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      FRIDAY, APRIL 3RD AT 6:43PM

      Time stopped the moment Evie teetered on the edge of the sidewalk, gasping as she stumbled backward and crushed the paper cup in her hand. The contents sloshed in its container, heating the tips of her fingers in addition to the rush of adrenaline shooting through her. The gust of air from the oncoming bus whipped her near-black hair around her face, mere inches away from disaster.

      If she wasn’t feeling awake before, she certainly was now.

      She clapped a hand to the cardigan draped over her heart. Her palm now wet and warm with coffee. Evie grimaced. “Shit.”

      “I guess that’s an appropriate reaction.” A chuckle came from the girl standing next to her—a grungy twenty-something who stood a couple inches shorter than Evie with dyed, pitch-black hair streaked with electric blue. She pulled the coffee cup from Evie’s hand, wiping off the dribbles with her thumb and flicking it onto the pavement. “Look, if college is really that bad, then maybe you should just—I don’t know, drop out? Jumping in front of a bus seems a little overdramatic.”

      Evie shot her a glare while she dug through her crossbody backpack. “Very funny, Serina. It definitely wasn’t because I’m running on four hours of sleep or anything.” She began swiping at her shirt with a moist towelette, trying to keep pace with her as they crossed the street on the signal change.

      Serina smirked, tilting the cup to her lips when Evie wasn’t paying all that much attention and gagged. “Oh God, Evie. What the hell?”

      “Hey!” She carefully pried it from her grip. “I didn’t think you’d drink it.”

      “That’s disgusting. I think I’d rather be hit by that bus than drink that.”

      “It’s black. I’m not looking for a sugar high.”

      “No, but you’re clearly hoping it’ll put you out of your misery. Now I need something to get that taste out of my mouth.” She made a sound of disgust, rapidly shaking her head like a violent, involuntary reaction.

      “I just need to get this project done, so I can take the weekend to relax. I think I looked like death warmed over last weekend after overhearing a couple remarks from my aunt. But honestly, what college student doesn’t look or feel like death?”

      “Why don’t you just take a break now, and save the project for Sunday night like every other normal person?” Serina glanced over at her as she nursed the coffee, making her do a double take. “Would you stop drinking that sludge, and come with me to get a real drink?”

      “I’m underaged,” Evie said with disbelief. “And I’m sure as hell not going to get caught with a fake ID.”

      “Look at Miss Goody-Goody, not even willing to tack on a year.”

      Evie rolled her eyes, and Serina let out a bubbly, raspy laugh.

      “Come on, live a little! Enjoy life in one of the largest cities in the world!” She threw her arms wide to the glittering windows of the skyscrapers. A sea of people undulated around them like the bicyclists weaving past yellow cabs. “Stop sitting around your apartment and talking to your houseplants.”

      “I have far too much to do for school to be bothered with balancing a decent social life.” Evie huffed out a laugh.

      “Then maybe we should hook you up on a blind date to fix that.”

      “How about no. I appreciate the offer, but that’s probably the last thing I need right now. What I need is someone who won’t text me all night and eliminate the little sleep I already cherish.”

      “You know texting isn’t all a relationship is good for, right?”

      “And we’re done talking,” Evie said with a hard, unamused smile. She stopped in front of the towering double doors to her apartment building and flipped her phone over, a glare bouncing off the screen in the evening sun. “It’s seven now, so I’m going to pull an all-nighter and have this damn thing done by four. You have a good night with your parties, and I pray you won’t be dead come morning.”

      “Same to you,” Serina said with a grin mock tip of a hat. She jogged off, skipping across the street and turning back to wave just as the signal’s red hand popped up, counting down in time with each alarming chirp.

      Evie pushed open one of the glass doors, her flats tapping against the glossy white herringbone tiles. Her keys jingled as she flipped through to the smallest one and jammed it into one of the silver boxes lined along the wall. The mailbox’s door swung open to a collection of junk mail, judging by the thin, crinkled magazine paper, along with ‘urgent’ and ‘limited time’ faux stamps printed on the envelopes.

      She shuffled through the stack on her way to the elevator and shared a small smile and wave with the security guard camping in his corner booth. Her thumb mashed the button, and the doors slid open, welcoming her inside the wood-paneled brown box to tap her floor’s button with an elbow.

      The lobby doors swung open again with two shadowy figures brightening past the tinted glass—a man and a woman. The woman’s dark ponytail swung over her shoulder as she jerked to turn toward the guard counter, her sneakers squeaking. The guy, on the other hand, stopped. His blue-gray eyes pinned on Evie with a curious glint, and his tousled, light brown hair shifted as he tilted his head. The corner of his mouth tugged down in a thoughtful frown before the elevator doors slid shut.

      “Okay then…” she whispered to herself, tucking the mail under her arm with another jingle from her keys.

      The elevator opened again, and she strode down the worn, khaki carpeting and past each silver-plated number posted next to the doors. Every peephole might as well have been watching her, those haunting eyes lurking behind each one. She shivered and shook it off when she made it to her apartment, pushing the door shut behind her. The snap of the deadbolt and the scrape of the chain allowed her to finally release a breath.

      Safety.

      Evie set her coffee cup and mail down on the small square of kitchenette countertop before dropping her bag by the couch. She stretched and swallowed a yawn on her way across the studio to the bathroom, her leggings grazing the edge of her bed’s powder-blue comforter. A beaded friendship bracelet hung tacked above her gathering of plants, along with printed photos, notes, and cards under fairy lights—all memories of a simpler time upstate, filled with confetti and jars of fireflies from birthday parties and summer camping with old friends. Flicking the bathroom light switch, she winced at the harsh fluorescent and tugged off her cardigan to half-toss into the sink.

      The necklace chain flopped against her skin, its heavy, pocket watch pendant finally slipping free as she scrubbed at the coffee stain and grumbled. She tucked the watch back into place and sighed, deciding to let the cardigan soak for a few minutes. That was when she caught a glimpse of her reflection. Evie grimaced at the dark circles pooling under her eyes, making her olive hue look more sickly in the shabby lighting. Well, at least that probably explained the guy’s weird reaction in the lobby.

      She scrubbed at the poor cardigan a bit more, drained the sink, and tossed it over the shower door when she’d had enough, praying the stain would come out the rest of the way in the wash over the weekend. Evie popped a hair-tie off her brush, pulled her hair back, and hummed on her way back to the kitchenette. Instinctively, she reached for the coffee cup, but detoured back to the mail, flipping through it again to file it into the trash piece-by-piece.

      College-targeted businesses like restaurants, apps, cheap gyms, bars, and a tattoo parlor down the street boasted their own colorful flyers. Half the envelopes held ads for cable and internet. It all flitted into the bin and took a couple steps back to collapse on the futon. Her head lulled back, and she stared up at the small brown stains on the ceiling. Her lids drooped, and the second of rest slipped into minutes, carrying her away with the white noise of water kicking on and her upstairs neighbor’s TV trickling down to her unit.

      Evie jerked awake to pounding against her apartment door, sending her heart slamming in her chest. She flinched at the second urgent sequence of knocks and pushed herself up. “Coming,” she forced out, her voice catching and not nearly loud enough to cut through the noise. She jogged over and stood on her toes to look out the peephole, taking in two men in suits standing on the other side. One checked his watch, the other glanced up and down the hall, tapping his foot.

      Cops? Detectives? Evie unchained the door and flicked the lock for the deadbolt. The click vibrated through her, signaling her mistake when the door immediately swung inward. She stumbled back, feeling a hand clap over her mouth. Full panic kicked in, and she aimlessly flailed in a pathetic attempt to try to defend herself as the guy spun her around.

      A woman’s voice rang out. “Hey, asshole!”

      The jab was followed by a crackling sound and a cry of surprise—a man’s voice—accompanied her immediate assailant’s tightening grip. It was countered by a blur resulting in sudden, backward momentum. He finally let her go.

      A hand firmly gripped her arm, steadying her before she yelped and ripped free—a surprisingly easy feat that allowed her to take in the scene with wide eyes. The suits were on the floor, unmoving with a man and a woman in leather and nylon jackets looming over them.

      The two from the lobby.

      Shaking, Evie met the woman’s gaze, taking a step back as the woman took a tentative step forward. “Wh-what the hell?” Evie asked, pointing toward the two unstirring forms.

      “Do you know these two?” the woman asked, glancing over to her friend—or whatever he was—who crouched down and began rooting through one of the attackers’ pockets.

      “N-no!” She rapidly shook her head, hating how she stammered. “I-I thought they were investigators or something with the suits and—”

      Almost as if it were an explanation, the woman lifted up the edge of her shirt, revealing a badge clipped at her belt. “Well, they’re not because we are. Likely the only thing the four of us have in common is that we’re looking for you.”

      “Me?” One of her own fingers pointed to her chest with a squeak.

      “You’re Evangelina Thatcher, correct?”

      “E-Evie. Y-yes—Why? What’s going on?” No one had her unit number except Serina and her aunt. But Serina had just left, so why… She swayed slightly, a memory resurfacing of how she peeked down one of the hallways when her grandfather answered the door. Back when she had thought it was her parents coming home. “Oh, no—” She shook her head, the image of her aunt springing to the forefront of her thoughts. “Please tell me she’s okay. My aunt’s okay, right?”

      “Just calm down,” she said, holding up a hand. “I’m sure your aunt’s fine. We’re here to protect you because you’re in danger.”

      “I-I don’t understand. What’s going on? Who are you?”

      “I’m Tarryn Fuentes.” She jerked her head towards the guy now flipping through a wallet belonging to one of the assailants. “This is my partner, Haven Bennett. Look, I promise to explain everything, but it’s possible that they have friends lurking nearby. As for us, we need to leave. Now.”

      Tarryn offered her a hand. Evie stared down at it with so many questions tumbling through her mind. Then her eyes flicked over to Haven’s hand, held up with a glinting, round piece that almost looked like a coin. But it wasn’t metal. Instead, the gleam made it look more like a slick piece of plastic.

      Tarryn grabbed her arm. “Sorry, but we don’t have time for this.” Pulling her towards the door, Evie dug the heels of her flats into the carpet.

      “Wait—I need my bag.”

      Tarryn stopped and slackened her grip, and Evie scooped up her crossbody. After a glance back at Haven, she shuffled behind her to the elevator. Tarryn repeatedly jammed her finger against the button to go down while looking over her shoulder to the stairwell door until it popped open. Haven ushered them both inside, where Evie awkwardly stood hunched between them. She nervously shifted while her eyes darted back and forth from Tarryn to Haven and back again.

      The doors opened to an empty lobby, save the security guard who was fixated on his book, unaware of her pleading looks on the way out. These two weren’t really cops, were they? Nothing about them added up, and not to mention that Tarryn’s badge could easily be a prop. She chewed on the inside of her cheek as they started down the sidewalk. Tarryn rattled something nonsensical off with her phone to her ear, and Evie cursed herself for missing what it was since she was so focused on where they were going. Her grip tightened on the coffee-stained bag strap as she tried to get another look at the badge again.

      They turned into the parking garage at the end of the street, and Evie sucked in a breath. This was it. Now or never. If she didn’t make a run for it now, then who the hell knew what they’d do to her. A slow, painful countdown from five rang out in her head. When she hit zero, her soles scraped against the concrete, and the other two continued forward for a couple more brisk steps. She spun on her heel, and ran—a full-tilt sprint, launching her straight toward the street. Shouts echoed in the garage behind her.

      A fresh surge of adrenaline pumped through her veins. She gritted her teeth and forced herself to push past that imaginary limit before one of them caught up. Just as she was about to turn the corner and throw herself through the side entrance, a shadow filled the threshold. Her heart leapt into her throat, and she skidded to a stop. Perhaps she had made a mistake. The guy standing there took a menacing step toward her. Her own unsteady step back sent her falling to the pavement, and Tarryn dove between them.

      Taser in hand, she stood her ground. “Back off.” It was a calm, deadly warning—or maybe it was more a threat, considering the weapon.

      Evie scrambled to stand, her vision swaying before she even noticed the two other figures step out from the row of parked cars. “Oh, shit,” she whimpered.

      Haven stepped between them and Evie on the other side, almost like he was patiently waiting for Tarryn to strike.

      “You dumbasses have one chance to walk away before I lay you out,” she said coldly.

      The one in front of her grinned. “I’d like to see you try, little girl.”

      She should’ve just gotten in the damn car.

      “Bring it, bitch,” Tarryn challenged.

      He let out a growl and lunged for her, the other two going for Haven at that signal. Evie heard a wheeze from behind her, flinching as she witnessed Haven’s upper cut to another. The sound of a taser echoed through the garage as he grabbed the immediate attacker’s shoulders and kneed him in the stomach, sending him to the ground with a gasp for air. Swift footsteps pounded against pavement, and the third was met with a taser as well.

      “Okay, I am begging you not to run,” Tarryn said, a little winded when she turned back to her. Haven firmly grasped her arm and steered her towards the back of the garage again. Tarryn jogged next to them, holstering her taser. “If you try that again, you’re going to either get kidnapped or killed, and that’s sort of the last thing I need right now.”

      “Killed?”

      Haven’s pace picked up, only halting when they reached a black SUV with tinted windows.

      “Yes, killed,” she replied, opening the passenger’s door. “Now get in.”

      “And how do I know that you two are really cops?”

      Tarryn’s hand went to her face. “Please just get in the damn car, and I’ll answer that.”

      Hesitantly, she complied, eyeing her wearily until the door shut. She clutched her bag on her lap, hugging it to her chest as they climbed in, and Tarryn started the car.

      “For starters, it’s called being under cover. We track or hunt people down, so looking like a cop kind of doesn’t typically work in our favor.” The doors locked, and she put the car in reverse. “On top of that, we have your information. I know your name.”

      “So, where are we going?” Evie tried to dry her hands on her pants.

      “To a hotel.” Tarryn accelerated towards the street, glancing both ways before smoothly transitioning onto the blacktop. “Unfortunately, no one’s manning our safehouse besides security due to some scheduling conflicts. Everyone and their mother’s taking a damn spring break vacation. But we’ll get you there first thing in the morning.”

      Evie’s eyes roamed the rearview mirror, fixing on Haven. He hadn’t said a single word yet. “Um… does your partner talk?”

      “Oh—No, he can’t.”

      “O-oh…”

      “You get used to it.”

      Haven’s eyes flicked up to meet hers in the mirror, and she froze, reddening. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

      “Don’t stress over it. Bennett’s an… acquired taste, honestly.”

      His head snapped towards her, holding up his middle finger rather discreetly near the console for Tarryn’s eyes only. Evie pretended not to notice, gradually sliding down into her seat instead.
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      FRIDAY, APRIL 3RD AT 6:54PM

      “This is by-far the stupidest thing you’ve decided to do this week.”

      “Oh, come on, Alyx,” Cade replied with a roll of his eyes. “Cat-calling the rival girls near the Upper West takes the cake for the stupidest thing I’ve done this week.”

      Alyx hummed, shaking her head after a moment. Her cropped, dark, wavy hair swayed with the motion. At least, the side that wasn’t shaved close to her scalp. She, like him, wore a fitted leather jacket, sans labels or elaborate designs over her gray tee-shirt, matching his gray hoodie. Twins in clothing, but that was all, seeing how her coloring leaned toward a cooler, lemon-hue to his warm peach and flaunted cappuccino-brown hair and cognac eyes in contrast to his ashy blond and cobalt blue.

      “Nope,” she said. “Still pretty sure that you’re going to get your ass beat once we step inside. You know the Martellis hate your guts, right?”

      “What? No…” Sarcasm bled into his tone, thinking of his arch nemesis likely waiting in the Martelli offices. He was probably cleaning his guns and carving Cade’s name into a single bullet at this very moment, as if he could sense his impending arrival. “Look, I just need to talk to Emilio for a sec, and then we’ll leave. Not a big deal.”

      “Gee,” she said with mock excitement, “I can’t wait to find my way back home by myself once Emilio shoves you in his trunk and dumps you in the river.”

      “Live a little, Lyx.”

      She groaned, but he strode forward undeterred. His hand wrapped around the brass handle attached to the heavy, dark-stained oak door, and held it open for her. He trailed in behind, basking in the soft, warming lighting and rich, earthy tones of the cherrywood countertops and high-backed booths along the windows.

      Cade sauntered up to the bar, sliding between two taller patrons who shot him irritated looks as he flagged down the bartender. “Hey! Emilio around?”

      The bartender—a guy better suited as a gym junkie with a tight black tee-shirt and half-apron—narrowed his eyes at him. “Who’s asking?”

      Cade chuckled. “You must be new here. I’m Cade Hart. I’m here to speak with Emilio. If I can’t speak with Emilio, I’m going to have to go home, explain that some large moron wouldn’t let me see him, and then my brother’s going to send someone else out here to knock some heads together.” He deliberately, calmly slid his hands into his jacket pockets, waiting for those two marbles in the tin can that was his brain to finally clink together. “So, are you going to take me to him, or not?”

      After a moment, the guy hesitated, glancing from Cade to Alyx and back again.

      “Vicente—”

      Cade’s ears perked up, and he spun on his heel to face a man in a tie-less suit. The guy grimaced and ran a hand over his slicked-back black hair. “Never mind, just leave these two to me. We’ll talk later. Come on, Hart.” He turned, motioning for them to follow him to the end of the bar and into a curtained-off hallway.

      “Hey Roman,” Cade said with a grin, bumping shoulders with him.

      “Sorry about that,” Roman said. “We have a few newbies that don’t quite understand the ins-and-outs just yet.”

      The glint of sports-league photographs and plaques followed them through the tunnel of half-stucco, half-wine-colored-wainscoting. “These new recruits up-state, out-of-state, or old-country?”

      “Out-of-state. Extended family that wants to try their hand in New Atlas for a while. I doubt most of them will stick around for long. But you know Marco. He’ll use them up before they walk away.”

      Oh, did Cade know Marco, all right…

      “Little rough for family, huh?”

      Roman glanced back with his hand on the door handle, cocking a brow. “Watch yourself. Marco’s been in enough of a mood as it is. You’ll have to suffer each other while Emilio finishes up another item of business. It should only take fifteen minutes.”

      “Marco’s just waiting for an excuse to kick the shit out of me in a back alley anyway,” Cade replied with a smirk.

      “Gee, I can’t imagine why,” Roman said dryly, shoving the door open.

      A handful of fresh-faced Martelli crew members sat inside, some circled around the card table in the middle of the lounge while a few others hung along the walls with their phones. Cade counted eight, but he could only name four. However, Roman and Marco were the only two he honestly cared about. Roman was the one who kept everything running smoothly for Emilio, handling the day-to-day of their establishments, while Marco handled the more… unsavory portions of the business. Cade likened him to the snapping guard dog that wouldn’t hesitate to go for your jugular.

      Naturally, Marco looked the part too. He was a couple years over thirty, rough around the edges with scarred knuckles and cuts on his jaw that broke the seamlessness of his well-kept facial hair. He wasn’t nearly as tall as Vicente, but he was still just as bulky. The main difference was that he hid it well under a suit that wasn’t all that different from Roman’s.

      “It’s been a while, Marco,” Cade said the second his eyes flicked up from the green felt of the card table.

      His face immediately twisted into a snarl. “Get this little bitch out of here.”

      “Marco, chill,” Roman said sharply. “He’s just here to talk to Emilio, and then he’s gone.”

      “Oh, come on, Marco,” Cade said with feigned disappointment. “Don’t talk about my lady-friend like that.”

      Marco glared daggers at him, Alyx hit Cade lightly in the side, shooting him a glare, and Roman put a hand on his shoulder, squeezing it a little tighter than Cade had expected. “Now what did I just say about not starting shit?”

      Cade bit into his cheek, holding his tongue until the hand was removed. He trailed behind Roman to the table, where his host collected his hand of face-down cards. Despite not being invited to play, Cade dropped into the seat next to Roman, giving Alyx a moment of pause before she took the seat on Cade’s other side.

      “Want to deal us in after this?” Cade shrugged, leaning back in his chair. “Seems we got some time to kill.”

      Marco’s eyes narrowed at him, but Roman spoke instead. “Maybe.” He shot him a sideways glance. “If you’re able to keep your mouth shut until we say this one’s over, then Marco might be generous enough to let you play.”

      Cade thought it was more likely for Marco to go find his gun instead, but he was willing to hedge those bets.

      “Hey,” Roman called, half-turning to the wall as Marco and the nameless individual began to deliberate over their hands, “Angelo—Make yourself useful and get Hart and his friend some water.”

      Angelo’s head jerked up from his phone with a start, nodded, and wandered off. He wasn’t gone for long though, returning soon after with four glasses, his fingers straining from how they were barely tucked into the rim of each one. Cade first, Alyx second, and Roman and Marco’s were set down in rapid succession as a sign of respect for not drawing out which of them might be third. The nameless player groaned, throwing down his cards and getting up from the table while fishing a pack of cigarettes from his pocket.

      “See?” Roman said with a motion to Cade. “He can be quiet. He just chooses not to.”

      “I like him better with his mouth shut,” Marco grumbled. “But this damn white boy still shouldn’t be allowed in here.”

      “Well, that’s not very nice.” Cade mock scowled at him.

      Marco slowly leaned forward, pointing at him from across the table with malice in his gaze. “If I were in Emilio’s shoes, I’d take a swing at that damn brother of yours.”

      Cade scoffed. “Now who wouldn’t want to do that? Try living with him.”

      Marco stared him down while Roman reshuffled the cards. He said nothing, though there was a glimmer in his eye that indicated he had liked Cade’s answer. Maybe he had finally earned some points with his nemesis and would live to see another day.

      “Fake bets or real?” Roman asked, beginning to deal.

      “Real,” Marco said without a chance for anyone to protest. “Make this brat pay some of his allowance toward that dinnerware Emilio wants.”

      Cade loosed a laugh. “Go easy on me Marco, I’m broke.” He threw a twenty on the table, and Roman sighed, shaking his head slightly as if to say, ‘Lord, help me.’

      Alyx jabbed him in the side under the cover of the table before she tossed out a five. “Stop it,” she hissed in his ear.

      “Looks like your girlfriend isn’t so confident about her cards.” Marco nodded to her addition.

      “I’m not his girlfriend.”

      “Sounds like someone’s single,” someone called from the corner of the room—a guy with a toothy grin who practically sang the words. He started to get up from his seat like it was an open invitation.

      Instead of speaking up to defend her, Cade hid his smirk, ducking away.

      “Sounds like you’re a complete dumbass,” she said in a sickeningly sweet tone.

      “What? A Hart too good for you?”

      “I might actually be interested if either of them were women.”

      He cleared his throat, awkwardly backing up a couple of steps, which got a chuckle out of Cade.

      “That never gets old,” Cade mumbled, peeking at his cards and patting them back down against the felt.

      “Everyone ready?” Roman asked.

      Alyx’s distraction finally gave her a quiet apology and took his leave down the hall leading outside. Roman flipped over the three cards in the middle. Cade hummed while the others began to raise their bets, though Alyx folded with a huff, crossing her arms over her chest. He raised, deciding the press his own luck. Finally, one-by-one they flipped them over. Grinning, Cade revealed a straight flush, rewarding him with an eyeroll from Roman.

      “Two four-of-a-kinds,” he said, lifting himself slightly out of the chair to collect his winnings. “I win. No hard feel—” His eyes went wide as someone grabbed the back of his jacket, forcing him back down to his seat.

      “Pot goes to Marco,” a new voice echoed from behind him. Though Cade didn’t bother looking back, his eyes immediately fixed on the cards Marco had laid out in front of him. Two sixes.

      “What?” Cade demanded, finally twisting around to take in Emilio. “How the hell does that make—”

      He snapped his fingers, pointing to the middle of the table, where two more sixes lay face-up. “Sixes.”

      Cade’s shoulders fell, his eyes rolling. “Oh, cute. I didn’t realize we were playing with special rules. I just got cheated out of a hundred bucks.”

      Marco cut him a devious, satisfied grin at Cade’s sour expression, and Emilio tapped the back of his chair. “Come on, Hart. If you’re here to talk, then let’s talk.” He started toward his office, and with a frustrated sigh, Cade got up to follow. Alyx leaned back in her seat, waiting for him with crossed arms. He secretly hoped that she’d deal in again to win his money back, though he knew that she would keep it for herself even if she did.

      Cade dragged his feet into Emilio’s office and shut the door behind him. Papers cluttered the desk and tops of the bureaus. Oak cabinets sat popped open under photos of past ruling Martellis. All Emilio’s personal pictures rested on his desk, angled away from the door—a quirk Cade had once needled him about. He naturally came to the conclusion that he could be worried about those smiling faces might be used against him.

      But Emilio had replied with a chuckle and a relaxed calm about him—something he hadn’t really expected in comparison to how Cade’s older brother might respond, despite the two of them being the same age and matching experience. He’d simply said that only a coward would go after his sister and her kid, much like how her ex-husband had beat her. It had been followed by a glint in his eye that told Cade that her ex had gotten off easy.

      Emilio casually leaned against the edge of the desk, face-to-face with him, a stance that would’ve been seen as disrespectful to his brother. “Is this a check-up, or a delivery?”

      “Just a delivery.” He pulled out an envelope from his jacket, holding it out for him. “Jay said that it was for your eyes only, so I’m just ensuring that no one else sneaks a peek.”

      He cautiously took it with a raised brow. “And you didn’t look at it?”

      Cade shrugged. “Look, if he wants to tell me, then he’ll tell me. I just do what I’m told so I don’t piss him off.”

      Without breaking eye-contact, he grabbed up the letter opener on his desk, cutting the message free. He scanned it while Cade followed the interweaving pattern of the maroon wallpaper to the ceiling along one wall.

      “Should I burn this when I’m done, or…?”

      “Use your discretion, I guess. Not sure what else to tell you.”

      He folded it up and slid it back inside the envelope.

      “You good?” Cade asked with a smirk. “Ready to kick me out?”

      “You know…” Emilio started, absently tapping the edge of the desk. “Just considering all the times I’ve had just talking to you one-on-one, I feel like if things were different, you’d be able to run things better than Jay.”

      Cade guffawed.

      “Just hear me out—Your brother is an asshole, and you might act like a dumbass, but you’re smarter than some of these guys give you credit for. I can tell you know how things function versus how they should.”

      “Emilio, no one takes me seriously.”

      “Because you’re not a threat to anyone, Cade. If you showed people that you’re at least a force to be reckoned with, they’ll change their tune. Hell, maybe they’ll even show you more respect than him because we all know it’s begrudging.”

      Cade shook his head. “Please don’t try to start shit.”

      “I’m not. I’m being serious.”

      “I’m not going to turn on Jay,” he said firmly. “So, if that’s your goal, you can stop now. The two of us clawed our way out of the gutter when no one else bothered to look our way. We cried for help for years. I’m just the way I am out of necessity to survive. We only had each other, so we watched the other’s back. That’s why we strategize the same way, but I decided to play the good cop to his bad.”

      “I wouldn’t say that too loud, or else Marco’s going to bust down the door and accuse you of wearing a wire.”

      Cade couldn’t help but smirk at that. “Look, Emilio, I get that you don’t like me—”

      “Actually, no. I like you. I hate Jay. Admittedly, I hated the both of you in the beginning, but when Jay stopped doing house calls, I realized that you were far more reasonable. Marco may not like you, but Roman and I agreed that if you ever decided to step out of Jay’s shadow that it would benefit us to welcome you into the fold. That is, assuming you’d take us up on the offer.”

      Cade rocked back a little on his heels in surprise. Hesitating, he forced out a nervous laugh. “I… appreciate it, but I don’t think I’d really be welcome here, despite what you say. Not to mention that I already told you I won’t turn my back on Jay. He may be an asshole, but I’ve dealt with him my whole life. It’s nothing new to me.”

      “Just throwing it out there,” Emilio said with a slight shrug, folding his arms over his chest with a glance at the photo wall. “There’s been rumors going around that power is starting to shift, so I think it’s best if you’re prepared.”

      Concern gripped him then. “Shifting how, Emilio?”

      “If I knew, I’d tell you. I’m just hearing people talk. Plus, there’s a lot of power changing hands this year. Just remember that it’s possible that Jay won’t always be at the top.”

      “Why? Because you want that spot?”

      “Not going to say that I don’t want it,” he admitted. “But I don’t think that I have the power to back up that challenge. Not right now, at least.” Things quieted between them, leaving Cade with hesitation to press for whatever might’ve been left unsaid. “I won’t keep you. You should probably continue with the rest of your errands or whatever the hell else you do.”

      He waved a dismissive hand, starting past Cade to open the door, and he followed him back out into the hall. When they arrived back at the table, Cade’s eyes went wide at the sight of crumpled bills piled in front of Alyx. She began straightening them out tauntingly, one-by-one with a grin.

      “Bitch,” he whispered just as the rest of the table slowly turned toward him.
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            REN

          

        

      

    

    
      FRIDAY, APRIL 3RD AT 7:34PM

      A light rap on Ren’s door ripped him from his concentration. He pulled a hand away from his forehead and rested it on his desk before it creaked open. Light trickled into the dim safe haven of his room, illuminating the clothes thrown over his bed’s headboard, rumpled comforter spilling from the mattress, and creased posters tacked up along the walls. Bands, video games, comics. Things that had come and gone from his extracurriculars yet stayed up as a reminder of what once was.

      “You studying, Lorenzo?”

      “Just a bit of homework, Mom.”

      She leaned on the doorknob, her mouth quirking up in a small smile. Her heart-shaped face was further softened by the glow of the hallway, haloing her bronze hue. “You were quiet during dinner? Everything okay?” she asked, the lilt of her Italian accent slipping through her words.

      “Yeah.” He pushed the tip of his mechanical pencil against the notebook a little too hard, pulling it up at the sound of the lead snapping. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      Her smile faltered, causing him to tense as she started inside. A hand ruffled his hair before she pressed her lips to his temple. “Take it easy, okay? Don’t push yourself too hard.”

      He huffed out a short, breathy laugh. “Yes, Mom.”

      The second the door pulled shut behind her, his phone clattered against the desk with a notification. He sighed, digging the device out from under the scattered graduation preparation papers he’d thought would be fun to flip through now that the end was in sight, only to be left overwhelmed. Did graduating high school really matter at a time like this?

      When he unlocked the screen, his eyes flicked from the message to the last sentence of the essay he’d unknowingly jotted down in his notebook:

      
        
        The clock’s started.

      

      

      He swore under his breath, dropping the phone and rubbing his eraser over the last line so fast that it almost tore. The sound of lead rattled as the pencil dropped back to the paper, and he gritted his teeth at the catching of his chair’s wheels against the plank flooring.

      
        
          
            
              
        What do you want me to do about it?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Need eyes on the two I mentioned earlier. Dealing with another problem.

      

      

      

      

      

      Forcing back a frustrated noise, he pinned his eyes on the bedroom door and counted. Counted his own passing heartbeats, the footfalls of a heavier presence jogging up the stairs, and the notes to every whistle that echoed in their wake. Ren sent his chair rolling back in his rush to open it, bringing the musical tune to a stop in his brother’s startled retreat to the opposite wall.

      “Holy shi—”

      “Angelo, I need you to do me a favor,” he said, ignoring the wide-eyed stare and delayed hand rising to his heart since both had been too tangled up in his jacket pockets.

      “Can’t you go bother Carmen?” he half-whined with shoulders dropping in exhaustion. “I just got home…”

      “Carmen left like fifteen minutes ago.”

      A groan.

      “Look, I need you to cover for me. I have a friend asking for some help, and their parents aren’t going to be thrilled about it.” Lie. “Plus, I know Mom needs to get up early, and I don’t want to worry her.” Truth.

      Angelo bit his lip, glancing down to the end of the hall where a door rested somewhat crooked in its frame. No light poured out from under it. Sighing, he turned his attention back to Ren, running a hand through his mussed near-black hair—near-identical to Ren’s. “Fine, I’ll cover for you—”

      “You’re the best,” Ren said with a too-confident smirk, beginning to push the door shut again.

      Angelo shoved his foot in the crack, forcing it back open with a stern expression. “Promise you’ll let me know when you get there, when you’re leaving, and when you get back if I’m not downstairs. The last thing I need is for Mom to burst into tears because I let my dumbass little brother wander around and get kidnapped. Not to mention Carmen will probably kick my ass…”

      Ren’s smile dropped, slipping into something a little more somber. “I’ll text you. Promise.”

      Angelo’s foot slid back, but Ren didn’t bother trying to shut the door this time. He pulled his hoodie off his chair and tugged it over his head in the midst of collecting his phone, wallet, and keys.

      “Don’t stay out too late.”

      Ren chuckled, shaking his head as the door clicked behind him. “Trust me, I don’t want to be out any later than I need to.”

      The stairs creaked with each bouncing step to the living room, ripping the breath from him in what he prayed was a quiet enough escape. He squinted from the waning sunlight’s reflected remnants of the morning rain on his way to the subway.

      
        
          
            
              
        Where to?

      

      

      

      

      

      He pushed out the sides of his phone case with his thumbs, waiting for a reply. Tilting his face to the ceiling, he closed his eyes before letting it drop back to his phone. He tapped against the glass screen, torn away from the smells of piss and body odor assaulting his senses. When he opened his eyes, his map had the address marked, calling him to his destination.

      And that’s where the next train was headed.

      It dropped him off two blocks away, and by then it was finally dark—both a mercy and a harbinger of dread. His pace slowed at the sight of a sleek, black sedan along the curb ahead, where a woman stepped out with the minor assistance of the driver. She was all tight-smiles with the lingering welcome staff outside the restaurant, far too preoccupied with her awkward gate in high-heels, smoothing down her silver, body-hugging dress, and fussing over her black hair falling from the bun at the base of her neck.

      Ren yanked his hood over his head before the driver climbed back in and rolled past, leaving his charge to weave through the lush, fancy tables of French food and people in suits until she reached a man on the far end. Though he was well-dressed, he didn’t wear a tie, leaving his neck exposed with an extra undone button. Same black hair, same dark eyes, that medium-toned skin a shade lighter than the woman’s made evident when he pulled her into a hug.

      All smiles. No kiss. A teasing twinkle in his eyes as he lifted his glass of water to his lips.

      Siblings.

      Ren continued past the windows, heading toward the crosswalk with his sights set on a coffee shop on the other side of the street. The beep of his thumb covering the sensor didn’t bring him the satisfaction he’d hoped for, causing him to eye his targets with a frown. He bounced on the balls of his feet until the light changed.

      A window seat and steaming coffee cup later, he went back to spying, jumping at the rattle of his phone against the wooden tabletop.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry. Had to play some hide-and-go-seek. They’re at l’Ivoire.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Already there. Caught Emmaline on her way in. Elliott was waiting.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        And?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Working on it.

      

      

      

      

      

      He swapped to the notes app, steadying himself as he mentally tuned into the table, typing out whatever flowed into it like the strokes of a brush onto a canvas through a blindfolded artist. But rather than revealing secrets of a tortured soul, he’d gain the musings of conspiring influential elites—at least, he hoped.
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      FRIDAY, APRIL 3RD AT 8:03PM

      Tarryn turned into a hotel parking garage, where she pulled a ticket and slowly rolled past dimly illuminated pillars. Signs for reserved parking and lettered rows guided them through aisle after aisle. Evie swallowed when they finally found an available spot near the back, and Tarryn threw the car into park. Doors opened, and Haven waited just outside Evie’s as she hesitantly tugged off her seatbelt. He offered her a gentlemanly hand, and she took it, her palm cresting the soft leather of his well-worn gloves.

      She jumped down onto the pavement and adjusted her bag on her shoulder as Haven pulled his hand from hers, switching to clamp down on her upper arm instead. Fair. Evie tried not to drag her feet while they followed behind Tarryn to the alcove of elevators, where she spun around to check all the indicators before one pointed above the doors.

      The classical melody filling the elevator escaped into the lobby the second the doors fell open. Evie’s jaw dropped. Rich, dark oak and gleaming white marble offset sparkling gold accents, much like the gold-trimmed glass shards of the huge chandelier bolted to the third floor’s ceiling, visible from the gaping hole down to the compass design set into the tile directly under it.

      Men in suits shook hands at the bar walling off a restaurant, manned by a couple of hostesses looking like they were cleaning up for the night. Other guests waited in cushy, high-backed furniture and talked on their phones or adjusted their makeup. Some strode out in designer high heels or dress shoes to town cars idling on the curb through the wall of glass doors.

      Evie glanced down at her knit, thick-striped, gray-and-white shirt and quickly shifted her bag strap over the remnants of a few coffee droplets. Good job, Evie. Cover a stain with another, larger stain.

      Tarryn jogged over to the reception desk, immediately tapping a finger against it, like she needed to speak to the manager. Haven pulled Evie off to the side, continuing to wait by the elevators. His blue-gray eyes skimmed over the patrons with a huff of a sigh. Something about his presence was sort of comforting, and the way he half-sulked was sort of cute in an awkward way. Evie chided herself. She’d had an entire college campus of boys to gawk at, but of course she decided to unbury herself from all her work now to take in the sights of her young, dashing potential-kidnapper and his maybe-girlfriend-slash-partner.

      As if summoned, Tarryn pushed away from the front desk and started back toward them. Haven glanced down at Evie, and she jerked her sights away, feeling the tips of her ears heat. Embarrassing.

      Fortunately, he stopped eyeing her when he followed Tarryn, and they filed into another elevator car. She tapped the button for the eighth floor, and Evie tensed at the sound of a laughter-like snort from Haven.

      “Shut up,” Tarryn said with no shortage of annoyance.

      “Was… there something funny?” Evie asked.

      Tarryn shot Haven a glare, though he continued to smirk. “He enjoys irony.”

      A few quiet, awkward minutes later, they trailed down the hall to a hotel room, where Tarryn fiddled with the door. The indicator flashed green with a click, and she shoved it open, flicking on the light to reveal a plush king-sized bed, along with a small sitting area tucked into the corner between the sliding glass doors and what had to be the entry to the bathroom.

      Evie followed Tarryn’s motion for her to take a seat on the edge of the bed, so she did, dropping her bag at her feet and anxiously waiting for something to happen. Instead of receiving some grand explanation about why she was there and who might be trying to kill her, Tarryn began to pace and rub her hands together while Haven leaned against the door.

      “Um… can I know what’s going on now?”

      Tarryn slowed to a stop and spun around with her hands on her hips and a grimace. “Okay, so… I’ll be honest with you: you’re going to laugh. That’s just how this goes. You’ll laugh, you’ll demand our badge numbers, and then you’ll finally come to terms that this shit is unfortunately real.”

      Evie’s eyes slid over to Haven, who had his closed, almost like he didn’t care to be involved in whatever conversation she and Tarryn were about to have—not that he’d likely interject.

      “That… what’s real?” Evie asked slowly.

      Tarryn scrubbed at her forehead. “Shit, I’m terrible at this discussion,” she mumbled. “Look, the short of it is that people are hunting you down because you’re special. You’re like us—sort of.” She motioned between herself and Haven.

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t follow… A cop?”

      Tarryn let out a breathy, amused chuckle, and Haven’s eyes flicked open, dancing to match his quirked lips.

      “No, no. Not a cop. Um… Have you ever noticed anything strange about your family? Like, where did you get that watch?” Tarryn motioned to her own chest, and Evie looked down.

      Her pocket watch. Evie’s hand flew up to it, rubbing her thumb along the silver case’s seam with the thought of it slipping out in the chaos. “It was a gift from my grandpa. He gave it to me when I turned twelve.”

      “Any particular reason why?”

      “I mean… he made a joke that it was the last year he could give it to me because there are only twelve numbers on it.” She laughed quietly. “It doesn’t work though. It’s jammed, and I can’t get it to open. So it’s only really good for decoration.”

      “You sure about that?”

      Evie’s bemusement quickly faded. She wasn’t sure.

      “Where are your parents? You said you had an aunt. What about the rest of your family?”

      “They’re… They’re all gone. It’s just me and my aunt now.”

      Tarryn hummed, biting her lip. “Well, unless she doesn’t know, I believe your aunt’s been keeping secrets from you.”

      Evie’s eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

      “The watch isn’t just some family heirloom, Evie. It’s something that’s passed from predecessor to successor.”

      She gripped the watch a little tighter, glancing over at Haven for some sort of confirmation. He only tilted his head with a slight raise of a shoulder, as if to say, ‘Well, she’s right.’

      “There are people in this city who aren’t who they claim to be. It’s all a façade because they’re like us. Some of them may not realize it, but most of them do. Each has a gift or calling that—usually—helps the rest of the world along. We’re like fate’s little custodians, hard at work. We keep everything on track when it starts to shift off course.”

      Evie cleared her throat. “That’s… uh… a little far-fetched, don’t you think?” she asked with an uneasy laugh.

      Tarryn pressed her lips together, as if she were waiting for something.

      I’ll be honest with you: you’re going to laugh.

      Her mouth went dry.

      “We’re broken into a total of nine variations. Everyone among us fits into at least one, but no more than two. For some reason, it seems that’s the limit, and
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