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Prologue

 


DANE

 


Chicago, Illinois, May 16, Four Years
Ago 

I should’ve asked for more money on this
job. I liked these shoes.

Neon, glow-stick guideposts and unsteady
camera flashes punctuated the grimy darkness ahead and behind. Four
giggling, yowling college brats traipsed through the
graffiti-spattered tunnels, crunching their inebriated way toward a
distant, pounding bass. Dane doubted even God knew what refuse
littered the ground under their designer footsteps. He paused in
their wake long enough to watch a rat scamper over a broken plastic
table. If any of the brats knew what they were walking in, they’d
have run screaming ten glow sticks back. And if they knew who
followed them in, they’d never have come at all. The thought
made him almost smile.

Clang! The sound rang like a dented
bell as the lead idiot slammed his empty head into yet another
fallen beam. Sober—and familiar with the terrain—Dane easily
slipped around the toppled corpses of forgotten machines and
furniture that kept interrupting the brats. He’d been down here
often enough before, but not for a solid six months. Chicago’s
abandoned grain silos made a useful retreat for his business.
Judging by the silo’s faint stench—putrefied decades of industrial
waste and pollution but without the sweet-rancid notes of rotting
flesh—some urban explorer must’ve found that body.

Wonder if the coroner still has it?
The thought made him pause. Nah. They’d have to have buried it.
Not like it still had fingers. Or teeth. DNA’s the only chance, but
I burned the shit out of it. He ran through the list of
precautions, all the ways he’d stripped identity from the target.
Adam would’ve told me by now if I fucked up and someone came
sniffing around after him. The target had been his big test on
wet work.

Most nineteen-year-olds he’d gone to school
with—like the idiots he was following—continued to college where
tests came on paper or keyboards, on regular schedules. His were
more hands-on. With bullets and acid instead of pens and pointers.
For a moment, watching two of the idiots banter about movies, he
wondered what his life would’ve looked like if he’d followed their
bullshit path. The daydream was fleeting. Better to rule in Hell
than pledge a fraternity. And more profitable.

He’d made his choice official on his
sixteenth birthday, after a middle school career of candy
smuggling, black-market vape rings, and protection graduated to
smuggling answer sheets and the odd spot of teacher intimidation.
The deal his father set that day remained in play: either Dane aced
every task set before him, or he’d be out. And I’m not letting a
party-boy junkie ruin my plans. If I could just get around the
idiots…

The drunks didn’t notice his glare. Didn’t
even know he was there. I could take them all down, and they
wouldn’t realize ‘til the Reaper showed up. Every time
they navigated around a fallen pylon or climbed a rusted,
century-old ladder, they giggled and posed for selfies like the
decaying artifacts were props and not dangerous impediments.

After a precarious flight of metal stairs,
the pulsing bass grew deeper, rattling and humming through the
silo’s crumbling bricks and spiny rebar ribs. Crouching under a
final beam a carefully counted minute after the idiots, Dane
stepped into another world. Dozens of similarly overdressed morons
gathered in the remains of a factory floor, jumping and slithering
to a grating house beat. Two floodlights glowed at the far corners
of the building, but only glow sticks and phones bopped and flashed
on the dance floor. The shoddy lighting created an infinite number
of shadowy alcoves for doing whatever one wanted. And these idiots
all wanted quite a lot of everything. Especially whatever they
could shove up their plastic noses and into their blue-blooded
veins.

There should’ve been police lights and angry
megaphone-wielding officers bellowing orders to get the hell away
from this death trap. But nobody was coming. There were different
rules for people like this—too rich and too bored, with enough time
and money to throw together an impromptu venue for one night’s
dangerous thrills. And at least one of them had the connections to
make sure the cops didn’t notice.

The small group he followed melded into the
crowd’s gyrating nucleus, but Dane remained at the outer edges.
Waiting. Watching. He had a job, and the sooner he got it done, the
sooner he could get home and burn his shoes. 

There. A shiny, red leather jacket
from a 1980s cocaine dream. Jesus, he can’t even dress himself.
No wonder he’s landed in this shithole. Landon Kirke—junkie,
gambling addict, dealer, who lost his grandfather’s fortune—led
other wasted idiots in pumping their fists to the beat, lost in the
same coke-addled hallucination that led him to put on that ugly
fucking jacket. He was even wearing sunglasses at night. Oh,
well. Easy payday on my end. 

Kirke probably couldn’t see the person in
front of him, never mind a man thirty feet away. He wasn’t even
dancing with the same piece of ass he’d brought into the silos. The
last chick was a tall redhead, filled and tucked in all the trendy
places. She was probably sitting somewhere weeping over her ruined
Manolo’s. Kirke’s new partner was short, stacked for action, and
brunette. Dane hoped she wouldn’t get in the way. Nobody with an
ass like that should get hurt for a broke scumbag who couldn’t keep
his nose out of his own wares. 

Then again, if she was at this party, she
was already playing against loaded dice. Enough girls had gone
missing from these events lately that Dane knew he wasn’t the only
shark hunting in the drug-laced waters. 

Dane’s phone buzzed. He drew it from his
pocket, holding it up like a camera to read the text while keeping
the mark in sight. 

Sawyer: Done yet?

He sighed and put the phone back. His
partner could wait. Kirke was moving, the petite girl hanging on
his arm. Dane’s hand slid deeper into the pocket. His thumb rubbed
along the worn texture of St. Michael’s face in slow, calming
circles as he threaded through the crowd in Kirke’s wake. He had no
faith left for saints, but the habit persisted.

The couple passed under an orange nylon rope
hung with a handwritten caution sign and through an unmarked,
lopsided doorway hacked into a corrugated wall and hung with
plastic sheeting. Dane paused to pull his gloves from his belt and
slowly tugged them on, adjusting each finger as he closed the
distance. A few steps from the exit, the creaking floor shifted
under his feet. He glanced down, grimacing. The beams were rotten
as Kirke’s luck. 

Fucker must be desperate for
pussy. 

He risked a quick scan of the main party,
where nearly a hundred other revelers bobbed and bounced like so
much fleshy flotsam. How long until they all fall
through? Not that anything of value would be lost.

Carefully, he followed his mark and the
shapely soon-to-be collateral-damage statistic, ducking through the
sheeting with only the smallest rustling sound—easily lost in the
music. His eyes adjusted to the moonlight, but the wind whipped
through shattered windows, slapping the stench of dilapidated sewer
pipes right up his nostrils. Dane grunted and breathed through his
mouth.

Holes in the wall and the ceiling
illuminated footprints along the muck-covered floor. Dane’s steps
were light, all but silent. Voices drifted on the toxic breeze,
though the words were hushed and difficult to hear with the music
still screeching through the walls. Still, he was surprised.

Talking, huh? Guess the lady isn’t as
desperate as he hoped. Dane grinned, waiting for the man to
speak again.

“Aw, c’mon baby, you know it’s—” Kirke’s
speech broke off in a strangled yelp as Dane seized his throat from
behind.

His other hand caught the man’s wrist. The
girl screamed as Dane threw Kirke to the ground with his own
momentum. He landed on Kirke’s chest hard enough to knock the wind
out of his worthless lungs. Bloodshot eyes stared at him from above
a gaping wet mouth. A fish out of water would’ve been more
attractive.

“You knew it was coming, Kirke,” Dane’s
voice grated just above a whisper. Kirke’s free hand grabbed Dane’s
forearm, squeezing, nails digging hard enough to feel through his
leather jacket. He didn’t release Kirke’s throat, and as Kirke
struggled, Dane drew his pistol, casually setting it against the
junkie’s forehead. “You going to make me kill you in front of the
lady?” he asked with a lazy smile. The feminine scream had died
off, he realized. Damn it, she better not run… Dane looked
up. His smile vanished. 

What. The. Fuck? 

He nearly pulled the trigger. Snarling, he
drew the pistol back and whipped it across Kirke’s face. Blood and
spittle spurted with the blow, marring Dane’s light-gray shirt. He
didn’t care. His attention remained on the girl frozen in front of
him. The body he’d appreciated in that microscopic skirt was not
supposed to be here. The fact he’d failed to recognize her was…
It’s a fucking crisis, that’s what.

“D-Dane?” Zara Fitzgerald’s voice sounded no
worse for all the screaming, but her delicate face was pale under
what he now recognized as five pounds of makeup. It took that much
to fool anyone with working eyes into thinking she was old enough
to be at this goddamn party. “What are you doing here?” 

Busting a skull for your dad. His jaw
clenched. “I should be the one asking that,” he replied, releasing
Kirke’s throat. 

Her head lifted, a glimmer of defiance
surfacing behind her shock. “I asked first.” 

One more second of eye contact with Zara
would lead to a hell of a lot more violence, among other things. He
forced his attention back to his mark. “I took you to be a lot of
things, but never this stupid.” He meant it as much for Zara as
Kirke. 

Kirke coughed and wheezed in futile protest.
His tears mingled with the blood gushing from the new laceration
over his eyebrow. “I-I’ll … I told him … I told him I’d have the
money. Next week. I swear.”

“We’re past that. Sailed right by the second
you touched her.” 

“P-please … I know. I know how this looks,
but—” Another blow shut Kirke up. A fourth landed before Dane could
stop himself. He had a pretty good idea of what Kirke had intended
to do with her, and it wasn’t sex. There was one fast way to make
money at this venue: procuring flesh for certain clientele who
frequented these charnel pits. 

And a pretty Fitzgerald princess would
clear all his debts and then some.

Motherfucking son of a bitch. Just cut his
throat.

But I can’t. Not with her
watching. 

“What the hell are you doing here?” Dane
demanded, his gaze leveling on Zara again. Now she knew his
identity, she wasn’t screaming or running for cover or having any
of the usual reactions. That was nice. But then, he usually didn’t
work in front of his childhood friends, let alone the boss’s
kids. 

“Having fun?” Zara crossed her arms, and her
cleavage threatened to escape her scrap of a top. 

“With this bastard?” He refrained from
spitting on Kirke’s barely conscious, bloody face.

“Pre-graduation parties are a thing if you
remember.”

Barely. “You’re still a junior,
Zara.” Not to mention the twins wouldn’t be seventeen for a
month. 

“And?” She shrugged that fact off, her eyes
cutting toward Kirke. 

“You aren’t graduating.” Dane suddenly
wondered if he was actually nineteen because, facing down Zara’s
sullen frown, he felt forty-seven. “And this isn’t a high school
party. Which you fucking know.” 

“We thought about inviting you to come with
us.” Her full lips thinned in a pretty pout that could launch a
viral video. And had, if he remembered her freshman year right.
“But I guess work’s keeping you super busy these days.” 

“You know how it goes.” He rested the gun
barrel on Kirke’s motionless cheek. “Shit hours, but I like my
boss.” 

“Liar.” 

He sighed. “Is your sister in there,
too?”

“Which one?” 

“You know damn well.” 

“It’s a little hard to remember specifics
when you’re pointing a gun at the dude I was intending
to—” 

“Are you trying to convince me to shoot
him?” Dane’s finger caressed the trigger. Kirke had no business
touching any teenager, let alone Zara.

“Of course not! It’s messy and loud, and
it’s not even two! The party’s set to go at least ‘til five. If the
floor holds.”

Dane fought the urge to roll his eyes and
lost. “Now you’re ruining my fun.” He brought the pistol
down against Kirke’s jaw. Hard. A satisfying crunch told him he’d
cracked a couple of teeth. 

“Was that necessary?” 

“Unless you want me to gut him in front of
you, yes.” Satisfied the dumbass would stay comatose, Dane slid his
Beretta back in the holster and approached Zara. “Sorry to rain on
your parade, princess. But at least now you’ll see the end of your
party.” 

“Yeah, cause I’m looking at it.” Zara’s
mouth turned in a familiar, sullen line, and she pushed some of her
tumbled, brunette hair over her shoulder. She had no idea she’d
almost woken up in a black-market brothel. 

“Not my fault you still have shit taste in
fuck buddies,” he retorted. “It’s like broke motherfuckers have a
radar for your ass.” He’d hated every single prick she’d
picked for school dances. Guess some shit never changes.

Her face flushed. “And you wonder why I’m
drinking.” She glanced down at Kirke, pity flashing on her
expressive face before she turned away. “Have fun, Dane. I’m going
to finish getting drunk and fucked by someone with a bigger
dick.” 

Dane grabbed her elbow, his grip bordering
on too firm. Anyone else, he’d have held by any means necessary,
but the idea of leaving marks on Zara was almost as disgusting as
letting Kirke’s slimy paws touch her. “You were right. I can’t let
you stay here, Z.” Her father was already raging about Kirke’s late
payments, but if Dane turned a blind eye to Adam Fitzgerald’s
sixteen-year-old twins rolling around a frat-fueled drug orgy?
Dane’s head would land in the unmarked grave beside Kirke’s. Hell
only knew where the rest of him would be. 

Her unearthly gaze finally met his. He
cursed whatever whim of the universe gave Zara Fitzgerald
fairy-fucking-princess eyes: bright, blue rings around melted
chocolate. Weird, impossible eyes meant to haunt your dreams at the
worst moments. Tonight, her pupils were blown so wide the brown was
almost invisible. When she spoke again, alarm bells sounded in
Dane’s head: “I don’t suppose you mean you’re going to drop me off
at the nearest all-night diner?” 

“You always were the smart twin.” 

“Come on, Dane. Just let us head out. You
don’t have to get all responsible and tell Dad, do you?” She was
suddenly all velvet and honey. “It’s just you and me. And nobody’s
gonna believe him.” She pointed at Kirke. Her small hand brushed
his sleeve and traced the seam, nails gleaming silver and black,
inviting him into the void. Her touch burned through his leather
coat and the ruined gray shirt. “I don’t want to go home
yet.” 

The routine might’ve worked if he hadn’t
spent his entire life building up an immunity to the twins’ angelic
faces. Or most of an immunity. Though his blood pressure was having
trouble remembering that with Zara so close. Touching
him. 

“Zara? Have you concluded that my dick is
bigger than Kirke’s?” He chuckled and squeezed her elbow a little
harder. Her gaze flitted down to his belt, and a blush finally
showed though the makeup. But she wasn’t struggling against his
hold, either. Fuck if he didn’t get the faint impression that she
liked it. 

God, do not think about that. You
fucking cannot think about holding Zara down and… 

“I suspect your dick’s bigger than pretty
much anyone’s.” That simple, lust-edged whisper almost broke his
resistance. Zara never shied away from teasing him when she had the
chance, but this was a new level. One he already felt haunting
his future dreams.

“Fucking yikes. You’re drunk,” Dane laughed.
He had to. If he took her seriously—even for a second—she’d be
against the wall again. And if he touched her, he wouldn’t stop or
let go. There’d be no cure besides her dad’s bullet in his
brain. 

And I’d still die happy. 

Zara huffed and stepped into him, resting
her head against his chest. Like there wasn’t blood all over his
shirt. Or an unconscious cokehead drooling at their feet. Dane kept
his eyes on the ragged door and tried not to move or think about
her warmth seeping through his clothes. Or that if he bent his
head, he could bury his nose in her messy hair and breathe in her
scent. “I may be somewhat very drunk,” Zara whispered. “That
doesn’t mean I’m wrong.” 

“Let’s collect your sister. I’ll call
someone to come deal with Kirke.” He kept his voice calm, the words
gentle. She’s high as hell. You know she wouldn’t act like this
if she wasn’t out of her mind. Zara Fitzgerald was not the girl
who felt you up at a party. She was the shy, sweet girl who
volunteered at animal shelters and spent every spare moment in the
dance studio. Or she was two years ago. What is she
now? Doesn’t matter. She’s still too good for you.

He’d known the twins since their parents
brought them home from the hospital when he and their older brother
Ben were three—and daily playmates. Before Ben’s demons showed up.
She’d always been kind. The one who found lost puppies and read
stories to other kids. Had she even thrown a punch in her life?

She’s the only person who still smiles when
she sees you. Don’t fuck that up. 

Zara giggled, her breath kindling a wildfire
in his chest. “Are you hoping Gia can protect your
virtue?” 

Before he could stop himself, his arm
circled her with impossible, outrageous ease. Like it knew what it
was doing. “Maybe I’m not the one who needs protecting,” he
whispered. It was like holding onto a star, too hot and bright.
Impossible. Certain to end in radiation poisoning.

“Oh, I’m pretty sure you are.” Zara’s head
moved, and the flutter of her breath at his collar was all the
warning he got before her lips touched the pulse point below his
jaw. The ignition flash swept his entire body. He tightened his
hold, drawing her soft curves closer. Her face gleamed in the
filthy light as her head tilted up for him. She felt so good.
Perfect. The kind of meant-to-be rightness he’d mocked in his mom’s
old romances. Fuck my life.

“Zara.” He touched her cheek with his
calloused palm before curling a finger beneath her chin. His lips
were only a breath away from hers. “I still have to tell your
dad.”

“Not about this part.” She leaned up,
closing the last distance between them so her lips grazed his.
“This is just for you.” 

 Damn it.
Dane seized control of the kiss. He wedged his foot between hers,
shoving her against the wall as he lifted her onto his thigh. Adam
would kill him if he knew, but this was worth it. So many years,
wondering what her lips would feel like, how she’d taste. Like
Tequila and orange juice, apparently. And something else, forbidden
and sweet. He deepened the kiss, pressing his leg against her,
already aching at how hot and easy she fit against him. Zara
whimpered, rocking against his thigh, ready. Willing…

Stop. The line between fun and
suicide blurred, but Dane still saw it. She’s sixteen. She’s out
of her skull. Don’t be this asshole. 

Dane pushed himself away, breathing hard,
licking his lips. “Our secret.” He grinned because he’d lose his
mind if he didn’t laugh. “Now, let’s go get Gia.” He didn’t wait
for her response. He knew how that game ended. Instead, he walked
back toward the door and pulled the sheeting aside. Zara stood
blinking at him for a second too long, confusion and something like
pain on her face before her smile fell into place. 

“All work and no play.” 

“Something like that.”

“You used to be fun.”

“Uh-huh.” No way was he humoring that line
of thinking. “I need to know how you got here. Who the hell let you
in. And where the fake ID is. So, come on.” He dragged out his
phone and texted Sawyer.

Dane: 911. Twins are here.

Sawyer: FUCK. Target?

Dane: Isn’t moving—he’s off the east
side, past the ghetto caution sign. Send M for him. Getting
twins. Be ready.

“And where is it you want me coming, Dane?”
Zara sidled up too close for comfort with a come-fuck-me giggle
until he nudged her through the door. 

“Enough, Z.” 

She glanced back at the still-unmoving
Kirke. “Aren’t you going to take him too? If you’re ruining Gia’s
night, you should get paid for it.” 

“If I walk back over there, I’ll put two in
his chest for drugging your cute little ass.” 

“I’m not drugged! I just had, like, three
shots.” 

“Sure. I believe that. Now, where the fuck
is Gia?”

She breezed past him into the ruins,
wobbling ever so slightly, her phone appearing from her tiny
clutch. “By the other bar. I think.” 

Dane followed her. He wasn’t too worried
about Kirke. Even if he woke up, he had nowhere to crawl. And when
Adam Fitzgerald found out his darling twins were in this shithole,
someone would catch Hell and every one of its fires. Dane had a
sickening suspicion about who that someone was, but he prayed he
was wrong. Not that prayers do fuck-all. “Text her,” he
said, swiping off another message to Sawyer. “The car’s meeting us
out of the south tunnel.” He let his hand settle against her lower
back to guide her through the rotten mess of the outer room.

“Fuck. I’m way too drunk to go down the
tunnels.” 

“Should’ve stayed home, then.” He waited
until she glanced up. “Seriously, why here? This cannot be
your new scene.” 

She cast him a smile as bright as a summer
sky. “That’s what makes it perfect. Who would’ve thought to look
here? Just bad luck about you…” Her gaze caught on his lips. Her
attention flicked back to her phone. They’d gotten too close to the
roaring party for much useful conversation anyway. 

He took her hand to lead her through a knot
of wiggling, grinding dancers. At the edge of the dance floor, he
finally spotted Gia. Zara’s twin held a red cup in her brightly
manicured talons and a neon-pink straw between her lips, her vapid,
doe-eyes fixed on a slouching, slurring jackass with a man-bun and
hoop earrings. Who was definitely not getting laid. Dane turned
sharply to reach her, already angry at losing contact with Zara’s
skin. He tapped Gia’s shimmery shoulder.

Gia cranked her head around, her flawlessly
designed brows knitting together until she got a good look at his
face. Her eyes rounded, and she cast a helpless stare at her twin.
Man Bun opened his mouth, but Dane cut him off with a curt.
“Leave.” 

“Hey, bro, I—” 

“Now.” Dane flicked his jacket showing the
handle of his piece and the bulge of a switchblade in his pocket.
“You’re gone.” 

Man Bun scurried off into the dance floor
melee. Dane watched him vanish with a satisfied smirk. Nobody in
their right mind would fight for Gia. He let go of her glittery
shoulder and wiped his hand on his shirt—it was already fucked up
with Kirke’s blood, so why not add stripper glitter—before reaching
for Zara. A smidge of tension left him when her fingers threaded
through his. 

“Shit.” Gia set her drink down on a handy
stack of moldering pallets. “How’d you find out we were here?”

“Doesn’t matter. I’m taking you home,” Dane
said, his voice frosty. He knew damn well Gia was the reason the
twins were present in the first place. And the reason Zara was
alone with that scumbag. Gia was too selfish to give a single shit
about her twin’s welfare.

“If Dad’s bugged our phones again, I’m
setting the guesthouse on fire, I swear to God,” Gia muttered, her
brown gaze mutinous. Coming from her, it wasn’t an idle
threat. 

The twins’ near-identical exteriors fooled
many people, but one of them was rotten to the core. He’d watched
Gia wheedle, lie, and bully everyone around her by turns for
years—whatever it took to get whatever she wanted. Dane reflexively
tightened his hold on Zara as memories replayed—particularly the
day Gia shoved Zara down the grand Fitzgerald Mansion staircase.
He’d stopped Zara from moving until the butler and maids came
running while Gia stood ten stairs above them, fake-crying about
how sorry she was. All because she wanted the lead in a recital,
and Zara got it. He’d known for a long time that Ben was tormenting
his younger siblings— the same way he tortured anyone else and the
occasional kitten. But until the moment Zara’s right femur snapped,
he’d never considered that Gia might torment the others with even
less restraint.

“Just bad luck this time,” Zara assured her
twin with the same unflappable calm she’d shown that day on the
staircase. Even with her leg broken, she hadn’t panicked. He liked
that about Zara. You could always reason with her. Gia was a human
tornado fueled by vodka and spite. 

“Whatever.” Gia sniffed. “Let’s go. This
place is gross, anyway. I don’t know why the fuck Ben picked this
venue.” Ben. That name dropped into Dane’s gut like a stone.
So, he really is running this hunting ground. Some last
corner of Dane’s soul hoped it wasn’t true—that it was an associate
or a coincidence—and Ben wasn’t really the one pulling the strings.
But if Gia said Ben chose this place…

And he’s throwing a party where the
Outfit drops bodies. Fuck. That was a message Dane didn’t want
to read. 

Gia checked her phone and looked in the
direction Man Bun had fled. “At least you look half-decent tonight,
Ryan.” She used his surname like she was addressing one of the
regular household employees. “Dad must’ve given you a
raise.” 

“You got it,” he said flatly. No matter how
healthy his bank accounts were, he wasn’t rolling in the Fitzgerald
billions and never would. At least she isn’t fighting to stay.
Yet. He didn’t trust Gia’s convenient equanimity would last, so
he pointed her toward the main entrance, surrounded by its fading
glow-stick markers, and marched off, towing Zara at his side. Gia
could make her own path or follow in their wake. He’d tase and haul
her out the hard way if she made him turn around. 

****

“Jesus Christ on a cracker.” Sawyer gaped as
they walked out of the main tunnel. He stood beside an idling black
sedan. Dane checked the long-vacant industrial park around them,
noting the fresh tire tracks and a few scattered cars hidden in the
shadows of the rotting outbuildings and silos. “I thought you were
joking. But, uh, guess not.” Sawyer cleared his throat and pointed
the twins toward the car, tactfully ignoring that Dane had one arm
around Zara’s waist to support her. She’d thrown up twice in the
last tunnel and every step was more unsteady than the
last. 

“Zara’s sick,” Dane said by way of
explanation. “Someone gave her something.”

Sawyer ruffled his sandy hair and dragged a
couple trash bags out of the trunk where they’d been intended to
cover Kirke. “Right. Okay. That’s fine. I’ll get the car detailed
again tomorrow. And the, uh, other guest is taken care
of.” 

“Shut up, Sawyer. I want tacos,” Gia
announced without looking up from her phone. She stood beside the
back driver’s side door, waiting for Sawyer to open it. “And give
me an extra blanket. If she horks on this dress, I’ll have Daddy
fire you.” 

“Likely story,” Sawyer snorted. Gia finally
looked up. 

“Want to bet?” Her smile belonged to a
crocodile. “You shouldn’t tempt fate, John. Or do you prefer Jay
Jay? I can always ask Han—” 

“Here.” Sawyer shoved a trash bag at Gia,
looking like he’d rather have put it over her head. If only her
father would sign off on that.

“Let Gia sit up front,” Dane said. He
levered Zara against his side while he opened the door Gia was
standing next to, none-too-gently edging her out of the way. “I’ve
got Z. She’s already puked on my shoes.” 

Sawyer scowled but didn’t argue as Gia
scuttled to the passenger side, where he grudgingly opened the door
for her. It wasn’t that long a trip to the Fitzgerald Mansion, but
Dane just wanted to be sure they didn’t have to divert to an
emergency room. Gia wouldn’t fucking notice, or care, if Zara
choked. Or stopped breathing. She’d probably celebrate getting a
bigger trust fund. 

He helped Zara into the car and slid in
after, keeping her upright by sheer force of will until he was
safely next to her and could tuck her head against his shoulder.
“I’ve got you,” he whispered. “It’s okay.” He spotted a McDonald’s
bag on the floor, left over from Sawyer’s dinner, and scooped it
up, setting it on her lap.

“Dane, I don’t feel good,” she whimpered
against his jacket. 

He smoothed her hair and pictured exactly
how Kirke was going to die. If Adam let him survive tonight, Dane
would fix it tomorrow. “I know, Z. It’ll pass.” 

“When?” 

“Soon. You’ll be fine. We’ll get you
home.” 

Zara clung to his sleeve, the way she would
have when they were kids hiding from her bastard of an older
brother. “Promise?” 

“Yes. You’re going to be okay.” Or I’ll
go on a rampage. Either way. He held her tighter, hoping some
of his resolve would seep into her while he glared at the back of
her twin’s empty head. “Anyone want to tell us why the fuck you two
were at that party? And how you got in?” 

Gia shrugged. “Ben told me about it. Even
left the VIP bracelets.” She raised her left arm to flash a pink
plastic band.

“And you went?” Sawyer sounded as confused
as Dane felt. The twins’ older brother, Bennett, was the Fitzgerald
clan’s problem child. It took a lot to be a problem in a mafia
family— Bennett managed to blow all expectations out of the water.
“Was he there?” 

“I didn’t see him,” Gia answered, adding
highlighter to her cheekbone. “I think he and Ashlyn got into it
again. He’s probably drinking with the boys in a back room. I don’t
know why he doesn’t break up with her.” 

Sawyer snorted. “Because your dad likes her
family’s connections.”

Dane ignored their hissing match. He cradled
Zara’s head, whispering reassurance against her temple to keep from
reaching up and strangling her mirror image. Bennett was dangerous,
as Gia knew perfectly fucking well. And angry with their father.
If I hadn’t stumbled across her tonight… Was Kirke following
orders? Fucking shit. Normal men would go to war before they
trafficked their little sisters, but Bennett Fitzgerald?

Sawyer continued, “Your dad’s been very
clear about not interacting with Ben.”

Gia pouted. “We didn’t! He threw a party. We
went. Along with a hundred other people. And then some.” 

Dane meant to argue, but Zara chose the
moment to lurch forward and empty her stomach into the McDonald’s
bag. And then keep right on gagging. Sawyer had to stop at a gas
station to grab water and extra puke bags. 

“Should we take her to the ER?” he asked,
handing them through the window. 

Yes. Dane wanted to say it and knew
they should. But the ER would ask questions. Her father might not
want those answered. And would Zara be coherent enough to keep
quiet if they pulled her away from Dane and Sawyer? They’d probably
let Gia stay.

Jesus Christ, I’m not leaving Zara’s care
to Gia’s psychotic whims. 

“Call their dad. Let him decide.” 

“Fuck. Hold on.” Sawyer stepped back from
the car. Dane focused on holding Zara’s shivering shoulders,
keeping her as tight to his chest as the sedan’s back seat would
allow. He’d gotten her thick hair wrestled into a messy ponytail
and kept one hand close to her throat, tracking her pulse and
making sure she wasn’t about to choke. This wasn’t how he dreamed
of touching Zara, and he knew Sawyer wanted him to let Gia handle
her. He should’ve. It was a bad idea to be manhandling a wasted
chick. But Gia would let her choke. The idea felt like razor wire
twisting in his stomach, even as Zara poured hers into another
trash bag.

The driver’s side door opened, and Sawyer
slid back into place behind the wheel. “He gave me the address for
a clinic. He’ll meet us there.” 

This time, Gia made a choking sound. “Oh my
God, what the hell did you tell him?” She looked as pale as
Zara.

“That you prize geniuses lied your way into
one of Ben’s parties, and now Zara’s having a bad reaction to some
fuckface’s roofie-martini.” Sawyer eased the car into reverse,
maneuvering back into the dark streets while Gia sputtered a dozen
half-coherent insults. 

The clinic proved to be a simple townhouse
on a street full of them. Dane hauled Zara out of the back seat and
hefted her into his arms. She didn’t resist, and her right arm
dangled like she couldn’t remember how it worked.

“Dane? W-where are we? I feel ... so
sick...” 

“Going to the doctor, Z. You’re fine. Your
dad’s coming.” 

“He’s gonna be so mad.” She made a
hiccupping sob, and her head thumped against his shoulder. “You’re
mad too.” 

“Only a little. Don’t puke on me, or I’ll
drop you.” A threat he’d have meant if it were anyone
else. 

A harried woman with tousled red hair opened
the door before he reached it. “Oh, hell. Come on in. I’ve got a
table set up. Do you know what she took?” 

“She’s been throwing up nonstop from
whatever it was. I think someone roofied her and screwed up the
dosage.” 

“She never pays enough attention to her
drinks,” Gia said helpfully behind him. “But it’s not like we were
sniffing cocaine or anything.” 

The woman—obviously the doctor—directed Dane
through a foyer and into an old-fashioned dining room, now
repurposed into a triage center. He settled Zara on the exam table
while the doctor grabbed supplies from a fridge and
cabinet. 

“Let’s get everything else out of her
stomach while she’s at it. You can stay and help maneuver her,
Mister Dark-and-Scowling. Keep her rolled on her side for now. You
other two, go across the hall. Then we’ll see about rehydrating and
sobering her up.” 

****

Time blurred. The doctor introduced herself
as Melissa at some point and gave him rapid-fire instructions while
administering emetics and then something to stop the puking. He
took a few mental notes—forced puking might be an effective
interrogation technique. Smelly, but so were piss and shit, and
those happened all too often when people panicked. Or died. Or you
nicked their intestines.

“P-please don’t go,” Zara whispered after
the last shot. Her makeup was long-since ruined, black smudges
trailing down her cheeks from red-rimmed eyes. He’d officially seen
her throw up more than her body weight … and still couldn’t help
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