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[Chicago IL. Aug 26]

Two weeks ago, I was running a think tank, worrying about trade policy with Bulgaria and Macedonia. Today, I’m watching my dad break someone’s legs with a crowbar.

This is why I don’t come home.

Ethan Fitzgerald gazed up at massive, rust-laced rafters, gauging the volume of the screams echoing through the creaking warehouse. He tried not to breathe, resenting the building’s sour, mildewed reek almost as much as the animalistic howls coming from the bloodied husk he’d considered an uncle. Ethan exhaled as his father—Adam Fitzgerald, legend of the Outfit— swung the tire iron again. At least somebody shoved a ratty tag into Farrell’s mouth, which blessedly muffled the resulting shrieks.

Five days earlier, an assassin’s bullet found Adam’s best friend (and best enforcer) in a Chicago alley while Ethan dodged a hail of lead outside a D.C. barbecue joint. The Bratva’s idea of a subtle hint regarding their displeasure. Three days ago, Ethan landed at O'Hare after dumping half his client list on his partners. Yesterday, at an Outfit funeral, his father’s rival-turned-ally (or whatever the fuck he was today) Vittorio De Lucca handed over the intel on the Fitzgeralds’ traitor. 

Now, Adam Fitzgerald was crushing every bone in his former right hand’s legs. With a blood-drenched smile. 

“Dad, shoot him already. You know how hard blood is to clean up,” Derek said from behind Ethan’s right shoulder. Ethan glared at his younger brother, but Derek’s brown eyes didn’t waver from the pooling blood beneath Farrell’s left shoe. “Dane and Sawyer already broke most of what you can break without killing him.” 

“I just buried your godfather.” Adam’s baritone voice chilled the air around him. “Mickey was the fucking best man at my first wedding. Remember, Bran?” He considered Brandon Farrell’s twitching, moaning form like a piece of art he intended to burn. “Sawyer, I trusted this slug with my children.” He turned, motioning the fourth member of their party forward. “Is he worth a bullet? Or do we blow this hellhole into the lake with him alive?” 

“Christ’s sake. Pull the damn trigger and get it over with,” Ethan grumbled, his thumbs hooking his belt, his eyes tilting to the ceiling. Knowing that Brandon deserved all the torture and taunting didn’t make it easier to watch. And the bastard kept begging. Insisting that Adam got faulty intel. What if he’s right? What if we’re just playing cleanup for the Bratva?

“Did I ask you, Beltway?” Adam rounded on him, pointing the tire iron directly at Ethan’s chest. “You want a quick death for the man who gave them your locations? And what if he gave them Hannah? The twins? Caleb?” 

Ethan noticed Derek didn’t make the list—but Derek was Made. He wasn’t a bystander. Of course, there was another child left off the list ... but bringing up Ben’s name never ended well. “Look at him,” Ethan said, gesturing to the victim. Brandon’s face looked like a deformed pumpkin rotting on an overweight scarecrow. His head lolled, slitted, red-streaked eyes blinking at Ethan. His toothless mouth twitched into something like a half-smile. Ethan’s chest hurt. He almost got me killed. He deserves none of my sympathy. And yet... “Let it end, Dad.”

“Kids today.” Adam sighed, his attention returning to Brandon. “They gotta get back to the Snapcrack or whatever goddamn app they’re gluing their faces to. Well, in Beltway’s case, it’s Politico—” 

“Dad,” Ethan sighed, folding his arms over his chest as an extra barrier against the bloody scene. “Come on.” 

“Not like when we were coming up,” Adam continued. “You know I’m going easy on you, Bran. You pulled this shit with my father...?” Adam trailed off in a laugh, his tone as conversational as any boss trading quips at a conference table. “There’d be an acid drip going. Cement shoes. Maybe a good ol’ Glasgow smile. Not that Dane left you many teeth to set that look off.” 

“Dad,” Derek interrupted. “Ethan’s right. Sawyer’s gotta clean this shit up. Before dawn.” 

“Call in extra cleaners.” Adam shot his second son a warning glare. “And hand Beltway a gun. If he wants this done so fuckin’ fast, he can do it.” Adam’s glacial eyes speared Ethan next. 

One of the family's most trusted lieutenants, dearly-departed Michael's protégé (and possibly some species of nephew), Sawyer was a sandy-haired, easy-going prankster close to Ethan’s age who appeared as unbothered by Farrell’s impending departure from the mortal coil as he was by any other minor inconvenience. Ethan pretended not to notice Sawyer producing a Glock from his vest.

“Really, Dad? I just got shot at—”

“Who didn't this week?” Derek’s snark earned a smirk from Adam. 

You. But Ethan kept his mouth shut on that score. He strode closer to the scene, footsteps echoing against bare walls and crumbling ceilings. “Convinced I won’t win another election?” 

“Blacklisted by half the old money crowd and the Dixiecrats?” Adam scoffed. “You’ve been patching those bridges for three years. How’s that going?” 

Better than your iron grip on Chicago. “Fine,” Ethan huffed. “Blow the place.” He dug into his pocket and produced a silver lighter engraved with his initials. An anniversary present—the last one I’ll get from Kayleigh. The thought didn’t sting as much as it used to.  

The tire iron landed on the cracked concrete with a funereal clang. “You said yesterday you wanted to put a bow on this shit,” Adam said, in a voice that took the warmth out of the sticky Chicago night. “Help clean up, then go home. Right? Back to saving the free world for your donors...” 

“So?” 

“Take the gun, or take the next plane back to D.C. No more campaign speeches, Beltway.” 

Ethan clamped his teeth together. You fucking asshole. He grabbed the gun from Sawyer, weighing it on his palm. Despite the family business, Ethan had never shot anything more exciting than a deer. He distinctly remembered that hunt; Brandon had taken him and Derek and bragged for days on Ethan’s behalf. 

The pistol’s grip felt strange at first, but he adjusted his hold, extending his index finger beyond the trigger guard and pointing the barrel down. He sold us out. He almost got Dad killed. Me. I have to do this. Right?

He looked once more at Adam’s cold, unrelenting eyes, the same shade of blue as Ethan’s own. I could leave. Walk out. What would he do? 

Disown you. Banish you. Just like Ben. And there would go the other half of the old money crowd.

Steadying his hand, he approached Brandon. Ethan’s mind filled with a lifetime of family dinners, holidays, and birthdays. Brandon Farrell had the most infectious laugh—they’d never hear it again. And he’d always given Ethan the best advice—words of encouragement, pride. Ethan never got those from Adam.

I can’t do this. I can’t...

I can't save him. 

Ethan suppressed the shiver rising along his spine and lifted the Glock. Pulled the trigger. The white flash around his vision dulled, and Brandon slumped in the chair. 

Jesus. I gotta burn this shirt. Pink and crimson specks dotted his sleeves. Next time, wear black. 

Wait. No. There isn’t going to be a next time. I’m finishing this war and getting out.

“Fucking hell.” Derek’s voice sounded miles away. “Nice shot.” 

Adam examined the ragged hole just left of Brandon’s temple, and the ruinous crimson-black veil splashed across Brandon’s back and the cracked concrete beyond. Flecks of yellowish bone glittered like horrific stars amid the gore. “Well done, son.” He took the gun from Ethan’s numb fingers. 

Well done? You didn’t say shit that nice when I won the Senate race. He nodded to his father and walked straight for the exit. He half expected Adam to follow—whether to yell or to nitpick his aim—but only Derek stepped out of the murk after him. The door creaked shut in his wake, cutting off the drone of their father and Sawyer discussing God knew what. Probably cleaning methods. 

Derek studied the warehouse’s rusting metal wall. “If you’re going to puke, don’t do it where they might swab for DNA when this place mysteriously catches fire tonight.” 

“Thanks. Helpful.” Ethan ran a hand through his black hair, checking for anything wet. He examined his palms, tingling from the firearm, and listened to the ringing still fading in his ears despite the suppressor. I should’ve kept hold of the Glock. “I need a drink. And some fucking weed.” He kicked an old, metal trash can by the door. The impact rang into the sultry, fish-tinged darkness. 

“Seriously? Christ.” Derek pulled out a cigarette from a bespoke leather case and tapped it against the end like it’d tried to charge him rent. “Take out the fucking trash once, and—” 

“Not every day Dad orders me to drop our fuckin’ uncle, is it?” They weren't related, but they’d called him Uncle Brandon their whole lives. And all our real uncles are dead. Ethan snorted. “You playing garbage man now? Just another Thursday in Chiraq.”

Derek lit the cigarette, his handsome features morphing into a demonic mask in the match’s momentary flare. “Welcome to waste management, bro.” He exhaled a silvery cloud. “If the smell’s getting to you already, go home. Or call Kayleigh and cry ‘til she lets you, Beltway.” 

“Don’t call me that.” 

“Don’t act like you deserve it.” Derek’s eyes flashed. “Michael Ryan was like an uncle, too. Don’t see you weeping for him. And if they’d gotten Dad? But here you are... Pissing yourself over a bastard who almost killed your ass. It’s pathetic.”

Ethan turned, squaring off with Derek. “The fuck is wrong with you?”

“Just realizing what a pussy Springfield made you. Figured D.C. would toughen your ass up.”

“Christ.” Ethan raked his fingers through his hair again, giving his hands something to do that didn’t involve throwing a punch. “This isn’t what I signed up for, Derek. When I offered to help, I wasn’t asking to get Made. I only wanted to—”

“Make sure we shoved all the dirt under the rug before shit goes public?” 

“Since you weren’t doing it on your own.”

“ “Uh huh.” Derek puffed his cigarette and fished around in his pocket, then flipped his keys at Ethan. “Take the car back to the start point. It’s a burner. I’ll catch a ride with Sawyer. It’ll give you time to call your wife. See if you’re out of the doghouse yet.”  

Ethan caught the keys. “Dude. Shut up about Kayleigh?”

“You married The Pit Boss Wears Prada, motherfucker. That shit’s over when she says it is, and you know it.” 

Ethan brushed his thumb over the cold key fob, tracing the invisible logo. “She signed the papers.”

“That explains it.” Derek snickered. “Only you would have to join the Outfit to hide from your ex-wife. But I get it. If I had that bitch on my trail, I’d join the goddamn Tongs if they’d have me.” 

“I’m not joining the Outfit,” Ethan snarled. This is temporary. I am going back. 

Derek flicked ash off his cigarette. “Go, Ethan. I gotta talk Dad out of putting C-4 in the body or some shit.” 

“Yeah. Good luck with that doomed quest.” Ethan hurried off down the aisles of forgotten cargo containers. With a few experimental fob clicks, he located Derek’s burner, and unlocked what turned out to be a Corolla. And spent several seconds cursing while he adjusted the seat. Derek had an inch or two on Ethan’s 6’1” frame—apparently, all of it was in the legs. God damn, just drive from the back seat, Der. 

The moment he merged onto the interstate, his mind replayed the moments between grabbing the gun and seeing the hole in Farrell’s skull. He took a deep breath, but the tension in his stomach didn’t change. 

You made it to twenty-eight without dropping anyone. That’s probably a family record. 

He reminded himself that Brandon Farrell deserved the bullet and everything else that came before. Assuming Dad’s intel was right... 

Adam’s just punishing me. After all the time and money that I’ve put into my goddamn career. Into going fucking straight. After Bennett’s fuckups hamstrung Ethan’s re-election hopes, he struggled to see his way back to the surface in the maelstrom. He’d depended on Kayleigh’s connections and her endless determination to forge ahead. And now their marriage was as dead as Brandon Farrell, he found himself back in the Outfit’s tides of toxic waste. Now with blood on his hands...

Focus on the next step. He tightened his grip on the steering wheel. This is temporary. I’ll help Dad settle the Russians, then get my ass back to the office. 

If he kept reminding himself of that, he might actually survive the week.

**** 
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[Fitzgerald Mansion, 45 mins. later] 

The mansion’s massive metal gate clanged shut before Ethan dragged himself up the familiar white stone steps. A guard opened the arched doors, exchanging a cordial, generic greeting. Ethan didn’t need to ask if his father was home, for once. But at midnight in summer, that left his stepmother Cathy, youngest sibling Caleb, or the twins around. Ethan stopped halfway across the foyer, studying the Italianate stained-glass dome above, listening for screams, barking dogs, or shitty pop music. Only silence greeted him until skittering canine nails announced the cavalry. A paunchy foxhound rocketed down the nearest hallway toward him. 

Can probably smell the blood. He’d changed clothes after dropping the car and washed up the best he could, but he wouldn’t feel better until he had a scalding hot shower.  “Hi, Fallon.” He scratched the hound’s eager, floppy ears. “Where’s the rest of the pack, girl? Dodger busy eating Vince’s boots again?” The pit bull’s greatest joy in life came from eating shoes—especially if they belonged to the Fitzgerald head of security. 

“Zara’s at some gallery opening, and Gia’s trying to seduce another rock star, so he’s kenneled.” The wry, feminine voice from the library doors startled Ethan into turning around and earned a pleased snort from Fallon. His closest sister, Hannah, grinned from the shadows. She’d lightened her sandy hair to a Barbie-esque beige, but her yoga pants and hoodie made her look more like he remembered her back in their teenage years. Though she wore several pounds less eyeliner now. 

“Where’s everyone else?” 

“Caleb’s brain-deep in some fantasy game, and Catherine’s channeling the Bratva panic into an extra novella. Floyd and the maids are off, and Vince is on a date, so the guards are playing poker.” Hannah’s nose scrunched. “Please tell me your dealer came through.” 

“He did.” Ethan tapped his left pocket. 

“Thank God. Mine’s on some fucking acid trip retreat. Cleansing her chakras for Burning Man.” 

Ethan chuckled, and pushed Fallon’s paw off his belt. “Chill, Fallon. Where to?” 

“Your room. I’m not risking Gia tattling on me.” Hannah produced a chew bone from her hoodie pocket and handed it off to Fallon, who scampered past her into the library with a celebratory yap. 

Ethan’s brow rose. “You’re twenty-five. Dad can’t ground you.” 

“Says the eldest son in the patriarchal household.” Hannah snorted, and started up the marble stairs without waiting for him. 

“Oh, this is patriarchy hours? Go get me a sandwich.” He followed her at a safe distance.

“Fuck yourself.” She flipped him off over her shoulder.

“You suck at playing patriarchy.”  Passing her up, he opened the door to his room, swiping the light switch. The automated system illuminated the space with a customized light level. The room hadn’t changed much since he’d left for college ten years ago: the same navy-blue bedspread covered the king-sized mattress, old trophies and certificates lined the walls, and a small lounge area with a big screen TV remained as a testament to many years of memories—mostly of getting high with his friends, or making out with the flavor of the week on the white, L-shaped sofa. Ethan strode to the nightstand and grabbed a bong and tray out of the top drawer.

Hannah closed the door and flipped the lock as she spoke but leaned against it instead of coming closer. “That bad?” 

You’ve got no fucking idea. “Eh.” He closed the drawer with his hip and sat down on the sofa, setting the glass tube on the coffee table. 

Hannah frowned. “I haven’t seen Dad like this since we were kids. And back then, we had Michael...” 

The sentence hung in the air. Ethan focused on prepping the bong instead of letting his thoughts linger on the grave they’d all stood at days earlier. “You thought he’d be swell after burying his best friend?” Ethan still expected Michael Ryan to walk through the front door. He couldn’t imagine how their father was handling the grief. Eventually, he’ll run out of bones to break... Let’s hope he doesn’t start on ours. “You gonna grind this, or do I have to do everything?” he asked. Hannah didn’t move. 

“At least he’s not dispatching us to the four corners of creation yet.” So much for distraction. 

“Give it time. He gets twitchy when we’re all home. Makes you wonder why he didn’t get snipped after Be ... you.”

“You can say Ben’s name. He’s not Voldemort.” 

Ethan scoffed. “Dare you to say it in front of Dad tomorrow.” 

Hannah slumped onto the couch. “I wouldn’t say it in front of the twins, either.” She still didn’t make a move to help him. Maybe afraid her precious hands would pick up the scent. Her husband probably wouldn’t like it. Wait. Where the fuck is Karl? Ethan glanced sidelong at his sister, wondering if it was worth asking. 

Not ’til she’s too high to get upset about it. He finished packing the bowl instead. 

“Hard to keep track of who’s on the twins’ shit list.” Bringing the bong up, he lit the weed and inhaled the smooth, sour smoke. His head thumped against the cushion, and he handed the bong to Hannah. Might as well take the plunge... “Looks like I’m staying in Chicago a little longer.”

“What?” Hannah started so badly, she fumbled the bong. She recovered enough to take a hit, but her what-the-fuck expression didn’t fade. “Gross. Why? I thought you already booked your return flight.” 

“I did. But there’s no point in going back to D.C. until the forecast doesn’t include more bullets.”

“Can you ever know that?”

“I guess not. But I’ve got enough enemies on my ass without the goddamn Bratva.” 

Hannah sighed. “What’s your big plan, Ethan? Filibuster them to death?”

“Think it’ll work?” he chuckled. Hannah didn’t laugh.

“About as well as Gia in fluorescent lighting without any makeup.” Hannah shuddered. “Be real with me. Is this about helping Dad? Like, really? Because showing up to a funeral without a wife seems like the kind of cry for help they always shove into those stupid Lifetime movies.” Ethan kept his mouth shut, and Hannah pressed her advantage. “So, what happened? Did she cheat? Did you? Why the hell else would you stay here a minute longer?”

Ethan set the bong down. “Because Dad might actually be in over his head this time. And without Michael or Brandon to help him clean this shit up—”

“It’s his shit to clean.”

“And yet the fallout affects all of us, Han. You realize, if this gets any worse, the next time we roll back into town will be for another funeral? What if it’s Dad’s? Or Derek’s? Shit, what if it’s yours? One of the Littles?” He used their collective name for their much-younger siblings. 

Hannah looked mutinous. “But it’s almost September. In a major election year. I know you’re not up for re-election, but you have plans! A solid wait-it-out strategy in that think tank. You have fuckin’ charts, Ethan. A ten-step plan and backup appointments. It’s not like the Bratva is going to adhere to your schedule.” 

Ethan sniffed, curling his fingers and studying the silver ring on his pinky. The Fitzgerald family crest. He’d gotten it for his sixteenth birthday and rarely took it off. His thumb stroked the smooth underside. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

“What happened tonight? Start there.”

“You know I can’t—”

“Bullshit, Ethan. If you were one of them, I wouldn’t be asking.” She twisted, putting her hand on his. “You used to tell me everything.”

That was before the Bratva unleashed hell on us. Before I murdered Brandon on Dad’s unproven intel. His eyes stung and he shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

“Fine.” She sat back like he’d shoved her. “Can you at least explain why you left Queen Kayleigh, Empress of the East Coast, Belle of the Blue Bloods? What the hell did you do?” 

He took another hit from the bong and set it between them. The heaviness passed, and he forced the ghost of his marriage to the forefront of his thoughts. Somehow, it was more palatable.  “A friend of ours died. You remember Nikki? The badass reporter—”

“The one in that car wreck.” 

“Yeah.” He closed his eyes, momentarily lost in a memory of a college party, Nikki holding up a bottle of Dom, howling at the moon. “And she—” His voice cracked because somewhere, years ago, Nikki was dragging him onto a karaoke stage with lights in her eyes. “She may as well have been a stranger to Kay. We’d crashed at her parents’ house, for fuck’s sake. Kay wouldn’t even go to the funeral.” 

“Damn. That’s cold,” Hannah said with a wince. “Even Dad sends flowers.” 

“Exactly.” Ethan rubbed the back of his neck. We weren’t on the same page anymore. She couldn’t stand me... And after that, I couldn’t stand her either. 

“So, you came home. To Daddy,” Hannah said flatly. 

“At least Dad’s honest about what he is. D.C. is just pretty lies to hide the blood.” He inhaled more smoke, wishing away the taste of disillusionment.

“I’ve been married to Karl for six months, but even I’ve figured out that much.” His sister scowled, and Ethan handed her the bong. 

“There’s always been a certain ... ruthlessness to it all. Hell, it’s what made politics so damn fun.” The knot rose in his throat. “But it’s different now.” 

It wasn’t that he expected Kayleigh to be better. I just expected her to be human.

Hannah stared up at the coffered ceiling. “Now you’re going full Lucifer vibes? Better to rule in hell than serve in heaven?” 

“I told you, Han. I’m not—”

“I know, I know. You’re not staying. And I’m joining the Olympic gymnastics team. And Gia’s joining the Peace Corps and Derek’s quitting the law firm to be a trapeze artist.” She took another hit. “Sorry. I thought we were still telling lies.”

“Damn. I knew you’d be annoyed I didn’t tell you about me and Kay splitting, but come on. Chill.” Ethan reached for the bong again, knowing he hit the mark. He’d never seen her expression shift from annoying triumph to irritation so fast. 

“I know you, bro. I know when you’re about to take a plunge off a cliff.”

Ethan sniffed. “One fucking time—”

“And you got lucky,” Hannah snapped.

“We were in Ireland. And the locals were doing it.” 

“In a fishing village! Where it would have taken five hours to get an ambulance to you if you hit the rocks.”

Ethan groaned. “Are we really having this argument? It was eleven years ago.” 

“Except you’re about to jump again! And you keep changing the subject, hoping I’ll drop it!” 

He let out an exasperated breath and handed off the bong. “Hannah, I promise. I’m going back. I just... need to help for once. Don’t be mad, okay?”

“I’m not mad. That’s about as much use as lecturing someone for catching leukemia.” Hannah set the bong on the coffee table and flopped back, closing her eyes. “This isn’t working. Not fast enough. I can still remember Karl exists.” 

“Ah, marital bliss.” He dodged a throw pillow, snickering. “I know where D keeps his holiday emergencies stash. We could—” 

“Where do you think I was before your sorry butt finally turned up?” Hannah sighed. “Caleb must’ve gotten there first. All that’s left were these gummies.” She pulled a glittery black bag out of her hoodie’s front pocket. Ethan grabbed it. 

“This is why you’re my favorite.” 

“I don’t know if they’re THC or shrooms.” 

“Don’t care.” He popped a soft, red gummy into his mouth and bit into bittersweet gelatin. “Not weed. Guess I am going on an adventure.” 

“Jesus.” 

“Join me?” He held the bag out, and Hannah took it. She made a face, staring at the red candy and giving it an experimental sniff. 

“I need ice cream to wash this down.” She tossed her phone at Ethan’s lap. “But hide this first. So that I don’t see God and decide to ask Karl for a divorce.” 

“That’s not a stellar argument against letting you keep it.” 

“Shut up.” 

Ethan watched his reflection on the phone’s dark screen. Dark, straight hair fell in front of his heavy-lidded blue eyes, and three days of stubble made him look even more exhausted. “Han, I ... wasn’t trying to keep it from you. The divorce, I mean. Every time I thought about telling you or Derek, I froze up.”

“Because you’d have to admit you failed at something?” She gestured to the forgotten trophies and certificates walling them in. Ethan’s eyes rolled, but it felt like they kept rolling without his permission. He closed them to stop himself from floating away. 

“Come on. Before I forget how gravity works.” He swayed as he got to his feet.

Hannah chewed half a gummy, her expression morphing from dubious to mournful. “Ugh. Only if you’re leading me to ice cream. Or pizza. Literally, anything that tastes good.”

“All of the above, little sister.” He laughed as she chased him out of the room.

Chapter Two
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BRENNA 
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[Peoria IL. Aug 29] 

“I’m getting married,” Zara announced, before the front door slammed shut. Brenna’s empty bamboo plate clattered into the gleaming white sink, and she popped out of the kitchen to stare at her roommate. Zara stood just inside the threshold of their house, looking like a refugee in a Burberry rain jacket and a glossy, thousand-dollar blowout, tossed into the house’s nineteen-seventies wood-paneled foyer by cosmic mistake. 

Brenna wiped her hands on her paint-flecked sweatpants, trying to gauge how bad the bad news was. Coming from a family of sharks, Zara hid her emotions unless they were alone. Today, she’d clearly been crying in front of her dad’s driver. Fresh tear-tracks showed under her smudged eyeliner and through her ruined blush. 

“Dane said yes?” Brenna pushed her fading red hair out of her face, but it didn’t help her see any clearer. The brunette in front of her remained too pale and too still to be announcing the best moment of her life. “Why didn’t you text? Or...? Why are you even here? Shouldn’t you be—” 

“It’s not Dane.” Zara’s voice came out in a whisper, her strange whiskey-and-sapphire eyes glittering. “That’s over. H-He’s not... He didn’t want to. See me. I th-think—” The tears choked off the rest of her explanation. Zara sniffled, wiping her cheek with enough force to erase the blush and contouring on that side. “He chose the job. A-Again.” 

“Oh, Goddess.” Brenna dashed forward, tackling Zara in a tight hug. “Come on. I got more rum while you were gone. You can tell me about the, er, rebound fiancé.” Unsurprisingly, that made Zara cry harder, but Brenna guided her to the breakfast bar and set her on one of the stools. A minute later, Brenna slid a rum-and-diet in front of Zara and poured one for herself. “Drink. Then talk.” 

Zara obediently downed half the alcohol. Then, most of the rest. The tears slowed. “H-He’s not a rebound. Dad wanted an, um. Merger. And with Dane out of the picture, what does it matter?” 

“Sweetie. I’m sorry.” Brenna’s back stiffened, and she topped off Zara’s drink. There’s nothing else to say, is there? Not for Outfit Daughters. Zara’s dad held the reins of a shadowy empire within Chicago's underworld hierarchy—one Brenna’s father had died serving. One his father still served in some unknown capacity. Brenna assumed her grandfather laundered Outfit money through his businesses. But that was hardly something he’d explain to a 14-year-old—the age Brenna had been the last time she spoke to him or her step-grandmother, because Brenna didn’t want to look like Zara right now. Crushed by someone else’s dynastic machinations. I prefer to get crushed by my delusions. At least I’ll have myself to blame. She poured an extra shot into her cup. Now wasn’t the time to worry about failed artistic ambitions or looming graduation dates. 

“It is what it is,” Zara said dully, drinking. “Dad says I don’t have to stay married forever. And Joey’s nice. It’ll be okay. At least he doesn’t work for Dad?” 

“I guess that’s an improvement.” Brenna tipped her drink to Zara. “You want me to find someone to steal Dane’s car? My least-awful ex still runs that side business—” 

“No. He wouldn’t care anyway.” Zara’s scowl returned. “I doubt he cares about anything except his fucking job.” 

“Hm.” The less said about Dane Ryan’s job, the better. Brenna held up her phone. “Wanna get drunk and make out with someone? I’ll call the usual suspects. Assuming Joey hasn’t hit the jealous phase of the fake engagement trope—” 

“Hardly.” Zara’s lips finally twisted upward. She smiled, proving the promise of her delicate bone structure—like her almost-identical twin, Zara belonged in a fashion editorial. With long, dark hair, high cheekbones, full lips, and flawless skin, both twins looked like some photographer’s dizzy ideal of matching medieval princesses. Only their eyes were different—Gia’s were brown, while Zara’s were blue with a ring of brown inside— though contacts often concealed that. “I doubt he ever gets there.” 

Brenna felt the same old stab of jealousy she always did when Zara looked too perfect, and tugged at her currently-red curls, wondering if she ought to dye them again. “Girl, he’s an Italian mama’s boy, old school as shit. He’s gonna be a Neanderthal. I’m pretty sure I’ve read that book.” Brenna pulled a package of cookies out of the cabinet. She ripped the top open and grabbed two before handing them to Zara. “But at least they always do long engagements in—” 

“The wedding’s in October.” 

Brenna choked on a chocolate chip. “Are you pregnant?” 

“No. Definitely not. Just ... tired.” Zara shrugged. “This morning, I thought I’d be planning an escape with Dane or a way to tell Dad about us. Now I’m marrying Joey De Lucca.” She raised her glass. “Welcome to Chicago.” She said it the way other people would say, ‘fuck my life,’ and Brenna laughed. She tapped her glass to Zara’s. 

“If you’re getting married in October, do I need to find some couches to surf?” She gestured to the room at large. “No way can I afford this place, even if your dad lets me rent it.” 

“No.” Zara shook her head. “I’m taking the semester off for the wedding, of course, but I’ll be back in January. Joey and I texted about it. Dad’s still going to pay for my tuition, and I refuse to have zero degrees when Hannah has two.” 

“Goddess, thank you for making me an only child.” Brenna ditched the breakfast bar to take over the couch, cookie bag in one hand, drink in the other. “Z, bring the booze?” 

“Yes, ma’am.” Zara followed her, setting the rum and mixers by the cookies before dropping onto the couch. They were both short enough that their legs overlapped the middle cushion without crowding. Zara moved hers to the inside out of habit, and Brenna tossed the blanket over them while Zara turned on the TV. “You know you’ll have to be in the wedding,” Zara said, after the third screen of streaming options flipped past. 

“Do I?” Brenna scrunched her nose, but Zara’s expression turned serious. 

“I’ll go insane without you. Bren, please?” She clasped her hands. “I need you there. Gia’s in a mood because Dad wants me to do this—” 

“Because Gia would shoot Joey De Lucca the first time he pissed her off, so you got the assignment?” 

“Exactly.” Zara bit her lower lip, shuddering. “I know you don’t like, uh, our families. But, just for the wedding?” 

“Zara...” 

“And if you don’t join the party, it’ll be me fighting for my life against Gia’s sulks, Hannah’s steamroller perfection, and Cathy’s obsession with the fucking Gilded Age. Plus, whatever high school friends I can bribe into the bridal party with nice swag.” 

Brenna groaned. “Pick a K-drama so we can pretend happy endings exist. And tell the bridesmaids your brothers are all gonna be—” She coughed, catching herself too late. Not Ben. He’s still in prison. “Um. That Ethan and Derek will be around. Half of them were probably spank-banking that big election night kiss Ethan laid on his wife.”

“Ew.” Zara grimaced, her expression turning so sour that Brenna giggled. 

“Sorry. Ethan’s hot. Boring as hell, but hot. I mean, so’s Derek but—” 

“Stop! You’re just torturing me to escape the wedding party.” Zara pouted. “It’s not going to work.” 

“Hey, it’s not my fault your dad struck some fairy-tale deal only to have gorgeous babies.” 

“Aw. You think I’m gorgeous.” 

“Girl. You’ve been my model like twenty times.” Brenna’s eyes rolled. She grabbed a cookie and then flicked a piece at her best friend. “And your hot bodyguard is a dumbass for not wanting to date you.” 

Zara turned on a remarkably pastel K-drama and let the remote fall onto the blanket by her phone. “I tell you that about all your exes, but you never listen.” 

“Yeah, well. Only one of them mattered.” Brenna curled in on herself. “And it’s not like he was a good idea either.” Fucking a professor rarely would be, she reminded herself. You aren’t the girl that older, wiser, steady-on types like anyway. Stick with the one-nighters. It’s what you know how to handle. 

“Bren.” Zara’s hand patted Brenna’s left knee. “Want me to ask Derek about getting that asshole’s kneecaps broken?” 

“No.” Brenna’s lips thinned. “Probably not. Maybe. Most days, no.” She gestured to the TV. “I can’t believe you’re about to marry an Italian, and I’m about to spend the whole semester fucking whoever I want on the sofa ’cause you won’t be here to object.” 

“You’re paying for the cleaning in that scenario. And you may want a temporary roommate. Rent’s the same either way, but...” Zara swallowed a gulp of rum. “I know you don’t like being by yourself.” 

Brenna tossed her hair, trying to look unconcerned. “I’ll be fine. I’ll have a harem of fuckbuddies, and I’ll tell you all about them when you get back to help me thin the herd.” She hoped she sounded convincing. At least Zara laughed. But Brenna poured another drink, and she found herself staring down into the inky liquid. 

“What if I paid you?” Zara asked softly. “To help with wedding logistics. Design some art. Maybe a sculpture for Joey’s office? I don’t know. Something. That way, if being at the wedding costs you some shifts, at least it’ll be offset.” 

That’s what she thinks I’m worried about? Brenna blinked. But I should be worried about it. She’s right. Damn. Her head bowed. “Yeah. That’d help. Thanks, Z.” 

“Anytime.” Zara offered her a cookie. “If I’m marrying a crime boss’s grandson, at least I can make sure my best friend has extra cash for art supplies.” 

“Any chance you can trade him in for an upgrade? Like that billionaire Hannah landed?” 

“Ugh. Nobody wants Karl Van Der Lindt, babe. Trust me, five minutes with him, and suddenly you’d rather burn down civilization.” 

“But I already want to burn down civilization.” Brenna stuck her lower lip out. “I just wanna do it wearing McQueen.” Zara flicked a lump of cookie at her face, and they both giggled. 

“Be my second maid of honor, and we’ll find you a billionaire.” 

“Now, how can a girl resist that kind of deal?” Brenna asked, sighing. “Just the idea of never washing another dish is so freaking beautiful.” 

“Still living for the day you can scream ‘I Quit’ at Blake, huh?”

Just the mention of her shift lead at Shenaniganz made Brenna wince. “Every piece I finish. Every grade I make. Just one day closer to knocking that bitch’s face into a banana pie.” 

“Isn’t he allergic?” 

“I fucking hope so.” 

Zara snickered and skipped credits on the K-drama since they’d seen it four times. Brenna hummed along with the fading theme song and tried not to fantasize about never having another bill-related panic attack. Someone hot and funny who adores female orgasms and wants to give me a black card for Christmas... Maybe there’ll be a Christmas inn and flannel if I’m lucky? In some quaint small town full of tree farms.

“Hey, Z? Any of my possible billionaire wedding prizes wear flannel on weekends?” 

“Sorry. I only auditioned Chuck Bass clones this summer.” Zara held out the cookie package. “But I’ll see if Hannah’s in-laws have any weird blue-collar cosplay cousins.” 

“Truly, you are a saint.” Brenna saluted her with a cookie.

Chapter Three
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[Fitzgerald Mansion, Chicago IL. Sept 2]

Ethan paused just inside the mansion door as Lloyd took his suit jacket. The gaunt butler smiled as he brushed invisible dust from the lightweight wool. A discreet twinkle lit his gaze. “How was the evening, sir?” 

“Long.” Ethan rubbed his neck, giving him a smile. Any other time, he’d have invited the man to sit for a drink and catch up over the twists and turns of tonight’s benefit. Lloyd was an armchair politician whose analysis outdid most commentators on the national news, but tonight Ethan didn’t want the truth. And he sure as shit didn’t want to talk about anything deeper than a puddle. “The lobbyists are desperate enough to remember that even a lame duck can swim.” 

“I hope you reminded them who they were speaking to.” 

“I doubt anyone’s forgotten my last name.” Ethan cleared his throat to mask the bitterness he couldn’t quite keep out of his tone. Lot of good it’s done for me lately. He peered down the corridor through an open door into the dark library. “Speaking of family, I don’t hear anyone screaming. Are the twins home?” 

Lloyd nodded. “One of them. Zara’s in the green parlor with her housemate. They’re dealing with tablecloths, I believe.” 

“Riveting. The hellhounds?” 

“Fallon’s with Zara. Dodger’s in his kennel until Gia gets back.” 

“When is Gia due back from whatever unspeakable orgy she’s crashing?” 

“I wouldn’t expect to see her before dawn, sir.” The corner of Lloyd’s mouth lifted without becoming a smile. Somewhere under his posh accent, stuffy suit, and impressive resume, the butler always remembered the years he’d spent in a commune out west—stories he’d shared from time to time and seemed to always soften his attitude toward the twins’ antics. 

“That’ll make a good alarm.” Ethan took his moment to escape up the stairs. “Thanks! I’ll catch you up on the gossip tomorrow.” 

“Have a good night, Ethan.” Lloyd waved him off, vanishing back toward the kitchens with Ethan’s coat. 

Loosening his tie, Ethan ambled down the hall. Time to sleep. After a shower. And a drink. Water, vodka, bleach ... something. He reached his room and grabbed the doorknob. A thump from the far end of the corridor froze him mid-step. Zara and her friend were in the parlor, so either Caleb had made a rare emergence from his cave or Hannah had flown back in. Or... 

If that goddamned pit bull’s out of his cage again, Zara had better pay for whatever he’s eating. 

“Dodger?” he called softly. The massive, ill-tempered beast never met a couch it couldn’t devour, which was why Lloyd made sure it stayed kenneled after midnight. “Fallon?” 

No canine nails clacked the floor, no prehistoric growl rattled the windows. The corridor stretched fifteen feet to another two doors and a massive leaded window. It continued left where the twins’ and Caleb’s rooms were—as well as a couple of guest suites. And one more, he remembered with a shudder. The maids still dusted it, but Bennett’s room was left otherwise empty and dark, by their father’s orders.

A floorboard creaked beneath him just as a shadow emerged ahead. His hand darted out, catching a petite figure by the shoulder before they crashed into one another. “Shit,” he hissed, as he got a good look at the intruder. “Sorry...” 

“Um.” Big emerald eyes blinked up at him, framed by thick lashes. Long, carelessly tumbled hair the color of caramel framed a pixie-like face. One of Hannah’s old Tinkerbell sketches came to life? What the fuck? 

“Are you all right?” He stepped back, trying in vain to remember where he’d seen her before. 

“Oh, Ethan. Hey.” She shifted on her socked feet, looking like a sleepover fantasy in pajama shorts and a slouchy tank that showed off an enticing lace strap at her shoulder. “Sorry. Yeah, I just got lost. I thought the back stairs were over here? I wanted to grab a snack, but Z’s out like a light.” 

“Close. But the main’s easier from over...” His brows furrowed as something in her posture connected his memories. Well, this seals it. If there is a God, he fucking hates me. “Brenna?” He shouldn’t have asked out loud. But the vague, blurry-edged Brenna in his memories looked so ... young? 

Because she is, dipshit. Young and beautiful. High cheekbones, lips meant to kiss... 

“I didn’t recognize you, but I’m running short on sleep this week, so my brain’s not...” Not getting past that tank top. He coughed. 

Brenna laughed—a cute, airy sound he wasn’t used to hearing in the family mausoleum. “I bet it’s the hair. I think it was still red on July Fourth?” 

“Pink,” he recalled far too quickly, along with a flash of her in a purple bikini, swaying across the deck of his dad’s latest yacht with some lucky asshole from the twins’ usual menagerie. “So, Zara dragged you to pick out tablecloths and couldn’t even make sure you were fed?” The twins are almost eight years younger than me. She can’t be any older. Twenty-two? Please let her be above drinking age... 

Principles. I’ve got fucking principles. 

“Oh, we had dinner. I’m just hungry again. I think Z’s too nervous to snack.” Her smile faded. “Joey seems nice though. I get the ... insta-love.” 

“Do you?” Ethan always got the impression that Joseph De Lucca was a mouth-breathing moron. Maybe I’m biased. Zara deserves better than being a fucking Outfit poker chip. “The first wedding can be stressful. Come on. This way.” He led her through the lesser hallway to the back stairs. 

“Thank you,” Brenna said, looking sheepish. “I can’t believe I still get lost here.” 

“Happens to us all. Especially with sleep deprivation. And pot.” Because he caught a whiff of something under her patchouli-vanilla perfume. He stopped, waiting until they walked down the wide, polished steps together. Ethan gave his great-grandfather credit: even back rooms and servants’ chambers in the Fitzgerald house were built to be seen. 

“Are you planning a second wedding for Zara already?” Brenna’s eyes shone. “I thought you were a one-match-forever type.” 

Walked into that one. “More like the right match forever. As my new ex-wife can attest.” 

Apparently, Brenna had no aptitude for poker. Her full lips parted, and her brows arched. “Oh. Gosh. I’m sorry. Breakups are the worst. Wedding rings can’t possibly help. I’m guessing.”

“I don’t know. Dad seems to have developed a knack for it. Kitchen’s this way,” he added, once they reached the bottom step.  He led her past a pair of double doors and into a small breakfast room that Cathy had redecorated to a perplexing mix between too-white and why-is-it-so-fucking-bright? Another doorway led to the more peaceful cream and gray kitchen. 

“How the heck did I miss something this gigantic?” Brenna sighed, tossing her hair. “Why don’t you guys build a damn app?”  

“What did you have in mind for a snack?” Ethan unbuttoned the cuffs at his wrist and rolled his sleeves up above his forearms. Looked like he would be missing breakfast, so why not enjoy a midnight snack with a pretty girl? Thank Christ for small favors... 

“Um. Just ... some peanut butter and crackers, I’ll be happy.” 

His eyes rolled. “Hell no. We can do better.” 

“I like peanut butter!” 

“Sit down. I’ll make something.”

“Seriously?” she questioned, and yet she sat down. “Are you ... sure?” 

“You vegan? Or gluten-free? That might change my mind.” He walked around the island to the pantry, opening the bread box and grabbing a loaf of fresh sourdough. 

“Not this semester.” She propped her chin on her hand, watching him over the granite counter. The angle plus her petite height meant he got a hell of a view of her bralette and floaty shirt. “Good to see you’re not doing the raw foods thing.” 

He set the bread out and rifled through the fridge. “I happen to like cooking.” He returned with the necessary ingredients and set them out before turning on the middle burner, acutely aware of her attention following his every step. “How is my sister doing? Really?” Because that’s an appropriate question to ask Zara’s best friend. Safe. Allowed. Much better than ‘Can I take that top off you?’

Brenna’s lips twitched. “Which one?” 

“Zara. But you can tell me about either twin.” 

“In that case, Gia’s being weird. I don’t think she likes giving up the spotlight.” 

“No surprises there.” Not since the time Gia knocked Zara down the main staircase over a botched ballet audition. “At least nobody’s got a broken leg yet.” 

“Right? But Z is okay. Stressed.” Brenna’s gaze fixed on someone’s forgotten saucer down the counter.

She’s lying. Damn. He put the bread into the skillet, laden with cheese. “And you? I can’t imagine the twins not being bridezillas. Guess I’ll make sure Caleb includes all the secret passages on the map. In case you need an emergency exit.” 

“My very own Marauders’ Map! I love it,” she laughed, her gaze following him as he flipped the bread. “Sure you don’t need any help?”

“You wouldn’t believe how many late-night grilled cheeses I’ve made for Hannah and Derek.” She looked so shocked that he laughed. “Don’t tell anyone. Bad for the image.”

“Never.” She put a finger over her lips, and he had to turn back to the stove a little too fast. “And I think your secret’s safe from the twins, too. Zara would’ve definitely woken up if she thought someone would make food.” 

“Nobody to blame but herself. She knows the peril of leaving her—um.” He stopped short, clearing his throat. 

“What?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Oh, come on. You can’t tease me with ‘peril’ and leave me wondering...” Brenna leaned forward, and the top showed a mouth-watering hint of cleavage and white lace. She was built petitely, but he could imagine the weight of her in his hands, and how sweetly she’d move... Fucking hell. What aphrodisiac bullshit did Derek’s guy sell me? 

Just say it. See how it goes. 

Ethan flipped the sandwiches again, not looking at Brenna. “She knows better than to leave her hot friends wandering the house.” 

Brenna’s brow furrowed, but she laughed. “I think that’s the first time I’ve been one of the hot friends.” 

Ethan turned off the stove. Plating the sandwich, he cut it diagonally and slid it across the counter to Brenna. “Hopefully better than peanut butter and crackers,” he said, as he began plating his own. She tore off a corner, playing with the stringy cheese, and blew across the surface. He kept his eyes on his own plate to avoid staring at her lips. Unfortunately, the next moment she let out a soft, breathy moan.

“Mm. No complaints at all, chef.” 

Chew. Don’t choke. “I’m glad you like it,” he said, conscious of how gruff his tone sounded. “Also, I don’t believe you.” He dared to look at her again, their gazes locking. “About this being the first time.”

“For what?”

“Being the hot friend.” 

Even in the low light setting, he saw the blush. “First time anyone’s said it.” Her smile recovered and she bit into the sandwich. “Anyway. It’s the post-divorce rush talking. How are you enjoying the dating scene?” 

“Does anyone enjoy being turned into meat for the market?” He set the sandwich down and turned to the fridge. “Want a pop?” He grabbed a Coke for himself and waited for her answer. 

“Coke’s good. And hey, once that post-divorce high kicks in, you’ll love being the hot billionaire bad boy again.”  

He handed her a can. “I think I skipped the post-divorce high.” 

“Oh, no!” Brenna gave him a pitying look. “I figured you’d be living your best life.” 

“I was. I found an awesome woman; we went out. A lot. But she got a new job and a new relationship. Something more serious.” The rejection sucked, but he didn’t blame Stella. He’d been struggling to remember who he was without Kayleigh, and with his ties to Chicago... 

“D.C. playboys are still a thing, right? Or Springfield?” Brenna chewed her sandwich. “Mm. Okay, this is yum.” 

“Thanks,” he laughed as she tore into another couple bites. 

“Um. Maybe you can date a Real Housewife?” 

“I’ll take my chances with the meat market.” He shouldn’t ask, but for some reason, he couldn’t stop himself. “What about the Peoria playboys? Or girls? I assume you’re living your best life?” 

She grinned, pushing her hair over her bare shoulder. “All day, every day. I’m refusing to let my ex ruin a good time either.” 

He chewed slowly. You can’t just ask her about an ex. It’s weird and creepy and she’s still your baby sister’s best friend. Her best hot friend. “What are you studying?”

“Studio art, concentrating on painting. But I work with clay too. I’m double majoring in history.” A soft laugh escaped her, before she took a drink. “Mom insisted on something besides art. I think she was hoping for business.” 

“Ugh. Don’t listen to her. My business classes were the bane of my existence. They made the depressing goddamn political classes look like a Disney vacation.” He couldn’t help admiring the slant of her cheekbones, the way her fingers toyed with the leftover bread on her plate as if she was already thinking about the clay waiting for her somewhere. “What kind of paintings?” Because these are the questions you’re allowed to ask. Small talk. Harmless talk. Not what color are your panties?

...Shit. Now I’m thinking about her panties.

“A lot of portraits lately.” She produced a phone from the pocket of her gray polka dot pajama shorts and turned the display toward him, revealing a social media page tiled with artworks. Ethan wasn’t any judge, but the pictures showed an eye for detail and near-photo realism. It looked as if she’d used live sitters, as well as a few celebrity pictures. “My advisor’s pushing me to build a professional portfolio, so that’s taken up a lot of the usual party hours this summer. And cost me at least one hot drummer who wanted me to tour with him.”  

“The burden of talent,” he said, swiping through her works. “These are amazing. I’ve always been in awe of people who can draw. All I ever did was stick figures with clothes.”

“That’s where we all start,” she said with a gentle smile. “I’m guessing you found other talents. Like football. Running the free world...” 

“Something.” He handed the phone back. “So, that’s the goal? Being an artist?”

“With the backup of teaching. Or waitressing.” She laughed ruefully. “Maybe something sensible, like acting. Or politics?” 

“Sane people should stay the hell away from politics. Not even sure why I’m doing it.” Because everyone expected me to be Adam’s heir, and I’d rather swallow thumbtacks. I’m just here to clear things up. Then ... I’ll figure it out. 

“Wouldn’t you be bored doing anything else?” 

“You’ve got a point.” He finished the last bite of his sandwich, and stood up straighter. “I could see you as an actress. Not a teacher.” 

“Why not?” 

“Too hot,” he said, just to see her blush again. “But you won’t need the backup.” 

“I hope the critics and buyers agree with you, Senator.” 

How did she make ‘senator’ sound like a fucking cock tease? And why the hell did it work? So much for a relaxing shower... 

“Please, don’t call me that,” he said, his voice lowering. 

“Why not? You worked for the title. Wouldn’t that be like not calling a judge ‘Your Honor’?” She sounded like she was asking a Martian for etiquette rules. 

“Sure, but we’re in my dad’s kitchen. I just made you a sandwich. Seems way too formal.” He swallowed. It also makes me want
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