanellis too.

      There’s a knock, and although I’m sure it’s Brayden, I grip my Desert Eagle anyway, swinging open the door and aiming. I’m anxious, and it’s making me feel a little manic.

      Brayden grins, stepping through the doorway, his chest brushing against the barrel. “Is this your way of asking me to fuck you with it again?”

      I drop the gun and move to the side, closing the door behind him.

      “Are you ever not annoying?” I snap.

      He smirks, brushing his lips across mine. “Nice to see you too.”

      I press my hands against his chest, my fingers rubbing the leather of his jacket. “Is this real leather?”

      “Uhh…yeah. Why?”

      Yuck. I scrunch my nose, looking up at him. “Doesn’t matter. Listen, can I trust you?”

      His Adam’s apple bobs. “I don’t know, sweetheart. Can I trust you?”

      I rub my tongue against the back of my teeth before biting my lip. He steps in close, running his hand through my hair and pulling me to him. I breathe in deep, enjoying the way he brings me comfort and hating myself for needing it.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks.

      Nerves race through me, making my palms sweat. It’s a risk to lay it all on the line for him. But I want to tell him everything, and in order to do that, I need to make sure he feels for me the way I feel for him. I’m terrified he won’t. After all, he’s the one who said he didn’t believe in romance.

      My heart stutters.

      I pull him into me and press my lips to his before shoving him away.

      His brows rise and he grins again, those dimples on full display. “So you don’t want to fuck?”

      “I don’t want to fuck. I mean, I do, obviously, but not right now.”

      That’s not what this is about. We always get distracted by the physical, and right now, when my mind is so twisted, feeling like a captive with no way out, I need his attention, not his touch.

      “I love you,” I blurt.

      The words are surprisingly easy to say, and I hold my breath, waiting for his response.

      His body locks up tight, every single one of his muscles tensing as he stares at me blankly.

      I laugh, running a hand through my hair. “I know, that’s crazy, right? I didn’t mean for it to happen. I don’t even know when the hell it did happen, but I just know it’s there and it’s big. Like, can’t breathe when you’re around kind of big. And it’s…” I pause, throwing my hands up in frustration. “Fucking annoying. The same way everything always annoys me with you. And it’s stupid. Because I don’t know little things like your favorite color or how you did in school or your middle name. And to be honest, I really don’t care.” I start pacing because with every word I vomit out, his body coils tighter. “But it’s there. And it fucking sucks, and I hate myself for loving you.”

      He takes a step closer. I stop moving, dropping my hands to my sides.

      “But I hate the thought of not having you more.”

      The silence rings louder than any noise ever has, my words strewn out and tattered in the space between us. The urge to take it all back is strong, but I don’t.

      “All this time, and I couldn’t pay you to shut up, and now you choose to go quiet?” I complain.

      The corner of his mouth lifts, and then he moves.

      He’s on me quick, grabbing the back of my head and stealing my breath for himself, his lips and tongue claiming with a kiss that tops every other kiss in existence. My heart skips, my stomach flips, and for the first time in my life, I feel just like any other girl.

      A girl who finally has someone to love her back.

      He breaks away from my mouth and presses his lips to my ear, his hands gripping my face tightly. “My favorite color is blue.” He trails a light smattering of kisses along my jaw and down my neck.

      My chest feels like it might cave in.

      “I did okay in school. Good at sports. Bad at homework. Hated college.”

      Something tings in the back of my mind, but then his lips meet mine again and I’m gone, lost in what he’s giving me.

      “And what’s in a name?” he continues. “That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.”

      I grin against his mouth.

      “Thank you for loving me,” he whispers, pulling back just enough to look me in the eye.

      His thumb brushes across my cheek and I melt into the moment, waiting with bated breath to hear whatever he’ll say next.

      But then his phone rings.

      “It’s Ezekiel.” He cringes. “Hold that thought.”

      Before I can blink, he’s out the door, taking my heart with him.
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      Guilty. The feeling of shame or regret for your misconduct.

      I’ve never thought about the word much, but the guilt I feel for every single thing involving Evelina is a tornado, whirling quick and strong, destroying everything it touches. And then it compounds because I know, without a doubt, if I went back and had a chance to do it all over, I wouldn’t change a thing.

      Not knowing her—not existing in her world—is a far greater tragedy than playing a small part within it.

      She loves me.

      She loves me.

      But she doesn’t know who I am, and I have no doubts that when she learns the truth, everything will be over for us.

      And fuck, it hurts like a bitch.

      I silence Ezekiel’s call, having only used him as an excuse to leave before I did something stupid, like blow my cover and beg her for understanding or lie completely and say I feel nothing at all. I was on the spot, and I don’t like being on the spot, so I fled.

      The sky is cloudy and gray, the smell of the first upcoming snow in the air, dead leaves and debris crunching under my feet as I speed walk the yellow brick path. I’m staring down at my phone and sending off a quick text to Ezekiel, letting him know I’m busy, which is why I don’t see the person standing in front of me before I run into her.

      My body jostles, the phone flying from my hand, the screen cracking when it hits the ground.

      “Shit.” I bend down to pick it up. When I rise from grabbing it, I come face-to-face with Dorothy.

      She purses her lips. “So you know then.”

      It isn’t a question and my forehead scrunches, trying to figure out what the hell she’s talking about. Know what? That Evelina is planning to kill her?

      She crosses her arms, her nails tapping against the insides of her elbow. “Typical. I’m always the last person to find out anything.”

      “What?” I brush off the chips of glass from my screen.

      She throws her hand at the cottage. “About the greenhouse.”

      My hands pause from where I was trying—and failing—to fix my phone. “Oh,” I say carefully, my stomach twisting. Greenhouse? “Right. You mean you didn’t know about that until now?”

      She scoffs. “You know it’s just like Evie to not include me. She and Nessa were always leaving me out, and she hates that our dad doesn’t do the same.”

      My heart speeds, pieces of a puzzle clicking into place, creating a picture I had no idea existed.

      “Well.” I lick my lips, glancing behind me. “Seems like you know now at least.”

      “Yeah.” She sighs. “But it kind of sucks, right? I mean, who wants to learn about plants?”

      My stomach sinks, her words repeating in my head like a mantra. “What exactly are you learning?”

      “How to make Evie’s product, obviously.”

      My ears go numb and my mouth runs dry.

      She tilts her head, eyes narrowing, and I try to school my features, but I don’t think I’m successful.

      “You know,” she continues, “I didn’t mean to hold you up from whatever. I’ll let you go. Just…forget I said anything, yeah?”

      She moves around me in a hurry and I let her pass, my heart slamming against my ribs.

      Shock trickles through my limbs like ice.

      Evelina is the supplier.

      Holy shit.

      I spin around, my body trembling as I hurry to my car, sliding into the seat and numbly leaving the estate. I don’t pay attention to my surroundings, and I have no clue if the guard at the gate even waves goodbye. All I know is I’m supposed to meet Seth at the motel in three hours for our weekly check-in, and now I actually have something to tell him.

      Something big.

      Because this time I’ve found our guy. But I didn’t expect it to be her.

      My mind is on autopilot as I drive through the outskirts of Kinland, pulling around to the back lot of the motel. I park, but I don’t get out. Instead, I sit in my car, watching the digital numbers on my dashboard click over, one minute after the next, until the sun dips beneath the horizon and the moon rises to take its place.

      The thought of turning over Evelina makes bile climb up the back of my throat, the nausea feeling like I’m being tossed at sea. I blow out a breath, my elbows resting on the steering wheel as I rub my eyes.

      What the fuck am I supposed to do?

      Leaning back in my seat, I remind myself of all the reasons why I became a DEA agent in the first place. To put criminals like her behind bars. It’s been my goal ever since I was old enough to realize that drugs and the people who put them on the streets are what cost me my childhood.

      My family.

      My innocence.

      It’s all I’ve ever known, and while the things I feel for her are so strong they dull everything around me…they’re still new. And my hatred for what she stands for is just as strong. Isn’t it?

      My hand flies to my chest from the throbbing pain, spreading outward like ivy and wrapping around every piece of me until I feel like I’ll buckle beneath its weight. I don’t want to do this, but I also don’t know if I could ever look her in the eyes again and not see all the trauma from my past.

      Both options are painful, clamping down on either side of me and tearing until I split in two, jagged pieces that won’t ever fit together again.

      Emotion clogs up my throat, tears burning behind my eyes. I exhale, my cheeks puffing out as I try to shake off the sadness.

      I know that in my heart of hearts, this is what I have to do.

      So I turn off the car, open the door, and walk to the motel room to see Seth.

      The way I always have.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            35

          

          

        

    

    







            EVELINA

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I stood in the cottage for about two minutes, staring at the spot where Brayden was before he stormed out. And then I snapped out of it and ran after him, ready to demand he look me in the face and tell me how he feels. Because he doesn’t get to do that. He doesn’t get to make me feel so much and then just walk away like Ezekiel was more important than me.

      Leaving out the front door, I run smack-dab into Dorothy. She says something, but if I talk to her, then I’m going to murder her, and I want to make it hurt when I do, so I shove her to the side and run past, hoping it’s not too late to catch Brayden.

      When I make it back to the estate, I see him in his car, getting ready to leave. My chest pulls tight, because if he was talking to Ezekiel, why would he be leaving entirely? So I jump in my Range Rover and follow, because I’m going to make him face me whether he wants to or not.

      He drives through neighborhood streets until we hit the heart of downtown, then continues on, and eventually I realize he’s heading toward the outskirts of Kinland.

      Does he live out here?

      When he pulls into the motel, I drive around to the other side, parking far enough away where he won’t see. My hackles rise from not knowing why he’s here, and I don’t want to rush in and demand answers. I just want to sit back and see what the hell he’s doing.

      Turns out he’s doing nothing.

      He sits. And sits. And sits.

      The longer he does, the more unease starts to billow in my chest because there’s no good reason why someone would be in the most dangerous part of Kinland acting shady as fuck.

      It grows dark outside and my eyes start to droop, exhaustion wringing its way through my bones. But then, finally, he moves to get out of his car. I perk up, my heart stuttering as it bleeds anxiety through my veins.

      I grab my Eagle from the glove compartment when I see him slip around the corner of the building, and once again I follow, making sure to walk slow and light so my footsteps don’t ring out in the dead of the night.

      Creeping along the motel doors, I hit the edge of the wall and peer around the corner.

      He’s at the last door, knocking three times and running a hand through his curly brown hair.

      Is he meeting someone? If he’s meeting a prostitute, I think I’ll be sick.

      Someone answers, and a slight breath of relief hits me when it’s a man’s voice. Brayden gives him a one-armed hug and then they both disappear inside the room. I sprint around the corner, trying to catch the door before it locks, but there’s no need because the Do Not Disturb sign hanging on the handle is lodged between the crack, making it easy for me to push it back open, just a bit. Just enough to see inside.

      My eyes scan what I can from my limited vantage point, and I take in Brayden and the other man, who’s standing behind a makeshift desk, coffee cups and double-monitored computers in front of him. There’s a gun lying on the table and the two of them are at ease, talking like they’re old friends.

      They definitely know each other.

      I squint my eyes as I stare at the stranger, trying to place him. He looks so familiar and it sends a twinge down my spine, something prodding at my brain urging me to just think. And then it clicks.

      The night all those months ago at the bar.

      “I got put on a new job today that’s taking me out of town. We’re celebrating one last time.”

      A job. Okay…maybe they’re just friends catching up.

      “Galen wants to talk to Ezekiel,” the stranger says.

      Brayden laughs. “Good luck. Ezekiel is fucking done. It’s a miracle that motherfucker hasn’t given me up yet.”

      My forehead scrunches, something heavy dragging its sharpened tip through my middle.

      “I can’t fucking do this anymore,” Brayden continues, his voice low and tortured.

      His friend watches Brayden with dark eyes, his hands on his hips. He puffs out his cheeks and shakes his head. “Nick…”

      The name is a sucker punch to my chest, the breath forcefully pushed from my lungs. Nick.

      My middle spins on its axis as I replay every single moment we’ve had together, breaking apart the memories and staring at them from different angles.

      My eyes fly back to Brayden—Nick—and I watch him pace back and forth in front of the desk.

      The way he carries himself right now is different, the way he talks is different, his name is different, everything about him is different, and I have to throw the back of my hand up to my mouth to keep from puking.

      The truth brands against my skin, flaying me open and sinking into my bones. It’s a familiar feeling, but I’ve never felt it burn quite so deep.

      I am so sick of people using me. Lying to me. And I’m done because I have nothing left to give. Black slips in the edges of my vision.

      My grip on my Eagle tightens as I stand up, my knees cracking as I do, and I kick the door open so it slams against the wall before swinging back. I catch it with my shoulder when I step into the room.

      Both of them draw their weapons and spin around toward me.

      I cackle as I take them in, realizing that besides when he was torturing me with my own, this is the first time I’ve ever seen Brayden hold a gun. His form is flawless. Like he’s been trained to perfection.

      His eyes widen, arms immediately falling to his sides, the weapon dropping on the floor. “Evelina.”

      My eyes move to the gun and back to him and I jerk my chin. “You should probably pick that back up. Shoot me now so you have a better chance.”

      His mouth parts and he takes a step forward.

      My fingers tighten around the Eagle, my gaze flicking to the man behind him. “I don’t think we’ve been introduced,” I say, my voice tight.

      He glares. “Oh, I know all about you, Evelina Westerly.”

      My nostrils flare, sharp prongs of betrayal tightening around my middle.

      Brayden turns around and sees him. “Man, put the gun down, Jesus.”

      “Nick, I—”

      Brayden freezes and everything in me goes ice cold at the name, even though I’ve already heard it said.

      I shake my head, and Nick puts his hands up in front of him, like he’s approaching a predator. “Evelina, I can explain.”

      “I don’t want to hear your explanations,” I hiss. My vision blurs with tears and I grit my teeth, shaking my head, so fucking mad that I’m showing everything he’s making me feel.

      “Evelina,” his friend says calmly. “Drop your weapon.”

      “Seth,” Nick snaps. “Shut the fuck up. I can handle this.”

      I huff out a laugh. He can handle this. My chest burns, and then something else dawns on me, the phrasing of the words hitting me like a dagger straight to the heart.

      My mouth drops, and I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to keep my focus so I don’t lose it completely. I take a moment and breathe deep to find my center. When I pry my lids back open, my gaze meets concerned green.

      But they don’t have the same effect on me as they did before.

      My hands tremble so much the gun shakes in my grip. “Are you a cop?”

      His face twitches and his mouth parts, but then he closes it again, his head shaking as he takes moves toward me.

      I back up, bringing the barrel higher. “Take another step and I swear to god, Brayden, I will empty this entire clip in your lying fucking mouth.”

      He swallows, his eyes growing glassy. But he doesn’t move again. “Evelina.”

      “Don’t.” My teeth ache from how tightly I’m clenching them. “Just…tell me the fucking truth for once in your life.” My tone rises with every word.

      He presses his lips together, his nostrils flaring and chin lifting as he watches me with watery eyes. “I’m a federal agent.”

      It would have hurt less if he shot me.

      My eyes close and my face turns to the side, hot disgusting tears flowing down my cheeks like tangible heartbreak.

      “Please,” his voice cracks. “Please, pretty girl…let me explain.”

      I breathe through my nose, trying to count back from ten, but the numbers don’t come.

      All that comes is anger.

      Slowly, I open my eyes and straighten my spine, letting the salty wetness drip from my chin and onto the ground.

      I move my aim from him to his partner.

      It happens in slow motion after that. Brayden—Nick—drops down and picks up his weapon, his hands as steady as his empty chest must be.

      “Don’t do this, Evelina,” he says, bringing up his pistol.

      “You would shoot me?” Another traitorous tear falls to the floor.

      His jaw clenches but he doesn’t move his aim. “I won’t let you kill him.”

      “So it’s like that then?” My mouth tilts up.

      He steps to the side, blocking Seth. “Yeah, pretty girl. It’s like that.”

      My finger sits on the trigger, and I step toward him until the end of the barrel is pointing directly at his chest. He lowers his arms, like he’s accepting death if I choose to give it.

      “Drop your weapon!” his friend yells. “I won’t tell you again.”

      But I ignore him, craning my neck and staring into eyes I’ve never really known. “Will you let him kill me?” I whisper.

      He looks down at me, his Adam’s apple bobbing with his swallow.

      His silence is all the answer I need.

      “Do it then.” I turn around and walk away, my heart in my throat, half of me wishing he’d just finish the job now and shoot me in the back. But nothing happens. So I leave, a heavy type of numb dropping into place like a curtain, shielding me from anything other than darkness.
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      My cover’s blown.

      Obviously. So I’m officially pulled from the case, and now I’m sulking in my apartment—my real apartment—the decision on whether to tell my department everything I know sitting so heavy on my chest that I can’t breathe.

      Last night, I made the decision, sure I was doing the right thing no matter how much it hurt. No matter how much it tasted like I was betraying the only person who had never let me down. But when I stared Seth in the face, I couldn’t push the words off my tongue. And when Evelina busted down the door and looked at me as though I had killed her spirit?

      That was when I knew.

      I would pick her a thousand times over, even if it meant rotting in hell.

      I let her walk back out the door because I don’t deserve to keep her, and I broke down telling Seth everything. Everything except who the supplier is. Then I came home to my sister, not knowing where else to go.

      Rose sits at the small round table across from me, a steaming cup of tea in her hands. She purses her lips as she watches me. “You look like shit.”

      “Feel worse,” I grunt.

      She sets down the mug, reaching out to grab the top of my hand. “Well, it’s good to have you home.”

      I run my fingers through my hair, the cavity in my chest rattling. “Yeah. Feels good to be here.”

      Except it doesn’t feel good, because this doesn’t feel like home anymore. I don’t think I knew what home was until I found it in her.

      “You wanna talk about it?” Rose asks.

      “Have you ever been in love?” I blurt.

      She sits back in her chair, her red brows shooting up. “Uh…yeah.”

      I look up at her. “What’s it feel like?”

      “So that’s what this is,” she breathes. “A broken heart.”

      Is it? I laugh, bending until my forehead rests on the table. “No, I just…I don’t know.”

      She takes a sip of her tea. “I get it, dude. Love fucking sucks.”

      “How do you know it’s real?” I whisper, stomach twisting.

      “Does it hurt?”

      “Like a bitch.”

      She smacks her lips. “Then it’s real.”

      I don’t say anything, just roll my head back and forth against the cool wood, hoping somehow it will reach inside me and soothe the burn.

      “So who fucked it up, you or her?”

      “Her. Me.” Another empty laugh pours from my mouth and I sit back up, tugging on the roots of my hair. “I don’t fucking know.”

      Rose sips from her tea. “Who is she?”

      “She’s this woman—”

      “Yeah, I got that,” she cuts in.

      I smile softly, biting down the pain that’s breaking me apart when I picture Evelina’s face.

      “She’s…she’s everything.” I shake my head. “But she’s not a good person.”

      Rose hums. “I find it hard to believe my brother would fall for someone who isn’t worth loving.”

      The back of my throat swells until it burns.

      “Does she love you?”

      “She said she does…did. But I don’t know.” I shrug. “It’s fast.”

      Rose’s nails tap against the side of her cup. “You know, I’ve never thanked you for saving me.”

      “Don’t thank me,” I mutter.

      She swipes her hand in the air. “Don’t do that martyr shit with me, Nicholas.”

      “I’m not,” I scoff.

      “You always do,” she says. “You’ve shouldered the blame for every single thing that’s happened in our lives when none of it was your fault.” She leans in, her eyes sharp as they stare into mine. “Do you hear me? None of it.”

      I press my lips together, trying to hold back the sob that wants to escape.

      Her eyes water. “I’m the older sibling. I’m supposed to be the one to protect you. And if you don’t know what it feels like to be loved, then clearly, I failed in that.”

      “No,” I say. “The people who put that poison on the streets failed us both. You did the best you could.”

      “And you’re doing the best you can too,” she replies.

      “Am I? It’s my job to stop them. How can I live with myself for loving someone who represents everything I lost?”

      “Oh, Nick,” Rose sighs, resting her chin in her hand. “Did you know I sold once upon a time?”

      The breath whooshes out of me and I collapse against the back of my chair. “You…what?”

      She nods. “Yeah. I was fucked up and desperate, and sometimes it was the only way I could keep enough in my pockets to survive.”

      “You were sick. It wasn’t your fault.”

      “I knew exactly what I was doing.” She wipes the tears from her cheeks. “Do you hate me now?”

      Grabbing her fingers across the table, I squeeze. “Of course not.”

      “Right. Because I’m still me.” She sniffs. “We’re all just out here living, you know? Roaming under clouds that are a thousand different shades of gray. But you can’t help who you love, Nick.”

      Nodding, I stare down at the table, my rusted heart trying like hell to pump in my chest.

      “I’ve watched you exist for a long time now. You go through the motions and you…you pour yourself into your career, trying to make up for mistakes that were never your weight to bear in the first place.”

      My bottom lip trembles and I grit my teeth.

      “You aren’t to blame for the decisions other people made. The decisions I made.”

      I meet her gaze.

      “And neither is she.”
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      “You sure about this?” Seth asks, his tone low and deep.

      I blink at him, not saying a word—not having any words—because what else is there?

      What’s left for me to say?

      I spin around in the desk chair I haven’t sat in for months, staring down at the few framed accolades and the screen saver dancing across the monitor. It feels foreign, as though Nick Woodsworth doesn’t really exist. Like he never really did.

      It’s funny how something that felt so intrinsic to who I was for so many years now feels like a stranger.

      “I’m sure,” I reply.

      Seth leans on the edge of the gray cubicle wall, nodding. “You know it won’t change much. We won’t stop the case, not until we find what we’re looking for.”

      I swallow around the knowledge I’m keeping close to my chest, and I stand up, grabbing my badge and my gun, knowing they’ll need them back when I resign. “I know.”

      “Want me to come with you to tell him?” he asks.

      “Woodsworth. Adams. My office, now,” Cap’s voice yells out.

      I grin at Seth. “Looks like you don’t have a choice.”

      Seth’s hand meets my shoulder and squeezes, holding me in place. “I’m your partner, but more than anything, I’m your friend. Professionally, I can’t condone what you’re doing.” He pauses, a slight smile lining the corners of his mouth. “But personally…it makes me happy as hell to see the man behind the machine.”

      He walks away before I can say anything back, but his words ache in the deepest parts of me. I’d give anything to go back to how I used to be, because this feeling now? It fucking sucks.

      And I don’t know if it will ever go away.

      I follow Seth down the narrow aisle through the cubicles and head into Cap’s office, stopping short when I see Oscar Norman, mayor of Kinland, sitting next to another man in a gray suit and mussed-up hair.

      Cap smiles when we walk in. “Fantastic news, boys. Turns out it doesn’t matter that you fucked up.”

      I frown, confused.

      “Gentlemen, meet Agent Baum.” Cap nods toward Oscar. “And this is Mayor Norman.”

      Agent Baum stands from his chair, reaching out his hand to shake mine, his wire-framed glasses falling slightly down his face. “Nice to meet you.”

      “What’s going on?” Seth asks, looking around with a furrowed brow.

      Cap nods toward the men. “Agent Baum is with the Chicago division of the FBI. They’ve been building a case against the Westerlys for the past few years, and they’ve had a big break.”

      My stomach drops. Fucking FBI.

      “And you’re here because?” I jerk my chin toward Oscar.

      Agent Baum clears his throat. “The mayor and the commissioner of Kinland recently decided they’d rather cooperate with us than not.” He grins over at him. “Isn’t that right, Oscar?”

      Oscar’s lips are pressed tight as he nods.

      “He’s been integral in getting us what we need against both the Cantanellis and the Westerlys.”

      A light bulb explodes in my brain. The charity on Oscar’s yacht. The meeting. Holy shit.

      I whoosh out a breath, sinking into a chair in the corner of the room, my elbows going to my knees as I take in what this means, what they’re saying.

      Agent Baum bobs his head. “We appreciate all you’ve done up to this point. I’m here as a favor to let you know your hard work won’t be forgotten. As soon as you can get us access to all your evidence, the better.”

      Seth laughs. “There’s not much we can offer.” He glances at me. “Our focus was on finding the supplier, not building a case for petty crimes. Agent Woodsworth was made before we could find them.”

      My leg taps out a nervous rhythm.

      Agent Baum grins. “But we did.”
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      It’s been two days since my world was once again turned upside down and I found out that Brayden is a lie. That everything between us was a lie.

      I feel dirty.

      Used.

      And more than anything, I feel really, really fucking stupid. I’ve always prided myself on being the brains of the family, but how smart can I be if I let this happen?

      Closing my eyes, I lean back against Nessa’s tombstone. “You lied to me, Ness,” I whisper into the wind. “You said family’s all I need, that we have to stick together. Turns out that’s bullshit.”

      I shake my head, my fingers threading through the grass beneath me. My lower lip trembles and I snap my eyes back open, staring at the notebook in my lap. I open it, scanning over the messy handwriting and scratched-out words that blur together on the pages. I run a fingertip down the last poem I was able to write. Now every single letter reminds me of him.

      My palm tenses and I grip the page, tearing it from the book. It feels good, so I do it again. And again.

      Rip. Tear. Rip.

      I don’t stop until every single thing is torn from the binding and in pieces on the ground. My eyes scan the space around me and I grab the shredded pages, placing them on the base of Nessa’s marker in a little pile on the stone. Reaching into my pocket, I grip the matchbook from Winkies that I brought, just in case, and I move forward on my knees, my fingers shaky.

      Every word feels like a confession now instead of an escape. Sappy poems from a broken, lonely girl pretending to be something strong.

      The wind whips across my face, strands of my hair tickling my cheeks, and I breathe in deep, striking the match against the cardboard and dropping it into the torn-up parts of me, watching the words go up in flames.

      With every second they burn, my soul throbs with an ache I’m sure I’ll wear for the rest of my life. And I hate Nick just a little bit more for stealing the one thing that felt like mine.

      He was the king of pretty words, so now I’ll make him king of the ashes.

      The fire burns quickly and then goes out when there’s nothing left.

      Here lies one whose name was writ in water.

      I reach forward, blowing on the ash until it scatters, floating away over the graves of a hundred different people. Maybe my little love spells can be their calm in the chaos.

      “My whole life I’ve lived for other people, and I’m done.” I look at Nessa’s tombstone one last time. “That means I have to stop living for you too, Ness. I hope you understand.”

      Sadness weaves its way through me, and although it’s hard, it feels oddly cathartic too, as if deep underground chains are snapping from my body, freeing me from the constraint the blood in my veins and my last name have always caused.

      “No matter where I go in life, Nessa, no matter who I love and lose… I think I’ll always miss you the most.”

      Smacking a kiss to the palm of my hand, I press it to her tombstone before backing up and walking away, leaving a single poppy flower at the base of her grave.

      I head straight back to the estate, bypassing the main entrance and walking around to the back, going to the cottage instead. Honestly, I don’t plan on staying after everything is destroyed, but in the meantime, I can’t stand to see the faces of people who never really cared.

      I love my greenhouse and everything in it, but it’s tainted now, and I wouldn’t be surprised if the feds show up any second to take me in anyway, so getting rid of as much evidence before I disappear is paramount to me being able to be free.

      Ezekiel is sitting on the patio, leaned back in a chair, cigarette smoke billowing in the air around him. And in all my grief, all my sadness, I had forgotten a major detail from the other night.

      Ezekiel’s name was mentioned in a room of federal agents.

      I squint my eyes, walking up to him as he looks over at me, then back up at the sky.

      “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you, Ezekiel.”

      He pauses, the cigarette halfway to his mouth. “They told me you found out, you know? Called me last night, trying to convince me to leave. Witness protection or some bullshit.”

      “So why didn’t you?” I slip my hand beneath my skirt, pulling my gun from the holster and resting it on the patio table.

      I expected to feel angrier with him, but I guess when I let go of the Westerly name and its importance, the people who betrayed the name start to matter less. Still, it stings knowing he was throwing me under the bus and not caring where I landed.

      “How could you?”

      He sighs, sitting forward in the chair, looking at me for the first time. “They didn’t give me a choice.”

      “There’s always a choice.”

      “You know what happened to my father when he went to prison? He turned into someone’s bitch and then was mutilated and hung from the rafters. He still gets mocked to this day.” He shakes his head. “You think I want to end up like that? I’ve been forced to live a life like him. I don’t want to die like him too.”

      “So you made a deal,” I add.

      He nods. “So I made a deal.”

      I tap my fingers on the top of my Eagle. “You know, you’re really nothing but a coward.”

      Smoke billows from his nostrils. “You’re right. I am. And it fuckin’ terrifies me. I lived my whole life lookin’ up to my dad. He was it, a god to me. And he’d be disgusted by who I’ve become… But I am who I am.”

      I don’t respond, not having it in me to fight. And while the betrayal is still there, I understand living in your father’s shadow and wanting to break free. I can’t begrudge him that, as much as I might wish to.

      “Are you going to kill me?” he asks when I stand up and grab my gun.

      “No,” I sigh. “But I never want to see you again. Living with the shame of knowing you’ll never be half the man your father was is more painful than any torture I could offer.” Moving around the table, I stop in front of him. “One day, Ezekiel, I hope you find your peace.”

      “I don’t deserve your empathy,” he whispers, staring down at his lap.

      I swallow around the knot in my throat. “No…you don’t. But I’m giving it to you anyway.”

      Reholstering my gun, I walk past him and into the woods. Who cares if he sees where I’m going at this point.
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      I spent three hours setting up the space before texting my sister and asking her to meet me here so I could “show her the ropes,” since I blew her off yesterday. I’m going to enjoy watching her die.

      My legs are crossed and my eyes closed as I sit calmly in the center of the hallway, directly outside the greenhouse door. The small pitter-patter of feet walking down the hidden closet’s staircase makes my ears perk up, excitement tingling down my spine. I’ve been waiting years for this moment.

      I peel my eyes open, grinning as I look up at her. “Hello, Dorothy.”

      “What are you doing?” she glances around. “Where’s Dad?”

      “He’ll be here,” I say calmly, standing up. I move toward the door to press my fingerprint on the scanner, but Dorothy beats me to it. The light turns green, everything unlocking. My forehead wrinkles, realizing Cody must not have been able to hack into the system yet.

      Not that it matters anymore.

      She traipses into the greenhouse, her nose scrunching up as she looks at all the poppies. “You know, for beautiful flowers, they really don’t smell that good, do they?”

      “Subjective, I guess,” I murmur, my black skirt swishing as I move past her. “This way.”

      I lead her down the two acres of flowers, flourishing in their various stages, and to the lab in the back, flicking on the lights and making my way to the metal table in the center of the room where my chemistry set is. I already have everything prepared.

      “Wow, this is…intense,” she muses as she walks around, her eyeball magnified as she stares through a beaker.

      “Yep,” I reply, pouring water into a small metal bowl as well as some of the raw opium I’ve recently finished extracting.

      “What are you doing?” She hovers over the table to try and get a better look. “You should be explaining things, right? How am I supposed to learn otherwise?”

      I smile at her. “Just getting things set up so I can show you how they work.”

      “Oh. Okay.” She lifts a brow. “You’re being weird.”

      “You know,” I say, taking the container and placing it over the Bunsen burner, slowly turning up the heat. “I want to apologize to you, Dorothy. I was out of line the other day. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      Her eyes narrow.

      I laugh, watching the opium melt into liquid form. “Something you said that night on the boat really stuck with me.”

      “Really?” Her tone is disbelieving.

      “Really,” I repeat, removing the liquid from the burner and grabbing the needle at my side. “You said that maybe if I dove in after Nessa’s shoes, they’d take me home to her. And in that moment, I was tempted, because nothing’s ever felt like home to me the way Nessa did.”

      “I did us all a favor.” She scoffs. “Nessa was a bitch. Always getting in the way, making everything about her. Weren’t you tired of living in her shadow for so long? I know I was.”

      I throw back my head and laugh. It’s high-pitched and tense, and even to my ears, it sounds piercing.

      Dorothy’s eyes widen. “You’re fucking crazy.”

      “Yeah.” I grin. “That’s what they say.”

      Drawing back the plunger, I suck up the liquid opium, then hold the needle up to the light and flick the side, getting rid of air bubbles.

      “Wanna see?” I ask, holding it out to her.

      She leans in. “Hmm. Fascinating.”

      “Anyway,” I continue, “I thought about how silly it would be for me to do that…to let you win. Even if it was my greatest heart’s desire to be with Nessa.”

      I meander around the table, the needle at my side. Her eyes are flicking to it and then to me and she backs up a step.

      “So the next time I ache for something I love? I’m not going out of my own backyard.” The toes of my shoes press against the tips of hers. “And I’d really, really love to see you die.”

      Bringing up the needle, I jab it into her neck, sticking the plunger so the opium pours into her bloodstream.

      Her eyes grow round, her mouth dropping on a scream as she flails. I reach up, delight swimming through my veins as I cock back my fist and swing it forward, punching her right in the face until she drops to the ground.

      Pain spreads through my knuckles and I shake out my hand, grabbing her stupid bouncy brown ponytail, the way I’ve dreamed of doing for years, ripping it from her scalp as I drag her over to the table. She’s crying and flailing, but I’ve got a good grip, and I turn around, enjoying the way her blood is pouring from her nose and staining her baby-blue top. I kick her in the side, then press my heel on top of her, sinking all my weight until the satisfying pop of skin pushes my boot through. She screams again, her hands coming up to dig into my leg, and I reach over quickly, picking up the zip ties I placed there just for this occasion.

      As the opium starts to rush through her veins, she slackens.

      “That’s right,” I coo, brushing the back of my hand down her face and then tying her wrists together before moving to her ankles. “Go to sleep for a bit, sweet sister. Don’t worry. I won’t do anything fun for another couple hours.”

      “What’s another couple hours?” she mumbles, her eyes growing hazy.

      I smile. “That’s how much longer you have to live.”

      Sighing, I brush my hair back from my face, allowing the adrenaline to fill me up until I’m ready to burst. This has been a long time coming.

      Gripping her once again by the hair, I pull harshly, feeling the give of roots as I drag her out of the back room and through the aisles until I make it all the way up to where I’ve set the stage for the show. I drop her limp body down while I give my arms a rest. It’s poetic, having her unconscious and about to die here in my field of poppies.

      My feet are aching, sweat drips down my face, and my clothes stick to my skin, but I don’t mind the exertion. I’ve attached a special hook to the end of one of the mobile halide lights, and I pull her underneath it, grunting as I lift her arms up and slip the hook beneath her zip tie. Then I walk over to where I control the height and press a button, raising her up, up, up.

      There’s a fifty-gallon black plastic barrel I roll into place beneath her feet, and I grin when she moans, her head lolling from side to side. Walking to the far wall, I roll the protective gear up my arms, place the mask on my face, then pick up the Teflon bottles filled with hydrofluoric acid and head back to the barrel, humming to myself as I fill it up.

      When it’s done, I move to the side, strip off the gear, and send a text to my dad, telling him it’s an emergency and I need his help. Then, I grab my Desert Eagle and sit down on the ground, crossing my legs and closing my eyes with my palms up and open.

      Now we wait.

      It takes thirty minutes for my father to arrive. I know because I counted every single one. I hear the beeping of the security system, so I open my lids, jumping up and heading toward the button that controls the height of the light Dorothy’s attached to. The greenhouse door opens, and I smile, soaking in the sight of my father as he takes in the scene.

      “Hi, Dad. You’re late.”

      “Bug…” His eyes flick to where Dorothy is unconscious, dried blood around her nostrils from where I broke her nose, mouth gagged as she dangles above the vat of acid. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Just tying up some loose ends.” I scratch my temple with the barrel of my Eagle. “I think I’ve done a lot for you over the years, wouldn’t you agree?”

      He swallows, and he takes a step closer, his hands reaching behind him.

      I tsk, aiming my gun. “Please, for once in your life, don’t be stupid. I’d hate to have to kill you before you get to see the show.”

      “Evelina,” he says. “Let’s talk about this.”

      Dorothy groans behind us and his eyes fly back to her, his jaw muscles tensing.

      “Oh good, she’s waking up!” I grin. “Put your gun on the ground and go sit in the chair I set up just for you.”

      “Evel—”

      “Sit!” I yell, my finger jolting against the button. Dorothy’s body drops until only her feet are submerged in the acid. I pause, blowing out a breath to collect myself. “In the chair, Father. I don’t like to repeat myself.”

      He does as I ask, his fiery gaze never leaving mine.

      Dorothy’s eyes blink as she comes to. When she wakes up fully, she starts to flail, the acid solution splashing up her skin.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I singsong. “There’s only a couple more minutes until you start to feel it. You’re just making it worse for yourself.” I turn back to Dad. “As I was saying, I feel like I’ve bent over backward to accommodate you since you came out of prison. I’ve grown for you. Fixed all your problems. Killed anyone who got in our way. And what do I get as thanks?”

      “Bug,” he tries again.

      I press my finger into the button again, and Dorothy drops, letting out a muffled scream through the gag in her mouth.

      Laughing, I scrunch my face. “Yeah, starting to burn? That’s hydrofluoric acid for you. Do you want to know what it’s doing as it melts through your skin? It has fluoride ions that migrate through the body, destroying tissue until they lodge in your bones.”

      Dorothy flails more, snot and tears pouring from her eyes.

      “Of course, if I’m feeling nice, maybe I’ll just drown you first.” I tilt my head. “Think Nessa will welcome you home?” I point the gun back at Dad. “Any last words for her, Daddy?”

      His jaw muscles tense and his nostrils flare, but he turns his head to the side, not even looking her in the face.

      I click my tongue. “No? Okay. Let me ask you this.” I drop Dorothy again until she’s waist deep, her face now the shade of a ripe tomato from how hard she screams. “Did you know she killed Nessa?”

      He licks his lips and shakes his head. But I can tell by the look on his face that he did.

      “You really never cared about us at all, did you? We’re all just means to an end. Well, congratulations, Dad. We’re at the end of the road now.”

      A noise distracts me, and I twist toward it, seeing Ezekiel standing in the open doorway of the greenhouse, his eyes wide and his jaw hanging open as he takes in the scene.

      Great. He must have followed my dad down here.

      And then my body is thrown, my gun slamming into the button as it flies from my hand, dropping Dorothy in the acid entirely. There are hands around my neck, and my air is immediately cut off, my father lying on top of me, the veins on his throat protruding through his tattoos. I flail, my nails digging into the skin of his arm as I try to free myself.

      But it’s no use. His body size alone puts me at enough of a disadvantage where I’m shit out of luck.

      “You stupid fucking bitch. You think you have the power? You’ve never had any real power here.” His spit flies onto my cheek, and my lungs are seizing, my heartbeat loud in my ears as my body begs for a breath. My vision blurs and I toss my head back, trying like hell to get out of his strangling hold. I can barely make out Ezekiel, standing still, watching. Doing nothing, the way he always has.

      Coward.

      My body grows limp, my mind growing hazy, and I give in, realizing this is it. My last moments spent are in a roomful of poppies at the hand of the man I was so desperate to have love me.

      A sharp sound rings out, and a heavy weight drops on my chest, air flowing back into my lungs at an alarming rate as my dad’s hands relax their grip. Something wet drips down the side of my neck, and the smell of blood hits my nostrils, making me retch. Suddenly, his body is lifted and tossed to the side. I gasp, my hands flying to my throat, which is so tender that I wince at the touch. I’m sucking in greedy gulps of air as I stare up at the blurry face of Ezekiel, a gun at his side.

      He reaches out a hand, helping me to stand, and wraps his arm around my waist to keep me steady.

      “Thank you,” I rasp, my voice barely over a whisper, my vocal cords raw from the trauma. I scan the room, noting the bullet hole in my dad’s chest, his eyes staring vacant and wide up at the ceiling, and then over to the barrel of acid, Dorothy’s body submerged.

      They’re both dead.

      It’s done.

      Surprisingly, all I feel is numb.

      “Come on,” Ezekiel says. “I’ll help you clean it up.”
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      I’m not sure what Ezekiel did with the bodies of my father or my sister, although there wasn’t much left of Dorothy after I melted the skin off her bones. And when I woke up this morning and tried to find Ezekiel, he was nowhere, leaving a note thanking me for helping him find his courage.

      But I didn’t do any of that. It was inside him all along. I hope one day he knows. I’m forever in his debt for saving my life when I needed him most.

      No one’s questioned my father’s disappearance, not yet anyway, but I know it’s only a matter of time. Mere hours before people start looking, his lower-level bitch boys coming in to pay him his dues, and I’d rather not be around when shit hits the fan.

      Sighing, I move around the cottage bedroom, feeling oddly bittersweet about leaving everything behind. Out of all the places in my life, this was the only one that ever really felt like mine, and I’m sad to have to leave. I expected to feel more after killing Dorothy. After all, it’s been the only thing I’ve ached for that was out of reach for so many years, and I assumed, maybe foolishly, that after I avenged Nessa’s death, I would feel…different somehow. But I don’t. Instead, I feel the same as always, other than a hollow type of resignation that so many years of my life were wasted on things that ended up not truly mattering in the end.

      Family.

      Loyalty.

      Love.

      It’s time for me to move on and make new memories somewhere else. If only Cody would pick up his fucking phone. I press the cell to my ear, trying him one more time before I show up at his place uninvited.

      Music echoes from the other room, and I freeze in place, spinning around as I strain to hear. I frown and follow the noise. My hand holding the phone goes lax.

      Another noise, and a muffled curse floats through the air right as I turn the corner and step into the living room, my heart ratcheting up into my throat.

      “God, there you are.” I breathe out a sigh of relief. “I’ve been trying to call you all day.”

      Cody spins to face me, the front door still open behind him, and he smiles. “Hey, babe.”

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, my eyes trailing down his suit and back up to his mussed-up hair and glasses. “And why are you so dressed up?”

      “Thought I’d drop by and see where the magic happens.” He wiggles his brows, looking around. “So this is it, huh? The cottage in the woods.”

      I make a face. “Uh…yeah. I guess it is.”

      Laughing, he shakes his head. He places his hands on his hips, the sides of his gray jacket swinging back, and I suck in a breath as I notice the gun clipped to his belt.

      “Since when have you had a gun?”

      “Since I got jealous of yours.” He smirks. “Where’s yours? Maybe we can compare.”

      I peek at the front table by the door where my Desert Eagle is before looking back at him. It didn’t even cross my mind to grab it when I came up front. But he’s acting weird and dressing differently and making me feel like that was a really stupid thing for me to do.

      He smiles, that beaming goofy grin he’s always given me, only this time, it doesn’t look as genuine as it has in the past.

      “I’ve been worried about you,” he says, walking over and drawing me into a hug.

      I tense up at the contact, my arms straight as arrows at my sides.

      He pulls back the smallest bit, his hands gripping my shoulders. “I really do care about you. I want you to know that.”

      Confusion races through me, and I tilt my head, shifting in his grip. “Cody, what the fuck is going on?”

      His hold tightens, one of his palms leaving for the briefest second as he reaches behind his back.

      My mind is still playing catch up, trying to figure out what the hell is happening.

      Click.

      Something cold presses against my wrist.

      “You have the right to remain silent,” he whispers.

      Oh my god.

      I jerk out of his hold but I’m not quick enough, and he catches me again, throwing me onto the ground and straddling my back, grabbing my other hand, and cuffing it.

      “Calm down,” he grunts.

      “You’re a fucking cop?” My breath comes in quick pants, and my cheek is squished against the wood floor, pain bleating through my head.

      All this time, and I’ve really only ever been alone.

      He gets off me as soon as he has me cuffed, and I flip around, groaning at the discomfort. He leans down, cringing as he helps move me to a sitting position, my back against the old velvet couch.

      “You were working with Bray—Nick?” My heart twists at the name.

      He shakes his head, running a hand through his hair to fix the wayward strands. “Please. That piece of shit moved in on my territory like he could just stick his dick in you and steal my case. This is my case, and I’m not working with some DEA fuck.”

      “Wow. Two separate undercovers. I had no idea I was so popular.” Resting my head back against the couch, I accept my fate for what it is.

      But how unfair that after all this time, I end up catching the flak and saving my family from the same fate. Death was too good for them both.

      “Where’s your backup?” I try to see behind him, out the door, but he’s too close to me and it’s difficult to move to look around him.

      “I came first as a courtesy,” he says, like it makes any difference. “They’ll be here soon.”

      “This whole time, huh?” I ask, still not wanting to believe that after everything—after all these years—it was just a lie.

      “I was chosen specifically because of our connection in high school.”

      Realization sinks in, sharp and deep, serrating the bruised and battered pieces of my soul. “You moved back because of me.”

      “I’ll admit, I was starting to lose faith.” He chuckles. “You’re incredibly cagey, do you know that about yourself?”

      “Seems I had a right to be,” I snap.

      “Fair.” He quirks his lips. “Honestly, they were about to pull me. But then you gave me a gift.”

      Disbelief rains down on me like hail. “I told you about the greenhouse.”

      “Do you think they’ll give me the medal of merit?” His eyes lose focus like he’s picturing it right then. “Don’t take it personally, babe. We’ve got stuff on the Cantanellis too, thanks to that recording you suggested we take of the mayor.”

      The USB drive. I had forgotten that even existed.

      “All this time, I thought you were this mysterious guy, living behind a curtain and playing fancy tricks with your computers.”

      He shrugs. “I’m a man of many talents.”

      “You’re a real piece of shit.”

      “Come on, there’s no ne—” There’s a bang, and then his eyes widen, blood spraying from the hole that just appeared in the middle of his head. It drips down his face, and his body drops, the thud loud as it hits the ground.

      Nicholas stands behind him, my gun at his side and his eyes like fire as they burn through me.

      My mouth drops open, and I stare at him, completely gobsmacked. My heart gallops. “What—”

      “Quiet,” he demands, closing the door behind him and then rushing forward to lean over Cody’s dead body, his hands checking his pockets until he finds a small set of keys.

      I snap my mouth closed because, well, I’m not really in a position to do anything other than what he asks right now.

      “Is there another way out of here?” he asks.

      My brows scrunch, my eyes flinging back and forth between Cody and the blood pooling around his body, then back to Nick. Again and again. Is this what shock feels like?

      “Evelina.” His voice is sharp. “Is there another way for you to go?”

      I swallow, snapping out of my daze, my chest heaving as I realize what he just did. “Ye-yeah, there’s a tunnel underground that has a back exit.”

      When he kneels at my side, his cinnamon and pine scent flows through me, making my chest cramp so tight I can hardly breathe. “You need to leave.”

      He undoes my cuffs, and I bring my hands up, rubbing at my wrists. “You just—”

      Grabbing my face, he turns it to him, his hands as steady as they ever were, his thumbs brushing beneath my cheeks. His eyes are dark and worried and so fucking perfect, and it pisses me off that even now, I get distracted by everything he is.

      “Listen to me,” he rushes out. “You need to go.”

      “But I—”

      He slams his mouth to mine and I can’t help but kiss him back, because for everything he’s done and everything he’s not, I still love him, no matter how much I’ve tried to stop.

      “I love you,” he says.

      A sob works its way through my body and gets stuck on the back of my tongue.

      “I didn’t know that I could love until you. And you’re not perfect, okay? You piss me off and you do things I never thought I’d be all right with, and you’re moody as hell. You’re actually the furthest fucking thing from perfect I’ve ever seen. But, Evelina…you’re perfect for me.”

      My heart twists, small bits of it mending back together at the seams.

      He kisses me one more time. “In about five minutes, this place is going to swarm with feds, and they’re here for you. You understand what I’m saying?”

      I nod, my stomach flipping, the blood racing through my veins.

      He tightens his grip on my face. “Listen to me. I won’t ask for your forgiveness.” He glances at the door before locking his frantic eyes back on me. “I don’t want you to forgive me right now. I just want to know you’re out there and there’s a chance. That one day, maybe we’ll meet again, and I’ll walk up to you and say I’m Nicholas Tennyson Woodsworth, my favorite color is blue, I hated school, and I am so fucking in love with you that I can’t imagine living in a world that doesn’t have you in it.”

      I hiccup, my hands wrapping around his wrists.

      “If you don’t run, right now, then I don’t get that chance.” His eyes flick back and forth between mine. “Please, let me have it, pretty girl. Go.”

      There’s a single moment where I consider staying. I stare over at Cody, sprawled out on the floor, and I wonder how Nicholas will explain it. If he’ll be able to.

      “I’ll be fine,” he urges.

      He grabs me, presses his lips to mine one more time, and then shoves me away.

      I jump up, turn around, and run.
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      I made it in time.

      Honestly, I wasn’t sure if I would. I hadn’t resigned yet, wanting to keep my eyes and ears open, and thank fucking god I did, considering it was only three hours ago I got the tip that Agent Baum was moving in.

      When I heard, there was a moment of clarity, like staring into crystal clear waters for the first time in my life. There was no doubt left, everything I’ve been battling dissipating into thin air as though it never existed in the first place.

      All I knew was that I couldn’t let her fall. And maybe that makes me stupid; maybe it makes me weak. Maybe she’s manipulated me into becoming something I never wanted to be. Whatever the case, I don’t care. Because she’s changed me fundamentally. Irrevocably. And there’s no going back.

      I don’t love Evelina in spite of her flaws. I love her because of them.

      Relief floods through me when she disappears to the back of the cottage, and I close my eyes, praying for the first time in years she makes it out okay. Then I wipe my prints off the gun, setting the scene to corroborate the story I’m about to spin, and make my way out the front door to wait.

      Tires crunch over the freshly fallen snow, black sedans pulling through the trees, ready to take the girl I love into custody. To steal her away forever.

      And to put it simply, I can’t live with that.

      A dozen suited-up agents hop from their cars, local police department surrounding them as backup. They crouch behind open doors and aim their guns at me. “Drop your weapon!”

      I raise my hands and walk onto the rickety wooden porch, dropping the pistol to the ground.

      “I’m Agent Nicholas Woodsworth,” I call out. “I’ve been working this case.”

      A man with dark hair and steely eyes comes out from behind the door, advancing without taking the target off my chest. “Where’s Agent Baum?”

      “Dead.”

      “And the suspect?”

      “Gone.” My heart stampedes against my chest. “I’m going to reach in my pocket and show you my badge, okay?”

      The man lifts his weapon higher. “Keep your hands where I can see them.”

      “Fine, you can come check. I came to offer backup, but I was…” I shake my head, frowning. “I was too late.”

      I nod toward my jacket pocket and he reaches in, grabbing my badge and flipping it open, scanning it before glancing up at me. Finally, he drops his arm and alerts the others to do the same.

      “Agent Woodsworth, sorry about that.” He cringes. “Protocol.”

      I smile. “I get it.”

      The rest of the night is a blur. I’m brought in to give a statement, and I watch as they load up the first man I’ve ever killed on a stretcher, placing his bloody body in a bag and rolling him out.

      I don’t feel regret, and I’m not wrestling with what I had to do. I just feel content knowing I kept the woman I love safe.

      The next morning, I walk into my division, bypassing my desk and going straight into Cap’s office, placing my gun and my badge on his desk.

      He lifts a brow. “What’s that?”

      “This is me turning in my badge.” I shrug. “I’m done, Cap.”

      He breathes deep, running his tongue over his teeth. “The hell you mean you’re done?”

      “I mean just that. I’m done. I’m out. I quit.” Every time I say it, my shoulders feel lighter.

      “That’s a big decision,” he says. “You sure it’s the right one?”

      I sit with his question for a minute and then glance at the paper on the top of his desk, a picture of Evelina with the word WANTED stamped underneath in bold letters.

      Steeling myself, I nod. “This life’s not my dream. Not anymore.”

      He squints his eyes. “You need to talk to someone about what happened with Agent Baum? We have resources, you know?”

      I shake my head. “I’m good, but thank you. I appreciate that.”

      “Okay.” He blows out a breath and walks around his desk, coming up to me and placing his hand on my shoulder. “I should probably try to convince you to stay.”

      Smiling, a sense of sadness hits me in the chest. After all, being an agent is all I’ve ever known. For most of my life, it’s all I’ve ever wanted. But then Evelina’s face appears in my mind, and there’s nothing I want more than her.

      “Don’t waste your breath, Cap.”

      His brows draw in. “I’m not a fucking captain.”

      I chuckle, grabbing him into a hug. He stiffens, patting me on the back and pushing me away.

      “You’ll always be the captain of my heart.”
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      The first month without her was filled with anxiety. She was all over the news. The brains behind Farrell Westerly. Considered armed and extremely dangerous.

      Agent Cody Baum was awarded the medal of merit posthumously, and I was called three times by Cap trying to get me back in the field.

      Turns out he doesn’t hate me so much after all.

      The second month rolled around, and the coverage started to ease. She was old news now, and they hadn’t had any luck at finding her. Plus, the Cantanellis were being brought in on several different charges, thanks to the wires Mayor Norman wore when doing dirty deals, and they always were the bigger fish in the pond.

      Mayor Norman got off with nothing, of course. Not that I blame him for working with the FBI. I know how easy it is to scare a dirty politician into doing whatever it takes to stay out of prison.

      By month three, I was restless. I took up woodworking and found out I had quite the knack for creating custom furniture. Even started a little business to try and pass the time, but nothing stopped my soul from aching, crying out for its other half.

      Month four, I debated calling Seth, seeing if he could track her down. But I never did. I’ve already put him in enough situations that put his career at risk. I may be a selfish man, but I’m done being a selfish friend. So I hired a PI, one who rides the edges of the law just enough that I won’t worry about him turning in the information he gathers to anyone but me. And at first, my hope was renewed.

      But the months dragged by.

      Then one day, twelve months and seventeen days after I killed Agent Cody Baum and helped Evelina escape, my phone rang.

      He found her, living in a small town off the coast of Ireland. Exactly how she always dreamed.

      It’s been three days since I’ve heard the news, and I still haven’t done shit about it.

      Rose sighs, coming over to sit down next to me on the living room couch. “You should go to her.”

      Swallowing around the knot in my throat, I shake my head. “She’s okay without me.”

      “Well, I’m sick of you,” she laughs. “And while I appreciate the way you’ve been filling up our place with beautiful furniture, if you give me another end table, I’ll start a goddamn fire just to make some room.”

      “I don’t want to leave you, kid.”

      She smiles, nudging my shoulder. “I’ve always wanted to visit Ireland.”

      That’s all it takes. The next morning, I’m on a flight, with a scribbled address on a piece of paper and nothing but nerves and hope exploding in my chest. It takes eight hours and I’m on the edge of my seat the entire time, wondering what I’ll say when I see her, if she even wants to see me at all.

      Time moves slower when you’re anxious to start the rest of your life, but eventually it does move.

      I step out of the cab, staring up at the small bed-and-breakfast in Doolin. The village itself is quaint, colorful buildings lining a beautiful landscape of rolling green hills and a sparkling sea. But I’m not staring at any of that. Not when Evelina’s right in front of me.

      She’s walking out the front door and heading down the street, a notebook in her hand and a black flowy skirt swishing around her knees. She looks the same yet entirely different. Her black hair is gone, the natural brown waves flowing to the middle of her back, and the freckles scattered across her face are visible even from where I’m standing across the street.

      My heart stalls in my chest and my hand comes up to rest on top of it.

      She takes my fucking breath away.

      I follow behind her.

      We walk for what feels like hours, but I don’t mind the view, soaking in the way she’s just existing. Eventually, the path narrows and the view changes, going from rolling land into sharp cliffs that drop into the sea.

      Waves crash against the rocks and she stops in a small area where no one else is around, staring out at the ocean, the wind making her hair fly in different directions behind her.

      Thunder rumbles low and deep in the distance, and I look beyond where we are, noticing the dark-gray clouds rolling in, sheets of rain visible as they crash onto the land.

      She sits down, crossing her legs and opening her notebook, and I stand back and watch her like an absolute creep. She scribbles, then scratches and brings the pen up to her lips, her head tilting in thought.

      Finally, I make my move.

      “You’re trying too hard.” I take a step closer, my heart slamming against my chest.

      Her body freezes and she twists around, her mouth dropping open as she stares at me.

      “Excuse me?” she says. “Who says I’m trying?”

      She stands, her gaze fierce and her lips turned down, and for just a moment, my chest stalls, thinking maybe she’s upset I’m here. That maybe she hasn’t forgiven me, and maybe she never will.

      But then a grin spreads across her face. A real one, the kind that shows all her teeth and makes her eyes crinkle in the corners.

      My heart skips and stutters, then starts beating in a steady rhythm.

      And with that single smile, I know I’ve made it home.
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      He’s here.

      It’s been twelve months, almost to the day, and I had given up hope that he’d find me. I’m glad he didn’t until now.

      I needed time to breathe, to learn how to be me without the added weight of expectation. And I needed time to forgive him.

      So I ran from my cottage, went to the streets, and somehow found a pilot who was willing to fly me out of the country. People will do anything for the right amount of money and threats. Then I came to Ireland, and I fell in love, knowing I’d never leave.

      Not that I could anyway, considering I’m a fugitive.

      Nicholas is standing a few paces away, and he moves forward, not stopping until he’s directly in front of me. I breathe deeply, cinnamon and pine rushing through my senses and making my chest flip. It aches from missing him.

      “Hi,” he says.

      “Hi.”

      He sticks out his hand. “I’m Nicholas Tennyson Woodsworth.”

      My throat swells, and I place my palm in his. Goose bumps race up my arms at the contact and I glance down at where we’re touching. “Kind of a long name.”

      He laughs. “Are you gonna tell me yours?”

      Shaking my head, I look up at him. “How do I know you’re not a stalker?”

      “Oh, pretty girl.” He steps in close, threading his fingers through my hair and pulling me to him. I go willingly, sinking into his hold. “I’ll be whatever you want me to be.”

      I press my head into his palm, bending slightly to slip my hand beneath my skirt and grab my brand-new gun. It isn’t rose gold, and it doesn’t have the memories, but it still does the job. I drag it up his torso and place it beneath his chin. “Give me your words, Nicholas. And maybe I’ll let you stay.”

      His eyes flare.

      “‘You do not know how longingly I look upon you. You must be he I was seeking, or she I was seeking.’” He bends his head down and ghosts his lips across my cheek. “‘I have somewhere surely lived a life of joy with you. All is recalled as we flit by each other, fluid, affectionate, chaste, matured.’”

      His nose rubs against mine, and my stomach flips and flies.

      “‘You grew up with me, were a boy with me or a girl with me. I ate with you and slept with you. Your body has become not yours only nor left my body mine only.’”

      His fingers move, tracing over my forehead, my nose, my cheeks. I close my eyes, the sound of the ocean almost as loud as the beat of my heart from where it pounds in my chest.

      “‘You give me the pleasure of your eyes, face, flesh, as we pass. You take of my beard, breast, hands, in return. I am not to speak to you. I am to think of you when I sit alone or wake at night alone.’”

      He wraps his hand around mine, moving the gun down until it’s at my side instead of under his chin.

      “‘I am to wait. I do not doubt I am to meet you again.’” His breath skims across my lips. “‘I am to see to it that I do not lose you.’”

      I look behind him, seeing the storm rolling in and a faint rainbow peeking from its edges and dipping into the water below.

      “You know, for not believing in romance—”

      “I’m so fucking in love with you, Evelina Westerly,” he cuts me off.

      I grin, rising up on my tiptoes to press a kiss to his lips. “Every wretched piece?”

      He brushes the hair back from my face. “Every single one.”
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