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For Keithen. I’m your biggest fan.






ONE

If I pretended hard enough, I could almost believe the fireworks bursting over the stadium were for me. According to my phone, it was still 11:47 p.m. But that was Rio time. Back on Andros, it was January 13 already. Close enough. It was my freaking birthday and all I wanted was to see one debonair, vest-wearing traitor destroyed.

‘He’s really doing it up with the choreography, don’t you think?’ Devroe’s voice, frustratingly nonchalant, buzzed from the com in my ear. From my spot in the wings, I couldn’t help but glance toward the stage, where Saint Santi, one of Brazil’s biggest pop stars, somersaulted over one of his backup dancers during the instrumental of ‘Eruption.’ The crowd lost their minds. The floor shook as over forty thousand fans seemed to screech at once.

I didn’t respond, but Devroe kept talking anyway. ‘ “Eruption” is such a powerful song. It’d resonate more if he let it breathe, don’t you think?’

‘Thirty seconds before I’m headed your way. Don’t get distracted.’

‘I’m only ever distracted by you—’

I muted the com until I was sure he was done talking. Six months later and he was still flirting. Acting like he didn’t have a world-shattering wish stashed away to play against me at any time. I thought he’d get tired of this game after a month or two of working together, but the icier I got, the more steadfast he became. It was enough to drive a girl crazy.

It was enough to pummel my heart into pieces.

I had to get rid of this boy before he ruined me in one way or another.

‘Eruption’ ended with an explosion of confetti and streamers over the pit. The stage flashed to black, and within seconds Saint Santi was replaced with his body double while the real deal was offstage, engulfed by an entourage of costumers, makeup artists, and assistants.

With my standard-issue stagehand jacket and Santi’s favorite energy drink in hand, I slipped into the posse. Before I knew it, we were deep backstage. In the dressing room, Santi shoved the energy drink back into my hands before two other posse members started stripping him out of the sequined jumpsuit he performed in. A man with perfectly arched eyebrows wearing a belt of makeup brushes like an ammunition strap gripped Santi by the chin as he caked on fresh foundation. A mushroom cloud of hairspray fogged out the dressing room, and I saw my chance.

Joining the myriad of hands plucking and primping Santi, I finagled my fingers into the waistband of his pants and fished out the palm-sized leather notebook within. I pressed the book up my jacket sleeve and deposited the replica in its place. Santi fanned the cloud away while two assistants draped a sweeping coat over his shoulders. He patted his waistband, just like my recon saw him do between every costume change. Satisfied that his notebook was still in place, he allowed the stagehands to shove fingerless mesh gloves on his hands before the whole gang rushed out into the hallway toward the next set.

‘I hate that we’re going to miss “Salacious Seduction.” That song is so very us.’

Slowly, I slid my gaze across the now-empty backstage corridor until it landed on the threshold across from Santi’s dressing room.

I’d decided a few months back that Devroe’s unrelenting aesthetic appeal was another reason to be pissed with him. He was giving James Bond’s more laid-back little brother tonight, in all black from his form-hugging jeans to the fitted black blazer and the V-neck Santi T-shirt underneath. He knew what he was doing; the magazine spread pose in the doorway with one foot up and his hands in his pockets was enough to tell me so. It was impossible to look as sexy as he did and not know what he was doing.

‘ “Irredeemable” is much more us.’ I shoved past him into the space, a storage room for Saint Santi merch and stage equipment, cluttered with plastic boxes overflowing with shirts and posters, tangled black wires on the floor, and what looked like a miniature volcano for the second act in the corner.

‘The pocket’s near his left hip.’ I tossed the notebook to Devroe. He pressed the door shut and immediately started skimming through the pages and snapping pictures. Saint Santi’s precious songbook. In true artist fashion, he scribbled lyrics as they came to him and always kept the notebook on him. It would’ve been pretentious if the last six or so of those scribbled songs hadn’t gone platinum in the last year. Someone in the organization wanted the newest songs.

I did my best to ignore Devroe, cologne model appeal and all, while I changed into the new hoodie he had brought in a backpack for me and twisted my braids into a bun. On the off chance Santi or anyone did notice his precious notebook was missing, it wouldn’t hurt to be a little less recognizable on my way out. I eyed a box of red-and-black Santi socks beside the hoodies – they’d look amazing with my checkerboard kicks, but the box was XXS socks only. I sighed.

‘As stunning as a scarlet sunrise and as intriguing as a moonless midnight,’ Devroe whispered.

I tugged my new orange Santi hood down. My face flushed. ‘What?’

Devroe nodded toward the notebook, flipping a page. ‘Just the lyrics. They’re quite beautiful. No wonder he’s raking in so many awards.’ Devroe looked up. There was a crushingly tempting sparkle under his silky lashes. ‘They resonate—’

I forced myself to roll my eyes. ‘Nothing to set the mood like stolen words. Move.’

He was strategically blocking the door. As expected, he didn’t budge at first. ‘It’s midnight.’ He maintained piercing eye contact, like that was going to be the thing to finally break me.

‘Move.’

‘January thirteenth.’ He straightened a braid behind my ear, tickling my skin and making my breath catch.

‘Move.’

‘Happy—’

I grabbed him by the arm, twisted it, and sent him spinning behind me as I opened the door and got the hell out of there before my heart could do something treasonous.

Happy birthday was something only people I loved had ever said to me. I couldn’t let myself get that giddy flutter hearing it come from him. Not when he could cash in on his wish at any second. Not when I still had another six months of teasing and flirting and seductive posing to deal with.

The only person who could wish me a happy birthday was me, and that was because I was making it happy myself.

No one paid me any mind as I slipped into the wings of the stage. The getaway car would be waiting around the back of the stadium – a brisk walk through trailers and tour buses, through a checkpoint, and out into the street. My half was done; it was up to Devroe to return the original songbook after Santi’s finale. It was preferable if Santi didn’t notice the target had ever been missing at all.

But that didn’t mean he couldn’t notice something else was missing.

‘Hey!’ I butted in to the stage manager’s drill sergeant routine, yelling over the roar of the crowd. Our research told me she was one of the bilingual Spanish-speaking crew members. Necessary since my Portuguese was less than fluent. ‘Do you know where Santi’s firework mic is?’

‘Of—’ She squinted at the stage. The manager screamed. ‘It’s gone! Where’s the mic? Goddamn it, where’s my firework mic?!’

The wings shattered into acute chaos. It might as well have been the apocalypse. Two songs left until Saint Santi’s finale and the TikTok-famous microphone he was supposed to belt his final note into while literal fireworks exploded from his palms was missing from its spot tucked in his heeled boots.

It’d been missing since I swiped it in the dressing room earlier and left it in the hidden pocket of Devroe’s backpack. But if they hadn’t noticed that yet, a hint wouldn’t hurt.

‘There was a guy in a black blazer eyeing it earlier,’ I added into the chaos. The manager nodded. She flagged over two backstage bouncers who looked like they were begging for action, and the swarm straight-up sprinted backstage.

I left smiling. What a pity for Devroe to have to waste his wish bailing himself out of a Brazilian prison. The best gifts really are the ones you get yourself.

Despite my insistence that we could take off, the driver of our black Tesla getaway car didn’t budge – to be expected. The plan said Devroe was supposed to be back before 12:45, so unless Count herself was telling him to hit the gas, he wasn’t going anywhere until then. Or so I thought. It was surprising when the touch screen flashed a message in Portuguese and he pulled out at 12:38.

‘Where are we—’ I cut myself off. We weren’t on the route back to the hotel, but I should know by now that asking wasn’t going to get me anywhere either.

I ran my fingers over the links of my meteor bracelet, already wary of where I might end up. But before I could really start to fret, we pulled around to the opposite side of the stadium. It was another restricted area, but to my surprise, with a few words in Portuguese, we were waved through and rolling up to another staff exit. The back doors pushed open. The stage manager, now laughing up a storm, stood with some of her lackeys holding the doors open.

Then Devroe and Santi himself were leaving, grinning like they’d been friends for years.

What the actual hell?

Seething, I watched Santi pat Devroe on the shoulder. Devroe, now missing his stylish blazer and wearing an orange hoodie like mine, shrugged before gesturing to the car, prompting Santi to wave in my direction. I ducked even though the windows were tinted to the point of being painted black.

Despite myself, I couldn’t take my eyes off Devroe as he slid into the back seat with me.

He was supposed to be in cuffs right now. How the hell did he get a private escort out? I wouldn’t ask, so instead I settled for gritting my teeth and glowering.

And Devroe only smirked. ‘He was so grateful when I returned the mic to him. Was waiting right on the edge of the stage. Truly I caught him in the nick of time. Thank god I found that thief in the black blazer. He got away, but I managed to wrestle the mic from him.’

How did—

I plucked the com out of my ear. Unmuted.

He won this round.

‘I’m sure you’ll get me next time.’ He presented something from his pocket. ‘Consolation prize.’

‘I don’t want—’

It was a pair of the firework socks, just like the ones in the storage room, only actually my size, and with Santi’s fresh signature across the ankles.

The only gift I might get for my birthday…

I snatched the pair and chucked them out the window, already mourning the loss of such uniquely gorgeous footwear.

Devroe blew out a breath. ‘I figured you would do something like that.’ When I looked back, he was holding an identical pair. ‘I’ll hold on to these until you come around.’






TWO



Details on the next job incoming.

One week out. [image: ]





A string of attachments followed Count’s text. Something about Montreal and some Monets. I skimmed the files before tucking my phone away to deal with them later. Devroe was not of the same mind.

He held the door for me as we entered the hotel, a cutesy boutique in a swanky corner of Rio. The type of place where string lights crisscross the streets and the upcycled furniture in the lobby is totally posh.

‘Let’s discuss the next job,’ Devroe offered.

‘Tomorrow.’

‘I’m busy tomorrow.’

I scoffed. ‘Doing what?’

‘Thinking of new ways to impress you.’

How was it that maintaining my iciness was getting harder as time went on, not the other way around?

Ignoring him, I made for the elevator, but a petite woman in red pumps and a matching pencil skirt threw herself between me and the doors, explaining something in Portuguese.

‘The main elevator is out of service,’ Devroe translated.

I sighed, turning toward the stairs. The woman blocked me yet again, speaking just as insistently.

‘They just started polishing the stairs. She says we can take the penthouse elevator and circle back down the emergency stairs.’ He winked at the woman as she offered a key card. She flushed. I rolled my eyes.

‘Whatever.’ I let Devroe lead the charge into the private elevator, not that I had any other choice. The petite woman waved at us, a mischievous look on her face.

‘Do you know her?’ I asked.

‘Not at all.’

With a chime, the doors opened. I stopped a single step out.

In a dim foyer, a candlelit table was waiting. As intimate as they come, with a white tablecloth and an unassuming single-layer cake in the center.

That woman. She knew what Devroe was planning. He probably told her he was my boyfriend or something.

‘You’re such a liar,’ I said.

‘Like you didn’t know that.’

I turned on my heel to dip back into the elevator, but he grabbed my wrist. ‘Don’t spend your birthday alone. We’re going to have to talk about the next job anyway – you might as well eat cake while we do it.’

The twist of my lips probably translated my hell no before a sound left my mouth, but he was quick to interject. ‘It’s pineapple upside-down cake.’

I froze. Though I hadn’t given the cake a close enough look before, the scent of condensed milk and pineapple was unmistakable now. Mom and Auntie had made me that cake every year since before I could remember. My mouth watered at the thought, and my heart shuddered with a pang of longing. I didn’t think I’d be having it this year.

It wasn’t for him – god knew how he found out what flavor to get – but just for the cake, I reluctantly drifted toward the little table. Devroe’s eyes were alight with excitement as he sat across from me.

‘This isn’t a date.’ I blew out the two candles between us. He swatted my hand away from the cake cutter, insisting on doing it himself, undoubtedly so I had to watch him tantalizingly roll up his sleeves.

‘Not working,’ I said.

‘Not even a little flutter in your stomach?’

‘I haven’t dug in-depth into the files Count sent yet, but if it’s a private gallery, I’m thinking something along the lines of a traditional break-in—’

‘We have a week. No need to worry about the next job now.’

‘You just said—’ Groaning, I rubbed my temples as he placed a perfectly cut slice in front of me. ‘I hope this is poisoned so I can be done with you.’

He licked a smudge of condensed milk off his finger, and that was enough to send a flutter through me. ‘If it is, we’re going down together.’

I bit my lip and fingered my silverware while he cut himself a similar slice. ‘Do you think toying with my emotions is fun?’ I asked quietly. ‘Isn’t having your wish enough?’

Devroe paused, locking eyes with me. Then, uncharacteristically, he averted them. ‘I would’ve used it already if I was going to… you know.’

‘There’s no point in all this. You don’t have anything else to gain from me,’ I said.

‘Except your forgiveness.’ He moved like he would reach for my hand, then thought better of it and resorted to straightening out one of his folded sleeves instead. ‘I feel… rather bad about everything.’

A bead of anger, let’s call it that, swelled in my chest. ‘So it’s about you. Wanting to make me smile a little so you can feel less crappy about yourself.’

‘No, that’s not what I meant. I mean… I feel awful because I care about you. Can’t you let me try to make things right?’

‘Give me your wish.’

He blinked.

‘You want to make things right. I’ll forgive you, here and now, if you give me your wish.’ I cocked a brow.

As expected, he didn’t move.

‘… I can’t.’

‘Well, you must not feel that bad.’ I stood, leaving my precious pineapple upside-down cake untouched. ‘Email me your thoughts on the next job.’

He didn’t try to stop me from leaving this time, and I didn’t look back.



I leaned against my suite door, finally alone, and blew out a slow breath. Devroe felt bad. What was that worth?

Why was I even thinking about it now? This would’ve been easier if he’d just gotten arrested earlier—

Something moved near the window. City lights snuck in through sheer curtains, enough to backlight an armchair and whoever was standing behind it.

I moved slowly, trying not to give away that I’d seen them, and carefully unraveled my bracelet. Whoever this was, if they were hiding in my room, they should’ve known what they had coming.

I gave myself one more breath, then shot forward. The shape was a blur, but I could make out where a neck should be. Just as I snapped my bracelet forward, the person’s arm flew up, catching my attack. It was like they’d known exactly where I was aiming for.

Probably because they did.

A lamp clicked on, lighting up the room. For the first time in six months, I was face-to-face with my mother.

‘Happy birthday, baby girl!’

I yanked my bracelet chain, trying to tug her off-balance. She knew me too well. With just the right twist, the chains slinked off her wrist. Mom held her arms open like I would hug her. She’d switched up her weave. Six months ago she’d been in a down-your-back, wavy phase. Tonight, she was wearing quarter-width curls. Still voluminous and eye-catching. Still more glamorous than I could ever be in high-waisted black jeans and a chest-hugging black top. Still with her full lips and clever eyes and delicate nose. Still Mom.

Her same cocoa butter scent wrapped around me. The trained comfort response to that smell was almost hard to fight.

‘I’m not talking to you.’

I started wrapping my bracelet around my wrist. How did she get here? How did she know where I was at all?

My gaze shot to the door. Where would I even go if I stormed out…?

‘If you leave, you’re going to run into the Kenzie boy again. He’s pacing through the lobby right now.’ Mom held her phone landscape, flashing me CCTV footage. Devroe was indeed lingering downstairs, looking surprisingly downtrodden. The same petite woman from before was trying to comfort him. Not that I cared.

‘Must have been a disaster of a date, baby girl.’

My face suddenly felt like a firepit. ‘It wasn’t a—How long were you watching me?’

Mom ignored the question, instead twirling her finger toward the bed.

On the duvet sat a black-and-gray-striped box topped with a silver bow. I flipped open the top, if only so I could tell her how much I hated the gift. She’d been horrible at birthday presents since I graduated from being happy with baby dolls and toy cars. But inside, I was shocked to find a pair of purple high-tops with gold shooting stars sewn into the sides. Tiny gold diamonds circled the rims of the soles, and even in the dark I could tell they were real. These kicks were… absolutely stunning.

I shoved the box away. ‘Ugly.’

Mom pursed her lips. Really, they seemed to say.

‘How much of a dent did these put in your new half-a-billion-dollar fortune?’

Mom flinched, clearly dreading where this conversation was going. Lucky for her, we didn’t have to talk at all. ‘Get out,’ I said.

‘I just want to explain.’ Mom pouted as if I was the one being cruel. ‘I think I deserve that.’

‘Deserve? Did I deserve to be abandoned in the middle of the ocean? Or to be almost gunned down in France? Or to almost fall twenty stories in Egypt?’

‘I never put you in any situations I didn’t know you could get out of,’ Mom said. ‘Look at you – you’re fine! I don’t understand why we can’t just talk now that it’s over.’

‘It’s not over,’ I said. ‘Devroe still has his wish. He could blip us out of existence in a second, and if he did, it’d be your fault.’

That shut her up. She sunk into the armchair, fiddling with her gel nails.

‘Why did you do it?’ I asked. ‘Did you really betray his mom and let his dad just die?’

Mom examined me for a long moment, like she was taking in every change since the last time she saw me. ‘I didn’t know that he was Diane’s boy. I didn’t know all of that was going to happen at the end of the Gambit.’

‘That doesn’t answer my question.’

Mom paused. ‘It’s very quiet back home without you and Jaya. I’ve always hated quiet.’

I stumbled in my anger for a second. I understood how grating quiet could be, all those years alone back home. The silence of loneliness has a certain heaviness. Had Mom ever really felt it before? Before me, she had Auntie, but after Mom let her get kidnapped, she’d taken off. ‘I still want you to go.’ I moved toward the door, but the handle went slack under my palm. The screws holding the knob in place were loose. Mom must have removed the spring inside. She’d never given me the option to leave in the first place. Always making sure she’d get what she wanted no matter what.

‘Argh!’ I stormed toward the window instead.

‘Oh, Rossie, come on.’ Mom grabbed my shoulder as I heaved the third-story window up. ‘I’m sorry, really.’

Mom had never said sorry before. Six months ago it would’ve taken my breath away. For all I knew, I might be the only person on Earth who’d ever gotten a sorry from Rhiannon Quest. But there was something unsettling about that. What was it worth?

I shoved her under the throat. Hard. Mom stumbled into a coffee table. ‘Leave. Me. Alone.’

Not caring that there was a sidewalk speckled with witnesses below, I slipped onto a drainpipe and slid to the ground. Jamming my hands in my jacket pockets, I started walking into the night.






THREE

Even at night, Rio de Janeiro is hot as hell in January. Or maybe it was just because I was fuming.

I don’t know how long I walked. Pointlessly, in fast, storming steps, from one snug street into another. I left the posh little area around our hotel and found myself venturing through the vibrantly painted downtown shopping districts, where banners connected the rooftops and vendors sold fresh fruits and travel photographers came to get the most exotic-looking pictures. At least, that would have been the vibe during the daytime. Hours past midnight, the city was slumbering. Trucks were packed up, vendor carts were pushed to the side, and only moonlight lit the streets. I wasn’t totally alone; a few people were also out for past-midnight journeys, but for the most part, it was just me and my thoughts.

And my phone.

Kyung-soon



Hey…







did you know?







IT’S YOUR BIRTHDAY??!!





I made a sharp turn onto another street, this one with cobblestone sidewalks. A two-door car playing a muffled Saint Santi song, ironically, passed slowly. Its wheels crackled over the cobblestone.

Kyung-soon sent a GIF zooming in on some K-pop star under a storm of confetti. There was a caption in Korean, but I wasn’t quite at reading level yet. I’d promised Kyung-soon I’d learn Korean after the Gambit, and had been, but speaking and reading were two totally different skills.

Smiling, I walked around a middle-aged woman in a smothering wool scarf, waltzing in the opposite direction, who smelled like the weirdest citrus and savory perfume. I’m aware, lol, I added into the group chat.

Mylo



You can now be tried as an adult in almost every country! [image: ]





I turned another corner, and a steady beat of steps turned with me. Curious. I pretended to stretch and glanced over my shoulder. A figure made a quick turn into a doorway. It would’ve looked totally normal if I hadn’t known what it looked like when someone was tailing you.

‘What part of “leave me alone” do you not understand?’ I spoke loud enough that I knew she could hear me. Not that difficult, since she was only a block behind at most. Mom didn’t come out of her hiding spot. I rolled my eyes and paced even faster in the other direction. Just ignore her. It was a matter of days before Count whisked us away to the next job, and I doubted Count was going to allow anyone to follow us that easily.

It took her six months to find me the first time. Hopefully it’d take her longer the next time around.

Behind me, the steps disappeared. Fat chance of her giving up, though. She probably just trekked back to the hotel to wait me out. Guess I’d be crashing in the lobby if the alternative was dealing with her again.

A man passed me on the sidewalk. That scent again, citrus and meat. It was so distinct. Too weird.

And the same scent I’d whiffed off that woman.

My heart sped as I tucked my phone back into my pocket. I did my fake-stretching trick again, getting a quick glance behind me. The man, casual in plaid shorts and a brown T-shirt, turned onto a branching street.

He was with that woman who passed me earlier – the one in the scarf. They had to have been in the same place to get that weird scent, but they were dressed in totally different types of clothing. They were trying to look like they hadn’t come from the same place.

It wasn’t Mom. I was being tailed by someone else. At least two people.

Which way had the woman gone? Had she taken a right behind me? And if it wasn’t Mom tailing me from behind, then I still had the pursuer to my back. They’d probably just learned to be quieter after I stupidly called out to them.

One behind. One to the right. And if my instincts were correct, there was probably one other person coming in from the left. They were setting up to intersect me.

Four blocks before the avenue ended.

I kept my steps steady. My chain was begging to be unraveled. But I couldn’t yet. It’d set off whoever was tailing me from behind. Then the chances of me getting the jump on whoever the hell this was would be gone. Three on one, the element of surprise was going to greatly increase my chances of winning this.

The street narrowed. One block, then two passed. The narrow intersection was getting closer. That was where they would do it. I wouldn’t have anywhere to run.

Three blocks. One more.

I pretended to pop my knuckles, using the chance to unclick the ball of my meteor bracelet.

Three steps left.

Two.

One.

That same bizarre scent stuffed the air, this time twice as strong.

Let’s do this.

I stepped onto the corner and immediately ducked and spun out of the way. As expected, the woman with the scarf was there waiting to pull me into what looked like a bear hug. She stumbled, having thrown most of her weight where she thought I was going to be. I grabbed her scarf and yanked hard, pulling her totally off-balance. She crashed to the ground.

Her scarf: The fabric was padded. Thick. Meant to protect her neck.

Protection – against someone who might be prone to strangling people with her chain? They were prepared for me specifically.

Fast steps crunched over the cobblestone sidewalk. Man with the plaid shorts. I swiped my arm back. The link of my meteor ball unraveled. The weighted ball at the end cracked right into his nose, drawing a splatter of blood. With him distracted, I sent an aggressive kick into his knee. He screamed. A bone cracked, and he dropped to a broken kneel. I sent another kick into his chin, keeling him over.

With two down, for now, I braced to run, but arms tackled me from behind. Hooking a long forearm around my neck, this new attacker pressed a com in his ear with the other hand. ‘Bring the car!’

Headlights skidded into sight blocks down. A car meant more people. Not good for me.

I tried to buck him off of me to no avail, so instead, I grabbed one of his fingers and twisted it back. It snapped in my grip. He screamed. I grabbed another finger, ready to break it too. This time he pulled his arm away, and that let off enough weight for me to successfully scramble out from under him. Even with his broken finger, he tried to drag me into a stumble, but I sent a palm into his nose, buying me enough time to clamber to my feet.

The car squealed to a stop.

Run.

I meant to set off in the fastest sprint of my life, but a desperate grip wrapped around my ankle. I tripped. The scarf woman dropped a knee into my back. Before I could twist around, a needle pricked my jugular.

I could feel the woman relax on top of me. Whatever she’d injected me with meant the fight was over.

Car doors opened. The woman got up. My limbs were heavy. Drowsiness set in fast.

Well, if I was lucky, this was just another fake kidnapping.






FOUR

A sizzling sound woke me up. And too many smells to break down. Butter? Salisbury steak? More citrus? And was that… sugarcane?

I winced and sat up, rubbing my eyes. There was a table under me? No, I was sitting at a table. My butt was half asleep, so who knew how long I’d been here.

A few other tables, all painted in bright colors, filled the rest of the room. Wind blew a sheer white curtain through open French doors on one side of the room. On the other side was a tiny, empty bar, and behind that, an open door – the origin of all that sizzling.

A pan clattered, and glasses clinked. People were speaking too.

I sat up, thankfully not as dizzy as I would have guessed, and crept toward the open French doors. If there was a balcony, this would be an easy escape.

No such luck. The balcony was encased by glass windows, so spotless I didn’t notice them at first. Past them, a tumbling slope descended. The view was spectacular, overlooking a twinkling city below.

A loud clang made me jump. Someone snapped in Portuguese, ‘Clean that up, Marc.’

Using my lightest steps, I peeked into the kitchen, the only place another exit could be. It was chaos. Plates and saucepans and mixing bowls were stacked in comically high piles by a sink, where that man I’d face-kicked was scrubbing furiously. The scarf woman, who I could now see was a big-boned redhead whose face was smeared with freckles, was transporting dirty cookware to the industrial sink. The guy in plaid shorts, whose nose I’d broken with my chain, was now wearing a splint and stood at attention between an open pantry and an industrial freezer. There was a gun at his hip.

They all had guns at their hips. I didn’t know what the hell was going on here, but if I could get one—

‘Go sit down, Ross. I’ll be out shortly.’

I stiffened. Scarf Woman jogged toward the freezer to fetch something, revealing a fourth person in front of the stove. He was around my age, or twentyish, in surprisingly tasteful tan trousers. His silk dress shirt was starting to come untucked, and the sleeves were rolled up. He had golden-brown skin and voluminous black hair that stuck to his forehead, likely due to the steam from the four different pans he had going.

He spared me a glance. ‘Shoo, now.’ With a spatula in his hand, he gestured me back into the other room.

Biting the inside of my cheek, I retreated. There were too many of them in that room. Not to mention, they were armed. Also…

I twisted my wrist. My meteor bracelet had been stolen.

Call me a hypocrite, but having your belongings taken really sucks.

I patted my back pocket, expecting to find my phone gone, but it was still there in its waterproof Starry Night case. The signal was scrambled, though, so it was pretty much useless.

About ten minutes later, Nose Splint and Scarf Woman exited the kitchen to set up two tables with tablecloths and silverware. The guy in the silk shirt came out to drop two plates at the table nearest me, while the last goon, a wiry, tall guy with a five-o’clock shadow and an intimidating scar slashing his neck, waited by the kitchen, hand on his gun holster.

Yes, sir, I get it. No escaping or whatever.

The man in the silk shirt fell exhaustedly into one of the multicolored chairs at the table, wiping his brow as one who’d just been cooking up a storm would.

Scarf Woman returned to the kitchen and came out balancing three more plates between her lithe arms. She left one with the guy guarding the kitchen and the other two at a table for her and Nose Splint.

Maybe, having been involved with too many kidnappings in real life, I was now dreaming about them.

‘Sit.’ Silk Shirt gestured to the chair beside him. I flipped him off. He sighed and dragged a rose-gold chain out of his pocket. My meteor bracelet.

‘I’ll give it back if you sit down.’ He dangled it like I was a cat he was playing with.

I stomped up to the table and reached for it, but he jerked it back at the last second. ‘After we talk.’ He nodded to the seat again.

Guess I was going to have to play along until I could figure a way out of this.

I sat.

‘Wonderful!’ He grinned in the self-satisfied way people who are used to getting what they want do, then glanced around. ‘What is everyone waiting for? Eat.’

All three of the goons picked up silverware and did as they were told – even the guy standing by the kitchen found a fork on the bar. I glanced down at my plate.

I had no idea what the hell I was looking at.

Meat? Something definitely smelled savory, but it was so smothered in red and brown seasonings that I couldn’t make out what animal it was, let alone a cut. And some kind of… salad? Mush? It could have been rice porridge, but there were specks of orange in it. I leaned down and took a whiff. Yes, definitely citrus in there. And was that fried sugarcane and plantains on the side… with gravy? Mole?

I side-eyed the man in the silk shirt. He steepled his fingers under his chin… watching me.

Hesitantly, I picked up a fork and, like a poison-conscious girl, switched his plate with mine before flaking up a corner of the maybe-meat.

It melted like butter in my mouth. Probably because there was way too much butter; it almost overwhelmed the kick of the spices. Venison, I thought that’s what it was.

‘Too much butter,’ I said. ‘But otherwise, surprisingly all right, I guess.’

The man in the silk shirt lit up. Since he seemed to be expecting it, I tried what looked to be a burnt plantain next.

The mushy disaster in my mouth was definitely not a plantain. I spit that mess into a napkin as fast as I could.

‘So you did bring me here to kill me…’ I mumbled.

He scoffed. ‘Nonsense. Marc. Maria. How is everything?’

Marc, the man with the scar and the five-o’clock shadow by the kitchen, shook his head as he swallowed. Maria’s eyes were watering as she scooped up another spoonful. ‘Excellent, sir. As usual,’ she forced out.

I never thought I’d feel bad for the people who kidnapped me, but here we were.

‘Who are you?’ If anything, talking was an excuse not to eat. ‘I don’t get invited to dinner with strangers that often.’

‘Strangers?’ He huffed and took a bite of the venison, leaving a messy sprinkle of spices all over the tablecloth but somehow managing not to get anything on himself. ‘You’ve been in my hotel room, seen my dirty sheets, hacked my computer, and we’re still strangers? You break my heart.’

‘I’ve never—’ I thought back to the kitchen, and the tornado he’d whipped it into. In a matter of minutes, his side of the table was covered in crumpled paper towels and crumbs. This dude was naturally messy. I had been in a messy hotel room before. In which I hacked someone’s computer.

During the Gambit. Phase two. I was supposed to delete a list of organization members off his laptop.

Oh, crap.

‘It’s all coming back to you now?’ he said with a less genuine smile. ‘You can call me Baron. You’ve been screwing me over for quite a few months now.’

Was that what this was? Petty revenge?

‘Look,’ I said carefully. ‘I’m just a hired hand. If you’re looking for someone to be pissed at, there are a lot bigger, slimier fish than me.’

He chuckled. ‘I’ve never heard someone refer to Count as a fish before, but I’ll have to use that the next time I’m unfortunate enough to speak to her. Let’s do a speed run of all your questions,’ he said. ‘No, I don’t work for Count. Yes, she hired you to steal from me. No, I don’t like her any more than you probably do. Yes, I’m with the organization. Does that clear things up?’

‘All except for why I’m here and why Count had us stealing from you.’

He raked his hands through his hair, which looked like it was cut to be worn as a stylish mess. ‘You and that Devroe boy screwed me out of a quarter million dollars tonight. I own Saint Santi’s record label.’ He tapped his knife against his plate. ‘I also owned the mansion you stole a Monet from last month, as well as the stocks you tanked by leaking information you hacked out of an office building in New York two months ago. You’ve been ruining my life since you entered the Gambit. Well, ruining my life as much as a fly can ruin an elephant’s life, but you know, still so annoying.’

All those jobs Count sent us on… they were hit jobs on this Baron guy?

‘What’d you do to piss her off?’

He shrugged. ‘Pretty understandable, actually. I’m trying to replace her. And I want your help.’
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You want to replace Count. As…’

‘You know what I mean,’ Baron said.

I did know. To be honest, I’d never been entirely sure if Count was just a mouthpiece for the organization or if she was a lot higher up than she let on. She certainly didn’t act like a lackey. But this confirmed it. She wasn’t just a key player, but I guess the…?

‘You’re telling me Count is, like, you guys’ leader?’

‘Something like that.’

For now.

‘If she’s the top woman, why is she still doing things like sending emails and texts herself and personally rendezvousing with nobodies like me and Devroe?’

‘Because she’s a chronic micromanager, obsessed with keeping a personal eye on everything. Of course she fails, because it’s impossible for one person to manage all the tiniest details of an empire this large. Hence how she allowed you to trip her up at the end of the Gambit. I never would have let something that embarrassing happen, which I knew would eventually.’ He got up and started pacing, dropping his hands on his hips. ‘She’s as paranoid as she is obsessive. I was using the master list to start fishing out who I knew would be loyal to her in the event of a proposed change of power, and I suppose she guessed correctly what I was up to and had you wipe my drive. It delayed me for a couple of months.’

‘What do you want, an apology?’ Victim of my crimes or not, this guy was top-tier organization. Anyone in the organization was permanently on my hate list these days.

‘I’d respect you less if you said sorry. And it’s not necessary. Count and her little antics have only been slowing down the inevitable. I’m getting more and more members on my side every day. Losing a few hundred million here or there isn’t going to stop that, no matter what she thinks.’

Yes, because when has losing a few hundred million ever stopped anyone?

Baron quit pacing and shot a glare at Marc, who’d only finished half his plate. Marc quickly picked up his silverware and started eating again.

‘I’m close to tipping the balance, I think,’ Baron said. ‘I just need another key member to side with me for a change of power. We’re around fifty-fifty right now. But I’ve done all I can with persuasive words and bargaining. Everyone left on her side is too loyal. They’re not going to switch unless something happens to show they’re not as safe under her rule as they think. I need someone to hit her where it hurts. I need someone they think Count has in her pocket to attack.’

‘Me?’ I shook my head. ‘I don’t even know you. Why the hell would I want you in power?’

‘You prefer Count?’

‘I’m saying I know her.’

‘Oh?’

‘More than I know you, Baron.’ At least I knew Count’s real name, and that she had a son and an ex-wife. Maybe that wasn’t much, but don’t they say something about sticking with the devil you know? My devil was a passive-aggressive control freak, but at least she didn’t make her lackeys scarf down her culinary disasters.

I bit my finger. ‘Why do you want me anyway? There are a lot of other thieves familiar with Count who have a freer schedule than me.’ One was presumably still staked out in my hotel room. ‘Actually, I can AirDrop you my mom’s number right now.’ Wouldn’t I love for her to have a distraction.

Baron shifted. ‘I did think about your mom for this job first. Oh, how I would have loved to have her. I’ve heard she’s absolutely the best.’ A sour sort of look twisted his face, and he shook his head at me. I squirmed, sinking at the thought that he was disappointed I wasn’t her for a second. ‘However, even I am a bit apprehensive about working with someone so notoriously conniving. I’ll admire her from afar, and hopefully you’ll be good enough.’

Good enough shouldn’t have stung as much as it did, but I pushed on.

‘Why not the actual Gambit winner in Count’s arsenal?’ I asked, biting back my bitterness.

‘The Kenzie boy’s not cut out for this. You have a vested interest in helping me. For the same reason he never would.’

I sat up a bit straighter. Okay, he had me curious now.

‘You’re not the only one Count’s been throwing at me over the last six months,’ Baron said. He cocked a brow. ‘Have you wondered what Ms. Abara has been up to since the end of the Gambit?’

Diane. Devroe’s mom. The woman who wanted him to wish all of my family into their graves.

No, I certainly hadn’t forgotten about her. But I guess I’d been a little too busy trying to keep an eye on her son to worry about what she was doing. No wonder Mom was Baron’s first choice for this. Screwing over Diane was at the top of her résumé.

‘She’s… working for Count?’

Baron circled the table. ‘She’s managed to do three times as much damage to my personal assets as you and Mr. Kenzie have all by herself. If I know Count, she’ll squeeze as much work out of her as she can before giving her what she wants. But Count will give her what she wants, and I’m pretty sure that’s still, you know, the end of everything you know and love.’
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