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      “Calm down, Daze,” Ben snaps at me from across a narrow room.

      Actually, it’s more like a crude concrete square, surrounded by plywood nailed to a shoddy frame. The cartel once used it as a logistics center for storing and transporting stolen car parts, according to Marco—one of the few who stayed behind. It’s no five-star hotel, that’s for damn sure. The structure is drafty as hell, and every sound echoes. It is, however, easily defendable, and large enough to serve as a base.

      Besides, beggars can’t be choosers, and it’s just about the only safe place in Westpoint City.

      “You’ll give yourself a heart attack before Silas or Heywood can put a bullet through it first,” my second-in-command continues. “Have a seat.”

      The request seems to be purely symbolic, considering there aren’t even any chairs around—not that I care. I keep pacing, slamming one foot in front of the other as I try to think. “I can’t just sit on my ass while Frey is still in there,” I say out loud. My voice is so gruff I can hardly recognize it.

      “Take a breath, at least,” Ben calls out. “Look, I know your girl is in danger, but you’re just torturing yourself at this point. Slow down.”

      Danger is putting it lightly. Every minute she’s in the hands of those monsters, her life is at risk. Because of me.

      Though, I wouldn’t put it past Ben to knock me the fuck out to keep me from going to her, if he had to.

      Besides, we haven’t been twiddling our thumbs. Damien and his boys, along with any stragglers Ben could gather, met us after Frey left. Here, our team has begun to reorganize, coming up with a plan to take down Heywood and Silas once and for all.

      So far, it goes something like this—keep an eye on the church.

      Recruit a capable crew of allies.

      Try not to go fucking insane in the meantime.

      Surprise, that last part is the most difficult. My sanity went with Frey as she skipped into the enemy’s lair alone. The old Daze Keaton would never admit as much, but her absence feels unnatural—like a part of my body is missing. An arm. A leg. A piece of my damn soul. Whatever it is, I can’t function for long without it.

      Without her.

      “Any news?” I ask Ben for the umpteenth time.

      “No, Daze, things haven’t magically changed in the last five minutes since you asked.” Rolling his eyes, Ben crosses his arms. “Lyra took Sam home, despite us telling her to stick around here. Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on her. As for your girl, she’s still at the church, and Kane is there, making sure we know the second she’s moved. Damien’s out trying to track down that reporter guy, and Lex is getting specialized computer equipment⁠—”

      “The point is, they’re all being useful,” I grit out, eyeing my hands. They’re bruised and scraped to hell and back. Even so, I can imagine feeling her warm, soft skin so damn clearly it stings. My fingers flex as if to hold the sensation, but it disappears within seconds.

      “Day—” Ben doesn’t bother to hide his worry as I look up. “Sit down,” he says.

      Still pacing, I let my hands fall to my sides. “Tell me again why I’m waiting around here? I should be out there.”

      “Because you’d be shot to pieces on sight should you go gallivanting around the city. According to Kane, the security at the church is so tight, he can’t even get close. The men Silas has on patrol are probably looking for you, and they won’t just crack open your skull like before. You’ll be killed on sight, and then what about Frey?”

      “Heywood was always going to have her locked down tight,” I counter, thinking out loud. Maybe this—the millionth time I’ve gone over this scenario—will be the one time I finally discover a breakthrough. “All I’d have to do is cause a distraction and we take out as many of the guards as we can.”

      Ben sighs. “We went over this, Day. You need to fight this war on two fronts. Two separate strategies. Besides, what do you really think will happen if you barge in to play the hero? They’ll just let you walk out with her?”

      “Maybe I should go find out?” I can’t resist the temptation any longer. Curling my hands into fists, I make my way toward the battered metal doors at the front of the warehouse, a few paces from our makeshift command center.

      “Oh, come on! Not this again. Look at me.” Ben rushes forward to grab my shoulders with lightning speed. “Read my lips, Day. You. Can’t. Save. Her. Yet⁠—”

      “I know.” I push away from him, tearing my hands through my hair. “I know…” The anger is all for show. Once again, he’s right. I need to clear my mind and strategize if Frey has any chance. It’s what she’d urge me to do—instead of thinking with my dick, think like a fucking leader.

      After all, she supposedly gave me the blueprint to take down Michael Heywood. I cast a glance over my shoulder and wince. Everything she left for me to find is scattered over a ratty metal table, including a tablet, a business card, a journal, and her final message—Trust me. Hale tried to tell me the truth, and I owe it to him to get him justice. Don’t come after me yet—I’ll come to you. I can handle myself. After all, I learned from the best. —Love, Frey.

      She put more trust in me than I deserve, because what have I learned since then? Fucking nada.

      “Lex’s working on cracking the info on that tablet,” Ben insists. “He’ll come up with something soon. You just gotta be patient. You know how long that tech-shit can take⁠—”

      “Knowing what Frey does, how long do you think they’ll keep her around? The bastard’s already killed one of his children.” And I may have failed Hale, but I refuse to lose Frey. “We need to be proactive.”

      “We are. I’m almost done going through the journal. See?” Snatching the item from the table, he brandishes it in a fist. “All we need is to find this Jamie Colland guy⁠—”

      “For a reporter, he’s a tricky motherfucker to pin down,” a different voice cuts in.

      I whirl around. As if he appeared from thin air, a six-foot-tall figure leans against the wall in a corner of the warehouse, arms crossed, green eyes watchful. “I couldn’t even get a visual on him,” he adds with a shrug. “Looks like he’s gone dark on all of his socials, too.”

      “When the fuck did you get back, Damien?” I ask him, but that’s not important. “How is Frey? Has Kane seen her?”

      “Easy with the twenty questions! I didn’t learn much.” He throws up his hands in surrender, but his cocky grin reveals he hasn’t come up entirely short. “I tracked down his address, but he isn’t there—and it’s not hard to figure out why. His place is being surveilled by the Saints. Looks like we aren’t the only ones interested in what he has to say.”

      I grit my teeth. “Ah, fuck. We need to find him.” If Silas is on the same trail, that task just got ten times harder.

      “Your girl keeps strange company,” Damien adds, his expression unreadable.

      I raise an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      “Kane says she’s got at least six guards on her, but they seem on edge—more than they should be. It reminded him of the setup for an ambush, but you know how it is—you do one tour too many in the Middle East, and suddenly everyone’s a suicide bomber⁠—”

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” I ask. The worst potential reasons are already dancing across my mind.

      She will be killed before this is over.

      “Don’t shoot the messenger.” Damien smirks. The threat of violence excites the motherfucker—even if it’s at my expense. Then he frowns and cocks his head, suddenly serious. “His concern makes sense. Heywood’s only visited her once before scurrying back to that mansion. Why not keep her there? Unless it’s the ol’ bait and switch. Distract your enemy with a smokescreen, while concealing your true aim within the chaos. Kane would guess an I.E.D., but I’m sure this Heywood fellow would go for something a little more subtle than that⁠—”

      “Like Frey,” Ben insists with a know-it-all frown. “She’s the distraction. You get sidetracked now, and you might as well slit your own throat, Day. Tell me you can’t see that.”

      “You might have a point,” I admit, hating my own words. This sounds like defeat, a hopeless admission that I can’t get her back. Or maybe it’s the first fucking coherent thought I’ve had all day. “Let’s say she is a decoy.” I turn around in time to see Ben’s reaction.

      Slowly, he nods along as if following the same train of thought. “Alright. Keep talking.”

      What else would I do in Heywood’s shoes? It doesn’t take a genius to figure out the obvious answer.

      “If I were him, that’s the only reason why I’d keep her at the church,” I spit out. “As a decoy. The real question to ask is what he doesn’t want me to see. What are we missing?”

      Ben strokes his chin without offering up an answer.

      “Why don’t we swing by that mansion?” Damien suggests, his lips quirked. Damn. I know that look—he’s up to something.

      Still, his hunch is the best one we’ve got. “Why?”

      “Heywood doesn’t strike me as the type to spend a quiet evening at home while his daughter is held captive across town,” he says.

      “Hmm.” Ben continues to stroke his chin. Then he jerks his head toward me. “Why does he even give a shit about you anyway? You’re a fly in his orbit. He can’t fear some crazy ex-gangbanger with no real crew or territory to back him up.”

      “Jesus, Ben, enough with the compliments,” I say with a scoff. “I might get a bigger ego than I already have.”

      “Hey! I’m just playing along. It’s your job to answer my questions. So, tell me why.”

      “Let’s hear it, Day,” Damien rests his head against the wall, his gaze shrouded in shadow. “What could be more important to the bastard than winning the election or punishing his pretty, disobedient daughter?”

      My eyes narrow at the offhand compliment, but I focus on the task at hand first. “Something must be going down soon,” I surmise. “Something he can’t risk putting off. Maybe a meeting with Silas? Or even the cartel. If I were him, I’d think I’d be too busy trying to play hero to give a damn about anything else.”

      “Alright.” Ben rakes a hand through his dark hair, highlighting the purple bruises beneath his eyes. I’m sure I look just as wrecked. He hasn’t slept since yesterday morning, but like a true ride-or-die, he’s here when I need him most. “We should check with your cartel contact. Ask if anything unusual has been happening. I know they keep tabs on the docks where their merchandise comes in. Maybe they’ve seen something?”

      “For that information, they’ll probably want something in return,” Damien pitches in. “Wouldn’t it be easier to just attack the church on our own and call it a day?”

      I’m sure as hell down with that plan of action, or I would have been… Before Frey. No longer am I the only one in the arena, watching my own back. I have a crew to lead now.

      And a real leader doesn’t do shit without putting the safety of his men first. Samuel, Damien, and his boys, even the cartel holdouts…

      They’re all in my corner.

      “We’ll regroup,” I say, going along with Ben’s original plan. “You and I will watch the house. Kane will watch over Frey.”

      “She’ll be fine for the night,” Ben says. “I’m sure of it.”

      A bitter thought creeps in before I can help it—maybe she wanted it this way. Maybe this was a setup from the beginning, meant to catch me off guard. A sleeping-with-the-enemy-type deal. All along, she could have been playing me for the fool.

      The thought doesn’t fully enter my mind before I quash it. Bullshit. Frey isn’t like that. If anyone would have had an ulterior motive, it’s me. I’m the one who lied to her from the start and dragged her into this mess. I’m the one who failed not only her, but her brother.

      I’m the monster in this fucked-up fairy tale.

      “Hey.” I sense Ben come up beside me before he even places his hand on my shoulder. “You’re in your head again,” he points out. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “Maybe going to the house is the real trap?” Turning on my heel, I start pacing all over again. “Who knows what they’re doing to her in that fucking church? Leaving her there could be exactly what they want me to do.”

      “I doubt it,” Damien pipes up. “Now, quit your bitching and tell us what to do.”

      I stop short and face him again. He’s right. In this situation, I’m not in control, and the only option I have left is one that scares me to death.

      I have to trust Frey and myself.

      “Kane could be right,” I admit. “We should look into Heywood’s activities away from the church. Lie low. The three of us will check out the mansion and see what’s going on. And in the meantime⁠—”

      “Lex will keep cracking at the tablet,” Damien cuts in. “One of his government contacts is bringing in some high-tech computer equipment. In a few hours, he’ll be able to tell us everything we need. Kane will stick around the church. If anything changes, you’ll be the first to know.”

      “We’ll get to the bottom of this mess,” Ben says, nodding in agreement. “So, when do you want to get this shit show underway?”

      I look out of a nearby, partially-boarded-up window. Through slits in the plywood, the sky is already darkening to an inky blue as night falls. A sinking feeling in my gut warns me that unless Frey is freed soon, she might never be.

      But if I don’t find a way to take down her father, she wouldn’t accept me as her “savior” anyway.

      “Now,” I say to Ben. “Let’s move out.”

      “You sure you don’t want to shower first?” He casts a wary glance at my filthy sweats and tattered shirt. I haven’t changed since she left. A day ago, already? It feels like a goddamn eternity.

      “No.” Cracking my knuckles, I turn toward the door. “We need to leave now before I change my mind.”

      “Yo, blondie. Hold up.” My attention is drawn to the far corner of the warehouse, where shadows obscure anyone on that end. A lone man is heading my way, an eyebrow raised. He’s kept mostly out of sight since we’ve been here, but I recognize him instantly—Marco, one of the cartel holdouts. “We need to talk first,” he says, coming to a stop paces away from me. “Or are you all too busy with this pow-wow sesh?”

      “I’ll go get a van ready and make sure we have some backup,” Ben grumbles, heading for the battered metal doors that mark the exit.

      As he leaves, I size up the man standing before me. He’s tall, with dark hair and enough muscle to suggest he can hold his own in a fight. I can’t tell much from his guarded expression. For all I know, he could have a knife at the ready, primed to stab me in the back.

      It wouldn’t be the first time I trusted the wrong person.

      “I want to make it clear that we aren’t here to play Girl Scouts,” he says once Ben is out of earshot. “You made an offer we couldn’t refuse, but we aren’t dogs you can keep on a leash. Don’t forget our deal.”

      As if I could. I grind my teeth, recalling exactly what that agreement entailed—I would help them drive Silas and Heywood’s goons from the city once and for all. After that? We’d go our separate ways, supposedly without any further bloodshed. How did that one saying go? The enemy of my enemy is my friend.

      “So, is this your way of saying to watch my back?” I counter, keeping my tone neutral.

      He shrugs. “This is my way of telling you that our loyalties still lie where they lie. But if you need any intel regarding Cortez or the other leaders, we’re here to offer it. No more. No less. Comprende?”

      I nod. “And I’m sure that you’ll offer all this help in exchange for nothing. Out of the goodness of your heart, of course.”

      He winks. “You can bet your ass on that.”

      “Maybe I will.”

      Before this deal with the devil is all said and done, I might come to regret it.

      But hell, who knows what role I’ll actually play in the long run.

      The cartel might have made a mistake in trusting me.

      For the time being, I can’t be too picky when it comes to allies. Hell, I can’t be picky at all. “You mind if I take you up on that offer now?” I wonder out loud, my head cocked, hands at my sides.

      Marco chuckles, his gaze wary but curious. “How so?”

      “We’re going on a little field trip,” I say, nodding my head in the direction Ben went. “If you mean what you said, then come along.”

      After all, if anyone could know what Heywood might be up to, it would be the very organization that created the infrastructure he’s using now.

      Marco purses his lips and runs a finger along his jaw. Then he nods. “Bet.”
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      Something is wrong.

      I haven’t been dragged off to some dark, underground dungeon to be tortured. Yet. Instead, I’ve been locked in a windowless room near the back of the church. Father or Colton hasn’t even come to gloat over me yet—and it’s the lack of violence that scares me. Maybe they’re hoping that Daze will come back for me first?

      He would be walking into a bloodbath if he did.

      God, I can only pray that he doesn’t even try. Daze is brave, but violence alone isn’t enough to defeat my father. To beat him at his own game, we must unravel the mysterious events in the city involving my family.

      Like finding the truth behind Higher Limit Construction, an agency that has been buying up property all over Westpoint, and finally avenging my brother’s death.

      Nonetheless, terror starts to creep in anyway, sowing other thoughts. Were Daze and Sammy able to get away okay? What if Father had someone waiting to harm them as soon as they reunited? The cynical part of my brain eagerly rewords that statement—of course, he did.

      Daze and his son could be dead, and it’s all my fault.

      Enough. I shake my head to snap out of the self-pitying mindset. Taking a deep breath, I clear my mind and focus, starting by straining my ears to hear the shuffling feet of a nearby guard. Then, the sounds of distant traffic warning that I’m on the far end of the building. The last guard to walk past the door to this room came an hour ago, and roughly forty-five minutes before that. How can I tell?

      Because all this time, I’ve been counting the seconds down. Ten. Twenty. Thirty. Sixty. Ten, Twenty. Thirty. Sixty.

      Fifty-four minutes. Sooner or later, they’ll do another round, and I’ll be ready. They’ll knock on the door just once to check I’m still inside. Afterward, they’ll give me a sandwich or a cup of whatever to tide me over. Rinse and repeat.

      My hand reaches toward the hem of my dress, finding the tiny secret I hid there before leaving Ben’s bar—an exposed razor blade. It’s all I could locate by way of a weapon, but I don’t let myself dwell on the potential risks of using it. All I need to do is think of my next plan. Keep breathing. Don’t get discouraged.

      Finding a way out on my own is my only option. Otherwise…

      I don’t want to think about it.

      Instead, I wait until I finally hear footsteps approaching. Only… Wait. In contrast to the usual lone steps of a hired guard, two sets of steps advance toward me now. One is heavier and one distinctly lighter, as if the owner were eager to get to me. Eager to gloat. The thick cologne that Colton wears seems to fill the room before the door even opens to reveal him standing there.

      The sight of his gray dress shirt and black slacks provides me some relief—he doesn’t look as though he’s ready for a wedding anytime soon. But what does he have in store?

      As he enters the narrow space, I realize that my father isn’t with him. He came here alone.

      “Frances,” he says, clasping his hands before him. “It breaks my heart to see you like this.” His tone conveys anything but heartbreak. More like malice.

      “Like what?” I counter coldly. “That I’m able to speak for myself for once?”

      “No.” His eyes narrow to slits, and I no longer recognize him. “Disobedient. Reveling in sin. The woman I love is modest and humble. But I have no doubt that you will return to that demeanor soon.”

      As he speaks, a chill runs down my spine.

      “Oh?” I force myself to meet his gaze and suppress another shudder at what I see there—pure, cold emptiness. “And how do you plan on achieving that?”

      “Don’t be naïve, Frances.” His upper lip quirks into a smirk. The expression looks out of place on him, a mocking imitation of my father’s stern glare. “You will learn. In time, you will crave my touch as a wife should,” he says ominously. Without warning, he advances in my direction and reaches out, swiping his fingers through my hair, ignoring how I attempt to scurry from his reach. My fingers twitch in the direction of my concealed razor—but I keep myself from drawing it.

      For now.

      “I have every intention of making you a woman worthy of marriage,” Colton says, oblivious. “In no time at all, you will once again be the Frances we all know and love.”

      We? His use of that particular word makes the hair on the back of my neck go up.

      “I’m sure my father will teach you everything he knows on the subject,” I snipe. “I bet you’re looking forward to that.”

      His eyebrows go up and I recognize the emotion flashing through his gaze as fear. Not because of my tone but because of what I said. I’d come close to uncovering something, but what?

      “Well, he is an expert on shaping and controlling women,” I add to twist the knife. “Isn’t he?”

      “Don’t play coy.” Colton draws back, his expression blank. “I think it’s a good thing that our wedding will be expedited⁠—”

      “When?” My voice breaks, and I hate myself for showing even a sliver of weakness before him.

      “Soon.” His smirk returns. “There are arrangements that need to be made first. I know this isn’t the most comfortable of accommodations…”

      “It’s fine.” Despite only a plastic mattress for comfort and having to be escorted to the bathroom by an armed guard, I’d rather be here than anywhere near him or my father.

      But I’m not naïve. They won’t keep me here for long, and I need to learn as much as I can now—before it’s too late.

      “Wait,” I call out before Colton can leave the room fully. “Why are you doing this?”

      “Doing what?” He spins to face me as if he’s genuinely confused by the question. “Caring about you? Wanting to save your soul from damnation?”

      “No.” I lick my lips and ask, “Why do you want me at all? What do you stand to gain?”

      As his expressionless mask quivers once again, I know I’ve hit a nerve. In a similar way, he flinched when I hinted at him learning from my father. In a bid to uncover what he’s hiding, I again take a stab in the dark.

      “Maybe it’s all about pride?” I suggest, my tone neutral. “You want to follow in my father’s footsteps like his perfect little progeny. But there’s one problem, Colton. No matter how much you kiss his ass or do his bidding, you will never live up to Hale. Ever.”

      “Hale?” He laughs as if I compared him to a cockroach. “As if I would want to become a degenerate drug addict hellbent on destroying the only family I had. He was a liar, Frances. A pathetic, worthless piece of shit, who was more valuable dead than alive. If you ask me, I’d say what happened to him wasn’t murder at all. It was a mercy killing.”

      “You bastard...” I swallow hard, surprised by how openly he refers to what I already know. My father intentionally killed Hale and made it look like an overdose. After leaving him to choke on his own vomit in his childhood bedroom, he paraded himself around like a martyr in hopes of being elected. With every ounce of self-control I possess, I fight back the raw, intense anger I feel. I can’t play into his hands—and he wants me to spiral into despair.

      In place of that, I propose another question. “Hale had integrity,” I say, my jaw clenched. “He had a conscience, and he had a will of his own rather than be led like sheep. That’s more than I can say about you. What do you think will happen when my father grows tired of you? When you’ve outlived your purpose? If you think owning me will earn you his loyalty, you’re wrong⁠—”

      “You?” Colton snarls, lunging toward me. Both of his hands collide with my chest, shoving me against the far wall. I’m too stunned to react as he fists a hand through my hair next, wrenching my face closer to his. “You think any of this is about you? Oh, hell no, Frances. You are merely a consolation prize.” He rakes his gaze up and down my body while his fingers tighten their grip until I feel the nails biting into my scalp. “A little toy they put in children’s meals at fast-food restaurants. You were thrown in to merely sweeten the pot. What your father is after, only my family can provide. He needs us far more than we need him, so keep that in mind.”

      Suddenly, his other hand brushes my cheek, and I wrench back. Unfazed, he lets his fingers remain in the air and flexes them so the knuckles crack in a menacing symphony. “When we are married, the things I will do to help you learn how to control that smart mouth. You’ll be singing my praises like the sweet angel I know you are deep down.”

      “Don’t touch me!” I stumble out of his reach, nearly tripping in my rush to get away. As I press my back against the wall, I have no delusions about the situation I’m in. He could do whatever he wanted to me. The fear lingers at the back of my mind, and I watch his every move while balling my hands into fists.

      No. I won’t let him. If he so much as twitches, I’ll be ready…

      But he doesn’t approach. He merely tilts his head further and issues a laugh that runs through me like a knife. It’s borderline gloating. Whatever truth I’d been nearing before, I’ve gone the wrong way.

      How on earth to regroup?

      I decide to play it safe for now. “I want to know when the wedding will be,” I say thickly. “So that I can be prepared.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “You’ll find out soon enough. But I can assure you that there won’t be time for any games or hysterics. There is too much riding on this marriage. Should you or anyone else try to intervene, you’ll face a far larger threat than I could provide.”

      The words hint at something. Is there another player behind the scenes in addition to my father? Someone that even Colton has the sense to fear?

      He doesn’t explain more before turning on his heel to leave, slamming the door in his wake.
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      “Looks like your hunch was right on the money,” Damien remarks, eyeing his cell phone. “Kane says he spotted the dad and the fiancé leaving the church. If we go now, we can tail them to the house. Maybe even figure out what they’re up to. I’ll drive,” he says. “But you two should duck in the back. Be sure to hide those pretty fucking faces.”

      “Yeah, yeah, asshole.”

      Suddenly, he pauses, his eyes on his cell. “You aren’t going to like this, Day,” he says.

      “What?”

      “Looks like Heywood didn’t want to leave your girl alone after all. He sent someone to keep an eye on her.”

      “Who?”

      “I’ll give you three guesses.” Even his grimace warns that I won’t like any of them, but I feel compelled to give it a try.

      “I only need one,” I counter. “Silas.”
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      There is too much riding on this marriage. Colton’s ominous warning echoes in my skull long after he’s gone. The more time passes, the more uneasy I feel. It seems that he and my father are planning something—and I’m just a bonus prize for him and his family. Collateral.

      Father wants nothing more than to be elected, but I didn’t stop to think about what else he stands to gain. Or what those who support him expect.

      I almost wish Colton were still here so that I could ask him what outright. Somehow, I’d make him tell me. Luckily, I have access to the next best thing. Rising to my feet, I tiptoe through the darkened space and feel for the door.

      “Hello?” I call out.

      Despite the fact that no one answers, I can smell a guard lurking on the other side, reeking of cigarettes and food grease. As my nostrils wrinkle, I shudder. These men don’t seem to be the polished, professional bodyguards my father normally hires. They remind me more of the men I met during Daze’s cage fight. Gritty. Gruff.

      “I know you’re there,” I say, making my voice louder. “I need to use the restroom, please.”

      After a few seconds, the door is abruptly opened from outside.

      Startled, I stumble back. My escort isn’t the slender man I met earlier—someone I could try to coax into giving me information. As he towers above me
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