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      “What’s up, kid? You look good…it’s been a long time, huh? Five? Six years, now?”

      If there was any way to approach someone at a funeral, it wasn’t with what’s up, kid. Glancing over at my Uncle Ron, I pursed my lips thinly and nodded as I scanned him through narrowed eyes.

      He was rail thin, but at least he had the decency to wear a long-sleeved shirt. The smell of meth wafted off him when he reached to rub his nose, and neither his pants nor his belt fit.

      Probably because he stole them. “It’s been twelve years, Ron. I suppose your inability to keep track of time was hampered by all the meth you’ve been smoking.”

      His eyelids widened in surprise. Apparently, his pupils were too blown to restrict.

      I frowned at the dumb look on his unkempt face. “Go away. I’m here to mourn my mom, not be talked to while you work up the courage to ask me for $20 bucks.”

      This was why I’d stayed away for over a decade. I loved my mom, but her family was toxic in the extreme.

      Her brother rubbed his head, shuffling off into the small crowd of people exactly like him.

      Turning to my mom’s casket, lowered into the ground to be crushed and flooded with worms, I crossed my arms over my chest to inhale sharply. She’d had a closed casket wake, but I’d arrived early to see her. Now, her beautiful face was all I could see when I blinked.

      The mortuary artist had done a very good job of making my mother look not dead. I appreciated that.

      “What did you say that for, Reece? Now he’s gonna be an asshole.” My sister sidled up to me.

      Tearing my eyes off the casket, I tapped my sides under my jacket and rocked back on my heels. “Are you going to stay a while?”

      “No. I came here because a lawyer told me that’s what mom wanted. I left a very important business meeting to be here. I’m alive and capable of grieving on my own time.” True, Mary wasn’t a drug addict anymore, but she struggled hard. She worked a shit grocery store job in our hometown and had two kids by two different guys. Her platinum blonde hair looked frayed and she reeked of pot.

      The disdain in her tone bristled up my neck, and I exhaled slowly. Why would I want to stay around people who considered her a ‘good one’? “So, you only came because a lawyer told you.”

      “Mom said she hasn’t spoken to you in years.”

      “Mom lied because the whole family are losers who suck you dry of your money, your self-esteem…your sanity. Fuck you, Mary. You’re not qualified to judge me.”

      She gasped, lifting her hand to cover her mouth.

      I stared at Mom being covered in dirt. The earth almost filled the hole around the casket, and I reached to scratch my bare jaw roughly. “I’m going home once this is over, and we’re never going to say another word to each other again, Mary. Fuck you— fuck your problems— fuck your opinions. Go away.”

      “You think you’re so high and mighty—”

      “Oh, shut the fuck up!” My sharp snap echoed across the quiet graveyard, and I turned to Mary as she went wide eyed with surprise. “Even at Mom’s funeral you can’t help but make it about you and how you’re the fucking victim, Mary. You know why I know I’m better than you? Because you’re still here, in the same Podunk dinky fucking town in Nowhere Arkansas, in the same shitty apartment, with the same piece of shit on-again-off-again boyfriend who’s not the father of either of your kids. You’re still wallowing in your piss and mistakes you made 15 fucking years ago. That’s why I know I’m better than you.”

      I didn’t come here expecting to peacefully watch my mother be buried, but this drama was more than I bargained for. Turning my back on my sister and the overly nosy eyes of other people I unfortunately shared DNA with, I scoffed lightly. Maybe, I went a little overboard with the insults, but what could I do? Mary brought it out of me so easily.

      Leaving my mother where she belonged ‒ behind me ‒ I stuffed my hands into my suit pants’ pockets and ducked my head to frown at the perfect, lush grass. Anger roiled in my veins, and the disgusting smell of the country curled my nostril hairs. My mom loved her farmhouse and big, wrap around porch, but I was content to let my hatred get eaten away by time. I couldn’t love this place, and she wouldn’t want me to force myself to pretend.

      “God… I’m gonna miss our monthly phone calls.” My lip quirked at my own murmur as I rubbed my jaw and mouth roughly. Reaching the smooth road to walk down to my car well, Carlyle’s car… my smile widened as I thought back. Every first Saturday of the month, my mom would call me at exactly 12:45 in the afternoon. She would never talk about family, only all the things family wouldn’t let her say.

      And I would listen. I could listen forever, but forever was over the moment I left home for New York City. When I became an adult, I told my mother I didn’t want to end up like her, trapped in this shitty town that barely had a name. I didn’t want to get sucked down by family who used and abused then threw me out when I got tired of giving. She was a saint, my mom, but that had been the problem and I’d spent my childhood watching her get stepped on over and over again.

      I climbed into the driver’s seat to grip the wheel, staring at the small gathering up on the hill. The motley, flea-infested crew of cousins, uncles and aunts, and my sisters all started to disperse, and my heart ached. My mom was dead now, but the utter disrespect that they’d shown all damn day was appalling. It didn’t matter to her that no one stood over her, quiet and somber, respecting and remembering what a beautiful person she was.

      No— they hung around because I was there, and they hoped to ask me to stay, as my sister had. To exploit me. Fuck that.

      Sticking the keys into the ignition, I inhaled a deep breath into my tight lungs and shook my head viciously. My mom had done one thing ‘right’, at least, and gotten a lawyer to help her keep her secrets when she died. Pulling out to roll through the cemetery towards the rundown church, I rolled down the window to hang my arm out of the car. The one good thing about this trip was the fact that the weather was gorgeous, the bitter wind of late January replaced with a warm, gentle breeze.

      I had a 19-hour drive after I hit up the lawyer in Conway. I pulled up to the street to glance either way out of habit, but the truth was— this particular road was only ever used on Sundays and for funerals. Technically speaking, the place I’d grown up was a village. . . That’s right. I’m a humble villager. There were no lawyers in this village, just a grocery store and one gas station that usually didn’t have any gas. “I’m so glad to leave this place. No offense, Mom.”

      My mother had been her beautiful, kind self when she gave her house to my sisters, at least, so I wouldn’t have to go through the trouble of selling it. Living wills were a bitch to get out of. She always worried that it wouldn’t be old age that got her, and she was right. Getting jack-knifed by a semi was a horrible way to die, but it was better than being neglected while being too senile to stand up for herself.

      To be honest, I wouldn’t have been surprised if my mom had intentionally stayed in the path of that out of control 18-wheeler. Every call for the past few months, she’d sounded more haggard and stressed. I could practically smell the anxiety through the receiver— but it could’ve been just my mind playing tricks on me.

      “It’ll all hit me when I get back to New York.” My grumble drew down my mouth in a hard frown and I flexed my hands on the wheel stiffly. Being in my hometown made me so angry for so many reasons. Being forced to take a day during the aftermath of the Makovich disaster only made it worse. I’d played patron to his gaggling entourage for an entire month, and I still hadn’t recovered.

      Fishing my phone out of my pocket, I crawled down the road as I tapped around to find that lawyer woman’s number. The trill of the call connecting to the car speakers rang loudly, and I set my phone in the cupholder and stuck the gas.

      “Francine Macello Estate Planning. Who’s calling, and who are you calling for, please?”

      “I’m Reece Brandt— I have an appointment with Francine at 4. I was wondering if she had an earlier opening?” I got put on hold, but the call was just a formality. Weeks ago, Francine had called me to let me know that I was the sole proprietor of my mom’s estate, and blah. . . blah. . . blah. I hadn’t been paying attention to most of what she said, but I knew that my mom’s assets were being shipped to a storage facility in New York City. Incredibly well-maintained, expensive, solid wood furniture her father had made for her, family heirlooms she didn’t want in the hands of people that would sell them as soon as they could— even the ‘good’ china that, according to legend, my mother’s grandmother brought over from Scotland.

      “Hello— Mr. Brandt? It’s Francine. I’m open after 2:30. I have all your paperwork ready and waiting.”

      My thoughts scattered at the sound of her voice pumping through my car and flying out the open window, and I nodded absently. “Yes, I appreciate it. I’ll be there earlier, but I don’t mind waiting. Honestly, anywhere is better than my hometown.” There wasn’t much more to say. Francine said her goodbyes and hung up as I breached the speed limit.

      Glancing at the time, I rolled my lips between my teeth and sighed through my nose in irritation. I wouldn’t get back to New York City until tomorrow morning, but at least it gave me an excuse to get trashed in the daytime.
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      Rifling through the pages of my mom’s will, I rolled my jaw thoughtfully. That Francine woman was good at her job, meticulously cataloguing everything my mother had bequeathed me. Somehow, she’d convinced my mom to have proper serial numbers put on the furniture my grandfather had hand carved, and there was a whole page dedicated to each individual piece of china.

      Flipping through all those numbers, my chest tightened at the obvious care taken. My mom loved her stuff; she was a very sentimental person, and I felt honored that she’d trusted me. I knew she was very aware of what would happen to her beloved house once she died.

      It’d be falling down before the year was out. Either that or it’d be such a point of contention of my sisters that they’d destroy it outright. Mary would want to live in it, and Rebecca would want to sell it for oodles of cash.

      My cell phone vibrated insistently on the kitchen table. I laid the packet flat to grab the device. Grunting my name, I reached for the glass of whiskey waiting patiently to be drained and lifted it to my lips.

      “Hey, Reece.”

      Surprise rippled down my neck and twitched my cheek, and I took a hasty gulp of my drink.

      “I don’t know if you remember me… um, we met at Black Cat a while ago.”

      “Riley. How could I forget you, huh?” Memories blossomed in my mind’s eye as I sat back in the stiff chair and stretched my legs. “How have you been? It’s been a couple weeks since I’ve seen you there.”

      “I’m here now…can you come in? You said to call you if I was ever in trouble, and—I’m in trouble.” Her voice dropped to a hoarse whisper, and

      The hairs on the back of my neck bristled as I listened.

      “I feel bad for only calling because I need something, but—I don’t know who else to turn to, Reece.”

      “Did something happen with your dom?” Standing up, I was suddenly glad I’d decided to stave off getting blackout drunk until after I went through my mom’s paperwork. Worry tightened my chest at Riley’s ominous silence, and my mouth dried as those memories popping behind my lids became more intense. “I’m on my way— I’ll be there in half an hour, tops. Are you safe?”

      “Yeah, I’m safe. It’s just. . . a couple days ago, my partner beat me. He knows I’m not into pain, but he did it anyway. I went to the police, but they said he said it was consensual and we were a BDSM relationship, so they didn’t do anything about it.” Riley’s voice wobbled dangerously, her sniffle sharp enough to cut my cheek through the line. “I went to my parents’ house, but they’re not taking me seriously, either.”

      “Does Black Cat know what he did?” I could picture Riley nodding her head, her cherry red hair flinging all over the place as the line rustled loudly. We’d hooked up a few times at Black Cat before she went under contract with her partner. At the time, I’d wanted to talk her out of it because I could feel the guy was a dickwad. He was new to this scene, introduced by a friend of a friend or something. Ever since that fucking book series came out, the community had gone to shit, and even Black Cat was being infected. “I’m leaving my place now. What happened? Did you meet up outside Black Cat or something?”

      Snatching my keys off the hook by the door, I twirled them against my palm before grabbing the doorknob. I honestly didn’t know Riley very well. We had three sessions together, which were fantastic, and I’d been considering contracting her. Heading for the elevator, I thought back to the night she told me she was contracting with someone newer. Her rationalization was that she was also new, and maybe it’d be easier?

      BDSM was not something that ‘just wing it!’ applied to, though. A lot of damage could be done so easily, and I wasn’t surprised that Riley had been burned. Horrified, yes. Surprised? Not at all.

      “No. It was here. I told the manager, and he told me to go to the hospital and police, which I did and it didn’t get me anywhere. So, I came back, and they asked if I had anyone I could call. And that’s— that’s the situation.” She sounded so sad and troubled, but at least Riley didn’t sound ashamed or guilty. “I’m okay— physically. My mom told me that if I didn’t want to get hurt, I shouldn’t be doing something so disgusting in the first place.”

      Stepping onto the elevator, I reached to rub my jaw absently as I grunted in acknowledgment. Riley was easily the sexiest woman I’d ever laid eyes on, but I didn’t know her. Our sessions were based on sex, and she’d cut me out before we’d gotten any farther.

      “I’m sorry, Reece. I feel really awful that—”

      “Riley, you’re perfectly okay. I apologize, too. This is actually…my mom died, and I just got back from my hometown. I hate to say it this way, but this is a great distraction from an absolute disaster of a day.” Running my hand up my cheek and through my hair, I inhaled deeply to try to dislodge the tense ball in my chest. “I do appreciate that you feel bad, but I told you to call if you ever needed anything… that includes help.”

      “Um— okay. I’m sure you’re tired of condolences. Were— were you and your mom close?”

      The elevator jostled to a stop, and I stepped off on the ground floor as Riley and I became distractions for each other. For a second, I debated whether or not it’d be faster to walk to Black Cat, but traffic wasn’t bad at all for once. Maybe because it’s the sweet spot between lunch and leaving.

      “Not really, but she was my mom. I went to her funeral yesterday even though I’m struggling to wrap up this job my boss had me on before Christmas. Everything went to shit, and nothing was accomplished, but Jesus fuck is there a lot of paperwork.” I walked towards the parking garage as I spoke, and the heat against my ear noticeably lessened. “It was a huge clusterfuck. The Russian guy was a complete asshole the entire time and ignored everyone telling him to bend a little on the conditions. He ended up going back home with nothing but an appointment to come back.”

      “He sounds like an ass. I’m so glad I’m my own boss. I don’t know what I’d do if I had to try to make deals with people like that. “Is that why you’re into BDSM? Because you’re an underling?”

      Interest twitched my brows, and my car unlocking echoed through the parking garage. “Ah, no. It’s nothing like that reverse psychology shit. It’s just my kink. I’m not into the really disgusting stuff, but. . . Sadism has many forms. Mine just happens to be the bondage part, not the pain part.” Riley hummed, and I switched my phone to my other ear as I climbed into my car. I liked this old car with its worn comforts and familiar handle. “I’m sure you’re wondering, too, Riley. But no, growing up, I had a normal life. . . as close to normal as someone growing up in Bumfuck Nowhere can get. My mom died in a car crash last week, but I only went to the funeral yesterday. I wouldn’t have if I didn’t have to pick up some paperwork from her lawyer in person, though, I don’t think. It’s a difficult situation to explain. My mom knew how much I hated pretty much everyone in the family but her and she wasn’t upset about it anymore. I guess ten years is a long time to come to terms with the idea of me making my own choices.”

      “I wish my mom accepted my decision. When did you move out?”

      Tapping the speaker button, I set my phone on the stand before twisting to back out of my spot. “I was 15 when I came to New York City. I got a job running packages until I was legal, went on the books, organized some stuff impressively and got a better job, and so on. Honestly, Riley, I bet it’s really hard on your parents to come to terms with the fact that you like being degraded.” I pulled out onto the street as I changed the subject, my fingers flexing against the wheel experimentally. “I understand the situation is seriously fucked up, but that’s because I also know that there’s a difference between your kink and an abusive action. Your partner beating you may not seem as bad when you consider the fact that you get off being sexually humiliated.”

      “Yeah. I know. I don’t even know why I went there— it’s not like I expected anything else, but that’s what’s disappointing, you know? I don’t have any good friends that I can ask for help, including you, Reece. But you and I met at Black Cat, so I thought that maybe you’d take my side.”

      Grinding my teeth to the gum at Riley’s hopeful tone, I gripped the wheel with white-knuckle tightness. My heart beat furiously, pumping irritation and an ugly, buzzing sensation through my veins. The fuck kind of world is this?

      “I’ll be there in about 20 minutes, okay, Riley? I’m driving now, so I have to hang up.” The words scorched my throat.

      She hummed softly before hanging up.

      The silence was deafening. I was so fucking hot and bothered by Riley’s admission— emphasis on the ‘bothered’ part. “Fuck!”
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      The door to the room opened slowly, quietly, and my heart leapt into my throat. A white paper bag stuck through the thin opening before Reece popped his head in. His appearance struck me, for some reason. He’d shaved off his neat stubble clean since the last time I’d seen him. Granted, it’s been weeks, but it only made that guilty feeling churn my gut.

      “I brought donuts. You’re not allergic to chocolate, are you?”

      I shook my head.

      Reece smiled warmly as he shut the door behind him. “How are you feeling, Riley?”

      “Existentially— kinda alone. My partner didn’t beat me, beat me, but. . .” I trailed off, my mouth drying even as Reece held out the bag for me. “Thank you. You didn’t have to.”

      “I wanted to. I got some for me, too. We’re both having a shit few days, huh.”

      Whenever I saw him, Reece was so thoughtful and nice. It seemed so strange for him to be in a place like Black Cat, and it was that curiosity which drew me to him. Now, in hindsight, I wished I’d stuck with him even though his experience and confidence were intimidating. I opened the bag, and the smell of fresh donuts tantalized my brain.

      Sitting on the other end of the sofa, he crossed his knees. “I’m glad I’m not stuck at my place feeling like shit about leaving my mom’s funeral before they fully buried her. I planned on getting wasted today, but I decided to read through her will and stuff first.”

      “She had a living will? Why?” All the donuts were the same, chocolate frosted with no sprinkles, and I plucked one out to pass to him.

      Reece smiled fondly, if not a bit sadly. “She was afraid that all her sentimental things would be destroyed if she didn’t have something in place. My mom started the will thing when I left home, ten years ago, and updated it yearly. She wasn’t wealthy by any means, but a lot of her stuff has huge price tags— not counting the sentimental value. My family seems to have everything backwards. Everyone’s a drug addict. Everyone’s a liar and a thief. I’m the only one that’s not, so even though we weren’t close, she left me everything but her house.”

      Taking a bite of the donut, surprise rose my brows. They’re still warm.

      Across the sofa, Reece leaned back to examine his treat critically. “She was a good woman…my mom. That’s why I left. Everyone stepped on her kindness, and she never had the heart to say ‘no’. I hated it, but I suppose that’s why I rose above it.”

      I nodded at him. “I moved to New York City a couple of years ago. I wouldn’t put it past my mom to be mad about that, too. She never wants to talk to me about my life. All she says is how great Redding is and how they installed a new public pool, or how I should go to church again. To be honest, if she told me that I had such a traumatic experience and should move back home, I would’ve, but she didn’t.” Pulling my knee up to hide my frown, I went on, “Sexual preference doesn’t dictate what’s acceptable, or it shouldn’t, at least. I mean, my partner was a mistake. There’s a difference between being treated like shit and being demeaned for me. I was hesitant initially, and I should’ve taken that for what it was.”

      “Well, now you know not to do that again,” Reece stated. “Especially with our kind of kink, situations matter. Context matters. I think a lot of people coming into it don’t understand that porn isn’t a real representation of this way of life.”

      I took another bite of my donut and the chocolate frosting stuck to the roof of my mouth. Humming at how delicious it was, warm, light and fluffy, I glanced over at Reece to find his eyes on me.

      “Does your partner know where you live?” he asked.

      Shaking my head, I pointed around me studiously.

      Reece nodded in understanding.

      That was the great thing about places like the Black Cat. Paying a membership fee earned safety and a promise that what happened to me wouldn’t be tolerated. It hadn’t stopped it from happening in the first place, but that had been my fault. I chose my partner against the gut feeling that I was making a mistake.

      “You said on the phone you’re self-employed, Riley. What do you do?”

      Gulping down my bite harshly, I inhaled deeply through my nose. Licking my lips, the taste of chocolate tingled on the tip of my tongue.

      Reece arched a brow at this. He was patient and calm as he reached to brush the corner of my mouth with his thumb. “I don’t appreciate hesitation, Riley. Surely, it’s not too far out of your capabilities to tell me what you do for a living, huh?”

      The fine hairs on my face rose and pleasurable prickles swept down my neck. My eyelids fluttered closed as I relished his gentle touch. “I’m a writer. . .” Even the way Reece called me dumb was gentle and almost loving, and I gasped when he slipped his thumb into my mouth. The taste of him mingled with the lingering taste of my donut.

      Rubbing the pad of his thumb along my tongue, he grunted lowly in acknowledgment. “You know, one of the most beautiful sights you’ll ever see is a picture of a perfectly tied piece of meat. Do you know what Kinbaku-bi is?”

      Shivers lodged between my shoulder blades and my breath hitched when Reece curled his thumb against my cheek. I shook my head slightly.

      “It’s Japanese…literally, the beauty of tight binding. It’s an art form. You should look it up, Riley.”

      His thumb left my mouth agape and I cracked open my eyes open.

      Reece hovered right in front of my face, not even two inches away. His brown eyes narrowed into slits, and I sucked in a sharp breath when he grabbed my face firmly. Long fingers stretched under my jaw ear to ear, my eyes forced to the ceiling. My brain buzzed with his actions.

      Reece dragged the tip of his nose down the length of my throat. “If you want, I can show you. The wonderful helplessness… the emptiness of being unable to move, forced to accept that everything is out of your control.” He tapped my jaw before releasing me with a slight jerk, and Reece sat back to throw his arm over the back of the sofa.

      Panting faintly, I blinked and lowered my head to watch him through hazy eyes.

      He waved a hand in dismissal. “Unless, of course, you simply want to go easy for right now? You may not like being wailed on, Riley, but there’s plenty of other ways to receive pain that don’t involve getting slapped in the face.”

      “How did you. . .” Reaching automatically to cover my cheek, I frowned as shame flooded my face.

      Across the couch, Reece smiled tenderly, and he stuck his thumb between his teeth with a suggestive arch of a brow. “I can feel it in your mouth— the swelling. Along your jaw, too. You’re great at covering it up. This is not the first time I’ve seen women trying to hide something.”

      My lip twitched in a wry, small smile, and I folded my legs under me despite my jean’s protesting. Tapping the underside of my half-eaten donut with my middle finger, it took all my self-control not to look down when Reece frowned openly.

      “You made a mistake, Riley. The only thing to be ashamed of is making it a second time.”

      I only nodded dully, and my heart thundered hard when he stood up to check his watch. Gnawing on my bottom lip furiously, I watched through wide eyes while Reece pulled his phone out of his pocket. Apprehension gripped me in a vice, and I lifted my donut to my lips with trembling fingers.

      “We had some great sex, Riley, and I don’t know you very well, but trust me when I say, you’re a good woman and you’re going to be fine.”

      That sounded a heck of a lot like a goodbye to me.

      Reece glanced up from his phone to catch my gaze. “Do you want a ride home?”

      “You’re not supposed to know where I live.”

      He snorted roughly, a smirk stretching his lips before he turned his attention back to his phone screen. Tapping away, he let the silence stretch.

      I held my breath.

      “If I was going to do anything shady, Riley, I wouldn’t need you to tell me shit. I’m only offering. It’s up to you if you want to take it. Besides, you don’t have to direct me to where you actually live. I’ve got easier ways to know you than physically stalking you.”

      Licking my lips heavily as my mouth dried at Reece’s casual threat— did that even constitute a threat?— I nodded tentatively.

      He smiled broadly, pausing to pull his phone out of his pants pocket yet again, to frown at the screen. “Apparently, the universe is glad I’m not drunk as fuck right now. The movers are at the storage facility a day early. Speaking of fucking— did Brighton void your contract with El Douchebag?”

      “Oh, um, yeah. They kicked him out, said he was banned. That if he came back, he’d end up behind a dumpster. I’m not sure that last part was really necessary, though.”

      “You’d be surprised how dramatically people like him lash out when this kind of thing happens. A few years ago, a fem-dom smothered and killed her sub because he reported her for abuse.”

      My pupils blew at this, my throat tightening as a cold sweat broke out under my long-sleeved shirt.

      Reece stared at me levelly. “If your ex-partner goes after you, call me immediately, Riley. Brighton won’t protect you outside these walls, but I will. Good?”

      I inhaled a deep, shuddering breath as my face prickled faintly. “G-good, yeah. Yeah, I’d—I’d really appreciate that ride, Reece.” I regret this so much. Rolling up the donut bag, I shoveled the rest of mine into my mouth to stand up. I’d been here at Black Cat since they closed last night, and they wouldn’t be open for another few hours. I wanted to go home, but this was the only safe place I knew of. I didn’t want to risk Brandon finding out where I lived, either.

      Reece was right— he was very much the kind of guy that needed a serious threat, and even that might not be enough.
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      “You look hungover.” Vanessa frowned at me.

      I shrugged carelessly, reaching to take off my sunglasses. She ruled New York City with an iron fucking fist and didn’t think twice before shoving it up my ass— and I was not in the mood for that today.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “What do you think happened? I saw my mom, they buried her, and then I went to the lawyer’s office to get all the paperwork and shit. Then, I drove 20 hours back, read through all the stuff, and got stupid drunk until about 8 at night. And before you tell me that’s not very late, I started at like 2 in the afternoon.” Grumbling as my own voice rattled my teeth and up to my temples, I pinched the bridge of my nose with a sharp exhale. “What about you? What happened while I was out?”

      “Nothing exciting. You’re still combing through Makovich’s visit, right, Reece? I’d rather gossip than do any real work right now, to be honest.”

      Vanessa’s and my offices were in the same room, so I couldn’t really escape her. Dropping my coat on the back of my chair, I ran my hands up my face and through my hair with a low groan. Up until that brat Mateo went missing, she’d just been a pain in the ass secretary, and I hadn’t had much experience with her.

      But Vanessa was a slave driver, demanding as close to perfection as anyone could get. She wasn’t nasty or anything, thankfully. If she was, she’d be truly unbearable.

      “I’m sure I’m not the first to say this, but Aleksander Makovich is the ultimate elitist. He really came here expecting to be bowed to, but I had to Google him to figure out who he was. According to Illya, the dude’s got a massive golden spoon up his ass. He’s spent so long in near total control of Russia that he thinks it’s the same out here. I heard a rumor from Jerry in Surveillance that his brother got so fed up with it he ran away to Germany the second Aleksander left Russian airspace.”

      Yeah, Russia was a clusterfuck of unimaginable magnitude. I sat heavily in my chair to twirl around to face Vanessa.

      She wasn’t surprised by my rumormongering, her dark eyes glittering to showcase her incredible mind hidden behind them. “What about that woman— Malda? How’s she doing? I know you were told to keep tabs on her.”

      “She’s fine.” I flopped my head back to close my eyes and stretch out my legs. I didn’t have nearly as bad a hangover as I expected, which was awesome. Even though the Makovich meetings ended over a month ago, they were such a mess that I hadn’t finished the paperwork, yet. And I had a feeling that today wouldn’t be my golden day. “You know, Vanessa. . . If Aleksander really does want to become Prime Minister of Russia, why take such a roundabout way to do it? Why antagonize Carlyle by requesting those meetings and then being such an asshole? What does he stand to gain by making yet another enemy?” I’m sure everyone involved had been asking themselves those questions since Aleksander Makovich left the States. “Why fuck his relationship with his brother…if that rumor is true? Personally, I think it was all supposed to fail. I think it was just supposed to be a show so he could say he was in cahoots with Carlyle, which would give him leverage in itself.”

      “That seems to be the running theory, yeah. Carlyle was really pissed that Aleksander was jerkin’ his chain for publicity. Our deal with Makovich doesn’t benefit us anymore, so he’s got me doing the numbers to cut them out completely. Darren Willians is open to negotiating. I mean, we own his girlfriend. Literally.”

      Ah, the other Russian bastard. I was getting sick and damned tired of these people. Carlyle didn’t like Makovich, so why were we still dealing with them? Frustration beat against my brain, and I put my sunglasses back on to hide my aching eyes. “I miss the Italians, at least their incompetence was funny.” Pursing my lips thinly, I thought back to that incredibly tense discussion between the Santino men. Carlyle was more than happy to let Mateo get whatever he deserved, but the old man overruled him. It was no secret anymore that George Santino was a sociopath, and it was admirable how he went to bat for his youngest kid.

      “Well, we have some downtime, Reece. Makovich’s not supposed to come back until next year. I got the impression that Carlyle wasn’t keen on seeing him again. Especially after what happened after Thanksgiving.”

      Curiosity thickened my tongue, sticking to the roof of my mouth, and I lifted my head a little.

      Vanessa leaned eagerly on her elbows as her brown eyes brightened. “You didn’t hear? Carlyle demanded Aleksander’s other brother, the one that tortured Malda. He said that it’s only fair since Aleksander demanded Carlyle let Malda stay that he makes one of his own.” She’d never admit it, but Vanessa was a major gossip whore. She was worse than Carlyle’s maids were if it was something particularly interesting.

      “I didn’t know that, no.” I sat up fully to beat back the pounding against my temples.

      “Yeah. I guess Aleksander just got up and left…like, left, left. As in got on his stupid private plane and went back to Russia the next day, left. At least it was towards the end of his stay.”

      Oh. So that was the emergency. Honestly, I wasn’t surprised. Aleksander Makovich made enemies of people he’d never even met before. That Carlyle would defend someone like Malda, who Aleksander saw no worth in, was probably beyond that commie’s ability to comprehend.

      I liked her. I thought Malda was really sweet even though she obviously lied every waking second of the day. But that’s why she’s sweet. She didn’t want the people around her to worry. Probably not ask any questions either. “. . . Do you think my mom would be proud of me if she knew what I was really involved in?” The question just slipped out of my mouth, and I frowned darkly as Vanessa’s brows rose high in surprise. Waving a hand dismissively, I clenched and released my jaw in the expectant, heavy silence that followed. “I guess now that she’s dead, it really doesn’t matter, does it?”

      “I don’t think any mom expects their kids to become contract killers, Reece. This job was opportunistic for you and you got paid a lot, but once the paperwork is done, you’ll go back to a handyman. Whether your mom would be proud of that or not doesn’t really matter, but not because she’s dead, Reece. Because you’re not gonna quit. You like your job most of the time. I think that’s what moms care for more…that you’re happy with your job.”

      I hoped Vanessa was right, but who could say for sure? It’s not like I’d ever get the chance to ask my mom. I couldn’t come clean now that she was dead.

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine if you take another day or two, Reece.”

      “. . . I don’t want to be home alone.” Frankly, I didn’t want to be at work, either, but I’d take it over being stuck in my own head, for sure. Twirling my chair around to my workstation, I inhaled sharply as I reached under my desk to turn on my computer. “I need to finish this shitty report anyway. I want off this fucking case already. I want to forget I ever met that asshole. I mean…he should’ve just let that chick come by herself and at least give the illusion of progress.”

      I should’ve drunk more last night. The thought whizzed through my head as my mind started to organize itself. There was so much to do, and I was pretty close to being done. But the closer I get to being done, the less I want to finish.

      My mom was dead.

      Riley got beat up, and out of everyone, she called me.

      I was at least eighty-percent sure Sarah was the one that watered down the vodka I’d drunk last night. It’d been months since I touched that bottle— months since the last time I had her in my apartment. Months since she fucking bored to me to death trying to play coy. So long that I couldn’t remember what her face looked like, or the exact shade of brown of her hair.

      Sarah wasn’t that interesting to begin with, but she was willing, and I wasn’t exactly taking the moral high ground.

      Ugh. . .  why can’t I just stop thinking about all this random ass shit. . . Lowering my head to take a few, deep breaths, I held my last in my lungs for a few seconds. Not that it did anything to help my frenetic thoughts slow down.
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      Stomping my feet free of snow, I swept back my hood and glanced over my shoulder. The snow falling wasn’t very thick, but it was wet enough to seep through my coat. Heading to my mailbox, I pulled my keys out of my pocket and set my bag on the floor by my feet. In a city of 8 million people, I was pretty happy with myself for being able to get back within two hours of leaving.

      Granted, all I did was take one bus to the electronics depot for a single item. Semantics.

      “I’ve been putting off new headphones for too long. I’m not going to get anything done today because I went out,” mumbling to myself as I opened my mail locker, I grabbed the few envelops inside to lock up to haul myself and my stuff up the stairs. Frowning as I leisurely made my way to the third floor, my lips thinned in self-directed frustration. Already, I wasn’t making the progress I was hoping for a new client and now, I’d gone and wasted all these hours. “I have to finish the interview transcripts, too. Those always suck.”

      Maybe, I should consider getting a part time job. I liked writing and I was good at it, but this lull between November and February always hit me hard. Most of the year, I did more than well enough to save up. My spending habits were good and my expenses were low. If I wasn’t good on a budget, I probably would’ve had to move back home three times by now. Or there’d be no point in moving away in the first place.

      “Except I hate Redding and Redding hates me.” Memories of the home I grew up in blossomed in my mind’s eye, as a frown stained my expression. I reached the third-floor platform, pausing to shuffle my mail under my arm. I drove my ass all the way to Connecticut on the stupid, desperate hope that my mom and dad might be upset that Brandon had hit me. Domination wasn’t my kink by any stretch of the imagination, but he’d played up his openness to trying other things.

      Really, all Brandon wanted was to beat on someone and get away with it. His idea of ‘freaky’ was vague and unsettling; he couldn’t articulate what he wanted, and it didn’t take me long to find out that his idea of BDSM was simply rough sex. That inability to communicate should’ve been red flag number one.

      I was dumb and ignored it because we were both new to the scene. Brandon had only been to Black Cat once or twice before, and I’d been a member for a few months. Paying the $150-dollar yearly fee was worth it in just the first few times I’d been there. I met some really cool girls that stuck by me and gave me tips, and it was something to look forward to on Friday nights.

      Juggling my keys as I came up on my apartment door, I gulped down the tightness in my throat. The phantom touch that whispered on my skin warmed my cheeks, and goosebumps swarmed across my chest under my thick clothes.

      Reece. . . now, he was a real man who knew exactly what he wanted. He was simultaneously the sexiest and most intimidating person I’d ever seen. The sex we had was deliriously amazing. He was such a gentleman and kind, considerate, and—

      That’s exactly why I was afraid of drawing up a contract with Reece. He was the kind of guy I wouldn’t be able to keep at Black Cat, and in the end…I couldn’t manage that feat, anyway. I’d called him, knowing I was breaking a rule— knowing he expected my dom to hurt me somehow when he gave me his number to begin with.

      “Riley?”

      Blinking hard, I glanced up.

      Hannah came flouncing down the hallway in her smart, feminine suit. She lived in the apartment next to me. “You break your key or something?”

      “Oh… no. I zoned out. You just getting back from work?” Adjusting my grip on my bag, I licked my lips heavily. “You wanna come in for a drink?”

      “Sure. I’m just gonna change, but I’ll be over in, like, 10 minutes? I had a crap day. This idiot at work. . .” Trailing off to roll her eyes, Hannah breezed passed me with her tiny waist and long legs. “I’ll tell you about it over a glass of wine.”

      I arched a brow quizzically “Okie dokie. Just knock.” I pushed my key into my doorknob to stumble through. My place flooded with natural light, bright and happy as I dumped my stuff on the couch to sigh heavily. The living room was still and I snatched the remote off the coffee table to turn on the TV. Almost instantly, the news made me tune out, and my mind wandered as I made my way into the kitchen.

      Pulling my phone and wallet out of my jacket, I hung it off the chair and stretched my arms over my head. My phone pinged shrilly, and I flexed my toes in my sneakers.

      ‘Reece: Friday 5pm Black Cat’

      Puffing out my lips thoughtfully, I bopped my head as butterflies fluttered in my abdomen. Before I could even begin to think of a reply, he started texting me again, and anticipation turned my blood to sludge.

      ‘We’ll grab dinner after. It’ll be a date. Bring extra clothes.’

      Flames licked my cheeks when I realized there wasn’t a question mark in sight. Reece just demanded it, and I bit my bottom lip as a groan built in my chest. ‘Ok. Everything okay?’ I texted back.

      “I wonder what happened,” Murmuring to myself as I opened the fridge, my hand groped blindly for the bottle of red on the second shelf.

      Reece started typing away, the ellipsis blinking at me teasingly. ‘Yeah. I’m not going to get into it over text, but basically I’m celebrating finishing this job.’

      A smile tilted my lips, a warm fuzziness blossoming in my chest at this response. The fact that Reece would want to celebrate an accomplishment with me of all people.  Not to mention, he probably rented a room at Black Cat if we’re going so early. Of course, there were private rooms and specialized rooms, but they were really expensive. Not only did the room itself need to be rented, but then it would be down for cleaning and reorganizing. The rates didn’t cover anything under 3 hours because it took that long to properly clean. There were addons, like food that had to be ordered in advance.

      Really, it was a feat that Black Cat managed it all. I only had the basic yearly membership, but I knew there were some people, like Reece, who had more advanced packages. When I signed up, my membership required STD testing and a general health exam, which I hadn’t been expecting.

      One girl I’d talked to required a psychological exam because her kink was so extreme.

      But that was the beauty of the place, I guess— security and freedom. That woman was into public humiliation and she’d been given just as much concern as the one that liked getting cut. There were very strict guidelines, and if someone breached contract. . .

      Like Brandon. My mind’s eye flooded with memories of calling security on him. He’d tried to wrestle me down, asking me if I liked it— that I was a whore and a piece of shit.

      “He’s the one that’s a piece of shit. Good riddance.” Two burly ex-military guys had burst into the room when I managed to hit the button on the floor. They carried him out, naked and screaming like a lunatic. Brandon fucking deserved it! Who hits women in the face? But that doesn’t mean it’s not my fault for ignoring my gut.

      Thus, the crux of the matter. Brandon was a dick, but I chose not to listen to myself. At least I wasn’t really invested. After signing the contract, it was painfully clear he only cared about getting himself off— emphasis on the ‘pain’.

      ‘Me: Congrats! How’d things go at the storage place?’

      Shaking my head as I sent my text, I set my phone on the counter to pop open my bottle of wine. A soft knock sounded from the front door, and I grabbed two glasses hanging under my top cabinets. I cracked open the barrier smiled broadly, as I let Hannah in.

      Hannah wore pajamas and slippers.

      “Man, I wish I thought of getting into my PJs. I got distracted.”

      She giggled a little, flipping her long, blonde hair over her shoulder.

      “It’s one of those days, isn’t it?” I shut and locked the door behind us.

      “Oh, my God— you have no idea, Riley. Okay, so. . . you know how I’ve been suspecting this guy of stealing tips?”

      Nodding firmly, I poured us both a glass of wine before grabbing the bottle and heading into the living room.

      “I finally caught his ass. He started talkin’ shit about how he was having such a rough time, and all this bullshit, but I finally had an excuse to fire him.”

      “Juicy. What happened? Was this before you opened?” Sitting on the sofa, I curled my legs under me I sipped my wine, regretting that I hadn’t changed into something more comfortable. Wiggling my feet out of my sneakers, I sat back against the arm rest as

      She nodded, dropping heavily onto the cushion opposite me. Then she took a huge gulp of her wine. “Yeah. So, basically, I thought for a couple months now that things weren’t adding up, but today I finally caught him stealing. He started crying about how he needed this job, and this and that, and he was gonna pay it back. Blah. . . blah. . . blah. Shit like that. I fired him on the spot, and I’m debating trying to figure out how much he stole over the past few months and whether or not to take him to court over it. I’m pretty sure it’s a lot.”

      My brows rose and I hummed over the rim of my glass.

      Hannah rolled her baby blues as she leaned in, her smug excitement palpable in the air.

      I was more than happy to listen to her go on and on about this guy, whoever he was. It’s nice not to be stuck thinking about Brandon or my parents. I could always count on Hannah to talk and talk, and talk—and talk.
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      ‘Riley: Sorry it took so long to get back to you. I had my neighbor over for wine and gossip. I fell asleep on the couch.’

      Stuffing my head into a fresh shirt, I dropped my phone onto my bed to cover my arms and pull the fabric under my breasts. Gazing at myself in the full-length mirror on the back of my closet door, I smoothed my shirt down my sides under deeply knit brows. I’d always had a tiny waist, so my legs and boobs looked bigger than they really were because of it. Cupping my B-cup breasts, I arched a little as I fought a frown.

      “It’s wrong to say ‘tiny’. . . I’ve never been below a size 8,” my mumble swept through the room to crawl up my back, and I reached down to rub my thighs outside my jeans. Of all the things I wished I could change about my body in high school, my legs were at the bottom of the list. Flexing my toes in my heeled boots, satisfaction bloomed in my chest as I inhaled deeply. Reaching to pull my hair into a loose bun, my lips quirked in a smile at my own reflection. Talk about vanity.

      My phone chimed shrilly, and I snapped a hair tie around my mess of locks to snatch the device off my duvet. Excitement popped against my ribs, the light, airy feeling of a good day straightening my shoulders and bumping up my mood. I read his reply.

      ‘That’s okay. I’m on my way to the storage facility. Whoo...’

      Pursing my lips thinly, I rocked back on my heels slightly and gnawed my bottom lip. I had to work. I had no choice but to get something done today. Falling even more behind than I already was would make it that much harder to catch up. But—I really wanted to see Reece.

      We were meeting up tomorrow night, but that wasn’t close enough. A groan of frustration bubbled up from deep in me, and I typed back a quick, simple text. Reece didn’t seem enthusiastic to go to the storage facility, but there wasn’t much I could do.

      “Damn jobs and damn adulting and— ugh!” Grumbling to myself, I left my bedroom and shut the door behind me gently. My apartment was a two-bedroom that I could barely afford this time of year, but I loved the layout and the area. Shouldering my way into my office, I inhaled deeply as I gazed at my computer. “How hard is it to coordinate promotional material, anyway?”

      To be fair, I wrote romance fiction, blogs, and articles to make up for the slow season, but there was always so much to do and not enough time to do it. I was always trying to get ahead, but my running got me nowhere. During the spring, business would boom, but I always had to be careful— and I hated it. Working a regular job wasn’t what I wanted for myself.

      Working a job at all wasn’t what I wanted for myself.

      “Especially retail. Screw retail.” At the very least, I didn’t have to work three jobs at three different physical locations to support myself. I didn’t have to coordinate my schedules to best drive myself into the ground. I didn’t have to worry about being fired for being late, having to leave early or missing a day entirely.

      Breaking me from my thoughts, my phone vibrated insistently in my hand, and I blinked hard. Surprise twitched my brows, but a frown dragged down my mouth. My mom’s name flashed on the screen, sending an itch through my hand to turn down the call. She was persistent, though. And she never had anything good to say.

      “Hey, Mom. I’m about to get ready for work. What’s up?” The line crackled ominously, and I walked over to my computer to turn on the multiple monitors one by one. “Mom?”

      “Riley!”

      Her shrill excitement rattled my teeth, and I closed my eyes as a shiver of foreboding raced down my spine.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you had a boyfriend?”

      Pausing at this, my jaw dropped. My mouth dried as expectant silence rang in my ear, and I opened and closed my mouth a few times. “W-what? I don’t have a boyfriend, Mom. That’s stupid. Who told you that?” Seating myself heavily in my chair, I swished back and forth, as I reached to pinch the bridge of my nose. “Do I even want to know the answer to that?”

      “I got a message this morning from him— that he was your boyfriend, and he wanted to introduce himself. I’m so glad you’re over the disgusting phase. It was worse than your goth phase, Riley. Honestly, you took things too far. It’s good you learned your lesson.”

      Her super vague reply bristled the hairs on the back of my neck.

      Then my mom’s tone went from exciting to chiding before I could even blink. “If you ask me, I think you’re blowing this whole thing out of proportion. You can’t be with every creep in the city and decide to take a little thing way over the top. He seems great in our conversations. It’d be stupid of you to ruin it. Have you ever heard of compromise? I think it’s a little fast to get into a relationship, myself. You’re not gonna call the cops on this guy too, if he looks at you wrong, are you, Riley?”

      “. . . What the fuck, Mom?” Disbelief softened my tone, and the line crackled from the wind or something to snap against my cheek painfully. “Are you seriously telling me I should just let a guy hit me in the face?”

      “What! No! I’m saying that when you hang around a crowd like that, you’re just asking for trouble, that’s all. You can’t decide to move the line whenever you feel like it, Riley. I’m seriously telling you that you should hang out with better people, or that’s what happens.”

      My heart lurched into my throat as my stomach roiled, and goosebumps pocked my whole body under my clothes.

      “It’s not like you don’t like it, either. You said it yourself, Riley, that y—”

      I hung up the phone before my mom could say anything more. What the fuck was there to say? My brain couldn’t even wrap around what words she already forced into my ears. Almost immediately, my phone started to vibrate against my cheek, and I jumped with a harsh gasp. Underneath me, my chair rattled as the room started to cave in on me, and I tapped around on the screen to block my mom’s number hastily.

      My mom wasn’t that traditional or strict, but on what fucking planet. . .?

      “I shouldn’t have picked up the phone.” Once again, I’d ignored my gut and gotten burned— bad. Knowing my mom really had nothing to say, she just wanted to talk at me, I should’ve ignored her call. I stupidly thought that whatever she had to say wasn’t as bad as being pestered by her for however long she tried to call me. “Maybe she’s right, and I do deserve it.”

      Maybe, I am the problem. My mouth dried at that thought, and I stared at my phone screen as it went black. Maybe, my mom was right, and it was my standards that were skewed. Maybe, I should expect to get abused because of my fetish.

      Being tied up. . . the next logical step after that would be to get violent, right? To get rough. To be violated and physically degraded. Maybe, I just freaked out with Brandon because it was so sudden and expected. What if I do deserve it because of my deviancy? You can’t like fire and not get burned at least a few times. I can’t like being bound and expect men to be gentle.

      Closing my eyes, my cheek twisted with the phantom prickling of Brandon’s palm— of his hands wrapping around my neck and squeezing. The way he pinned me to the floor and twisted my arm back. Calling me a nasty whore— maybe, he was right.

      My phone gave a shrill ping, and the ringing in my ears suddenly quieted as Reece’s text popped up on the screen.

      ‘I’m just going to inspect it to make sure nothings broken. If you’re free after, we can meet up?’

      Pursing my lips thinly, I licked my lips heavily as heaviness lowered my lids, I typed. ‘I’m not free no’
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      I glanced at my watch impatiently, shuffling from foot to foot as my narrowed gaze shifted to my phone. Riley was supposed to be at Black Cat 45 minutes ago, and she hadn’t returned any of my texts all day. Unlocking my phone to tap the call button under her contact, I clenched and released my free hand into a fist as worry turned my blood to sludge.

      “Hello?” Her voice was rough, hoarse, like she’d been crying.

      My brows knit in concern. “Where are you, Riley?” My mouth dried when she choked a little into the receiver, and I reached to rake my hand through my hair in agitation. “Tell me where you are, sweetheart.”

      “Just. . . stop.” She hung up on me, and disbelief rose my brows to my hairline as I stared, wide eyed, at my phone. Tapping around my contacts, I shot Jerry a quick text to find Riley— his ass was probably part of his computer chair by now. The perks of working for one of the most powerful men in the world meant accessing the best resources, and Jerry was the best computer nerd in the world.

      Obviously, Riley wasn’t at Black Cat. I glanced up at the sign briefly before turning on my heel and heading down the street. I knew she was having a rough time of it lately, but why would she pull away from me? Did she talk to her mother? I’d never met the bitch, but she was clearly not someone that approved of her kid’s lifestyle and proved it. Did her old dom see her out and threaten or intimidate her?

      What if she just had a really crap day or lost a contract or something? What did ‘I’m a writer’ even mean? Did Riley write fiction books, or was she a blogger, or did she make slogans?

      Turning the corner, I rubbed my jaw and around my neck as the hairs against my nape bristled at all the questions racing through my head. My phone pinged, the screen lighting up, and my eyes narrowed under tightly knit brows as I read the address Jerry sent back to me.

      That’s around where I dropped her off, which means she’s home. Honestly, I couldn’t say if that was a bad thing or not. Jogging the rest of the way to the small parking lot, I fished my keys out of my jeans’ pocket. My heart beat hard and fast, pumping adrenaline through my system as her tone echoed against my skull.

      The drive to Riley’s apartment complex was a blur of lights and angry honks of taxis, and I squeezed up in front to turn my car off. Blood drummed in my ears, and I paused climbing out of my car to grab the gun in my glove compartment. If Riley did see Brandon, he could’ve followed her home, and she could’ve answered the phone under duress.

      “She’s got me wild,” muttering to myself as I left my car, I glanced at my phone to make sure this was the right address. Jerry was quick and his info led me to the third floor. The elevator didn’t work, forcing me to take two stairs at a time, but it helped ease some of the tension in me.

      Knocking gently on Riley’s apartment door, I leaned heavily on the door frame to close my eyes and listen. Not a peep struggled through the thin barrier, and I reached up to knock again. My chest tightened as the seconds ticked by until a soft snitch of a lock sliding out of place slammed into me.

      Red-rimmed, teary eyes met mine over the chain lock on her door.

      I gave her a small smile as I rested my head on the door frame.

      Riley’s face was pale but for her eyes, rough from wiping away her tears without tissues.

      My fingers itched to grab her, my arms aching to hold her to my chest and peel her messy, frizzy hair from her gaunt cheeks. “Hey, Riley. I was worried for you, baby.”

      Huge, heavy tears dripped off her eyelashes at my coo, and some red tinged around her mouth and ears when she gulped.

      Ice lodged in my chest as I had to physically stop myself from reaching between the door. “Can I come in?”

      “How’d you know where I live?”

      Her croak assaulted my ears and made my teeth chatter, and I licked my lips heavily. Crap. I haven’t thought this far ahead yet. “I’m into some really illegal stuff and tracked your phone. This is about you, Riley. Don’t change the subject.”

      The distress on her face just got more intense at my insistence before she slowly shut the door.

      For a second, I debated forcing my way in until she released the chain lock. I was so stiff with worry, and my elbow cracked when I reached to cover my frown.

      “You can come in.”

      Clearing my throat, I pushed myself off the frame to step through the threshold.

      Riley hugged herself as she shivered under her pajama shorts and half-shirt, her eyes cast downward. “I’m sorry. I’m just—not feeling it right now.”

      “That’s totally okay, baby. You sounded like shit, and I’m not gonna lie— I panicked.” Truth rang in my tone. “What happened?”

      This explanation seemed to help Riley as she heaved a shuddering sigh. “I answered my mom’s call.”

      A fucked up sense of relief washed over me like a bucket of cold water, dropping my shoulders from my ears. Exhaling a heavy breath, I reached for Riley’s wrists, prying them from her body to hold her hands. Closing the small distance between us, my heart thundered harder when she squeezed her eyes shut and scrunched up her heart-shaped face. “Riley. . . there’s no shame in being upset that your mom doesn’t accept you. She’s your mom, and no matter what anyone says, people’s opinions of you matter. Stranger’s opinions matter less, and friends, a little bit more. Your parents’ matter a lot. Everything someone says to you will impact you, whether it makes you angry or sad or happy.” I rubbed the backs of her smooth hands with my thumbs, and her shivering started to get violently noticeable.

      Riley trembled as if she was holding an earthquake at bay.

      My chest tightened, and my heart ached for her, but. . . What could I say? Fuck your mom, don’t listen to her. She’s a bitch.

      That wouldn’t do anything.

      “It’s hard, isn’t it?” I asked. “To be a person you can be comfortable with and also be someone your parents are proud of when your perceptions are so different.” I reached to cup her quivering chin, but Riley refused to open her eyes for me. Which was fine. She didn’t resist as I lifted her red, raw face up. She was open to me even if her eyes weren’t. “Who do you want to be, Riley, and why? Having a clear picture of yourself is more important than what anyone says.”

      Somehow, by the grace of God, Riley managed not to burst into tears even as she sniffled viciously. Her stiff fingers flexed in mine.

      I cupped her cheek with my free hand to wipe away the tears leaking down her face.

      Shuffling closer to me, her breasts pressed against my chest as she tucked her face in my chest. “I-I don’t even enjoy writing anymore. I don’t know. . .” Riley hiccupped faintly, her curvaceous body trying so hard to melt into mine. “It’s so stressful— and money is awful, and— and I never had a passion for it, but now—I’m starting to hate it.”

      Her lips were hot and chapped against my skin, and I wrapped my arm around her to squeeze. “That’s a great place to start, baby.” I remembered what it was like not to have support from my mom. She was just too worn down by the pressure of her family to add my future to her long list of stressful shit to think about. While she never actively discouraged me, she never really took interest in me, either. “Acknowledging your troubles is the first step to fixing them.”

      “How do I do that? Where do I even start?”

      My lips thinned at the lost tone that swept under my collar. Riley’s shuddering exhale scorched a path down my chest and threatened to set my shirt on fire. “Let’s start at Black Cat.” I’d reserved a slightly more expensive room, with a shower and a few other expensive, little amenities.

      Pulling back slightly to finally meet my eyes, Riley’s glistened even as she reached to wipe her nose with the shoulder of her shirt. Nodding a little, her face drawn, red and rough for all the wrong reasons, she stepped out of my hold to rub her face.
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      “You’re much more relaxed than you were when we got here.”

      Reece’s smooth, deep timbre seeped into my skin like a really expensive lotion, but all I could do was gasp. Goosebumps blanketed my body.

      “Are you relaxed, Riley?”

      “Y-yeah…” The coarse hairs on his knuckles tickled my jaw when he grabbed my face gingerly, and the strain of ropes creaked loudly above the blood drumming in my ears. “I am…yes.”

      “Good. I don’t want you to be uncomfortable. Are you uncomfortable, Riley?”

      “N-no. I’m not, no.” I panted faintly as Reece dragged his finger down my jaw before releasing me. My brain was drowning in massive doses of rosy chemicals— all those good emotions that usually only swamped me after sex. When I was exhausted and sweaty and spent, that fuzziness that made it hard to open my eyes and move my limbs.

      Only this time, it was entirely manufactured. I hadn’t had sex. I couldn’t see anything because of the mask. I was bound, unable to even clench my fists beyond a slight curl of my fingers.

      When Reece wasn’t touching me, all I could feel was rope. Hanging from a mast off the ceiling of Black Cat, I could picture myself in the deep darkness behind the blindfold. Reece had taken his time binding my left ankle up under my ass— the rope knotting beautiful and straight to hide the crease between my thigh and calf. The blindfold itself was tied to the rope, craning my neck and forcing my head back.

      Rope even bound my hair, tugging the strands until they nearly reached my foot curling sharply against my back. If I could wiggle my toes, I’d feel them brushing between my shoulder blades.

      The physical act of Reece so gingerly and precisely tying me up sent me skyward harder and faster than I’d ever experienced. Our previous two times together couldn’t even compare. He tightened the ropes so gently, so carefully, making his way from my hair down every inch of me. Slowly, I lost the use of my arms, and then one leg at time. He’d looped my fingers so I could barely curl them around my elbows behind my back.

      I wasn’t even sure what direction I was hanging, but I could feel the pull on my left leg. Just there, horizontal in the air, still and quiet.

      “I’m going to take your picture, Riley. I want you to see what I see right now.”

      Reece’s words droned unintelligibly in my ears, and I gulped harshly as my abdomen clenched. He walked around me with deliberate, loud steps, and my heart beat harder in the silence. The cold air slithered between my parted folds, rolling up my spine between expert knots and ties. Delicious shivers danced between my spine and the knots, playful and free.

      “Tying you up, being tied up. . . it’s so liberating, isn’t it? The simple act of tying a rope around you binds your body, but it frees your mind. You don’t have to worry about anything…breathing, standing, holding your head up or trying not to make a face. All you can do is look inward as your soul blossoms, unrestricted of the restraints of expectation.” Speaking softly, monotone, Reece’s voice beckoned me deeper into the mist, he brushed my mouth and chin. “Tell me exactly what you’re thinking, Riley.”

      The fine hairs on my cheek stood up from the warmth of his breath. “Th— there’s nothing—nothing there,” my murmur of a voice rang overly loud in the otherwise quiet room. Reece caressed down my neck. A tremor raked down my spine, shuddering my sternum and curling my toes as I sucked in a sharp breath. His fingers slipped under the loops and blood drummed in my ears.

      “Think harder, baby. What’s hiding in that brain of yours? Deep, deep down, where you buried it because no one wanted to hear about it, when you gave up because no one cared when you talked about it. What dream did you dream until it was beaten into insignificance? What slightly outlandish passion did you shield from being extinguished completely by all those people that threw sand on the flames?” His tone never wavered, it remained soft and sure.

      I blinked hard against the blindfold. Not even the slightest hint of light breached the fabric, the tug of my hair against my scalp threatening to pop my head open like I was a cartoon character.

      When I was a kid, all I ever wanted to be when I grew up was a professional princess at one of those RenFaires. The dresses, the speech and the romanticized beauty of it all seemed so wonderful to a six-year-old. Every six-year-old wants to be a princess, though. I grew out of it, but that kind of stuff is still really cool.

      When I was thirteen, I discovered singing when I was forced to join the choir at school. I wanted to take extra lessons, and my choir teacher had taught me how to play the piano. She’d said once that I picked up the piano very quickly, even though I ‘wasn’t some prodigy’…that I had talent. After two years and changing schools, I had enough confidence to sign up for the school talent show at age fifteen.

      And then, my mom heard about it. It’ll take more effort than it’s worth. So many average people think they can make it, so what makes you special? If you ask me, it’s only going to be a struggle, and you won’t ever make money on it. Weeks before the show, my mom sat me down and told me—I wasn’t special. I shouldn’t go on that stage because it wouldn’t help me. I had to start thinking about college, and maybe finding a part time job. Fantasizing about being the one who got lucky and ended up on American Idol wasn’t practical and wouldn’t pay the bills.

      Have you ever heard any of those sob stories where they’re not struggling, Riley? Some of those people are legitimately homeless! Do you really want to deal with that?

      But the truth was…my mom was the one that didn’t want to be embarrassed by having a ‘loser’ kid chasing her dream. I wasn’t Beyoncé, for sure, but— When did my mom ever support me in anything? When did my mom even pretend to acknowledge anything I wanted to try? Nothing was good enough. Everything was too hard. No one was going to listen to me, anyway. I shouldn’t even bother because I’d put in all that effort and it’d end in failure.

      Deciding not to go to college was wrong, but my choices of college were also wrong. Redding, Connecticut was the best place to live even though it was New England’s version of a redneck shit hole. My sexual ‘deviancy’ was an open invitation to get beat up, raped, and dumped in a dirty alley, and it was my fault, so my mom wouldn’t have to feel bad.

      My mom never wanted to feel bad. She never wanted to look bad. It was like she wanted a dog she could dress up the way she wanted, not a daughter with aspirations, dreams and desires.

      That’s right…my mom sees me as an accessory. When things were going well, she’d brag about me to all her stupid Redding friends over their gross, extra-specially made coffees. When things weren’t going well, my mom hid me and ignored me, like I was a bracelet being repaired at the cleaners. Her friends would ask about me maybe, but she’d laugh, wave her hand and say. . . Riley? She’s fine. Anyway. . .

      ‘Every one thing someone says will affect you.’ That was Reece trying to politely explain how I had to stop letting my mom’s negativity fuck with me. If my mom were a friend, I would’ve cut her off without warning. Just because she was my mom didn’t mean I was obligated to let myself get dragged down by her shit.

      And it’s not even like it’s ever been any different! Scoffing lightly at my own, shrill, inner voice, I clenched my teeth hard to grind them together. I should’ve moved to New York City and ignored my mom. I thought about it. I considered what might happen. My mom didn’t know where I fucking lived because she didn’t care! The only reason she would care is if I was super rich, lived in a penthouse and bought 600 dollar bottles of wine every single night, tipping male strippers with gold bars!

      “Because she’d get something out of it—if she can’t use me to prop herself up, I don’t exist.” The only reason my mom ever talked to me was to belittle my choices and try to convince me to go back to Redding. She wanted me close, where she could monitor me and twist everything to suit her image. If I went back to Redding, I’d be miserable, but that didn’t matter as long as I smiled pretty. Maybe, I’d find a rich man with six houses that only came to Connecticut every 7th winter on a full moon. My mom could gush about how perfect we were, even though he was a wimp in bed and we never said more than five words to each other in any given conversation.

      But— hey, at least my mom could crow about it.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking, Riley.”

      Blood rushed to my face as my heart thundered, my faint euphoria long since morphing into rage and bitterness. My jaw popped in protest when I opened my mouth. Expectancy settled heavily on me, hanging here, completely immobile but for my mind racing. The ropes creaked slightly as my huge inhale made me swing ever so slightly, and my tightly folded knee threatened to pop its socket when I tensed.

      And…I screamed.
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      A soft knock sounded on the door, and I glanced through the peep hole to find Brighton’s ugly ass mug on the other side. I appreciated his concern, but we’d known each other for almost eight years. Granted, if someone screamed like this for 10 minutes straight, I’d be concerned about my business across the walls, too.

      Cracking open the barrier, I sized Brighton up; he was a typical short, Italian dude with rings, the accent and everything. He simply arched a brow quizzically, gesturing me out, and my cheek twitched in irritation.

      If Riley did realize I’d stepped out, it probably wouldn’t happen for a while. Glancing over my shoulder, I pursed my lips thinly at the sight of her. Honest to God, my own work impressed me. It’d taken me an hour and change, but it’d been worth it. Riley was so fucking sexy with her thick thighs straining between the rope coils. Rosy and dripping with sweat, she made my mouth water, and all I wanted to do was eat her like she was a perfectly cooked roast.

      Or like, the pork briskets curing in the grocery store by my apartment.

      Shaking my head as Riley’s hoarse screeching muffled slightly, I cleared my throat roughly.

      Brighton crossed his muscular arms over his broad chest, his chest hairs curling out the top of his shirt.

      Can’t get much more Italian than this right here.

      “So-o. . . what do you want, Brighton? Or are you just gonna stand there and stare at me like I pissed in your cereal?” Rocking back on my heels, I stuffed my hands in my pockets to cock my head. “I don’t think we’ll be much longer. Plus, we got dinner reservations for 8:30.”

      “Look, Reece— I know she got the shit smacked out of her, and she needs to let it out, but you should’ve gotten a soundproof room.”

      My eyes narrowed on him, and I fished out my cell phone as I stared down my nose at Brighton. I liked the guy, but he should’ve known better than to interrupt me over a fucking noise complaint. “I expected to fuck her when I booked, not walk through her crisis, Brighton. From now on, I’ll remember to get the soundproof room. We’re almost done. Speaking of done. . .” Trailing off, I glanced down at my phone as I huffed an inhale. “You do what I asked?”

      “Brandon hasn’t been back. I don’t know what you expect, Reece, but he probably won’t come back after we threw his ass out in the snow naked.”

      Nah, guys like him are annoyingly persistent. Rolling my eyes, I turned to reenter my room.

      Riley was panting and whimpering. So faintly, a tiny, yellow-green mark marred her jaw, the sickly color amplified by the sweat dripping off her. My lip twitched in a snarl, and I slid my phone back into my pocket to walk over to the mini fridge. “You want some water, Riley?”

      My coo earned me a rasping ‘yes’, and Riley jostled slightly at the sudden sound of my voice.

      Grabbing a water bottle from the fridge, I twisted the cap and took a few gulps myself. Watching her scream like that ‒ like she was dying ‒ these disgusting, gut-wrenching, brutally pathetic shrieks…it was enough to make anyone feel the pain. Her breath hitched when I pressed the bottle to her cheek, lips puckering slightly as I guided the opening to them. “Slowly, baby, slowly.”

      But Riley wasn’t slow, and water sloshed out of the bottle to trail down her neck and breasts. Her nipples hardened from the cold, but no goosebumps pocked her skin.

      Cooing softly, I just let her drink.

      She drained the bottle in record time before panting and coughing harshly.

      “More?” I tossed the bottle carelessly, reaching up to grab the pull cord hanging from the ceiling.

      Riley’s lips moved, but no sound came out.

      The chain resisted when I yanked, and I grunted with the effort as cold water rained down from sprinklers. Her body jerked from the sudden, frigid drops pelting her skin and soaking her hair. My gaze slid from her jostling, shivering body to the clock on the wall, and I fought back a frown.

      Thankfully, it didn’t take nearly as much time to untie Riley as it did to hang her up in the first place. Her chattering teeth and light whimpers filled the room, and I left one ripcord for the electrical box hanging nearby. Black Cat had all sorts of fun shit to play with, and I wasn’t gonna lie… I was a little disappointed that things had gone the way they did.

      Mechanical whirring buzzed in my ears as Riley lowered, the drain in the floor gurgling loudly before she even reached the tiles. Flicking open a boxcutter, I started sawing away at the ropes that bound her. Even while I was tying her, I was hoping to get lucky, but this probably worked out better for me, anyway.

      The very last thing I wanted was Riley thinking I only cared about sex with her. If I had to be by her side, comfort her through her bullshit, I would— because to her, it wasn’t bullshit. Her mother was a cunt, and she’d never once mentioned her dad. She had a brother, but he was a drug addict loser as of 3 years ago, the last time she’d seen him. In passing, she’d mentioned how he just disappeared from her life, and no one talked about her brother.

      Which really fell in line with what I assumed about her mother. The bitch.

      Riley’s limbs unraveled to flop against the floor.

      My brows in surprise when she seemed to have the strength to hold herself on her arms. She panted wildly through flared nostrils, and I started untangling her hair to pull off her blindfold.

      Her big, brown eyes were glossy under heavy lids, wandering until they found mine, and she blinked sluggishly. “Ugh…”

      I had my own change of clothes, so I didn’t hesitate to wrap my arms around her and pick her up.

      “That was— that was. . .”

      “I know, Riley. Don’t rush.” Setting her on the bed pushed up against the corner, I grabbed the towel I’d set out and plopped it on her head.

      Her shivering intensified, and she wrapped her arms around herself.

      “We should just make it to dinner. I booked us a table at Le Travoletta. They’re pretty upscale, but the food is great, and they don’t get skimpy about the portion.”

      “Oh.” She sniffled hard as the fog in her eyes started to clear. “Thank you.”

      My lips quirked up at her dazed reply. “You’re very welcome.” Gently drying her cheeks and down her neck, warmth suffused my chest at the genuine gratitude in her tone. No woman deserved to get hit, let alone being told it was her fault. The fact that her mother probably doubled down had only made it worse. I’d gone into Riley’s phone to make sure she’d blocked her mother like she said she had, and I was proud of her for finally sticking to her immediate, gut instinct.

      “I feel a lot better.” Riley cleared her throat of its roughness. “I know this— it didn’t go how you expected, but—”

      My smile widened as I worked the fluffy, white towel around her shoulders. “Why do you do that?” Cutting her off, I reached to grab a second towel and start drying her legs.

      Riley tensed as her gaze laid heavily on my crown.

      “You don’t have to ever apologize for needing anything. Yeah, I booked this room because I wanted to fuck you, but you know what’s more important than draining my balls? You, Riley.”

      When I glanced up, she was getting all watery eyed again.

      My heart throbbed painfully as I covered her thighs with the towel. Reaching to cup her round face in both my hands, I knew my smile strained as her jaw ticked wildly under my palms. “You are important, Riley. What you want is important. What you need is important. You shouldn’t feel guilty for putting yourself first, especially when the alternative is sex.” Today was just down the shitter all around, and I tapped her chin with my thumb as it wobbled dangerously. “Besides, I can always jerk off to your pictures. I’m no professional, but I think I worked it well.”

      Blubbering a laugh, Riley inhaled a deep breath.

      I smirked as I dried her legs and feet.

      She flopped back onto the bed with a groan, but the atmosphere was lighter, now.

      I couldn’t resist tickling her feet a little, the soft soles twitching and her toes spreading as her giggle caressed even the deepest crevices of my brain.

      “Why are you so good to me, huh?” she asked.

      My brows knitted at the rhetorical question, or was Riley really expecting an answer? Why was I so good to her? That’s easy. “Because I want you to like me— duh. I don’t screw around with my relationships, you know. Plus, you owe me. I got you donuts you didn’t even ask for. I’m an entitled, rich white guy that expects to fuck when I so much as glance in your general direction.”

      She laughed again.

      Such a pretty, light laugh that I could seriously get used to. I stood up to start unbuttoning my shirt.

      Riley’s expression was really pure. She didn’t necessarily look happy, but there was this peacefulness about her that radiated from her pores like a furnace on high.

      “Seriously, though, Riley. I figured you can’t do that if you think I’m only doing this out of pity. I’m not. I’m doing it because I wanna fuck you on a regular basis.”

      “Did you treat your last sub like this?”

      Walking around the bed to jostle open Riley’s gym bag, I grunted lowly as Sarah’s fuzzy image blossomed in my mind’s eye. She and I weren’t really compatible, but a blowjob was a blowjob, so…“No. I don’t treat anyone like this.”

      Her eyes widened at my admission.

      I arched a brow quizzically.

      Slowly sitting up, Riley reached to rub her hair.

      Pure affection wiggled between my ribs. Taking out her dress, I grabbed my own clothes that I’d thrown in her bag with a small smile tilting my lips.
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      “What’s up, Vanessa? I’m in the middle of dinner.” Vanessa rarely called me; most of her communication was via text or email. Leaning back in the booth to frown, I hung my arm over Riley’s shoulders as a slight ruffling tickled my ear.

      “You got a job request, and I’m not sure what to do.”

      My brows rose high in surprise and I almost choked on my own spit at that. Sliding out of the booth, I ignored Riley’s curious glance as I strode for the patio doors. “What job?” My jobs ranged from grabbing people to cleaning up messes and everything in between. I was a handyman, good for anything and willing to do anything for the proper price. There wasn’t a job I wouldn’t do, as my main client was Carlyle Santino and I trusted him not to fuck up my security.

      “One of the requests pinged a contact in your phone, so Jerry took it down and sent it to me. I double checked, so I thought you’d want to know about it. Someone took a hit out on your girlfriend.”

      My vision blurred briefly as I tensed, and Vanessa went quiet as my brain tried to figure out that last part. Disbelief raged in my chest, and I cleared my throat roughly to stop it closing altogether. “What the fuck did you just say?” Growling menacingly, I automatically glanced over my shoulder to watch Riley pick at her pasta. “Who requested it?”

      “I don’t know, yet. We haven’t gotten to that stage. Did you want me to assign you the job?”

      I scoffed roughly at the question.

      Vanessa rustled through the phone as she switched ears. “The person wants proof sent to a burner. Do you want me to keep an eye on it— see if it comes online?”

      “Yeah. Send the confirmation. Find out who the fuck did this. And, Vanessa—” Inhaling deeply, I flopped my head back and exhaled slowly in a futile attempt to calm down. The frigid air stung my lungs, but I was raging too hot. “I have a feeling Brighton at Black Cat can help. He still owes me, so if he gets slimy, tell him we’ll be even.”

      “Ok.”

      I hung up, covering my mouth to hide my snarl as I started to pace furiously. All requests were pending until approved, but if that dick of a man found our dark site, he probably made the request on others, too. Frankly, I was pretty well-known, but it wasn’t like some idiot with a gun would look too hard into a job.

      Most guys would do some PI work to cover their asses, at the very least, but not all. Money was money was money.

      “Shit— why now?” Anxiety zinged down my spine to stiffen my legs, and I paused at my own grumble. “The guy hasn’t even tried to get back into Black Cat. . .”

      Beating a woman despite knowing it’s against the rules means he’s confident that he can scare her into keeping quiet. But that was almost all I knew of the situation, which meant I had to ask Riley about it. Even not showing up, I didn’t know if that was out of the ordinary for this guy. Maybe, he was a once-a-weeker like Riley, or he was just going because his friends were, and they got bored when he got banned.

      “Damn.” I headed back inside, rolling my shoulders to stop them from looking so stiff. Glancing through the restaurant, my eyes narrowed into slits. Slowly walking the short distance back to our booth, I sat down and propped my elbow on the table to hold my chin on my fist.

      Riley paused her eating with her fork buried deep in her bowl.

      My mouth dried as I raked my brain for something to say. “Tell me everything you know about your last dom— the guy that hit you.”

      “Brandon? I mean, that’s all I really know about him— his name. The police didn’t care about getting his information from Black Cat. They threw him out, yeah, but once I was in the back room, they let him back in to get his stuff, and that’s when the cops talked to him. I haven’t seen him since. I don’t know if he was a member or anything, but I imagine Black Cat knows that stuff.”

      I drummed my fingers against my thigh as she spoke, and frustration bubbled n my veins.

      “Why?”

      “Forget official information, what about your impressions of him? What did you think about his attitude?”

      Her quizzical expression deepened, tinged with concern that wrinkled between her brows.

      Grabbing her hand under the table, I squeezed insistently before she tensed. “Please just tell me, Riley.”

      “Um— uh– I don’t know. He was okay at first, a bit of an asshole, but I thought that was just nerves because he was new. He wanted to jump into a contract. We didn’t even do much first. Um. . .” She looked mightily uncomfortable, and I tangled our fingers with an encouraging nod. Licking her lips, Riley tilted her head down in shame, but her eyes didn’t leave mine. “It wasn’t pleasant at all, but I chalked it up to nerves. After the fourth time, I told him I was cancelling the contract— that we weren’t compatible, and he should find someone else. That’s when he attacked me. He—he grabbed my hair, told me I was ‘his’ and that I wasn’t allowed to cancel the contract because he was in charge.” Inhaling a shuddering breath through trembling lips, Riley reached to touch her face where Brandon had hit her.

      I struggled not to lose my shit over what she was saying— the story wasn’t over yet. There was plenty of time to freak the fuck out when she wasn’t right next to me.

      “I yelled at him to let me go, but that’s when he hit me. He said to shut up and only talk when he said, that I was garbage and other awful names. He p-pushed me onto the bed, got on top of me, said I was disgusting and liked it, but—” Her voice caught, and she tore her eyes off me to stare at the edge of the table. “I managed to hit the emergency button on the floor, and he started screaming that I didn’t have the right to tell him ‘no’. They dragged him out, and I went to the back while the cops were called. When they left and clearly didn’t believe me, I went to the hospital, but the nurses were all giving me nasty side-eyes, so I didn’t stay. I drove back to Connecticut, but you already know how that turned out. And…that’s the story.”

      “Hey. . .” Reaching to cup her hot face, I forced aside my anger as Riley’s shoulders shivered with her efforts not to cry. That’s way more than just getting slapped. “Thank you for telling me, Riley.”

      Gulping harshly, she ducked her head in a dull nod.

      I stroked her cheek with my thumb.

      Hesitantly, her big, brown eyes met mine once again, watery and slightly red, but she hung on. “Why do you want to know?”

      Dread knotted my gut at the question. I knew it was coming, but nothing prepared me for the way my heart absolutely dropped. Pursing my lips thinly, I inhaled through flared nostrils and cleared my throat. This Brandon douchebag was definitely the kind of guy to hold a grudge against women for turning him down. Black Cat didn’t vet normal members, but I’d bet money he had a few police reports under his belt.

      Can I get away with avoiding the answer? Doubt it, but I sure as shit was gonna try. “So if I ever see him again, I can beat him half to death with a clear conscience.” I was going to have to pray to whatever deity was up there that if someone came after her, that person would do some fucking research. This was entirely dependent on whether or not the proposal was issued on another site. I need to text Jerry. He’s a smart nerd. He’d know to flag anything found anywhere, but I have to make sure.

      “I believe you’d do that, but that’s not the reason. But— but you know what? I’m not even gonna ask.”

      My relief must’ve been obvious on my face, and soft, smooth fingers reached to caress my jaw.

      Smiling faintly, Riley scooted a little closer. “I don’t want to know right now.”

      “Good. Okay. I appreciate that, Riley. I’d rather not fuck up this day worse than it probably started for you. It’s honestly not that big a deal. . .”

      Her brows twitched in disbelief.

      I shook my head. “I’m gonna shut up, now.”
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      You’re not gonna come in? That question still floated through my head every waking second. After our date, Reece took me home, kissed my cheek, and promised to text me, so I knew he was home safe. Even though it was days ago, my cheek still tingled, and a perpetual smile stretched my lips.

      Dear, Riley, blah, blah, blah. . . I appreciate you contacting me about your emergency. Yada, yada—corporate blabber. I hope your problems resolve. . . My smile widened as I sat back in my computer chair, hugging my head between my elbows to sigh in satisfaction. “Thank God. That’s the last one.”

      My last confirmation that I quit. I fucking quit. And I wasn’t even worried! Why? Because I’m done being jerked around. I had enough in my savings to carry me over while finding a job, and I was determined not to get frantic about it.

      Snatching my phone off my desk, I swiped the screen as warmth crawled up my neck. I hadn’t told Reece about my decision to quit my writing jobs and excitement tingled the tips of my thumbs. Memories played behind my eyelids when I blinked, reeling like a movie that I would never get tired of watching.

      Reece had taken me on a lovely date, and I wanted to see him again, but I didn’t want to seem clingy. He liked straightforward, but doubt clouded my mind. Telling him I wanted to screw around with him was not gonna happen. Even though quitting my jobs felt great, I was still in trouble until I could find employment with pay high enough to sustain my life.

      Vibrations from my phone rippled up my arms and I pursed my lips thinly as my gaze refocused on my phone. Answering the call, I couldn’t help my smile as I lifted the speaker to my ear. “Hey. I was just about to text you. Guess what I did today?” Swishing back and forth, I bit my bottom lip as the wind whistled into my ear through the line. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m gonna kill someone, that’s what I’m gonna do. Damn— fucking— you know what I hate really, really deep down? People that don’t move the fuck out of the way when they get their coffees then stand there and take all the damn time in the world.”

      My smile tenderized as his grumbling beat against my cheek.

      Reece huffed into the receiver before clearing his throat. “What’d you do today? You sound excited.”

      “I quit all my writing jobs. I just got the last confirmation email. I’m officially unemployed.” I practically chirped my excitement and twirled around in my chair as my happiness and relief over my decision expanded my chest. “Are you doin’ anything tonight?”

      “I’m glad you’re happy, Riley. Unfortunately, I have somewhere I have to be tonight, and I won’t be done until late, I don’t think. My boss, Vanessa— she’s a slave driver. She won’t shut the fuck up until I do the job.”

      He was in such a crap mood and I paused in my chair to purse my lips thinly.

      Maybe, my silence in itself was a question, drawing a deep, tired sigh over the line, he said, “Sorry, Riley. I don’t want to take it out on you. It’s so stupid, though. I got put on this job last minute, and no one’s done what they’re supposed to, but they act like it’s my fault that the whole thing is a mess.”

      “No, no….it’s totally okay. Bitch all you want. I’m happy to listen, Reece.” All I knew about Reece’s work was that it paid a lot, and he had worked for the same person his entire adult life. His questioning me at the restaurant about Brandon floated through my mind’s eye…maybe, Brandon’s resume had popped up, and the hiring manager asked if they knew each other?

      “I mean, not to toot my own horn, but I’m pretty damn good at my job, right. I swoop in, make all the problems go away, some idiot gets promoted….all is good. But this is really getting out of hand. As much as I appreciate Vanessa’s faith in me, I really wish she’d fuck off. If she can’t find people that are at least putting effort into it, wanting to learn and advance, then she needs to rehaul her whole operation. I’ve tried to give her some recommendations, but she always hires these fucking idiots.” His tone became gruff again.

      I hoisted myself from my computer chair to head down the short hallway.

      “I work for her because my boss told me to, but Vanessa can honestly choke on a dick. Sometimes, she’s bearable and ever since my mom died, she’s been okay-er than usual, but. . .”

      “She’s the one that asked you to be a guard dog for that guy in December, right?”

      Reece groaned loudly.

      I crossed the carpet onto tile to stand in front of the refrigerator. “You did it, though. Why don’t you just tell her ‘no’?”

      “Because if I tell her ‘no’, she’ll just get someone else to do it, and I need the money. New York City ain’t cheap, baby. It’s not like what Vanessa wants is specialized or anything. All I do is basically research, check that everything’s in line, and press a button. The Network is flooded with people that can do that. I just happen to be first in line for jobs because Vanessa and I work for the same dude.”

      My lips parted in an O.

      Reece cleared his throat of its roughness before the whipping wind suddenly disappeared from the background of the call. “I skirt their weird line between independent contractor and salaried employee. I have a non-compete, which means fuck me if I quit or get fired, but there’s also certain types of jobs I’m allowed to take that don’t come from my boss. My contract is like 11 fucking pages long. It’s longer than my mom’s categorized will.”

      “Does this ‘dude’ hire people often?” The question slipped out of my mouth before I could stop it.

      Reece snorted roughly at this.

      Opening the refrigerator, I cocked my head to hold my phone to my ear with my shoulder. “I’m just sayin’ it’s worth a shot just to ask. I’ve got a ton of marketing experience, and just because I got tired of being my own boss doesn’t mean I won’t like doing it for someone else. That’s what killed me, anyway, the stress and stuff. But if I’m an employee, it’s a lot less stress.”

      “I’ll ask, but I can’t guarantee anything, Riley. I’ve heard rumors that there’s gonna be an expansion, though. But hey, you should really take your time. Quitting is great, but you’ve been through some shit recently. It’s not gonna kill you to take a few days and like, go to a spa or something. “I can recommend a place, if you want. It’s upstate, though.”

      The concern in his tone warmed my cheeks and made my heart skip a beat, and I smiled wide. “That’s really sweet of you, Reece, but I’m just gonna stay home. I have a personal spa thing I bought last year and I can probably convince Hannah to come over when she gets back from work. She’s always down for wine.” Hannah easily drank in a week what took me a month to get through, but I didn’t have her over often. If she did have a problem, I wasn’t going to enable her, of course. . . there was no indication she was an alcoholic, though. “Do you want to text me when you’re done, and you can come over?”

      “Ah…chances are it’ll take me until the early morning, at least. I’ll text you, but I’ll probably end up just heading home and passing out. Night work fucks me up really bad.” The speaker crackled as Reece spoke, “Has your mom tried to contact you at all?”

      I moved my phone to my other ear before reaching to grab a package of bacon and the eggs. “No. Which is great, but also not so great, you know?” A fury of emotions raged war in my chest and I set my armful on the counter to reach into a lower cabinet for a pan. My mouth dried, but I could only get so upset about it at this point. “Honestly, it feels like shit, but that still is better than when she was calling me.”

      “I think the thing that sucks the most is when it ends up see-sawing, Riley. If you think talking to your mom is doing more harm than good, don’t talk to her. Don’t even call her to wish her a happy birthday or whatever. It’s like trying to get back together with a—”

      The fine hairs on my cheek bristled when Reece caught himself, but he was right.

      He sighed in audible frustration. “Sorry. People don’t change, Riley, unless they acknowledge they’re wrong in the first place. And I seriously doubt your mom will ever admit she was wrong.”

      “Yeah. I’m starting to realize that. I don’t want to be that person that cuts her parents out of her life, but…” Trailing off, I sighed softly while my heart ached in my chest from the very notion. “It’s like being an orphan— worse, in some ways.”

      “If you were raped, would your mom be upset?” Reece’s tone darkened.

      My heart nearly stopped at this question as goosebumps washed down my arms.

      “If you were raped and it had nothing to do with Black Cat, would your mom be upset? Or would she somehow connect it to your kink, and blame you for it? What if you were murdered? Can you say in good faith that your mom would not say ‘well, she was asking for it because she likes sex a particular way’? If some random stranger beat you to within an inch of your life, would your mom not tell you it’s your fault? Would she even go to the hospital?”

      My mouth dried at the gravity roughening Reece’s tone, and the silence rang in my ears. I opened my mouth, but nothing came out and a disgusting taste slathered on my tongue. Reece was quiet, not even his breaths reaching through the line as I stared, unfocused, at the grout between the tiles. “No, I don’t think she would.” Which question was I answering? Slowly lowering my phone, I gasped a shuddering breath as the blood drained from my face. It doesn’t matter. The answer for all the questions are the same.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            Reece

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m doing it right now, damnit. What got stuck up your ass today, huh?” Growling into my Bluetooth, I reached to adjust my sight. “I don’t snipe every day, you know. This is complicated shit.”

      Vanessa sighed sharply in my ear. “You knew this was a snipe job, Reece— don’t complain. If you didn’t really want me to call you when I got news about your girlfriend, why’d you demand it?”

      I tensed, pausing with my finger on the trigger to blink hard. My target was coming out of this fucking hotel any second and I grunted before fixing my gaze through the scope.

      When the request stated ‘long-distance’, I didn’t think it meant over 500 yards. Vanessa breathing down my fucking neck didn’t help at all, either. “Call me back in a minute or two.” Reaching to end the call, I inhaled deeply and focused with as much brain capacity as I could manage. I couldn’t let Riley get between me and my target. This was a huge job with a huge paycheck, and I knew I was a little underqualified. “Shit.”

      The rich kid, barely 18, that’d killed several strippers, got drunk and beat up a few homeless people, and had Daddy Dearest pay his bail, so he could flee to Mexico…I hated kids like this. Inhaling deeply through my nose, I watched the side door of the courthouse through slits. Once this dick got into the car waiting for him, it’d be over. There wouldn’t be another chance.

      I was just glad the kid was a legal adult, or I wouldn’t have taken this job even if it was the day before his birthday. Eh, maybe not. He’s got a history. That’s why Daddy wants him gone.

      How fucked up. Honestly, it was a great reversal metaphor somehow. Riley and my conversation about her mom still rang in my ears, and here I was— about to shoot someone’s son dead at his own father’s request. Why? Because Daddy failed as a parent.

      Through the scope, down the long barrel of my rifle, I watched the metal side door swing open. All thought drained from my head as I hooked my finger around the trigger but didn’t touch it. This kid was angry, red, heaving and throwing his arms around. He wore sagging jeans and a Tapp-Out shirt two sizes too large, and a fucking bejeweled hat.

      Inhaling in preparation when he paused to scream at who I assumed was his attorney, I pursed my lips and touched the trigger. The bang that rumbled from the suppressor was lost under all the noise floating up from the city, and it didn’t die before the kid dropped.

      Dead.

      I hadn’t shot him in the head but judging by the amount of blood gushing from his neck, I was sure I’d hit one, if not both, arteries. The panic was too far away, but I took my eye off the scope to exhale slowly.

      Just in that moment, my Bluetooth rang and I reached to tap it before pulling my rifle off the edge of the building. “So, what did Jerry find?” I sat back on my ass to start taking apart my rifle. “Did the request come up anywhere else, or did we get a reply?”

      Vanessa hummed softly as the line rustled loudly. “We got a reply. I replied back that you’d take the job and am waiting on a response. You know how this goes, Reece. Unless they’re familiar with this, it takes a long time. The fee’s pretty low, too. I mean, I certainly wouldn’t kill someone for just ten-thousand dollars. If this is that Brandon guy that beat up your girlfriend, why don’t you just find him yourself?”

      Vanessa’s was a valid question, but my concern wasn’t that Brandon would escape me.

      No, it was that Riley would somehow be implemented if I did kill him, and then realize I was the one who did it. Stepping from beating him up to deliberately searching him out to put a bullet in his brain—who in their right mind was cool with that?

      “Riley was attacked two weeks ago. If Brandon turns up dead now, they’ll think it was her. I do have experience with this shit, Vanessa.” Flipping the sniper case closed, I locked the locks and stood up to stretch my arms over my head with a groan. “Frankly, all evidence points to Brandon, but I’ve wondered if he has the balls to do anything more than bitch about it. From what Riley said, he would hold a grudge, but he wouldn’t act on it unless he was in a fit of rage or something, and she was right there in front of him.”

      “I looked into him like you asked. You want the details now, or…?”

      I left the roof of the abandoned building with quick steps, but I wasn’t in a rush. What was the point? If the cops did eventually come here, they wouldn’t find anything. There were no cameras for two blocks, and my equipment would be removed within the next half hour. Man, it really pays to have an assistant.

      “No. Just email them to me. Since we’re on the subject of Riley, do you have anything open in marketing?”

      Vanessa spoke up instantly, “Uh— no, but I have plenty of ammunition to fire someone to make room for her if she needs a job.”

      I nodded to myself; she’d been raped and had a huge soft spot for other women that’d been through such terrible experiences. Rumor had it that Vanessa also tortured Carlyle’s wife’s rapist to death before being transferred to New York City. I couldn’t imagine that scene, but I sure as shit believed it.

      “I’ll get on that, then,” she said.

      “Thanks. Let me know if any more information comes up.” I ended the call then ducked out onto the sidewalk to take off my gloves. Glancing around, relief slumped my shoulders when I saw a few homeless people hanging around a burning, metal drum.

      Reaching into my pockets, I fished for some money on my way over. Winter was rough for these people and often times, it was just damn bad luck for a good many of them. “How are you guys doin’?” There was a time when I was homeless right after moving here. I was a kid, didn’t know anyone— was relying on the kindness of the scumbag that hired me to run packages for him. I always had a sofa to sleep on but having nothing but the clothes on my back, hit somewhere special.

      Wary eyes glanced over me as I tossed my gloves and burner phone into the fire, then handed one a $50 bill with an encouraging nod. There was an unspoken rule, doing this, that if anyone came snooping, to keep their mouths shut.

      Weathered, dreary faces didn’t shift at all as the three of them each took a bill one by one.

      I nodded in satisfaction.

      No doubt they’d heard my shot, but a crispy fifty would last them a week— two, if they stretched it.

      Turning to walk away, I reached to ruffle my hair with both my hands and take a huge breath of the crisp air. Today was warm for late January and I hugged my head between my arms as I walked. I’d taken the bus to one of its last stops about six blocks away, but today was a good day for a walk.

      “I’m kinda hungry,” mumbling to myself, my lips quirked downward as I debated calling Riley. I had turned off my primary cell phone, and it had to stay that way until I got home, but…would she want to see me after what I’d said? “I guess the only way to know is to ask.”

      My mom always said that there was no use wondering when the truth was right in front of me. All I needed was the courage to ask questions when I wasn’t sure if I wanted to know the answer. She spoke from experience, of course— all those questions she’d regretted not asking. Are you okay? Are you unhappy here? Do you want to move? What can I do to help?

      I wasn’t bitter that my mom had never asked me those things, but I didn’t want to make the same mistake. Riley didn’t deserve doubt. She was trying and that was more than many others could say.

      I’ll ask her to dinner when I get back around. I already told her I would be gone late, so there’s no point in creating a circumstance where I have to lie to her. Okay, maybe that’s harsh. There was nothing to gain by telling Riley the specifics of my job, and she didn’t seem keen on prying answers from me. I’d specifically explained my work the way I had because she could interpret it any way she wanted without my input. Did I work an office job that required me to travel? Was I a technician of some sort? Or were there just trash jobs that got stuck on me because I was capable and immediately available?

      But those were all questions Riley wouldn’t ask because she didn’t care. We weren’t at that stage. Yet.

      We’ll get there, though. At least I had some time to think of a way to tackle this bullshit. If Vanessa did get Riley a job, it’d be with one of the more legitimate fronts. I wouldn’t have to worry about Riley finding out by accident that being a handyman meant more than just fixing the power buffer or a leaky faucet. Which I knew how to do, of course. After all, the best lies were the ones closest to the truth.
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      Bopping my head to the beat flowing through my headphones, I puffed out my lips in thought as I scanned the meat section. There wasn’t anything that just jumped out at me as delicious. All the steaks just looked like steaks, and I couldn’t even think up something to make with shaved beef in this moment.

      I should’ve planned before going to the grocery store. At least, I would have something to look forward to cooking when I got home. The thought tugged down my lips and I rocked back on my heels. Fishing my phone out of my coat pocket, my thumb hovered over Reece’s text thread for a brief second. It was nearly 3am, but I had nothing to lose by not texting him. Do you want to come over for a super late dinner? What do you like?’

      Staring through my phone screen, I found myself wishing that I had offered something other than food. That was so boring! There was nothing to do but eat, and then say goodbye. And that was based entirely on the assumption that Reece would come to my apartment in the first place.

      “What a coincidence. . .”

      I gasped as a strong, lean arm wrapped around my waist. Deft fingers pulled out my earbud, and Reece’s strong, luscious timbre steamrolled through my skull. “I was going to ask you the same thing, Riley.”

      “Oh— what are you doing here?” My nipples tightened when Reece kissed my cheek, his fingertips teasing my breasts as he pulled back. We’d been playing this game for weeks now, but I had only seen him that one time at Black Cat. He and I were supposed to meet up again, but he had a last-minute meeting that took him out of the city.

      He looks so good. Reece’s stubble was starting to get noticeably long. He couldn’t power a beard in two days or less, but it’d obviously been a week or so since he shaved. His dark eyes danced with merriment, a slight smile playing on his lips as he preened, fully aware I was checking him out.

      His fingertips touched the back of my hand. “I’ve been having this craving, but I’m not sure for what. Everything just seems unappealing. It’s been going on for days, now.”

      My brows rose as I nodded in understanding.

      Reece tangled his fingers in mine to shoot me a sexy, suggestive look. “I got a projector at my place, if you wanted to have a movie night?”

      “I would’ve worn my sexy panties. I’d love to come over.” Slithering my arm around his back, I smiled wide when his eyes narrowed slightly. “So, how was your meeting?”

      “It was bullshit. Vanessa sent my ass all the way upstate, so I could get plopped in the middle of a conversation about proper use of company property and you know, don’t do stupid shit like watch porn at work or take out equipment and lose it. She’s in the middle of this internal investigation, so she can’t leave, but… speaking of Vanessa, I asked her about any positions available, and she said to send in your resume.”

      “Really? Thank you! I have a thumb drive in my car.” My smile widened until my cheeks ached and flamed while my heart thundered as excitement raced through my veins. Squeezing his hand, I rested my head on his shoulder.“ Thank you, Reece. I appreciate it.”

      Reece smirked against my crown. “You still have to interview, of course. There’s no point in upselling you to Vanessa. She’s a bitch to work under and I’m just contracted in. Even only reporting to her is more than enough for me. So, what about you, Riley? You texted me at the conference that you really did go to a spa with your neighbor. How’d that go?”

      Humming softly, my smile softened at the memories; Hannah and I hadn’t been friends, but she was as close as I had. We’d gotten pedicures and face masks, nothing too outrageous, but it’d be a lot of fun. “It was really nice. Turns out, we have a lot in common, actually. Plus, it was nice to relax. I really needed it. I never realized how tense I’ve been since. . .” Trailing off as we started down the meat section, I inhaled deeply through my nose and lifted my head. “I’m doing okay, though. I haven’t seen Brandon and I blocked my mom on everything I could think of, so she’s not harassing me anymore. So, yeah. I’m okay.”

      “Good. I’m proud of you. What about dinner, now? I’ve been thinking…a roast.”

      Flames licked up my neck when Reece ducked to whisper in my ear.

      He groaned softly. “If things went my way at Black Cat, maybe, I could’ve already tasted it.”

      “I do owe you one.” His hand untangled from mine at my admission, and I gasped when Reece grabbed my ass and squeezed. Everything around me disappeared when I glanced up, his eyes capturing mine to steel. “I don’t know if we can get a room on such short notice, though.”

      “We’re past Black Cat, aren’t we, baby? I have a lot of fun stuff at my place. If you want to get frisky, I got options.”

      My brows twitched in interest.

      Reece smirked broadly, as he held my waist. “I’m sure you’ll like it a lot more than you may think.”

      “Riley!”

      The sharp call made me jump, and I whipped around to find Brandon, in the flesh, and mad. His strong face pinched, his stride aggressive with the vein in his forehead bulging.

      Against my side, Reece tensed, and the air knocked from my lungs as too many thoughts whizzed around behind my wide eyes.

      “You must be Brandon.” Stepping in front of me, Reece spoke calmly, but the muscles in his back played noticeably even through his jacket. Brandon had an inch or two on Reece, was broader and obviously angrier. “I’ve been meaning to ask you some questions.”

      I held my breath as my heart lodged in my throat.

      “You know she’s a cheating, manipulative bitch—”

      “Yeah, yeah. She called the cops on you, blah, fucking blah. I don’t care about what you have to say about that. Who cares? You wouldn’t happen to have $10 grand I can borrow, would you?”

      The question made Brandon pause mid-step and

      My gaze ping-ponged between him and Reece.

      Instantly, Brandon went on the confused defensive, his lip curling in a snarl when Reece glanced back at me through narrowed eyes. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised this guy’s bad with money. He probably paid a lot of penalties for breaking the rules at Black Cat and had to ask friends— if he has any that would bother.”

      But Reece didn’t seem at all happy about his own declaration. Actually, he seems kinda upset and confused.

      I didn’t know what to say even as my mouth opened.

      “Come on, Riley. What do you think about chicken?” Spitting venomously, Reece turned his eyes back to Brandon to scuff in disgust. “I don’t like pig.”

      Brandon snarled. “You’re a fucking homewrecker bitch, shacking up with someone else’s girlfriend. I hope you like psycho—”

      Reece moved so fast, and I dropped my basket with a horrid clatter. In a flash, faster than I could blink, he was standing over Brandon, somehow having gotten him on his back. The buzzing of the meat refrigerators was all I heard before Reece reached under his jacket to pull out a gun. My heart threatened to burst through my chest, and goosebumps blanketed my body under my layers.

      Sitting on Brandon’s chest, holding his arms down with powerful thighs, Reece expertly handled the gun— it practically floated through the air. Sprawled at just the right angle, Reece stuck the gun muzzle under Brandon’s chin as he went pale and very still. “New York City is a conceal-carry zone, and you’ve already beat Riley once. The police may not care, and you may think you’ve gotten away with it, but let me make one thing clear, here.” Crouching down, Reece cocked the gun back with a damning click. “Riley was never your girlfriend. Homewreckers are a myth. And…if I ever see you again, anywhere, I’ll do to you what you tried to do to her. It’s much more dangerous to get fucked up the ass with a broom handle— internal damage, you know? If it splinters, your shit will spill out of your intestines, and you’ll be septic before you even realize you need to go to the hospital…not that you’d have the option. Or, you could choke on a horse cock…and not the silicon kind. After all, there’s plenty of real horses in New York State, and I happen to know a guy that’s into that shit.”

      Brandon opened his mouth, but nothing came out.

      Reece dragged his piece up to tap his cheek ever so gently.

      The grocery store was so dead not even the ants were around to witness it, and I clenched and released my hands by my sides. My lungs screamed for air, but it all became a drone in the background of my mind.

      Reece spoke up again, “If you did anything that might come back to haunt you, I’d suggest calling it off and running far, far away. . .”

      Reece’s threat sent shivers strafing down my spine, and my eyes widened when Brandon whimpered like a whipped dog. Not that beating puppies is okay, of course.

      “Got me, bro?” Reece asked in a deadly tone.

      “G-got it…”

      For a long, tense moment, Reece stared, crouched like a tiger ready to maul his prey.

      Brandon nodded insistently, his face pale and pasty, before he was let go. He scrambled to his feet, and

      I clamped my stiff hands over my nose and mouth as the unmistakable stench of shit blossomed in the cold air.

      Brandon held his ass, but even his larger hands couldn’t hide the huge, brown stain seeping through his jeans. His awkward, rushing waddle was so at odds with his big, broad body, and

      I closed my eyes to whip around and take a huge, gulping breath as blood drummed in my ears.

      .“So, as I was saying…” Reece pressed his palm against my lower back to guide me down towards the chicken. “Chicken?”

      “That’s disgusting.” I didn’t have a lot of experience with guns— I’d never touched one, but my dad had one in the house growing up. Scrunching up my nose, I shook my head shortly as we walked away.

      “Usually, it takes more to make them shit themselves.”

      Cracking my eyes open, I glanced up.

      Reece’s face twisted in thought. “It’s disturbing, though. I don’t know whether or not he was following you, but that guy’s way more dick than dude. You heard him call me a homewrecker, right? I wasn’t imagining that?”

      “I heard it. Why do you think they’re a myth?” The smell died down by the time we reached the whole chickens, and I glanced back as some poor kid stood, miserable, where we’d just been. Clearly, someone had seen Brandon waddling out, holding his ass cheeks together, and a little, malicious giggle tickled my chest.

      Brandon went on in a conversational tone, “Homewreckers imply the side piece has sole responsibility for ruining a relationship. If you’re looking for someone to fuck outside your marriage or whatever, it wouldn’t be the other person’s fault. I’m sure there’s actual people out there that destroy relationships for fun, but fucking someone else’s girlfriend means she was she was actively looking to step out. That’s not someone worth getting angry about, if you ask me.” He waved his hand in dismissal,  as he held up my basket for me. “You aren’t anyone’s girlfriend and he’s delusional thinking rushing face first into a brick wall was a good idea.”

      My mouth dried at this statement and I took my basket while Reece browsed the chicken drumsticks. What am I if not your girlfriend, then? But the question stuck in my tightening throat while I flexed my fingers around the basket’s handles.
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      “Here it is. Not very exciting, but I don’t have to pay for it, so. . .”

      Glancing around Reece’s apartment, I hummed softly in acknowledgment. His place was basically an efficiency with stairs leading up to a loft bedroom. Setting the bags on the kitchen table, the open plan separated only by the flooring, I let my eyes wander. Carpet for the living room, tile in the kitchen, large windows and a small balcony to tie it all together.

      All in all, Reece’s was a typical upscale New York flat, which wasn’t that surprising at all.

      “If you want, Riley— I’m not working the rest of the week, so if you wanted to stay over, I can bring you to give Vanessa your resume sometime. Probably not tomorrow, though. The day after nights like this one are killer.”

      I didn’t know when I went out tonight that Reece lived so close to me; just five or six blocks separated us. Turning my gaze to him as he started putting groceries away, I pursed my lips thinly as a faint anxiety curdled my blood. “Do you not want to date me or something?” I frowned as I leaned against the back of the sofa. “You said I wasn’t your girlfriend… what are we doing?”

      Reece paused with a box of pasta halfway into a cabinet. “Uh, I thought it’d be more important to know more about you than just the two facts that you’re great in bed and have terrible parents before I asked you to hurl yourself into a serious relationship, honestly.” Deadpanned, Reece put the Angelhair pasta away to cross his arms over his chest and lean against the white marble counter. “Unless you wanted to do that, waste six months or so, and eventually get bitter if we find out we’re not really compatible outside the bedroom? Enjoying fucking you shouldn’t be confused with wanting to date you, Riley.”

      “So, you don’t want to date me.” I couldn’t help but be a tiny bit upset when Reece shrugged a little, and I pulled a face somewhere between irritation and relief. As glad as I was that he wasn’t pulling his punches, I still felt like all this time had been misleading. And not even because of him, but because I fucked up, called him all those weeks ago, and got it in my head that because he was nice, he was interested.

      Man.

      “That’s kinda the whole point of this. I enjoyed fucking you those few times before you went under contract, but that’s it. That’s all it was supposed to be. Obviously, things are different now. I don’t think spending a few weeks getting to know you before I ask you out necessarily means I don’t want to date you. I just want to be sure that it’s gonna be worth my time.” Reece sounded coldly practical as he sauntered over to me.

      Questions beat against the backs of my brain even as he cupped my chin so I couldn’t look away. His expression was serious. “I think one fool making assumptions is enough, don’t you, Riley?”

      His cold reasoning tightened my chest, ramping up my heart rate as expectation gripped me in a vice. “You made a guy shit himself in front of me, but then went around and said I wasn’t your girlfriend. That’s some real mixed signals, okay?”  I gave a shiver of disgust at the memory.

      Reece caressed my chin with his thumb as he remained silent.

      I shook my head and sniffed a shallow breath. “Maybe, I got ahead of myself, but…it’s not like I don’t have a reason. You said it yourself, you treat me different because you want me to like you.”

      “I’m glad it’s working. The last woman I brought home ended up being a monumental waste of time and energy, not even worth the gas to pick her up. She had the full intention from the beginning of being a fucking bitch about it. So, yeah. I treat you how you deserve, Riley. Whether that’s construed as ‘different’ or ‘better’ is up to you. No one treats two people exactly the same. I wouldn’t grumble under my breath calling you a slave driving bitch of a boss, right?” Stretching his fingers to cup my cheek, Reece didn’t smirk at his question. His eyes narrowed to fine points on me, his palm dry and warm as he brushed my cheekbone tenderly. “Do you think you deserve less, Riley? Because that’s what jumping into relationships is…it’s less.”

      “I-I would like to stay— if that’s okay with you.”

      An affectionate smile stretched his lips, finally cracking the seriousness of his demeanor.

      Sucking on my bottom lip, flames licked up my neck as Reece drew close. My heart fluttered against my ribs, and goosebumps washed down my arms and across my chest.

      “I wouldn’t have offered if I didn’t want you to say ‘yes’.” His lips brushed mine.

      I gasped as shocks skittered along my cheeks. We’d never kissed on the lips— it seemed like such a silly thing, considering we’d had sex, but I couldn’t think on it, when he breathed his sultry request, “Stay, Riley.” So much promise vibrated in that whisper as Reece snuck his free arm around my waist. Every part of him was so close but still not quite close enough. His face distorted from the inch or less between us, but the desire blossoming in his eyes was crystal clear. The short bristles of his five o’clock shadow tickled my chin as his palm flexed against my cheek.

      “Yes…” I gasped out.

      Reece tightened his arm around my waist, his mouth capturing mine in a firm, deep kiss that made my brain spin behind my eyes. My heart thundered furiously as my knees tightened against his hips, and his powerful body rippled under my roaming palms. Why do I feel like I just sold my soul to the devil?

      But I just didn’t care. I didn’t care that Reece effortlessly pulled a gun on someone as easily as if he’d done it many, many times before. I didn’t care that he seemed to get real sketchy about his job whenever I asked. I didn’t care that he would disappear for a day or two, turn his phone off, and then come up with a half-lie that felt awkward coming from him.

      Reece was a devil, and even if I didn’t know specifics, but I had no doubt they’d eventually come to light.

      Caressing his lean muscles as I unbuttoned his shirt, I moaned eagerly when Reece held the back of my head. His tongue snuck between my teeth, the taste of him coating my tongue and the roof of my mouth. Heat coiled in my abdomen as I reached the fastening of his jeans, and I fumbled a little in my haste. My thighs quivered when he hoisted them around his waist to lift me off the edge of the sofa, and his tongue danced sensually with mine as I flung my arms over her shoulders.

      “Riley—” Grunting, Reece pulled back to duck into my neck.

      I relished his lips and tongue along my skin. Rolling my hips against his, the hot friction of his gait seeped through my jeans before he pushed open a door. A shiver jerked my shoulders when he pinned me to a wall, grabbing my wrists to hold them on either side of my head. “Oh, God…”

      Tugging my shirt up, Reece groaned gutturally before shoving his face between my breasts, and I arched into his greedy mouth. He released my other hand to work the front clasp of my bra, but as soon as it and my shirt were gone, he grabbed my hands again. Sucking my nipple into his mouth, a shiver raced down my sternum, and I gasped when soft leather wrapped around my wrists.

      Kissing a hot, thick trail of saliva to my other breast, Reece glanced up to catch my eye as he tugged the buckle tight. With an ease of practice, he bound my right arm by my head, and I groaned in protest when he pulled back. Flames licked up my abdomen and down my thighs, my goosebumps intensifying when he worked my jeans. I kicked off my shoes, excitement boiling my blood, and I moaned when he captured my lips yet again.

      Yanking down my pants and underwear, his reverent gasp rang in my ears, and Reece briefly left my lips to pull my clothes all the way off. Searing palms dragged down my sides, one gripping my leg as the other slipped between us. Moaning into his mouth when he touched me, I clenched my hands into loose fists as he spread my folds to circle my clit.

      “Did you know. . .” Panting furiously, Reece yanked his head back to stare heatedly at me from under hooded lids. His fingers slipped along my pussy to send shocks down my legs, and I sputtered a gasp before he grumbled hoarsely. “How I tie you up dictates what you feel. Did you know that, baby?”

      “No, but—” Clenching as Reece teased my entrance and thumbed my clit, I whimpered pathetically. “Please. . .”

      “Did I say you could beg me?”

      My pupils blew when his hand left me, and I trembled.

      He brought his fingers to his lips to suck my juices off animatedly. “Surely, you’re not that desperate, Riley?”

      “I am— I am.” I’m done caring. This is what I want. This is what makes me feel good. No one else or their shitty opinions matter.

      Genuine surprise rose Reece’s brows, his shadowed jaw rippling as he clenched his teeth.

      Expectation made me dizzy, and I nodded encouragingly.

      He lowered my leg to step back. “Well…I suppose you deserve some points for being truthful.” Something dark flashed in his eyes.

      My blood pounded furiously in my ears, drowning out every other noise.

      Even Reece’s gravelly tone was slightly muffled as he rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “You wouldn’t mind if I videoed this, then, right?”

      My eyes widened as a bolt of surprise of my own speared my chest, and I sucked in a sharp breath while he watched me through narrowed, hard eyes. Videoing this— as in, making a porno? And if we watched it, remembering this moment and how carefree I felt right in this second, I could relive this feeling whenever I wanted. This pivotal decision deserved to be captured forever. Even if Reece and I found out we hated each other and went our separate ways, I couldn’t just ignore the stride’s he’d helped me make as a person.

      “I want you to,” I breathed my response.

      Reece’s cheeks lifted in a slow, sultry smirk as he scanned me from bottom to top.
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      “Are you excited, Riley?”

      I shivered as Reece’s deep baritone wrapped around me.

      He smiled even as he adjusted the camera on its tripod. “You have to speak up, baby.”

      “Yes. I’m excited!” Rasping hoarsely, I flexed my toes against the hardwood as he left the camera. My nipples throbbed with need, and Reece braced both his arms on either side of my head. He was so close that his heat scorched me through his open shirt, and his eyes flared with desire when I craned my neck. “Please, Reece. . .”

      “That’s what I like.”

      I trembled with expectation, my body so hot that I feared I’d melt through the leather binding my wrists. Reece closed the small distance between us, and a hot sigh of relief escaped me before he captured my lips. His kiss flooded with passion, gentle but firm, as his hands dragged down to cup my breasts. My brain clouded with thick, white fog when he softly pinched my nipples between his thumb and the side of his palm. Only his callouses were rough and my need for him dribbled down my inner thigh.

      Hot, open-mouthed kisses trailed saliva down my chin, and Reece squished my breasts together to lick between them. Groaning softly, I flopped my head back as I clenched my hands into loose fists. Not being able to touch him, knowing that he focused solely on me, was almost enough to bring tears to my eyes. My throat closed around my gasp when he sucked my nipple into his mouth, and dark eyes flickered up to meet mine.

      All I saw was him, as he lavished my breasts, each graze of his teeth on my skin winding my abdomen tighter. Reece shuffled to grind against me, and my knees jerked up automatically into his clammy palms. His jeans started to sag, giving way to coarse, thick hairs and tantalizing heat that billowed up my front. Kissing my lips firmly, he cupped my cheek with one hand as the other guided my legs around his waist. Pushing his pants down with my heels, I gasped when his hard, smooth cock sprung against my core to bury in my folds.

      “Riley—” He groaned my name so sweetly, his tongue slipping into my mouth to tangle with my own.

      The taste of him was addicting, sending shocks through my cheeks and I tilted my hips as he braced his forearm against mine. Rough fingers wrapped around mine. Reece shivered as he thrust his cock between my folds. My pussy throbbed desperately as I clenched, desire gripping my heart in a vice. Groping my breasts shamelessly, shocks bolted down my abdomen.

      Reece pulled back to reach between us, and I held my breath in flaming lungs as he deepened our kiss. The mushroom head of his cock stretched my entrance before he paused, poised and ready.

      My insides quivered, delicious shivers speeding up and down my spine and through my legs. “Oh, my God. . .” Slowly inching into my pussy, his way slippery from my need, I choked on my own gasp.

      Reece’s tongue left my mouth empty and wanting, but his teeth nibbled my lower lip and down my chin. His own sharp inhale sucked the heat from my collar bone, and I clamped down on him as my eyes rolled back. Waves of icy pleasure clashed with the fire of him in my chest.

      My legs quaked, threatening to lose their grip under the intense pleasure that crashed into me. The pressure behind my eyes flooded my skull,

      Reece grappled my ass as I spasmed lightly. His hips ground against mine as he thrust as deeply as he could, his little grunts and harsh breaths breaching the blood drumming loudly in my ears.

      “Fuck—” I groaned when Reece pulled back, the thick ridge of his head coaxing my pussy tighter in a desperate bid to keep him.

      Tightening his grip on my ass, he kissed my pulse point before thrusting to set a deep, slow pace. He inhaled a rasp, his sparse chest hairs sticking to my skin as he filled my channel. “Riley—”

      Goosebumps blanketed my skin as I clamped down on his thick cock, and Reece bit the swell of my breast gently. Clenching my teeth, I tried to fend off my orgasm, but the tenderness of his touch made it impossible. Gasping, I craned my neck in a futile effort to try to breathe. Reece’s palms shot to my hips, and the throbbing head of his cock reached that spot inside me that triggered absolute euphoria.

      Licking the sweat dribbling down my neck, Reece’s powerful muscles flexed against my calves before he pulled back. Trembling uncontrollably, my mouth open in a silent cry, a faint sigh slipped up my tight throat when he squeezed my breasts. My heart made a bid to leap out of my chest, but his hands swept down to nearly stop it beating when he thumbed my clit.

      The shock of his flick made my legs numb, and Reece grunted as he grappled my thighs. Pinning me against the wall, his lips tilted in a small smile when he kissed me hard. His lips ravaged mine, his tongue curling against the back of my teeth while I struggled to keep myself together.

      “Let go, Riley.” Murmuring into my mouth, Reece thrust hard, forcing the air from my lungs as I clenched around him. His cock pulsed to my beat, body rocking against mine. Sweat glued us together at the hips as powerful spasms rattled my ribs and slithered between my arched spine. “Yeah. . . just like that, baby.”

      Colorful spots assaulted the darkness behind my lids, and leather creaked faintly as I slumped against Reece. His chest heaved, muscles twitching under thick skin that conformed to my body as we melted together. Pulling his cock out of my quivering pussy to grind against my abdomen, his grunts echoed in the dense atmosphere. Jerky and sharper, his thrusts only amplified the waves that rampaged through my body.

      “Fuck! Shit!” Ducking his face into my neck, Reece shuddered and growled as his cum spurted to cling to my breasts. I stiffened as realization rattled my brain, but he was already panting as he pumped his cock with a weak fist. My mouth dried, and I sniffed a ragged breath when he flopped his head back to reveal a drained, satisfied expression. His features were bleary, but his bright, brown eyes were crystal clear when they met mine with a glimmer of affection in their unending depths.

      “Ah-h. . .” Sucking in a sharp breath when he braced both his forearms on either side of my head with a hard bang, I blink hard.

      Tenderly, Reece nuzzled my cheek with his stubbled chin, and my eyelids fluttered closed. “Do you want to keep going— with your mouth cock-level this time?”

      My brows twitched in what faint surprise I could muster.

      Reece inhaled a deep, loud breath through flared nostrils. “Or are you not so hungry right now?”

      “What?”

      The slur must’ve been enough of an answer for him, and he reached to unfasten the buckles holding my wrists. “Don’t think too hard on it, baby.”

      And I couldn’t when my arms fell over his shoulders listlessly.

      Cradling me to his chest, Reece reached to turn off the camera before leaving the room. Inhaling his musky smell, I managed to run my fingers up the back of his hair with a groan. “Really, you are just a baby, aren’t you, Riley?”

      Humming softly, I squeezed his sides with my knees as I took deep breaths into Reece’s neck. He smelled so good, and he carried me so gently up the stairs to the loft to set me on the bed. The silk sheets were rough compared to his skin, but he didn’t leave me bereft for long before flopping himself half atop me.

      Burying his face between my breasts, his own groan rumbled through my skull like thunder. “Sing something for me, baby.”

      Hoovering up air through my nose at Reece’s request, I forced my lips apart as he grabbed my leg and slung it over his side. It took my brain a few seconds to process his words, but he was patient— so, so patient. My eyes dazedly wandered the ceiling as I gulped down the cotton in my mouth.

      Songs encapsulated so much. There was a song for everything and anything, and there had to be one for this moment tucked away somewhere in my head.

      “♪Tell somethin’, girl. Are you happy in this modern world. . .♪” That’s from a movie. I feel like my life’s turning into a B-rated horror comedy. Pausing as I tried to remember the rest of the words, I licked my lips heavily. Closing my eyes, I couldn’t blink and open my mouth at the same time.

      Reece tightened his arm around me, rubbing up and down my thigh and ass with a little hum of encouragement.

      “♪Or do you need more? Is there somethin’ else you’re searchin’ for?♪”
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      Bopping my head to the beat flowing through the speakers of my apartment, I flipped over my egg perfectly even as my mind wandered to last night. Obviously, I’d miscalculated.

      That smarmy dick Brandon didn’t have it in him to hire a hitman to kill Riley. The fact that he shit himself at the faintest glint of a gun meant he really was all talk and no bite. Which meant someone else had done it.

      Which meant I was fucked.

      “Damn,” muttering to myself, I frowned under furrowed brows as the smell of bacon and butter filled the kitchen. There was nothing I could do about it now, but wait and see what happened. Whoever issued the request to the Network hadn’t done so on any other sites, or Jerry just hadn’t found it— which was pretty impossible. The dark web was mighty, but Jerry was mightier.

      Not that it helped me figure out who did it, of course.

      My phone trilled on the counter, and I left my pan briefly to snatch it without bothering to look at the caller ID. “Hello.”

      “Reece? I need help.” Malda sounded super nervous— galactic level nervous— really, really nervous, and I grunted lowly. “What’s this day— Valentines? What am I supposed to do that’s doesn’t involve food?” she asked.

      Oh. Wonderful. Isn’t Valentine’s Day in less than a week? As much as I appreciated my boss getting one up on Aleksander Makovich, he didn’t have to give Malda my fucking phone number. Clearing my throat roughly, I reached deep into my brain as I turned back to the stove. It’d been a while, but Malda’s English was getting better, and her Russian even started sounded a little. . . rough. I’m sure the only reason she’s using it is because she doesn’t want that guy Whatshisname to hear her.

      Malda was a superwoman— or a prototype cyborg— but. . . I really didn’t want to be associated with her. She was just a reminder that I’d gotten fucked in the ass by Ophelia and her failures.

      “Yeah— um, why not just spend the day together and watch movies? Doesn’t Whatshisname work with computers? Maybe give him a massage or something. To be honest, it’s a stupid holiday that almost exclusively revolves around food, Malda.” My own Russian was rusty. I’d barely used it during Aleksander’s diplomatic visit, and I already wasn’t that great at it. Carlyle needed Illya to be present at all the meetings, though, so I drew the short straw and got the grand title of ‘Tourist Guide’. “I thought you hated American holidays?”

      “I ask his sister and brothers,” Malda replied. “And I am going to ask him to marry me.”

      I stiffened at the rough whisper, but Malda sounded entirely serious even as the instinct to laugh hysterically tightened my chest.

      She went on, “I need to do something first, then we go to his family after.”

      “Oh. Uh— okay. Listen, I’m not sure if I’m the person you should be asking, Malda. The only good thing that comes out of Valentine’s Day is 75% off chocolate the day after. The last Valentine’s day I celebrated, I gave a card made of macaroni to my mom that I made in school.” I could feel her confusion over the phone with her long pause and I sighed. “Didn’t you learn your lesson at Thanksgiving that holidays suck ass?”

      “I already asked everyone, but they aren’t right. So?”

      Rolling my eyes, I transferred my egg to a plate with a nice piece of toast on it as I thought on her predicament. I fucking hated Valentine’s Day, especially because I never necessarily had a girlfriend for it. Like fuck I would go out of my way for one of my partners— they didn’t mean that much to me. I gave her my answer, “I mean, I really don’t know what to tell you. If you want to propose to your boyfriend, you should just do it without all the fancy bullshit, Malda. You’re a smart girl, so I’m sure you can think of some way to make it special.” What the fuck. I slapped some bacon and ketchup onto my sandwich and turned off the stove to sigh roughly. “I don’t know your relationship— I don’t even know the dude’s name. I honestly am not going to give you any better advice than what his siblings would’ve.”

      “Ach…fine. Thank you, Reece.” Grumbling into my ear, Malda hung up on me.

      I frowned as I set my phone on the counter. If I never saw her again, it’d be too damn early. I was traumatized by that month of meetings.

      But all those thoughts wiped from my mind when soft hands crept up my shoulder blades, and I exhaled a heavy sigh. Twisting to focus on someone much prettier, a small smile stretched my lips as Riley pressed her lips to my bare shoulder. Her big, brown eyes flickered to meet mine, and I wrapped an arm around her waist to kiss her cheek.

      “I wasn’t sure what you wanted, so I just left it plain.” Transferring the egg still in the pan onto another plate, I reached to scratch my stubble. I really need to shave. “How’d you sleep?”

      “Great. I didn’t know you speak Russian, Reece.”

      Shrugging lightly, I suppressed a shiver of disgust as I passed her the sandwich. Taking my own, we walked to the table, and I couldn’t help but admire her ass peeking out of the bottom of my t-shirt.

      “I was wondering…. Um, about last night at the grocery store.” Riley spoke up cautiously.

      I slid into a chair to clench and release my jaw in preparation. How much could I get away with not saying? How much did she want to know? Most importantly, what could I say that wouldn’t come back to haunt me?  “I guess. . . the easiest way to explain it is— I work for the Mob.”

      Wide eyes trained on me as Riley paused, her sandwich about three inches off her plate.

      I sat back to cup the back of my head in both my hands. “The modern interpretation of the Mob, at least. I’m a handyman. I do whatever jobs land in my lap. If someone wants something done, and they’re willing to pay the right price, I’ll do it.”

      It took her a long moment to speak up, “S-so. . . you really could do what you said last night to Brandon?”

      I nodded firmly.

      Riley’s slender brows drew in a troubled look as she tilted her head to gaze at her sandwich.

      “I will do it. I’ve done it before for less. The fact that Brandon’s such a pussy that he shit himself when I didn’t even do anything is a good thing, by the way. That means I won’t actually have to. It’s bad to mix business with the personal.” I wanted to preempt any questions Riley might ask me, but I didn’t know where to begin. There were things I simply couldn’t tell her because it’d risk both of us.

      She slowly lifted her sandwich to her lips, and the crunch of toasted bread echoed loudly in the dense atmosphere.

      “I know how to fix sinks and other shit like that, of course. I’m a certified HVAC technician, and I have a plumber’s license. I do some electrical shit, too. Mostly, though, I clean up after other people. Does that bother you?” I regretted asking, a sour taste coated my tongue.

      Riley chewed deliberately slowly.

      Reaching for my own sandwich, anxiety curdled my blood as now, the egg and bacon were totally tasteless.

      “D-do you like it?” Riley swallowed her bite. “Like do you enjoy it? Or. . .?”

      Surprise twitched my brows as I paused. “It’s a job. I don’t just do it because it’s fun, if that’s what you’re asking, Riley. I do it because I get paid for it. It’s like taking an office job rather than working at McDonalds, sorta. I don’t know if you’d consider that worse than enjoying it though, to be honest.” I sniffed a little to clear the disbelief from clogging my sinuses.

      Riley frowned under furrowed brows.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing. I just—I don’t know what I expected, but that wasn’t it. You seriously work for the Mob?” She cocked her head at me, setting her sandwich down to swipe back her frizzed bedhead. “Like— really?”

      I nodded firmly. “Yeah, really really. It’s not crazy dramatic or anything, but sometimes interesting shit happens. I got fielded a job once to find a bunch of stolen dogs— they were worth hundreds of thousands of dollars, and they got stolen from a breeder. That was nuts.” My lips tingled as I stopped the story short— I sure as shit wasn’t going to tell Riley that the guy who stole the dogs got tortured to death at the breeder’s request.

      Her brows rose high at this story.

      I lifted my sandwich to nod at her. “Another time, I got a job to blow up a warehouse full of drugs because this other guy turned it down. Like, tens of millions of dollars worth of the stuff. I felt like Bruce Willis when I did that.”

      “Why’d you do that? That’s a lot of money to set on fire?”

      Gradually, I was steering Riley away from the worse stories, like killing a freshly legal brat at the behest of his dad. Taking a bite of my sandwich, I thought back to those days so long ago.

      Carlyle went ape shit; it was the only time in my ten years working for him that I’d seen him lose control. The absolute chaos that followed was glorious, and after a few months, all the heat had died down. No pun intended.

      “Uh— I guess to make a point? I generally don’t know who requests what or why, but the dog case was unique. I’ve been to some really cool places, too. Once, I went to Hawaii to do surveillance on this chick’s wedding, but it ended up just me, hangin’ out on a beach, drinking a lot and getting really bad sunburn for a week. So, I suppose it really depends on which jobs you take and what drama you want to be involved in that makes things particularly dangerous, and by that measure, I’m on the low end.” Maybe, this was wrong— to downplay what I did, and only highlight the less murderous jobs I’d done. Still, they were jobs I did and I’d done them for this exact reason. So I could pass off as a PI or something plausible and not have to lie.
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      “Your mom gave you all this stuff? What are you going to do with it?” Scanning the pages and pages of stuff, I glanced up over the edge of the folder to arch a brow. Reece didn’t seem particularly interested in keeping or using it, but storage fees in New York City were killer. “Would she want you to use it, or—”

      “It doesn’t really matter what she wants. She’s dead. And anyway, all she wanted was that it didn’t fall into my siblings or her family’s hands, and she achieved that. Whether I keep it in storage forever, or sell it— it makes no difference to her anymore.”

      I puffed out my lips thoughtfully at Reece’s explanation and flipped the page. The list seemed never ending.

      From his position in front of the sink, Reece went on, “Honestly, I haven’t put a lot of thought into it. The best option seems to be to try to sell it, so maybe I’ll auction it off. Everything seems like it requires a lot of work, though.”

      “I wonder how much it’s worth. . .” Obviously, Reece’s mom had cared for this stuff more than anything else, including her kids and her siblings. How sad was that? But I thought it was really nice how she acknowledged that Reece was a proper member of society, and she put her faith in him. “Maybe, you can put it on eBay or Craigslist. . . or even Facebook Marketplace.”

      “If you wanted to organize all that, I’ll split the money with you, Riley. Frankly, I couldn’t care less. Now, it’s just a storage unit full of shit I don’t want. My mom’s lawyer shipped it all to New York City when word went around she was dead, so I couldn’t be like ‘hey, don’t do that’. I do wonder what happened to the house— just morbid curiosity. I expect that, by now, my sisters have started escalating the fighting over it.”

      Reece never talked about his mom with any kind of strong emotion, and I nodded with a hum. “Your sisters?” I’d rather hear about Reece’s tumultuous home life than think of my own, and I propped my elbow on the table to hold my cheek on my fist. “I have a brother, but really, he’s a loser, and my mom favors the crap out of him. It’s so annoying. I moved to New York City because I always wanted to, but he was definitely a reason, too.”

      Reece nodded. “Yeah, both my sisters are drug addicts with a bunch of kids and blah, blah, blah. Stupid white trash. Whatever. They can fight over the house until they make it uninhabitable. Neither of them knows my phone number, and I sure as shit am never gonna initiate contact with them. It’s best to leave that shit in the past and in Arkansas.”

      Setting the folder down, I flipped to the next page, but all the lines were starting to blur together.

      “Your mom hasn’t tried to contact you at all?” he asked. “Not even from other numbers?”

      “Even if she did, I quit all my jobs and changed my phone settings, so it only rings when someone from my contacts calls or texts me. It’d ring if my dad called me, but he never calls me. He’s kinda the archetypal work-all-day-eat-read-the-paper-sleep-and-repeat dad. What about your dad?”

      “My mom is a product of how she was raised. Sure, she did better than her siblings, but she was still young and stupid at one time. My sisters and I have different dads. . . which is fine, you know— I’m not gonna split hairs. I hate them all the same, for reasons they actually control.” Reece shut off the tap to dry his hands, sauntering his way over to sit at the small table. “I don’t spend a lot of energy on it. It’s not worth it.” He smiled warmly at me.

      My heart fluttered as he licked his lips to part them. “Sometimes, I wonder what the past three years could’ve been like if I’d cut off my mom when I left. I thought about it, you know? I think I didn’t because I always wanted the option to go back, but also…I can’t remember a single time my mom didn’t criticize a decision I made. Nothing I did or wanted or was good at— honestly, the more I wanted it, the better I was at it, the worse she would try to drag me. I can’t even say for certain that it’s because she wants control or to look good in front of her rich Ridgefield friends. Now, it was all said and done, and I’m going to unblock my mom under any circumstances. I don’t know if it was just the honeymoon period, but I feel better than I ever had since blocking her. Everything got better, but more importantly— it stayed better.”

      “I’m happy you’re happy, Riley.” Reaching to hold my hand, Reece’s smile widened, and flames licked up my neck. “I don’t want my profession to take away from your happiness.”

      Ah— there it is. I knew Reece didn’t want to tell me exactly what he did for a living, or that he was afraid of my reaction. Staring at me under tightly knit brows, his face drew in sincerity, and the silence started to get heavy.

      Uncertainty clung to my gut, and I inhaled a deep, stabilizing breath before opening my mouth. “I don’t think it will, but— like, maybe no specifics, yeah?” my lips quirked in a small smile.

      His relief was palpable as he leaned over the table to kiss my mouth, Reece rubbed the back of my hand with his thumb affectionately.

      I didn’t exactly know where to go from here, but I’ve been making a lot of seemingly good choices, lately. There was nothing wrong with just rolling with the punches.

      “It’s honestly mostly just boring stuff. I—” Before Reece could get farther, his phone rang.

      Curiosity sparked in my chest as he got up with an annoyed twist of his lips. It was a cool, little surprise to know he spoke Russian, and I rolled my lips deep between my teeth trying to contain my interest.

      “Hello.”

      He was so sexy, smart, and nice. Here I was, in his home, wearing his clothes, looking at all his dead mom’s stuff, and I’d never been happier. Granted, I’d made a lot of life changes lately.

      “Yeah, I’ll come in. Is there a reason you can’t just give me the details on the phone? Darren’s girlfriend is not exactly top-secret news.” Whatever he heard, he didn’t like. “Whatever, Vanessa. I’ll be there when I feel like it.”

      I chuffed a laugh when he lifted his hand to mock whoever was talking.

      “Oh, and I’ll bring Riley, too, so she can give you her resume.

      Smiling happily when he shot me a thumbs up, I nodded at him.

      He hung up to run his hand through his hair roughly. “I imagine you know what it’s like to contract. Never get a damn day.” Reece walked back over to sit down.

      Nodding, I sat back and fingered the corners of the pages in front of me.

      Reece sighed. “It’s got its up and downs like all jobs. I always knew, even when I was a teenager, I always suspected that the runner job I had would lead to something not exactly legit. My boss is one of the most powerful people in the world, and I’m never lacking for money or jobs. Working for him is a luxury. I don’t have to pay any expenses wherever I get sent to, and I only get the better paying jobs. This guy fields them to Vanessa, who sniffs around for who best would do them. I usually stick to the state or along the coast. I’d literally rather die than take a plane anywhere. Hawaii was the only exception because like…it’s Hawaii, for fuck’s sake.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded. “Back when I was in my senior year, I did a lot of research about where I wanted to go and what opportunities I’d want to try out. I had this menial job at some strip mall since I was 16, but I didn’t spend a lot of money. In the end, New York City seemed the best place to go. It’s expensive, though. I saved enough to be okay for, like, 3 months, tops, but I wouldn’t want to be jobless for that long.” Honestly, I found myself enjoying just talking to Reece about nothing in particular, and he nodded firmly. “Hannah offered me a job at the restaurant she manages, but I know for a fact that I don’t wanna do that. I hate customer service work. I grew up in the rich part of Connecticut, so I know exactly how bad it can get.”

      “It takes a special person to work customer service. For sure.”

      The conversation noticeably fizzled, but I didn’t try to keep it going as Reece reached to scratch his scruff. He didn’t seem to really like having a beard, as thin as it was. “Do you want to go home and change or anything, or just head over to Vanessa’s office? I’m not really keen on hurrying, myself.”

      “Oh— yes, definitely. I’ll make sure to take extra time on my hair.” Sharing a smile, I stood up as Reece nodded, and I felt somewhere deep in me that things were going to continue getting better. This content feeling would only grow and exploring my world with him by my side—anything was possible.
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      She’s stupid hot. I was convinced— convinced!— that Riley was an angel as she essentially interviewed with Vanessa. Confident despite her nerves, Riley didn’t stutter or talk too much, and I could tell Vanessa liked her. It was pretty much a given that Vanessa would hire Riley; she’d had to fire someone for the spot to open up, but I wasn’t going to divulge that little tidbit of information.

      But Riley was killing it.

      Sitting by my desk, I held my cheek in my hand and tapped my temple absently. I couldn’t take my eyes off Riley; having curled her hair, her shoulders seemed more slender. She had decided to wear a peach colored turtleneck woolen dress, with three-quarter length sleeves and no stockings. Her nude heels were sexy but practical, and I knew when she’d flounced around in front of me that Vanessa would like her style.

      Their conversation traveled around me, though, as I stuck in my own head. Gradually, my mind wandered from Riley’s gushing sexy appeal, and I crossed my knees as I slumped in my chair a little. My gaze trailed to a particularly long carpet fiber sticking out of the floor to lose focus, and I inhaled deeply through my nose.

      On the phone, Vanessa had sounded hesitant, and I couldn’t help but wonder what the fuck was going on. I knew for a fact that Brandon wasn’t part of this request on Riley, but that was the only sure thing I had. From what I understood, no one else in her life was capable of holding such a serious grudge.

      Now, I didn’t feel so bad about having Vanessa dig into Riley because I couldn’t exactly ask her. Hey, this is a dumb question, but does anyone hate you enough to kill you?

      No. Not after all the shit, I’d said this morning. Not after last night.

      My lips twisted in a sour frown as that dreaded question bubbled up from the deepest crevices of my brain. What if Riley left me, again? I didn’t blame her at all for her extremely valid reasons for contracting someone else at Black Cat. But we’re past that.

      She and I were far beyond those walls, and I wasn’t going to let her get away without a fight. If she wanted to leave me over my job, I could understand. I didn’t take her as the kind of person to step out, but she had plenty of reasons to be uncertain that didn’t involve cheating. I would be okay with pretty much any reason but ‘I found someone else’.

      Fuck that shit. I worked too damn hard to let anyone wriggle between us. I’ve invested far too much to stop now, and I didn’t want to just let her slip through my fingers. I’d never use this job as leverage against Riley, but the ugly truth was I used it for points.

      And why was that bad, anyway? Riley and I wouldn’t even be working in the same building, let alone directly together. I’d commandeered a desk here because there was too much paperwork with the Makovich meetings to handle organizing it at home. Even if we broke up, Riley wouldn’t find herself in jeopardy if she performed well.

      “Reece.”

      Blinking, I glanced over at Vanessa and sat up.

      The two women stood up before she continued, “I need to talk to you about some stuff.”

      “Yeah—” Hauling myself to my feet, I nodded as Riley practically bounced past me, flashing me a huge grin. Returning her smile, my chest warmed at the confident glimmer in her eyes before she stepped out of the room and closed the door. Leaning against the desk, a sigh of achievement escaped me, and I shook my head a little before turning to Vanessa. “What’d you find?”

      The temperature in the room dropped dramatically, and my beard prickled as Vanessa sat on the edge of her desk. Whatever she had to say was disturbing, and it showed on her slender face. Thin eyebrows drew in troubled concern, and I held my breath as my heart strained.

      “It’s more like what I did not find that’s interesting. I’m still looking into it, but I wanted to warn you. I’m pretty sure her birth certificate was forged.”

      My breath caught in surprise, and a scoff burst from my mouth.

      Vanessa clasped her palms together gravely. “It’s real, but the information on it is not matching records. Either Riley’s mom is not her mom, or she pulled some shady stuff. I’m still not sure on the details, though.”

      “That would explain why her mom’s a bitch to her, but not who’s trying to kill her.” Covering my mouth to hide my grimace, I squeezed my jaw as Vanessa shrugged. This kind of investigation took a while, but what a fucking bomb to drop. Again, I simply lacked information, and I couldn’t speculate on something so important. I needed facts, not fuzzy details, and there was no way to rush it. Exhaling stale air through my nose, I ran both my hands up my face before speaking up, “Okay—what about Darren’s girlfriend? You said she needed protection? What’s going on with that?”

      “Darren’s worried Aleksander might try to kill him, I guess. It’s a precaution. He’s paying a lot, so he may have reason to be nervous. He asked for you, specifically.”

      Fucking Russians again. Pursing my lips to stop myself from groaning in frustration, I almost said ‘no.’

      Vanessa shot me a pointed look. “He’s paying you ten million dollars to protect her until he gets here in the Summer. And she’s not even in trouble. If…if  someone came after her, Carlyle would blow his top, and everyone knows it. You won’t even have to do any real protecting.”

      “Is this a fucking joke? He’s paying all that for less than four months of basically being forced to roommate with his girlfriend?” My throat tightened. “He’s really that concerned for himself?”

      Vanessa shrugged a slender shoulder halfheartedly. “I think it’d be more a healthy fear of a monkey with a gun, to be honest.”

      No one seemed to have a good impression of Aleksander Makovich, but I didn’t fucking care about that anymore. Darren Willians couldn’t pay me enough to get involved with him, but if all I had to do was protect his girl ‒ who wasn’t even his girl ‒ for a few months…I could deal with it. From what Malda said, Delilah was a peach. “Okay. Where do I pick her up?” Ten million dollars was a lot of fucking cheddar. I could take time off. I could bring Riley on a trip, just the two of us and a bear skin rug and a fire while the snow wafts gently from outside the window. Yeah, I like that image.

      “She’s at Malda’s place right now, finishing up a lesson. I’ll text you the address.”

      Nodding curtly, I reached to pinch the bridge of my nose as my brain threatened to melt out of my ears. Fucking Malda again.

      “Do you not like her or something?” Vanessa asked.

      “Okay…no offense to her or anything, but I’m so done with those Russian cunts and their stupid accents and…You know she called me a few minutes before you did and asked me how to celebrate Valentine’s Day? As if I’m the fucking person to ask? I know she’s not as stupid as the cultural shift makes her seem, but fuck off. There’s no reason to call me, of all fucking people. I’ve said more to her since Makovich left than I had when I was detailing them.” Frustration roughened my tone, and I shook my head roughly. “I seriously don’t like her, but it’s not even about her. That visit caused me so many headaches.”

      Vanessa arched a brow quizzically. “Okay, well…Try not to take out your hatred for Makovich on Malda, or, I don’t know— talk exclusively with her boyfriend or something. You’ll find a way, I’m sure. As for Delilah, you shouldn’t just throw away ten million dollars because you don’t like her friend. She seems super laid back, and I’m sure you won’t have many problems.”

      “Right.” Rolling my eyes at the assurance, I waved Vanessa off as I straightened with a weary sigh. “Update me on Riley’s situation. There’s been no response yet?”

      “Nope, but when I get one, you’ll be the first to know, Reece.”

      Leaving the office in a worse mood than I arrived, I shut the door behind me to blow out a huge breath. Walking down the short hall to the waiting area, my frown thinned.

      Riley set down her magazine to pop up from the chair. “How’d it go?” The sour look on my face must’ve said it all, and she smiled as she reached to touch my arm. “Bad?”

      “I take back what I said earlier. This is worse than working at McDonalds.” Grumbling as I wrapped my arm around her, I squeezed my eyes shut briefly and inhaled sharply. “If I knew this Russian shit would drag on, I wouldn’t have taken the job. Babysitting jobs rarely do anything but lead to worse babysitting jobs.”

      “Really bad, then…” She bit at her lip.

      I grunted in answer, but the deal was done, and there would be no point in complaining about it. Besides, how bad could it be? All I had to do was keep one bitch from being killed and she wasn’t even in danger or anything. June was three and a half months away and this was a precautionary measure.

      I hope this Darren dude doesn’t expect me to treat his girl like a princess. That’s not my job.
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      Tapping the wheel as apprehension thrummed in my veins, I sat on the curb with Riley in the passenger seat. I wasn’t in any particular hurry to move.

      She glanced over at me. “How does this work, anyway? Private security, I mean.”

      “Normally, I’d follow the person around like a dog until they decided they were safe. Since there’s no active danger to this chick, and the guy’s just being paranoid, I’m just making Delilah stay on the couch. If she wants to go out, she can, but from what Vanessa told me, she’s super chill and not very needy.” I didn’t bother to hide my frown as I fished my phone out of the cup holder to swipe open my e-mail. “It’s not actually her that’s in danger, but it’ll still be a huge pain in the ass. From the information I got, this dude, Darren— has been fucking her for a few years, but she always turns him down. I don’t know why, but you’d think they’d either get together or split up already.”

      “Maybe, she’s just holding out for him to come to America?”

      I grunted in acknowledgment as I copy-pasted Delilah’s number to make a text telling her to hurry the fuck up. According to Vanessa, Malda’s English class ended twenty minutes ago.

      “You really hate anyone even remotely associated with that job, don’t you?” Riley asked.

      “Yeah, well… I know it’s wrong to judge a whole people on one encounter, but boy did Aleksander make a strong impression. He was such a dick to everyone, even the people in his own entourage. If it were me, I would’ve just sent him back before he even set foot on the Tarmac. I guess, in that way, I don’t hate Malda as much. At least, she said ‘hi’ to me. That asshole just breezed past like I was a bug waiting in line to be squished under his Italian leather shoe. That fucker—” My voice deepened with agitation just remembering when Aleksander Makovich landed, and I trained my gaze on the wheel as I gripped it tightly. “That set the tone for the whole thing. I wasn’t surprised at all that no progress was made.”

      Riley looked thoughtful as she tilted her head. “So, it’s not really surprising that you’re gonna be guarding this girl so the guy can flee Russia?”

      Nodding, I tapped the ‘Send’ button with a little more force than necessary, and “Not to mention the paperwork…”

      Riley was frowning under furrowed brows when I looked up. “Definitely don’t mention the paperwork. It’s my archnemesis.” She smiled small, tinging red at the ears.

      I shook my head a little. “It doesn’t matter. As long as this chick’s not a pain in my ass, I can deal. Besides, it’s entirely likely that she wouldn’t even be on this side of the country if my boss didn’t want her here. She lives and works in California, so if I can just stick it out fourteen weeks, I’ll probably never see her again.”

      “She’s not prettier than me, right?”

      This question surprised me.

      Riley reached to palm my crotch as she leaned over the center console. Puffing out her lips, she made her eyes big and pouted, and her brows crinkled suggestively. “Tell me the truth.”

      “Even if she’s physically prettier than you, you’re better than her.”

      Riley’s eyes widened as she pulled back.

      I had to actively stop myself from frowning. “You said to tell you the truth…”

      “You don’t think I’m the prettiest girl in the world?” She actually sounded a little amused.

      I cocked my head as confusion clouded my gaze. Faint anxiety slithered in my veins, but—the fuck was I supposed to say? Riley wanted the truth, so she got the truth. Unless she was lying and expected me to say she was hot as fuck, and maybe I’d get some road head? But that’s dangerous and should be discouraged. “I don’t know what Delilah looks like, so I don’t know if you’re prettier than her.”

      She looked so puzzled at my answer.

      A tinge of is comfort wrapped around my ribs. “You don’t really care if she’s prettier, you just wanted a compliment, which I gave you. Even if she’s prettier, you’re better.”

      “How am I better?” Genuine confusion lilted Riley’s tone.

      I twisted to rest my head against the seat. My mind whirred at a frantic pace, drawing on everything I knew about her and her life. Excluding the recently discovered drama. I don’t want Riley getting wind of that shit. Despite how bad it smells. “You just are? I don’t know how I’m supposed to answer these questions, Riley. I guess, the most straightforward answer is that I know you, but I don’t know anything about her. You can only draw on your own experiences with people to judge them. I’m not saying Delilah’s a straight up bitch, but she’s also not better for me than you are.” That sounds so stupid. I cringed internally.

      Riley seemed completely caught on my answer as silence descended on us.

      Thankfully, the back passenger door swung open, and I twisted as some random, young woman climbed into the back seat. “Delilah?”

      “That’s me! So, how’s this going to work? I just stay at the hotel, or. . .? To be honest, Darren’s overreacting, but I promise to try to be as unobtrusive as possible.” Turning back around as she spoke, I glanced at Delilah in the rearview through narrowed eyes. Objectively, she was gorgeous, but— she’s not Riley.

      She went on, “I’m not sure why he’s even doing this. It’s not like Makovich can get to me. After how he treated everyone, I’m shocked, he just left without incident.”

      Her voice is annoying. Delilah was bubbly and talkative and obviously very peppy, and I shot Riley a wary look as my car rumbled to life.

      My girl was still reeling from what I’d said, staring under furrowed brows at the dashboard with a thoughtful expression painting her face.

      “You’re gonna be sleeping on my sofa.” I had to back up to get out of my spot, and I spoke up once I was in the proper lane and cruising. “You can grab your shit from the hotel and check out.”

      “Y-your—couch? Why can’t I just stay at the hotel if you don’t have a place to put me?”

      “Security risk.” My curt answer earned me a noticeably frosty glare at the back of my head. “If you don’t like it, call your boyfriend and tell him to call it off. Of course, on the extremely slim chance that he does get assassinated, and someone comes after you, manages to slip through the net…I’m not gonna be around to save your ass.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend.” Grumbling as she buckled herself, Delilah flipped her vibrant, blonde hair from my view in the rearview mirror. “I appreciate that you’re doing this—”

      “I’m gonna stop you right there, okay. I’m doing this because someone is paying me to. It’s not a favor. It’s not optional. You’re my client and I wasn’t given any instructions on what liberties to take or where you’re going to be. So, one can only assume that you’re expected to stay with me, where it’s safest…on the couch. I’ll reiterate. If you don’t like it, call your boyfriend and tell him to call it off. I still get paid either way. Here’s a thought.” Rolling to a red light behind another car, I twisted to glare at Delilah as she watched me, wide, green eyes glistening at my rough tone. “Shut the fuck up about it if you’re not going to try to fix it. Your boyfriend never said I couldn’t tape your fucking mouth shut and hang you from the ceiling until he gets here. Technically, that’d be adhering to my side of the contract. Your comfort is the issue up in the air, here, not whether or not you’re crashing on my sofa. Good? Good. Now. . .”

      Fuck. Delilah’s eyes reddened before I turned back around— from frustration or fear of my outburst, I didn’t know, and I didn’t care. This just set the tone for the whole gig, and I gripped the wheel tightly even as Riley’s lips puffed out of the corner of my eye. I could tell from the wrinkle in her brow that she was trying not to laugh, and my mood picked up considerably.

      Really, I wondered if she ever believed me when I said I treated her different. I wasn’t going to be a dick to Delilah to make my point, but she hadn’t been in the car a total of five minutes. The silence was deafening, my blood drumming louder in my ears as the light turned green. It’s gonna be a long-ass drive to my place.

      “What do you want for dinner?” Riley spoke up to shoot me the most satisfied, smug, almost smarmy look of feminine pride I’d ever been blessed with.

      I flexed my hands on the wheel. What was I feeling right now, food wise? Rarely did I eat lunch; I usually had a big breakfast and whatever for dinner. At least it’s a distraction.

      “You know what I haven’t had in a long, long time? It’s something my mom used to make when I was little. It’s called Rice and Meat, and it’s basically like. . . rice. . . and ground beef, and, like, a packet of that Lipton noodle stuff. I have to stop and get some.”

      Happy surprise drenched her features.

      I smiled as I reached a stiff hand across the center console. “That sounds really good, actually. I eat pretty well, but I could do a cheat meal.”

      “It sounds like a plan, then.” Riley bopped her head in a nod, covering my hand with hers.

      My lips twitched up. Warmth suffused my chest, my bad mood vanishing completely as I tried to think of where the nearest grocery store was. Rice and Meat was simple, quick, and filling; it didn’t have a lot of nutritional value, but I wasn’t exactly keen on cooking when I got home.
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      Staring at the ceiling, I couldn’t seem to close my eyes for more than a second or two. Excitement trilled in my veins, and the near constant urge to just giggle from the happiness sparkling in my chest was almost overwhelming.

      “Reece?” Tilting my head, I rolled over.

      Reece popped his head out of the bathroom. Shaving cream smeared all over his face, and he arched a brow quizzically at me.

      I rested my cheek on my arm. “Do you wanna get married?”

      “Huh?” His expression blanked out, and he dropped his razor with a small clatter as his brows nearly flew past his hairline.

      My heart thundered hard, and I held my breath.

      He blinked hard and fast. “Uh— no? Why would I want to do that? I mean, if it’s for tax purposes, now would be the best time, but—”

      “Not right now. Have you ever seen yourself getting married, though?”

      Reece immediately shook his head. Bending down to grab his razor, he sniffed a hard breath before straightening to lean on the bathroom door frame. “There’s no reason to get married that separate court documents can’t supersede. Is this about the conversation in the car a few days ago?”

      Nodding unabashed, I licked my lips heavily as expectation stained my tongue.

      Through his thick shaving cream beard, his lips thinned when he sighed through flared nostrils. “I don’t think we should get ahead of ourselves, Riley.”

      Anxiety burrowed deep in my gut now. “I’m just wondering about the future. Th—” Reece disappeared into the bathroom again, and I sat up to run my hands through my hair with a sigh. Pulling my knee up to rest my chin, a small, perpetual smile stretched my lips. “This is only the third time I slept over, but I think things are going great!”

      “You’re never gonna get over my saying you’re better, are you, Riley?”

      My heart fluttered as I shook my head even though Reece couldn’t see me.

      His deep, sultry laugh floated out of the open bathroom threshold. “No— I can’t say I ever saw myself getting married, exactly, but when you say that, do you mean mid-forties, with a dog and a mortgage living in the state, or do you mean a wedding?”

      “Both. But, let’s say wedding for arguments sake.” In the thoughtful silence that met my declaration, I just couldn’t stop being so happy. I mean— what was sweeter than telling me no one was better for him than me? For days, I’d ridden that high of realizing that Reece seriously meant what he said. He truly believed that, or he wouldn’t have said it.

      And yeah— Delilah had the whole exotic-face-green-eyes-and-frail-delicate-frame thing going on, but she was a major complainer. She knew she was gorgeous, and her attitude flailed wildly between being very talkative and bubbly to sulky while grumbling under her breath as she sauntered away. I honestly didn’t know if she was just that upset about being put under protection, or because it wasn’t on her terms.

      “Logically…”

      Speaking up to cut through my thoughts, Reece drew my attention to the empty doorway, and I held my breath as my heart lurched into my throat.

      “The next step would be to spend time together, fuck around a lot, maybe go on a vacation or two, and then talk about moving in together. I’m down for that. If you want a wedding, make a dream board or something subtle like that.”

      “So, the idea of tying me up permanently has no appeal to you at all?”

      He poked his head out of the bathroom again, his half-shaven face drawing in some emotion I couldn’t place.

      Puffing out my lips, goosebumps washed my arms and down my bare back.

      “Red tape is an unflattering color on you.” Once again, Reece disappeared to continue shaving.

      My smile widened as warmth blossomed in my chest.

      “Besides, it’d be the government tying us together, not me tying you up. Not to mention that if I was going to marry you, I’d wanna meet your parents first.”

      “What? Why?” Throwing my legs over the side of the bed, I stood up to stretch my arms over my head with a groan. Flexing my toes against the hardwood, tension slithered up my legs, and blood drummed in my ears. I reached down for his discorded shirt, pulling the fabric to my nose to inhale deeply before scrambling inside. Wandering to the door, I leaned on the frame.

      Reece bent over the sink, carefully shaving his facial hair. He paused, his eyes meeting mine in the mirror to flash with irritation. “So I can tell your mom to her face that even though she’s an egregious bitch, you turned out confident and pretty alright for a blue-collar Connecticut girl.”

      My brows rose in surprise at this answer.

      Reece stuck his razor under the faucet to turn the knob sharply. “I know it’s a reactive thing, but I don’t think it’s unwarranted, either. What mother tells her daughter that being sexually assaulted is her own fault? That’s fucked up, firstly, and secondly… if that’s any indication of what other shit she says to you, I want nothing more than to use all the wonderful things about you to just tear her apart. I’m really good at that shit.”

      “Yeah…” I wasn’t sure what to say to this. My heart sank back down into my chest, but— really, there wasn’t anything else to say. My mom made it clear what she thought of me, and that was okay. Things got better, and life moved on regardless. “Um, I’m gonna go make breakfast. Want anything specific?”

      “Whatever you want is fine. Riley…” Stopping for the umpteenth time, Reece turned to me fully to scan my face through narrowed pupils. “If you’re afraid your mom is gonna ruin your life even worse somehow, you can tell me. Okay?”

      “Okay.” I nodded, and he went back to shaving as I headed down the stairs.

      Delilah was flopped on the sofa, struggling to sleep, and I briefly wondered if she knew it was a pull-out couch. She only talked when Reece wasn’t in the same room as her, and I got the sense that she really hated being told what to do. Craning my neck over the back of the sofa, I peeked at her face.

      Her eyes rolled to meet mine.

      “I’m gonna make breakfast. Eggs and bacon. You want any?”

      “Yeah, please.”

      Delilah looked and sounded so miserable, and my heart ached for her as she hoisted herself up to sit.

      “How long have you two been together? Is Reece always such an ass?”

      “Not always, no. We’ve only been dating a few weeks. What about you? The guy you’re seeing…it’s been a few years, right?”

      Green eyes flashed behind her long, blonde eyelashes as she blinked blearily, only meeting my question with a heavy nod.

      “Do you ever talk about the future or anything?” I asked curiously.

      “There wasn’t a future until Darren got rid of that dick of a boss.” She inhaled deeply through her nose before standing up, raking her hands through her hair. Annoyance twisted her beautiful, sharp features. “He always said he’d leave when the time was right, but I was losing faith in him— which sucks, because I really love him. I just am not gonna wait around for another 5 years only to be disappointed all the time.”

      “Are you excited he’s coming to the States?” Tossing the question over my shoulder as I headed for the kitchen, I frowned under tightly knit brows. How awful was it to love someone but have no future with him? This feeling that enveloped me with warmth and security and happiness— what if it had a time limit?

      “As excited as I can be considering the circumstances, I think. He makes trips here and stuff, but Darren’s the kind of guy that likes to lump stuff together. I’m hoping that once we’re in the same hemisphere, that’ll change. I mean, logistically, I couldn’t be high up there on his list of priorities, but…He’s selling his black book to Santino in exchange for entrance. That’s not something to take lightly.”

      What does that even mean? I popped open the fridge with a hum of acknowledgment.

      Delilah sat down at the kitchen table to sigh dramatically. “Maybe, I’ll go back to being a teacher. I’m tired of all this powerplay drama stuff. This isn’t how I thought this would happen.”

      Maybe, Delilah really has a lot to complain about. It got annoying because complaining was all she did, but— wow. Her life sucked! Loving a man that didn’t put her first— working a job she really didn’t like, but she didn’t want to be poor anymore— how crappy.
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      ‘Riley: I’m waiting on this call back, still. How’s things going since you dropped me off?’

      It’d only been about twenty minutes since Reece dropped me off at my apartment, but both of us had been reluctant. I didn’t want to leave my cozy, safe space with him, and he didn’t want to be stuck along with Delilah. It’s too bad, I got stuff to do here.

      Laundry needed to be done, and I was waiting for Vanessa to call me back about whether or not I’d gotten the job. If I did, I wanted to go through all my clothes. I needed to go through my shoes, and things might need to be replaced if there was too much wear.

      Right now, though, I was simply going through my refrigerator looking for items about to expire. Not having money to play around with was a blessing in disguise. Reaching to grab a package of sliced cheese, I turned it around in my hands and squinted to find the little date printed somewhere.

      “Yeah…two days ago is bad.” Nothing mattered when I was with Reece. I never wanted to leave his bed or stop looking at him, and everything else was optional. Eating was optional. Breathing was optional. There was nothing outside my field of vision— he was always in the center of it.

      Tossing the cheese into the garbage, I snatched my phone as it buzzed from a call, and a wry smile stretched my lips. A fury of emotions sent shivers down my spine, but surprise rose my brows when I saw it was Hannah calling. “Hello?”

      “Hey! Riley! I was just thinkin’ of you. This super rich lady from last night tipped me with a gift card to this place— Sophia’s Grand Boutique— and I just checked it, and it’s got like $10,000 on it. Wanna go shopping?”

      I paused at the excitement that dribbled from Hannah’s tone, and the line crackled thickly against my cheek.

      She went on enthusiastically, “I wasn’t very happy to take over those tables, but I’m glad I did. She was like, dripping diamonds and a huge bitch, and I thought she was gonna stiff me hard. While she was walking out, she said I looked a lot like a grandkid, and her grandkid loved this store, but everyone decided to go on vacation or something without her— it was really sad, actually. At least she had a reason to be grumpy, though.”

      “U— uh…” I had no idea what to say to this.

      Hannah giggled over the phone.

      Her knocking on my apartment door echoed in my ear, and goosebumps washed my arms as I jumped. Hurrying across the kitchen, I unlocked the door to let her in, and she hung up to bop her head encouragingly. “I know I can’t spend it all myself. 75% of my clothes are work, and the other 25% are pajamas. Buuuuttt, you are trying to find a new job, yeah?” She bumped my hip playfully, and

      I nodded dumbly as I tried to wrap my head around her offer.

      Grinning ear to ear at me, Hannah slipped her phone into her ratty jeans to cross her arms under her bust. “Plus, I can’t cash it in or anything and I looked online, and their clothes are really much more your style.”

      “My style?” Shutting the door, I did feel a bit excited now.

      Hannah nodded with a little humpf.

      “D— don’t you want to spend it on yourself? Or sell it online or something? Or just keep it and use it when you can?”

      “I’m honestly not that concerned about it. I have a great job, and I figured that since you wanted to work in an office, you could use it more. Not to say you’re destitute or anything, but seriously, Riley, you budget down to the dollar. You deserve some blow-back-free splurging, and you need to go through all your clothes, anyway, right?” She giggled at my quizzical expression.

      I ducked into my refrigerator to cool my flaming face. Were my struggles that obvious?

      “So, tell me about this new guy.”

      “Reece? He’s, like, my soul mate.” My utter lack of sarcasm settled the light atmosphere, and I grabbed my eggs to just toss them into the garbage without bothering to look at the date. “I messed up. I should’ve just stuck with my gut and stayed with him, but I didn’t, and—”

      “There was no way of knowing you’d be good together outside your freaky sex stuff, though, so maybe all this is a good thing?”

      Scrunching up my nose at that, I shut the refrigerator door to sigh, leaning against the sink.

      Hannah pulled a chair up to drop heavily into it. “You’re right, though, Riley. You should always trust your gut in situations like that. And that sucks. But. . . like, it’s not like you’ll leave him again, right?”

      “I asked him if he wanted to get married the other day.” Covering my face to keep my cheeks from melting off my skull, I flopped my head back to groan. Mortification slithered up my neck, and Hannah’s gasp rang in my ears. “I meant that— you know, if he ever thought that he would get married or something, but then he was all like ‘I’d rather the government not fuck me in the ass’ and whatever— which I expected, but come on.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t make it worse by saying something stupid, Riley.”

      I felt as dumb as her tone sounded, but I shook my head anyway. My conversation with Reece was all I could think of for a second as I inhaled deeply through my nose. Even then, I couldn’t wash myself of my embarrassment.

      Hannah stared at me. “What did he say?”

      “He said that there’s a difference between a wedding and marriage, and that if he was gonna, he’d want to meet my parents first so he could tell my mom she’s a bitch.”

      Hannah choked on her own spit in a shocked laugh.

      I ran my hands down my face to lift my head. “I don’t know— maybe I’m jealous or something? Reece’s babysitting this uber-rich dude’s girlfriend, and for some reason, he‘s making her sleep on his couch. They have this huge tension, but I don’t think he realizes that she’s just miserable and sad.”

      “Ew— is she one of those girls?”

      Shaking my head quickly, my lips twisted sadly.

      Hannah arched a brow. “Wanna invite her? I’m not paying though, but she’s probably got killer style? And if Reece hates her, why not?”

      “Um, I wouldn’t say he hates her, but he doesn’t want her around, and she doesn’t want to be around, so it’s contentious…yeah. I’ll ask.” Swiping my phone off the counter, I opened my texts to Reece to smile. “I’m supposed to get a call back from the person that interviewed me today.”

      “You already got that in motion, huh? What company?” My mind went blank as I shot Reece a quick text, and I glanced up from my phone screen to lick my lips heavily. The interview with Vanessa had gone fantastic, and hope blossomed in my chest. “Brass Herring Solutions. They have branch offices all over the country and even in Canada. I did some research on them, but really not a lot. They market everything, like TV commercials for drugs and food and everything in between. It’s basically what I was doing before, but the huge difference is I’m not a contractor. The boss…I’m getting mixed signals. Reece says she’s a slave driver.”

      “They all are.” Hannah nodded. “High-powered women like that are just control freaks in a position to exercise it. That’s great, though. Women bosses expect a lot higher quality work, but I’ve found they don’t nitpick as much compared to guys. And they don’t explode on you if you mess up.” She slumped in the chair. “I get glowing reviews, but the guy manager on my off shifts is an asshole. I don’t know why he’s not fired yet.”

      My phone vibrated in my hand: ‘Reece: I will GLADLY drive you all anywhere you want to go. Just let me know when.’

      “He said he’ll ‘gladly’— in all caps— take us where we want to go. You know, it’s really sad, honestly. I think Delilah is probably really nice ordinarily. Her boyfriend works overseas, so I guess, they’re not really dating, just sort of on and off again screwing around. But apparently, it’s been going on for almost five years. I can’t imagine how upsetting that must be. When she talked about him, she seemed so like so blah… like it just sapped the energy from her.” The more I thought about Delilah’s predicament, the sadder it seemed to have to live through. Her boyfriend was essentially stringing her along— the situation was probably a hell of a lot more complicated than I knew, but the essentials were the same.

      He worked too much and didn’t spend time with her. That’d take a toll on anyone.

      “Well, we’ll be her friends. It’ll be great. And who says shopping is a bad coping mechanism?” Hannah asked.

      Chuffing lightly at that, I shook my head as I shot Reece a brief text.
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      “This is so nice. . .” I stretched out in the driver’s seat of my car and pulled down the visor to savor being alone for the first time in a week. Delilah was such an unhappy person, and she had every right to be—but wow, was she a fucking drag.

      Pulling back my seat lever, I sighed in contentment only to have my phone ring shrilly, and my lips twisted as I debated ignoring it. Reaching for the device in the cupholder, I swiped the ‘Accept’ button without bothering to see who was calling. It’s just Vanessa. She’s the only one that calls me. “Hey, what’s up? You got an update for me on that cunt and her shady secret?” Settling into my seat, I inhaled deeply even as a frown dragged my mouth. “Vanessa?”

      “I’m not Vanessa.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood up, and I sat up as stiffness gripped my muscles in a vice. “Mr. Santino— I apologize. I was expecting Vanessa. What can I do for you?” Clearing my throat roughly, I pulled a face at my own stupidity as anxiety curdled in my gut. Carlyle Santino never called me personally unless it was a job, and we both knew what a clusterfuck that last one was. “I’m currently—”

      “I’m aware. We need to talk. Considering you’ve been sitting outside a fashion boutique for the last half hour, I take it that Delilah decided to bury herself in a mountain of clothes.”

      What the fuck. I jumped when a soft knock sounded on my passenger window before reaching to slap the lock button.

      Carlyle fucking Santino slid into the passenger seat, hanging up his phone to catch my eyes, and the air became frigid. “Let’s chat. I want to know what you think you’re doing misusing resources for personal gain.”

      Panic slammed into my gut, but I managed to keep a straight face by the grace of fucking God! Why did Carlyle Santino come here personally? What the fuck was going on? Did this have nothing at all to do with Delilah and Darren? If not, he couldn’t send me a fucking email and not make me regret not wearing my brown pants? Shit. “Someone put a hit on my girlfriend. I have grounds to pursue a recon period.” My voice didn’t waver.

      Carlyle’s eyes narrowed on me as he cocked his head like a viper readying to strike.

      Being under his scrutiny was killer in itself, and a cold sweat broke out under my jacket even as I cleared my throat roughly. “I’m doing my due diligence with surveillance, and the client hasn’t agreed to anything, yet.”

      “Vanessa isn’t your secretary— she’s mine. Since you’ve got plenty of time doing nothing for the next 3 months, take it upon yourself to do your own research on your client.”

      I nodded curtly.

      Carlyle frowned under furrowed brows as he straightened. “Darren Willians is the biggest arms dealer in the world. Delilah’s safety is more important than whoever is trying to kill your girlfriend. That being said…she knows everything about his operations, so I’ll be inviting her to my home in the next month. I suggest you take that time to sort your own issue, but you’re not to act on anything until she’s safely within my walls.”

      “Of course, sir.” Discomfort lodged like a stone in my chest, and I held my breath.

      Carlyle’s expression drew into thoughtfulness. “…It’s strange, isn’t it? Years ago, my wife was sent a package bomb that could’ve killed her.” Everyone knew this story…he tore his intense eyes off me to stare at the dash. “I sympathize with your need to find who is doing this, Reece. Now, it’s a faint, cloudy memory compared to what came after, but I didn’t handle myself very well at the time. I don’t begrudge you, but I do want to warn you that these things have a habit of coming back to bite you in the ass.”

      “Uh…I’ve killed a lot of people under contract, Mr. Santino, but I’ve never had someone close to me be requested. It is strange, yeah. Did— did you come here just to have this conversation with me?” It could’ve been a phone call. A beeper page, for fuck’s sake. But no— Carlyle Santino was in my car, having tracked me down, for seemingly no reason other than to tell me not to screw up.

      “Partly, yes. I have a meeting with Vanessa today and I haven’t actually met Delilah yet. I thought it’d be prudent to establish something with her before I try to interrogate her. To be honest, I didn’t have to intervene on Darren’s behalf. He could’ve simply closed up shop, and I would’ve been happy with the outcome and allowed him to stay in the States. He’s handing over his black book, but it doesn’t have any information in it that I don’t already know. The issue then becomes…can I get these people to do business with my brother on my behalf, or will I have to contract in Darren to make transactions?”

      Carlyle didn’t expect me to answer him, and I couldn’t, anyway. I didn’t know jack shit about the arms trade— or any trade outside my own.

      “You were fortunate to be fielded this job, Reece. Chances are I’ll be keeping Delilah up north until Darren arrives, which will free you up completely. Making her sleep on your sofa was an amusing concept.”

      “Darren didn’t provide any instructions, and I’m not obligated to go out of my way for her comfort. My job is to keep her alive, not make her happy…although, from what I know, he doesn’t do even that much. All she does is bitch about him being paranoid and Aleksander Makovich can’t get her here, and blah, blah, blah.” I couldn’t help rolling my eyes in annoyance.

      Carlyle actually chuckled in bemusement.

      “So, I need permission to take appropriate action once I find out who’s trying to kill Riley.”

      “I take it that you’re running out of people to investigate.” His wasn’t a question, as he reached to scratch his stubbled jaw. “I’d expect it to be a similar process to any other kind of investigation. Her parents and significant other would be the top suspects, no? And considering you can rule yourself out. . .”

      “She knows. I’ve hinted at meeting her parents, of course, but I don’t know if she’ll bite. Even if she doesn’t, killing them will be an entirely different issue all together. There’s no way she wouldn’t have some doubt, and I don’t want to lie to her. Until I know more, I’m not entertaining the idea of contracting someone else, either. Riley has given up on her mother, and I don’t blame her. ”

      “I remember when you were just some long-limbed hick from some place with no name. You hated your life, so you ran away.”

      My brows twitched at the reminder of events over a decade ago.

      Carlyle stroked his chin thoughtfully. “You’re one of my longest-running employees. I suppose some appreciation is in order.”

      So cringy. Carlyle Santino spoke like a nervous 8th grader making a speech for perfect attendance sans stuttering and wonky pitch, but that was literally how he always talked.

      Pursing my lips thinly, I turned my gaze to the wheel and inhaled deeply. “Thank you, but I honestly can’t see myself doing any other job.” Killing people, extorting, kidnapping or rescuing— it was so commonplace now, but even when I started 7 years ago… “Maybe, I do this job because I can’t kill the people I really want to kill.”

      “I know the feeling. Doing it didn’t help me, but I didn’t have as much reason. In the end, Valerie was just hurt by someone else. But that’s what makes it good business— most people don’t realize that getting rid of one problem just allows another to fill the gap.”

      “The sister just up and skipped out, right? That must’ve sucked.” All I knew about it were rumors, but I honestly didn’t care about Carlyle’s wife’s relationship with her twin. I’d never even met either woman— just suffered through Vanessa’s gossip mongering. “Are you worried about Makovich?”

      “No, of course not. I got what I needed from him. The reason I went through with those meetings was the same as him— I wanted to send Willians a message. Owning his girlfriend apparently wasn’t enough to get him on my side. Once I have his book and a solid plan going forward, I couldn’t care less about him or what they do. From what chatter I’ve received, Willians has already dodged two assassination attempts in the last month, and they were both connected to Aleksander.”

      At this news, my brows rose in surprise.

      Carlyle shot me a ‘duh’ look from across the center console. “A man doesn’t spend unnecessary amounts of money unless he thinks it’s worth it.”

      “That’s such a lie,” blurting out the retort before I could stop myself, I sniffed a little as I sat back and gripped the wheel with both my hands. The silence that settled was surprisingly less uncomfortable than I expected, considering the circumstances, and I frowned under tightly knit brows. “You’ve been married two years, right? Did anything change?”

      “Valerie wanted a wedding… or, I should say she wanted an excuse to patch things up with her sister, so I gave her one. It went well, but all things end someway. I wouldn’t go so far as to say that being married in itself changed things.” Carlyle fiddled with the band on his finger, a warmth softening his features. “You’ve never been one to drag your feet, Reece. It’s what’s made you so good at being a handyman. You know a good amount of a lot of things, and I imagine that any woman would be swept away by it….but you should always keep in mind that nothing is linear. If you don’t act on this job, either by telling Riley and having her play along, or moving your ass into gear to find out who’s behind it, it won’t just go away. I know you’re not trying because you’re afraid of the answers you’ll uncover ‒ you’re afraid of what Riley will find out ‒ but not telling her will only hurt you in the end.”

      “…Is that why she kicked you out over the holidays? She found out something you tried to keep from her?” Speaking up cautiously, I pursed my lips when Carlyle nodded firmly. I mean, who the fuck goes to Carl’s parent’s house for Thanksgiving, uninvited, knowing Malda and her boyfriend were there? The only logical thing was that Valerie stuck his ass in the doghouse, and he had nowhere to go, so he thought ‘might as well’.

      And, in the end, it worked out for him. Malda spilled her guts about everything she knew. Nothing she said came as a surprise to Carlyle, but it did solidify his stance to step back and let the Makovich destroy themselves.

      “I would argue that it’s the same situation, just in reverse. She found out after many, many years that her father was alive. That both her sister and I knew and kept it from her. He showed up in my hometown upstate— said he’d run into Natasha and wanted to talk to Valerie. He committed suicide a few days later. The point is that if you’re hesitating to spare Riley some heartache, it won’t work. All lies unravel eventually.”

      That did sound super ominous. But what could I say? Sorry? It all worked out in the end? I didn’t even know why Carlyle was in my car in the first place, but this conversation had more angles than the local gay bar. Jesus. “How do you fucking do that, huh? How do you know so much about every single little detail of everyone’s lives? How do you somehow manage to weaponize every word that comes out of your mouth? You know, Carlyle— I’ve known you for a long, long time, but I never really understood you, and I don’t know what the fuck is going on right now.” Reaching to rub my face roughly, I closed my eyes and rolled my jaw hard to pop the joints. I glanced over at him through my fingers.

      Carlyle’s laugh filled my car, and he tapped his knee. “If I told you, it wouldn’t be magic, would it?”

      Carlyle fucking Santino popped a joke at me! A joke!

      Smirking broadly, he stretched his long legs in the passenger seat, and his collar drooped to reveal the huge, startling tattoo crawling up his neck. “For once, Reece, I would like to talk to someone other than Carl and Theo about something besides business.”
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      “Yes, I’m available to start Monday— of course.” Standing in the changing room, in just my underwear, I shivered as excitement prickled down my spine.

      On the phone, Vanessa’s clacking on her keyboard echoed above the blood drumming in my ear, but it vanished when she inhaled in preparation. “Awesome. I’ll email you the training schedule, but considering your experience, I’m not expecting it to take the full 30 days. When you come in for full time orientation, we’ll discuss your salary and your training performance and go from there.”

      We said our goodbyes, and my voice didn’t crack— not once!— as I hung up to stare at my phone screen.

      I got the job.

      I got the job!

      “Yes! Oh, my God! Yes!” Punching the air, I swished my hips as elation threatened to burst open my chest. My phone screen went black, reflecting my huge smile, and tiny tears pricked the corners of my eyes. “I got the job! I got the job!” Dancing around the disgustingly large changing room, I kicked my bare heel against the carpeted floor before the curtain flung open.

      Hannah squealed in excitement, rushing to hug me, and I bounced from excitement and pride.

      Sure— Reece got me an interview, but I fucking nailed it all by myself! Vanessa wouldn’t have put me straight into training if she didn’t think I was capable. How awesome was that!

      “Yay! Congratulations! We’re gonna get so drunk tonight!” Hannah pulled back to hold my shoulders to shake me. “Yeah! ♪You got the jo-ob! You got the jo-ob!♪”

      Reaching a trembling hand to swipe back my hair, I practically hyperventilated as emotion crowded my lungs. My cheeks ached from the fierceness of my smile, and I didn’t even care that I was mostly naked as I poked my head out to of the changing room.

      Delilah stared at me with green eyes bright with awkwardness.

      I tossed her a thumbs up. “You’re gonna party with us, right?”

      “Um— yeah. I’d love to.”

      Maybe Delilah feels like a third wheel. The thought was sobering, somewhat, and I gestured her into the changing room. She clearly felt out of place. I snatched a flowy, ocean blue shirt off the hanger as I wormed my head and shoulders in a little dance. “So, you know, Delilah…Why are you a model?” Mine was obviously the wrong question to ask, and the mood in the room changed drastically as I pulled the shirt over my head. When I could see again, I looked down at her.

      Delilah was frowning thinly as she sat down on the bench to clasp her hands in her lap with a sigh. “The truth is.,,I was approached one day and told that I could either quit my job and work for Carlyle’s lacky, or I could disappear until he got what he wanted.”

      My eyes widened in surprise, and my heart lurched as Hannah and I were shocked into silence.

      “I taught second grade in Los Angeles. I love kids. But then… I slept with the wrong guy, and then I made the mistake of doing it again. And again.”

      “That’s awful…” Hannah shuffled over to sit down and pat Delilah’s back.

      I rolled my lips between my teeth as sympathy washed down my sternum in powerful waves.

      Delilah had obviously made peace with the past, but now that there was a light at the end of the tunnel, she couldn’t just ignore it anymore. The lies she told herself all these years were unravelling even as she shrugged slightly. “I was able to finish out the year, at least. And, to be fair…I do love Darren. Every time I think of the future, he’s in it. It’s just the uncertainty of it all that gets me sometimes. Even when he does come home, it’s not like he’s exactly blue-collar. We talk all the time about it, but things are never as good as we think they’ll be.” Delilah sucked in a big breath, straightening her posture to flip her long, gorgeous hair over her shoulder. “I always tell him ‘no’ because I wanted him to stop asking. What’s the point of being more than just friends with benefits because he’s not around to make it serious?”

      “But he is coming back permanently, right? In a few months?”

      “He doesn’t know. He’s trying and I know that’s all I can really ask for, but…” Delilah sighed heavily

      Pursing my lips thinly, I turned to the mirror to watch her in the reflection. Emotion warred in my chest— I felt bad for Delilah, of course, but I got my job. I shouldn’t have asked her about her modelling. There was only one direction that conversation could go and it was down.

      Hannah finally spoke up, “Everything gets better. You know, every seven or so years, you’re an entirely new person, and you don’t even realize it. You’ve been with this guy for a while, right? So, it’s about time for a change.”

      I hummed softly in agreement with Hannah, training my gaze on myself as I held out my arms. This shirt came to my elbows and I liked the color.

      Hannah continued with optimism brimming her tone, “Yeah… it’s true. Eight years ago, I was engaged to a loser that could barely wipe his own butt, and here I am now, on my own, good job, great friends. . .”

      “Eight years ago, I was in…7th grade.” Giggling a little, I glanced back as Delilah and Hannah both laughed.

      Delilah nodded with a wave of her hand. “Yeah. Okay, I get it. And you know what? You’re right. Things are gonna change— for the better. Even if I have to break up with Darren, it’d be better than being strung along forever.” Delilah lloked deeply saddened by the idea but she was quick to wipe her expression before shooting me an apologetic, faux happy smile. “Congratulations on your job, Riley.”

      “Thanks. Don’t worry, we’re gonna get so drunk later and blast everyone in our lives who so much as looked as us wrong. It happens every time.”

      Her smile picked up a bit, became a little more genuine.

      I glanced over at the keep pile we’d made. “I don’t think we have to spend this whole gift card today. Besides, I don’t even know what I need to get rid of and I’m not gonna just shove all my clothes in a donation bin without looking through them first.”

      “Ah— another good thing to do while drinking. I’m liking where this is going.” Hannah clapped loudly. “We should eat first, before we go back. I get a discount at my job, do you wanna go there?”

      Carefully taking off the shirt, I covered my chest as I reached for the clothes I’d come to this boutique in. “Sure.” Pulling my jeans up, I snatched my phone off the bench to shoot Reece a text.

      ‘We were thinking of grabbing something to eat. You okay with that?’

      Setting my phone down again, I fastened my jeans as quiet descended on the dressing room. Clearly, Delilah just had it rough, but I couldn’t help but wonder if she’d just disappear as abruptly as she’d entered my life. She seemed really nice despite the circumstances and I thought we could be friends if things were different.

      Of course, if things were different, we never would’ve met. Neither of us had said anything, but I got the feeling that Delilah felt the same. She was really alone and a very publicized celebrity, so friends for her were hard to come by. Scrambling into my shirt, I pulled my hair over my shoulder to tie into a loose ponytail and held back a sigh. Being famous was bad enough, but being forced to be famous is even worse.

      “Ready to check out? I’m just gonna put my socks and shoes on.” Hannah popped up, gathering up the clothes in the ‘keep’ pile to hang over her arm. She’s more excited to buy it than anything else.

      Once she was out and weaving through racks of clothes, I sat down to grab Delilah’s hand and squeeze. “It’ll all be worth it. I know it’s not a situation you want to be in, but Reece says Carlyle is a man of his word. He’ll let you have your happily ever after, Delilah.”

      “D-do you know how awful it is to need permission to have my ‘happily’ ever after?” Delilah stood up to shake her head, gazing at me with sad, green eyes. “It’s easy to forget that these people are murderers, torturers and terrorists, Riley. But that doesn’t mean they’re not. Your boyfriend has killed a lot of people. If you asked him, would he even be able to tell you how many? Just because he’s nice to you doesn’t mean he’s not a monster. At least I know what I’m getting into.”
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      “All lies unravel eventually.” Carlyle’s words hung heavy against the backs of my eyes and I tapped my feet as I stared at the ceiling. My sofa was more uncomfortable than I remembered, but there wasn’t much I could do at the moment. I had three drunk as shit girls in my bed, but it’d be way too awkward to climb in with them compared to when there was just the one.

      Riley hadn’t had a sober moment, and I ended up sitting out in the hallway four times. She’d gotten the job with Vanessa and she deserved to party it up before starting when the weekend was over. By her own words, Riley didn’t drink a lot or often, a glass of wine here or there, but no beer and no hard liquor.

      But—holy shit did her neighbor have an iron gut. I doubted even Mateo could keep up with that blondie. In hindsight, I really should’ve agreed to partying at Riley’s place, but it didn’t matter after a few hours when they were too drunk to complain.

      “I’m gonna die.” Riley shuffled heavily to plop her firm ass in my lap. She reeked of alcohol, but her breath was minty fresh when she kissed my cheek. “Thank you.”

      “Sh-h…” Holding her forehead in my palm, I could feel her sweating through both our clothes. I’d gotten drunk as all Hell in this very same room recently, so the blue lightbulb in one of the lamp prongs was all that illuminated the room. Nimble, hot fingers played with the buttons of my shirt, and I rubbed her side with my free hand. “You okay?”

      “How many people have you killed for money?”

      Stiffening at the blatant question, I lifted my head to stare at Riley from under high brows.

      Her rosy cheeks puffed out, lips thinning. The slur in her tone could’ve been tiredness or alcohol, and her dark eyes were almost black from the blue light streaming from behind her.

      I couldn’t tell if she was still drunk. “Why do you want to know?”

      Puffing out her lips, Riley’s brows knit sharply at me.

      I inhaled deeply through flared nostrils. Crap. No getting out of this. “Eighty in eight years. About one a month, give or take.”

      “Oh.” Obviously, I’d surprised Riley by being able to give a number, and she blinked blearily at me.

      Of course, I had other jobs, other prerogatives more important than killing someone, but she hadn’t asked about that. I sure as shit wasn’t going to tell her of my own volition.

      “Like who?”

      “What kind of question is that? You don’t pay tens of thousands of dollars to have someone killed unless they wronged you. Sometimes, it’s a cheating or abusive spouse, or someone that fucked you over real bad. The reasons never matter. I just do my job, and I don’t care about the sob story. It’s not gonna get you a discount or anything.” I purposefully kept my voice low and soft, but heat pooled in my chest. Dread gnawed at my gut, my hands tingling as I swiped back Riley’s hair to cup her cheek. “If you ask me, I’ll answer, but make sure you won’t regret it, baby.”

      “I’m fine with the fact that you can give me a number.”

      Delilah must’ve said something. I scowled lightly at that thought, but the damage was already done, if there was any to begin with.

      Lifting her head to stare into my eyes, Riley shuffled a little deeper into my lap to wind her arms around my neck. “I love you. It doesn’t matter if it’s just right here on the sofa. I’m on here, and you’re on here, and we’re together.”

      “Riley…” My lips quirked up.

      Riley craned her neck to kiss me sweetly.

      The heat in my chest morphed into something softly warm and gentle— just like her. But I could taste the wine on her mouth, and I pulled back to lay Riley on the sofa to cover her up. “Go back to sleep. It’s not like I’ll go anywhere. This is my place.”

      My demand lowered her eyelids, but Riley had enough energy and mind to take my hand and lace our fingers. She smiled beautifully and a little lopsidedly.

      My heart grew full as I leaned to kiss her lips. In seconds, she was asleep again, leaving me with one question circling ruts into my brain.

      Would she remember this in the morning? I wasn’t sure which answer I wanted more. “You got deep under my fingernails, didn’t you?”

      Riley wasn’t awake to answer, her breaths deep and even.

      I pulled a duvet up over her shoulders. Working out from under her legs didn’t stir her at all, either. Stretching my arms over my head, I arched my back and bit down a groan. “We’ll see what happens when the sun comes up.”

      Riley, Delilah, and Hannah had loudly agreed that Friday was the day to sober up. Hannah had to work at 3:30, Riley was simply over being drunk, and the way they drunkenly decided on their reasons was what made it so funny. Gazing down at her, now, so peaceful and not crying or laughing hysterically, I captured her pinked face and calm expression.

      “Ah. . .” Running my hands up my face and through my hair, I squeezed the back of my neck between my palms. My phone started to vibrate in my pocket, as if Vanessa had some creepy sixth sense of my restlessness, and I shuffled around the sofa to head into the kitchen. “Hello?”

      “I figured it out—”

      Vanessa’s winded tone rose the hairs on my arms, and I leaned on the counter to cross my ankles and hold my cheek.

      “I found out why her information is all wonky. Riley’s her dad’s mistress’s kid, not her mom’s.”

      “What?” My voice cracked in shock, and I closed my eyes tightly to pinch the bridge of my nose. To some extent, I’d expected this, considering the warning Vanessa had given me, but to hear it as a certainty settled heavily on my shoulders. “What the fuck, Vanessa?” The air had been knocked from my lungs.

      “Yeah, Riley shares DNA with her father but not her mother. From everything I found, it seems like Riley’s father was just like, ‘hey-y so, I found this baby somewhere, and you always wanted a girl, so let’s just pretend she’s ours’.” Drawling dramatically, Vanessa cleared her throat softly. “They had her as a home birth, falsified her information on her real documents, and as far as I can tell, Riley’s mother probably knew her husband was cheating on her. Since Riley’s biological mother and ‘adoptive’ mother have the same blood type, no one ever noticed.”

      “So, how do you know he didn’t just find a baby somewhere and be like ‘hey’?” Licking my lips, I rubbed my eyes and down my jaw to scratch my freshly shaven chin absently. My mind whirled too fast, beating against my forehead, and I inhaled a deep, shuddering breath. “Even if he did, what happened to the woman? The mistress?”

      “She was from a super religious household, and as far as I can tell, she died giving birth in a motel room. Dude took the baby and police didn’t find her for days until they got called about the smell.”

      How horrifying. A hard shiver jerked my shoulders at the nonchalance in Vanessa’s tone; I wasn’t sure which was worse— how easy she said all this shit, or that it was actually real and not some Law and Order episode.

      She went on in her casual way, “They gave up looking for the baby after the girl’s family made a huge stink of denial over it. So, I dug a little deeper, and wouldn’t you know…Riley’s dad got around a lot. I’m guessing that’s why her mom is such a bitch. I find it really hard to believe she didn’t know her husband was out getting 14-year old’s pregnant.”

      “What the fuck!” Clamping my hand over my mouth as my bellowing shout rampaged through my apartment, my eyes flew to the sofa. Blood drummed in my ears, and I held my breath as the seconds ticked by arduously slowly. When no one stirred, I slowly walked across the living room to shut myself in the bedroom. “What the fuck did you just say?”

      “She was 14. Not even in high school when she gave birth. I pulled up her picture and they look a lot alike. So, Riley’s mom is not her mom, but her dad is a pedophile and definitely her dad, and also, I just now received a text from Jerry. He’s got an IP address this time, which means—”

      “The reply came from an unprotected computer. Yeah, okay. Send me everything you got, and I’ll figure out the rest. I can work with an IP address.” I hung up to lean heavily against the door, rolling my jaw as my mouth filled with cotton. When Vanessa said Riley’s information was probably forged, the obvious conclusion was that something illegal had happened to her. But—that her birth mother was a child having sex with a 25-plus guy. . .

      “Ugh! Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” What the fuck am I supposed to tell Riley, now?
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      Shoveling my egg-in-a-hole into my mouth, my body throbbed with the need to consume something of substance. Delilah and I were eating silently, but Hannah hadn’t woken up yet. Considering how much she drank, it’s not surprising.

      She easily downed more than the both of us put together, but I wasn’t judging. I had a great time, even if I couldn’t remember most of it. At least none of us had woken up in the hospital or something.

      “Riley—”

      Twisting slowly, I winced as Reece’s voice pierced my brain, but if he noticed, he didn’t show while he sat down across from Delilah and next to me. His face looked haggard and drawn, with deep circles under his eyes and lips seemed to be screwed in a permanent scowl. “We need to talk. I just need you to listen and not say anything until I’m done, okay?”

      Chewing my bite slowly, I ducked my head in a nod as the hairs on the back of my neck bristled in unease. I swallowed my mouthful as I set my stuffed piece of toast down. Anxiety zinged in the air just above my head.

      Reece took a deep, stabilizing breath and captured my gaze to hold it as his pupils narrowed into fine points. “Your mother put a request into my Network to murder you.”

      My eyes widened, goosebumps washed down my arms and across my chest as I stiffened.

      Quickly, Reece raised his palm, but the world blurred for a second before he continued. “I initially received the request a few weeks ago, and I’ve been trying to find out who put it through. Last night, I received some information that, well…isn’t going to be easy to accept. Your mom replied to my offer on her home computer, so I know it’s her. This happened after you blocked her from your life, and I didn’t tell you immediately because I wanted to be sure.”

      I sat and stared at him wild-eyed as I felt like throwing up.

      He went on, “When I was going over your information, some stuff didn’t add up, and I dug to find out why. Your mother isn’t your biological mother. Your father cheated on her with a 14-year-old girl and got her pregnant, which resulted in you. Your mom probably knows, but at this point, it doesn’t really matter. I was fielded the request because you’re a contact in my phone, and Vanessa has been watching the Network, but no more requests about you have come up.”

      I blinked hard as disbelief flooded my brain.

      Reece didn’t stop talking— didn’t let me catch up. His expression hardened, his mouth twisting into a sneer as he clenched his hands into tight fists on the table, “I thought originally that, with the timing and everything, it could’ve been Brandon, but obviously he’s not capable of being anything but a professional victim and irritant. That only left your parents and your brother, or the possibility that someone not closely connected to you decided to put the request in. Vanessa dug into your medical history and found out that you’re not related to your mother. So…the only plausible explanation is that she put this request in to kill you because she realized she couldn’t lord over you anymore. She spent your whole life belittling you and degrading you because you’re a product of an illegal relationship outside her marriage. I don’t know why she agreed to keep you, but now, she contracted someone to kill you, and I was lucky I got fielded the request. You’re not in any immediate danger, but it’s gotten to the point where I had tell you, Riley.”

      My ears rang shrilly as Reece went silent, and I tore my eyes off him to stare at my half-empty plate. His words ran ruts into my brain, but they were too fast to see or hear and created a white noise in the background of my dwindling scope of comprehension. “U— uh— w—” My tongue felt too big for my mouth, and I clenched my teeth hard as I struggled to breathe. “What...?”

      “Your mom hired someone to kill you, Riley.”

      I gasped as my throat closed sharply, and Reece’s dark rasp knocked around inside my skull. Shivers raced up and down my spine, jerking my shoulders and making my knees bounce under the table. The blood drained from my face, and my heart raced as I glanced over at him under furrowed brows. “Why?”

      He pursed his lips at my croak, reaching across the table to hold my frigid fingers in his. “I don’t know why, but if I had to guess…it’s because she hates you. Maybe, she always has, but she consolidated it by being so awful to you to make herself feel better. The reason doesn’t matter, Riley…” he paused and shook his head. “…the reason never matters. It’s never going to be good enough. I’m telling you now because she wired payment, so I need to know what you want to do next.”

      My cheek twitched as confusion shot down my neck to raise the fine hairs on my chest and back.

      Stroking my palm with his thumb, Reece licked his lips in preparation to state something outrageous, “You have a few options. We can stage your death, which reduces the chance that your mom will try to hire someone else— someone that will actually try to kill you. You can go to the police with all the information I collected, and they can arrest her and your father. Or…”

      “Or. . .?” Dread gnawed at my gut and invaded my bones, and I forced myself to wheeze a breath. “You— you kill them?”

      “That’s the safest option, yes. They can’t retaliate if they’re dead.”

      Reece’s confirmation sounded like it was coming through a tunnel and I took my hand from his to pick up my egg-in-a-hole. Taking a bite dazedly, my eyes not leaving the plate, I stuffed more past my teeth. Egg yolk dribbled down my fingers, and butter slathered around my lips as I jammed the entire half slice into my mouth.

      Still, the sour taste didn’t go away as I chewed, my cheeks straining from the huge amount of bread and egg. Gripping my empty plate, I could finally breathe harsh, fast wheezes, and I blinked hard against the realization pounding my body.

      My mom put a hit out on me that my boyfriend took on— like I was an underdeveloped character in a B-rated movie. Like my life had suddenly become the first five minutes of a bad trilogy of revenge and strange misadventure.

      “. . . When—” Struggling to swallow my mouthful, I huffed hoarsely and flexed my fingers around the edge of the plate. “Do—does she know you’re my boyfriend?”

      “No. She only knows what I tell her…I would take the job when I received payment. She has no way to knowing who I am or that we’re involved. She’s already paid, and she gave me no instructions to alert her with proof the job was done, but. . . Riley, I got lucky this time. If your mom uses a different servicer when she finds out you’re alive, we may not be so fortunate next time.”

      She’s already paid. Those three words were all I could hear, and I managed a shallow, calmer breath. My mom hated me so much for so long that she really paid someone to kill me. “Wow…” Slumping in my chair a little, the hysterical urge to laugh tickled my chest and forced a choked sigh from my lungs. “Wow. That’s—so, so stupid?”

      “You’d be surprised how common it is to kill family members, actually. They’re the ones that hurt the worst.”

      Delilah’s voice made me jump, and the table rattled loudly when my knees hit the underside. Sympathy creased between her slender brows and flooded her green eyes as she sighed. “In my case, it’s extortion, but it’s basically the same thing.”

      “Oh…um, right—what? What would you do?” The fuck kind of question is that! Groaning softly as my brain kicked into high gear, I reached to push my palms into my temples. “What’s happening?”

      Delilah shook her head. “There’s no guarantee that any answers you get will be the truth, Riley, and…to be honest, I have no idea what I would do in your situation.” Delilah set a hand on my bicep and she gave me a warm smile. “Just breathe. It’s rough, at first. I’ve been there.”

      “My mom hired my boyfriend to kill me! How can I ‘just breathe’!” My voice crackled harshly as it rang shrilly through Reece’s apartment and I glared hotly at Delilah. “Just don’t, okay.”

      She nodded meekly.

      Just now, I didn’t have the room to feel bad about snapping at her even as I blew out all the air in my lungs. Lowering my head, my fingers snuck into my hair to curl into fists and pull the strands taught.

      “Wha-a-at the fuck did I wake up to. . .?” Hannah grumbled.

      I squeezed my eyes shut.

      She sniffed harshly. “Are you for real right now?”

      “Please, Hannah— no commentary right now, if you don’t mind.” I hoovered up air roughly through my nose, lifting my head as huge, gaping spaces opened up in my chest. Standing up, I pushed my knuckles together before shuffling out of my seat to push it in. All eyes bored holes into me, but I ignored it to head upstairs and into the bathroom.

      I feel so disgusting.
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      “Next time, just…” I paused to swallow heavily. “Tell me one— one thing at a time, okay?” Wiping my soaked hair from my face, I pulled back the shower curtain.

      Looking concerned, Reece nodded from his spot sitting on the toilet. Upset, guilt and regret waged war on his face.

      I’d been in the shower for a while, but time escaped me as I struggled to make my brain work. I inhaled a deep, soggy breath and held it. “So. . .”

      “So, what happens next is up to you. Even if you just tell me to make a decision on your behalf and ignore the aftermath…” Reece trailed off to scowl lightly.

      Resting my cheek on the lip of the tub, I sniffled harshly. “This isn’t a situation I’d ever thought I’d be in. “Is it bad that you took her money and didn’t do…the job? Like—”

      Reece shook his head immediately and at least there was one thing he was sure about. This wasn’t his fault, but he never bothered with answers before, and it was coming back to bite me in the ass.

      I sighed. “I don’t know. What if you just don’t do anything?”

      “There’s a chance she’ll try again with someone else. There’s a chance she won’t do anything. Theoretically, she could go to the police claiming she was scammed and get the money back, but that’s part of the problem. $13,000 dollars isn’t enough to hire a proper handyman. She’ll end up with one of those idiots that’s a friend of a friend’s cousin that’s kinda alright but talks himself up.”

      “How much does someone expect to get paid to kill me?” The question slipped out of my mouth, and I pulled my knees up to my chest. Hot water streamed down on me, but it seemed cold under Reece’s narrowed, heated gaze.

      “It depends on who you are, to be honest. You remember on the news a few weeks ago, some kid got killed outside the courthouse?”

      Humming softly, I could see the news report when I blinked. Supposedly, that guy got into trouble with the wrong people. It wasn’t his first time on screen, if Google was any indicator.

      Reece explained, “That was a million-dollar job for a few reasons. Is there a narrative to follow? How easy will it be to pull it off? What’s the risks involved? All that is calculable into the price. For you…for any average person, really, it’d $25,000 bucks minimum.”

      “That’s not a lot, really. You took it anyway because you thought it was Brandon?”

      Again, Reece nodded.

      I licked my lips heavily as I circled my fingertips on the edge of the tub. “When did you start suspecting my mom?”

      “I didn’t consider it until after your interview. After you went out, Vanessa told me your documents weren’t right, but that alone wasn’t enough to make me think she’d done this. Last night, Vanessa told me we’d gotten a reply from an unprotected computer, and it pinged in Redding, Connecticut. So, I knew better than to not suspect her, but I was still a little caught off guard by the fact that it is her. Knowing what I know now, it makes sense, though.”

      Tilting my head to arch a brow quizzically, I watched Reece from under heavy lids.

      He clasped and released his hands between his knees, his troubled expression deepening before he opened his mouth, “She treats you like shit because she feels like she has a reason. You’re the product of an affair and if she blamed her husband and left him, she’d have nothing and no one. It’d also allude that she’s doing or had done something wrong at some point, and people like her never blame themselves for their mistakes.”

      “You don’t think it could be my dad?” The crease between his brows deepened at my question, and I was running out of ways to express how fucked this whole thing was. “I guess there’s not much to suspect him, but isn’t that why you should?”

      “Riley…what’s the point in asking any of these questions? If you want answers, real answers…you should ask your mother. Despite what Delilah said, if we grabbed your family, your mom would go into trapped animal mode. She’d spill her guts, saying any and all horrible, nasty things, all the worst truths, that she could to try to fuck you up because she’d know it’d be over. It won’t be easy, but you’ll have the answers you want. I’m sorry that I can’t give you anything and I hate that you’re in this position, but. . .” Trialing off, he blew out a hot sigh into the dense, heavy air and caught my gaze. His eyes roiled with emotions so clearly. “Just because you hire someone to kill someone else, the alternative is still the same as any other argument. You have to talk to her. Asking me is just going to be frustrating and disappointing.”

      “I know…If I hired you to not kill me, what would you do?” Now, I was just asking simply to ask, to keep the line of communication open. I didn’t want to know specifics about his job, but Reece obviously felt compelled to give me straight responses right now.

      Well, I couldn’t pin that entirely on the fact that he knows for sure that my mom was the one that hired him to kill me. He’d told me the truth last night, a number, and that was good enough for me. I was pretty sure that the phone call from Vanessa happened after I drunkenly confessed my love for him, too.

      Which seemed like an okay thing to do at the time because fuck me— it just hit me! How lucky am I that I can spend time with Reece whenever I want? I mean, yeah, starting Monday, I had a 9-5 office job, but it wasn’t like he lived outside the city or across the world.

      “My services are for hire, Riley.” Breaking my thoughts, Reece smiled faintly, but it was strained and thin. “Whoever pays more, usually has the upper hand. That’s why it’s always prudent to put a time limit on this kind of thing. If the person on the other end finds out, and has more money to throw around, it’s not difficult to take it and walk away. It’s the same with any business transaction. You take the more profitable route. Most of the time, I take both payments because it’s not my problem that Mr. Rich let slip his evil scheme.”

      “It’s happened before? What happened after?” The drone of water hitting tile, the feel of the drops pelting my skin, made me numb.

      Reece shrugged. “Dude knew about it, had cash prepped and said I could take it if I left him alive. I mean— there’s people out there that’ll kill him and take the money anyway, but I am not one of those people. So, I took it. I told my client, that if he wanted the job done, he’d have to match plus half. Which he did. He wasn’t happy about it, of course, but whatever. So I went back a week later and finished cleaning up.”

      He’s so casual about it. I guess when you’re growing up in an environment like that—

      “I’ve never done a job for nothing, but…I’ve never been a position where I was more concerned about a person than the money involved.”

      “It wouldn’t be for nothing.” I braced my feet on the tub floor to hoist myself up, and Reece straightened to watch my warily. Stepping out of the tub, I crossed the short distance to straddle his lap, and he tensed with a sharp inhale. “Do I make you happy, Reece?”

      “Of course, you do,” he answered instantly, seriousness drawling his tone as he reached to cup my face in both his hands. “I am happy, but more than that, I’m excited for where this can go. You and me…I think we’re a great fit.”

      “I’m not keen on being number eighty-one.”

      His eyes widened, lips parting slightly in surprise.

      I rested my cheek on his shoulder. “I love you.”

      Wrapping his arms around me, Reece pressed his lips to my forehead to sigh heavily through his nose.

      I could always count on him to treat me right, and that was what mattered. He was a handyman, sure…but to me, he was Reece, and I loved him.

      “I love you, too, Riley.”

      Isn’t that all it is, anyway? The person I knew was not the same person Vanessa knew, or Delilah knew, or anyone else knew. Basing my feelings on my experiences was all I could do and other people’s perceptions didn’t matter. No one saw the same person the same way.

      Reece kissed my forehead gently. “We’ll figure this out. I promise.”
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      “What do I do?”

      Pausing pulling my bed apart, I glanced over at Riley.

      She sat in the recliner while staring into space. She held her cheek in her hand, her naked body no longer shivering, but still lacking some color. “I don’t know what to do anymore.”

      Tossing my sheet onto the floor, my heart ached at the lost lilt in her tone, and I sat down on the edge of my stripped bed to prop my elbows on my knees. Dazed, brown eyes met mine, and I pursed my lips thinly at the thick sheen that brightened them. We stared in silence for a long moment before I stood up to walk over to her. “Come on, baby.” I held out my hands, waiting for Riley to make the decision to take them or not. She moved sluggishly, her grip on my fingers loose, but with her, I found that I had patience in abundance. Unfurling her legs from under her, she stood up to huff a small sigh, and I squeezed her hands gingerly. “There’s no reason to make hasty decisions. You don’t have to do anything right this moment.”

      “I need to talk to her.”

      I’d been dreading those six, damned words, and I hid my sharp scowl as I led Riley down the stairs.

      “I have to, Reece. I need to know.”

      “Okay. We’ll decide what to do, but not right this second, baby.” Glancing at the sofa, my eyes narrowed as Delilah studiously stared at the TV even though the volume was almost too low to hear. Reaching the living room, I guided Riley to the door to the spare room, and she inhaled a rattling breath that rippled up my back. Tugging her through the threshold, I kicked the door shut behind us to turn her to me. Cupping her cheeks, I rubbed just below the dark circles under her eyes, and her lids fluttered closed easily. “Just relax. You’re okay, okay? You’re gonna start your job in three days, and you’re gonna be amazing at it, and you don’t have your mom in your life making you feel horrible and tomorrow, you won’t be hungover, so you’ll feel better.”

      “Yeah, I know.” She reached to hold my wrists, casting me a small smile of appreciation before opening her mouth again, “I’m glad I’m not Hannah. I would’ve called out. Thanks for letting us party here.”

      “You’re very welcome.” Forcing her backwards slowly, I guided Riley to the bed pushed up against the back wall by the balcony windows. My chest tightened when she sat down gracefully, her eyes brimming with trust and comfort. “Can I video you?”

      “Okay.” Smiling warmly, her hands slipped from my skin to clasp in her lap.

      I headed to the closet as I rubbed the back of my neck roughly.

      “You like making porn, Reece?”

      “What? No. I’m never gonna show it to anyone. I like videoing lots of things, having documentation.” Inside the closet was just a bunch of boxes of unopened toys, and I grabbed the camera off the high shelf as I answered her, “I’ve never felt the need to video having sex. I guess, I just want to just to have it.”

      “For the nights I don’t sleep over?”

      I could hear her smile in her tone, and I backtracked out of the closet with camera and tripod in hand.

      Now, Riley was laying on the bed horizontal to the headboard, staring at the ceiling, with her legs draped over the side. “What if you don’t have any of those?”

      “I think it’s important you stay in your own apartment, Riley. You’ve got your new job, and Hannah seems like a great neighbor. You don’t need the added stress of feeling obligated to spend time with me.” I didn’t know why I was always urging Riley to slow the fuck down; it wasn’t like she was going to leave me again. “I’m sure you’ll appreciate the distance for a few weeks, at least, until you get comfortable in your new job.”

      “Why are you always so sensible?”

      “Why are you trying to rush?” Combatting her question with my own, I rounded the bed to pull the tripod legs as tall as they could go. “Considering how well it went for you last time to jump into something, I thought you’d be more cautious, Riley.”

      Riley’s brown eyes flickered to me, sparkling as she puffed out her lips in a pout. “You’re not a douchebag, though.”

      Pursing my lips as I fixed the camera to the stand, I frowned under tightly knit brows.

      On the little screen that flickered to life, Riley frowned upside down. “What?”

      I adjusted the angle as I answered, “Riley, I’m not trying to take this out of proportion, but you were almost raped. You quit all your jobs. Your mom hired a hitman to kill you. You got a new job at a high-profile place with no office experience. Okay— I’m not saying you shouldn’t want to rush through to the greener grass beyond these hills, but seriously… I’m not going anywhere. You gotta slow down. There’s things you can zip through and things you should take your time with.” I left the camera just the way I wanted it to head back to the closet while Riley laid silently on the bed. There was no plan, but I grabbed an egg, still in the box, and a pre-cut coil of hemp rope. Riley was still laying down when I emerged, and I leaned on the door frame to stare at her. “You’re so beautiful, you know that?”

      And Riley truly was beautiful. With her long, thick legs and hourglass figure, her skin pale from the winter, she had the kind of body guys drooled over. She blushed, turning her face to strain the muscles in her neck, and my abdomen tightened. The sudden shift in the air was palpable, and I walked over to set the rope next to her.

      “You’ve got it all, baby. You should savor it.” Putting the box on the floor, I knelt down to caress up her legs, and Riley gasped lightly. Kissing up her calf, I relished the taste of her skin and grazed the bend of her knee with my teeth. Palming her thighs to spread them wide, I teased up her quivering, soft skin with my tongue. Hunger twisted in my gut as my cock hardened in my jeans, and I reached to undo the fastening before grabbing the rope.

      “If you can’t slow down, I’ll just have to force you to.”

      Excitement flushed her pink at my statement.

      I stood up to drag the coils along her abdomen. Unlike at Black Cat, I was kinda limited in what I could do. The basics are basics for a reason, though. “Close your eyes, Riley.”

      She obeyed immediately, her lower lip trembling before she sucked it between her teeth.

      Gingerly grabbing her leg, I started the soothing, familiar motions of wrapping the rope around her ankle. Every time I tied Riley up, she looked more and more appetizing, and my mouth watered as desire flooded my system.

      “I-I just want it to be over,” she whispered.

      Leaning to kiss her abdomen, just above her navel, I kept my mouth shut as Riley sighed heavily. Kissing down and over her hip, I tightened the loop around her ankle with a firm tug. Her little gasp was music to my ears, and I caressed her leg as I bent her knee.

      “Do you think that’s wrong, Reece?”

      “I think that when you’re hasty, you make mistakes. Like when you get mad at a ball, kick it, and then it hits you in the face or rolls back to where you’d just kicked it from.”

      Her body rippled as she lifted her head, her nose scrunched up in distaste.

      “Just sayin’ that’s what it’s like.”

      “You’re legitimately just going to keep driving that nail in the coffin, aren’t you?”

      My brows twitched in amusement and I looped the rope around Riley’s thigh until her ankle was two or three inches from her plump ass. “If you’d just shut up and let me finish, I’ll be driving my cock in you.”

      I finally got Riley to smile and she lowered her head with a plop to huff.

      My lips upturned as warmth flooded my chest when she nudged my side with her free heel. “Seriously, baby, just…if it’s that bad that you can’t stop talking about it. Sing something. Or hum. Or rap. Anything. Just start spewing some DJ Khaled. ♪DJ Khaled!♪”

      This time, she laughed a sultry, light sound full of amusement. “Oh…I know— I know you’re right. Okay.”

      I smiled against her knee as I twisted the rope around itself.
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      “Look at this beautiful pussy…” Reece dragged his fingers between my folds, his murmur rolling up my front like thunder.

      I gasped as flames licked my abdomen and the ropes binding my knees as far apart as they could spread, creaked lightly under the blood drumming in my ears.

      Thumbing my clit heavily, he inhaled a deep, rough breath that sucked the heat from my flushed skin. “Fuck. . .”

      Shivers raced up my thighs and Reece licked up my slit with all of his tongue. Arching as pleasure slithered up my body, my groan danced with his hungry grunt. Tilting into his mouth eagerly, I gripped the ropes holding my arms above my head and over the side of the bed. Slopping spit that dribbled between my ass cheeks, he reached up to grope my breasts, and I arched into his greedy hands.

      Harsh pants dried my throat, and I whimpered pathetically when Reece pinched my nipples between his thumbs and forefingers. Behind my shuttered lids, colors popped, and he swirled his tongue around my clit to send shocks down my thighs. Huffing hoarsely, I couldn’t do more than weakly grind against his mouth, but he was so caring as he sucked gingerly.

      “You taste so good, baby. . .” His hands caressed down my front and over my bound legs.

      My toes curled as delicious shivers skittered long my skin.

      Kissing my inner thighs, Reece pulled back to leave me cold and my heart thundered against my ribs.

      Something soft and smooth slipped between my throbbing folds and down, and I tensed.

      He cooed softly. “Relax.”

      Forcing my eyes open, I exhaled the air in my lungs while Reece massaged my puckered hole with increasing pressure. I blinked hard, inhaling against through flared nostrils against the cold and unfamiliar sensation. Dazedly, my gaze met his, and he climbed atop me to kiss my lips with dizzying passion. In that moment, he pushed the egg-shaped object in, and a little squeak breached the seal of our mouths.

      “Are you uncomfortable, Riley?”

      The surprise of it wore off in an instant and I shook my head mutely.

      Reece kissed down my chin. “You’ll like this— trust me.”

      His lips trailed hot and wet down my neck, and I groaned softly when he sucked on my pulse point. My pussy clenched hard and I sucked in a sharp breath as the egg in my ass put pressure on me. “I do not like anal…”

      My breathless rasp earned me a smirk and Reece pulled back to catch my gaze. Caressing my cheek, he crawled up my body to sit very carefully on my chest. The smell of him was intoxicating, and he hugged my ribs with his calves as I gazed up the faint planes of his chest.

      “You’re so hot,” the words burst from my mouth as saliva pooled under my tongue.

      Reece’s eyes flashed with pride and appreciation. Desire swarmed my taste buds as he pumped his cock, and my lips tingled wildly with need. The flushed head of his shaft glistened with his pre-cum, tantalizing, begging me to flick my tongue out and lap it up.

      “It’s only fair, Riley.” Guiding his cock into my mouth, Reece gasped as I wrapped my lips around him. My tongue swiped the head of his cock, my hunger for him easing the friction and dribbling from the corner of my mouth. “Ah— fuck. . .”

      Craning my neck to take him deeper, I gagged lightly when his spongy head hit the back of my throat, and Reece reached down bury his fists in my hair. I loved the taste of him, manly and musky, so faintly smelling of whatever soap he’d used. Pushing my head up, he breathed my name so beautifully, and I gulped around this throbbing head.

      “Oh—Damn.” He pulled back to thrust a steady, easy pace, I choked loudly as I gazed up through bleary, watering eyes. Twitching and rippling, Reece’s lean muscles played under his taut skin, and my need for him leaked from my entrance. He’d barely done anything, but I was so close.

      “I love this fucking mouth, baby.” Grinding the words out through his teeth, Reece pulled my hair gently, and I caressed the length of his cock with my lips. He stood up, his cock glistening as he shuffled back between my legs. Concentration knit his brows, and my breath hitched when he tugged the tail of the egg hanging out of my puckered hole. “Take a deep breath, Riley.”

      I hoovered up air through my nose and held it in flaming lungs, and Reece turned on the egg to send powerful vibrations up my whole body. Straining wildly against the pleasure that spilled out of my abdomen onto the sheets, I sputtered a moan even as he swiped his cock between my folds. My thighs quivered, heat making my blood a thick sludge in my veins. The air in my lungs became stale, and he slowly thrust into my pussy with a reverent, sputtering gasp of his own.

      Powerful arms balanced on fists on either side of me as Reece stretched my walls, the ridge of his cock coaxing me dangerously close. My lungs screamed for fresh air, and I clenched my teeth hard as his hips ground against mine.

      “Breathe, baby.”

      The command washed over me as it squeezed between Reece’s teeth, and I wheezed a breath while he propped his knees under my securely furled legs. My nipples rubbed raw against his chest when he dropped to his elbows. Cramps shot through my hands and up my arms, bent sharply over the side of the bed, from my death grip.

      Undulating around his cock, colorful spots popped behind my eyelids. “Oh, my God. . .”

      Pulling back his hips, Reece growled as my moan added to the dense atmosphere before sucking my nipple into his mouth. Nibbling teasingly, he thrust sharply into my dripping channel to start a steady pace. He was always so gentle, and he kissed sloppily up my neck to capture my lips with white-hot passion. Opening my mouth for him, I clamped down on his cock when he pulled back, but he didn’t leave me empty for long.

      “Riley. . .”  Breathing my name, Reece slipped his tongue into my mouth to caress mine, and my moan caught in my throat. His taut muscles pulled and writhed under his skin as his saliva pooled in my mouth. The taste of him made me dizzy as he claimed my tongue, his own dancing against mine sweetly.

      Moaning softly as rumblings sent tremors through my body, I tightened around Reece’s cock, hot and throbbing to the beat of my racing heart. My pussy seeped need, a soft squelch sounding with each slow, savoring thrust. There was no comparing— Reece rose above even spiritual rapture— made me feel needed, but somehow managed to make it more than his cock in me.

      I loved him. I loved everything he made me feel in any given moment. I loved his level head when I was spiraling, and I loved his ability to help me forget. With one kiss, one look, he had me trapped. The very thing I was afraid of at Black Cat had happened, but I wasn’t regretful.

      Pushing himself up on powerful arms, Reece tore his mouth from mine to pant as the bed jostled lightly from his deep, steady thrusts. He never went too hard, and I forced my eyes open as he caressed down my legs with his palms. Sweat glistened on his skin as he sniffed hard, his eyes bright and fiery when they met mine. “Do you remember the first thing you ever said to me?”

      The question caught my fogged brain off guard as I shook my head heavily.

      Reece smiled and cleared his throat, his cheeks picking up wider and his eyes becoming glassy with memories. “You said that I was the first guy you noticed around that didn’t seem like a tool. It was a surprising opener.”

      “Oh…” I could barely conjure the memory, and a small smile tilted my lips.

      Reece leaned down to turn on the egg. The click of the button hanging off the stem echoed in my ears before I felt the incredible vibrations. Sucking in a sharp breath as he thrust, I scrunched up my face as the pressure in my abdomen spilled out. My toes curled from the reverberation down my legs, and my eyes rolled back.

      Flopping his head back high above me, he shuddered as I clamped down on his cock. “Fuck yeah… come on my cock, Riley.” He gripped my outer thighs to pull back.

      I moaned loudly against the pleasure that threatened to close my throat. Undulating wildly, my body twitched and shivered as he thrust to hit my spot, pulling my hips to reach deep. The vibrating egg in my ass sent shocks up my spine, and I gasped for air as fire engulfed my lungs. “Oh, my God— Oh-h, my God!” I arched sharply, and the sensation assaulting my pussy intensified as I clenched around the egg. “Oh-h fuck!”

      Pummeling my throbbing pussy as I spasmed uncontrollably, Reece reached to thumb my clit.

      “Yes-s...” I choked on my own spit, my face tightening as air invaded my head. “Fuck— fuck—”

      Thrusting harder, a little faster, Reece panted furiously and tightened his grip on my hip. Lost in the fog of our togetherness, I trembled under the intense rattling of my bones as I clenched around is cock. His hips slapping against mine was the only thing keeping my heart from going haywire. The rhythmic pounding— the vibrations— the shocks of his thumb circling my clit—

      “Riley—” His deep timbre rained down on me, and I groaned in complaint when Reece pulled out and left me completely empty. My pussy ached— needed him— and I forced my eyes open. Rushing around the bed, a furious passion blazed all over his face, and my mouth watered. He fumbled a little to pull my head over the side of the bed, his hands shaking even as he guided himself into my open, eager mouth. The taste of myself coated my inner cheeks, and he reached down to swipe my pussy with three fingers.

      “Deep— deep— please—” Reece cut me off with his cock, and I choked violently as his short curls tickled my chin. Tiny tears leaked from my eyes even as he pulled back to fuck my throat with vicious, little grunts. Still, he wasn’t hard or rough about it, and the sounds of my gags echoed in the room. His salty pre-cum trailed on my tongue when he pulled back, and I caved my cheeks as greed tantalized my taste buds.

      “Shit. . . Riley. . .” Grabbing my breast with his free hand, Reece slipped three fingers into my pussy to curl and set me off. Juices splattered everywhere as I choked on his cock, and cramps shot through my abdomen from how hard I came. Black spots assaulted my vision, saliva dribbling down his sac along my cheek and into my hair.

      With a jerk, Reece pulled back to groan a strained, thunderous sound, and his cum spurted along my tongue. Prickles raced down my sternum, and goosebumps washed my chest and arms. Sucking all he had to give, I didn’t have to try hard not to swallow.

      His cock rippled noticeably, and he gasped and sputtered as he emptied everything he had into my mouth.

      I’d never been a fan of the taste of cum, but Reece’s—I couldn’t get enough of it. Thick and salty, a tinge sweet, his cum pooled against the roof of my mouth in excess.

      Gingerly but without warning, Reece pulled the egg out of my ass and the sudden lack of sensation sent a fierce ache through me. Caressing his cock with my lips as he pulled back completely, I closed my eyes as all the energy seeped from my body. Exhaustion made my skin tingle, and I gulped down my mouthful.

      Reece’s hot gaze raked me. Sinking into the bed, he struggled with the ropes binding my arms.

      It was so much easier to untie than it was to tie, and I wheezed while Reece leaned over me to mess with the ropes holding my legs apart. I could feel it when he lost steam to untie my legs, but I could close them now, and I rolled over with the last of my strength.

      Plopping on the bed to curl around me, Reece worked an arm under my face and flung the other around my waist. He held me tight, hoisting his leg over mine as I lounged in bliss. His breath was harsh and unstable against my ear, but I savored the sound and feel of him pushing my damp hair away from my face.
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      “So, what’d you think of your first week of work?”

      Glancing up from my computer screen at the feminine voice, I smiled.

      Vanessa leaned on the desk lightly as she flipped her long, blonde curls and crossed her slender arms over her chest. “I heard you made a great first impression.”

      “I hope so.” I swiveled in my chair to face her fully. My new coworkers all left at 5pm, not a minute after. I nodded firmly. “I loved the past week, yeah. I thought it was gonna be harder to work in an office when I’m so used to working by myself in my apartment. It’s been really great.”

      Vanessa smiled. “Good. Good. Have you given any thought to what you want to do about your mother?”

      Inhaling deeply, I scrunched up my nose as I shook my head, and

      Vanessa smiled wider to show off shallow dimples. “Reece has some good advice sometimes. Not often, but…”

      “He’s right, though. I couldn’t let my mom ruin this job opportunity for me, and we haven’t even talked for weeks. It’s like… I can’t let her reach beyond the grave or some other bad euphemism and screw with me.” Arching a brow at her, I licked my lips heavily as quizzicality glistened in her eyes. “Did you expect to hire me when Reece asked about me getting a job here?”

      “Reece never asks me for anything, so I was very open to giving you the chance to impress me, Riley, but no. Frankly, I was optimistic, yes, but would I hire you only because he asked? No.”

      I nodded as a warmth and fuzziness expanded my chest even as I exhaled a sigh and sat back in my chair.

      “That’s not to be confused with the fact that I had to fire someone incompetent to hire you. I didn’t do that until after you were interviewed.”

      “I would hope not.”

      Vanessa’s smile turned into a grin.

      I ran both my hands through my hair to flop my head back and stretch my legs. Staring at the ceiling, I wiggled my toes in my boots as the silence rang in my ears. “What would you do about my mom if she was your mom?”

      “She was my mom at one point—”

      My head snapped up.

      Vanessa pulled out the wheeled office chair from the cubicle next to me to sit, smoothing her skirt with stiff fingers. He pretty, long face washed in seriousness, a powerful depth in her eyes that sucked me in and made my heart race. “My parents were extremely religious. As in, going to church 5 days a week, blaming puberty on the devil, and home schooling me because the world is a terrifying place full of sinners— that kind of religious. I was 17 and almost illiterate. The only thing I was allowed to read was the Bible. One night, I decided to run away, knowing that there was more out there than my parents were telling me. I stole a bunch of money and took the late train until I hit New York City. Then something happened…Men they raped me. The only difference between you and me, Riley, is that I didn’t have a panic button to save me.” Vanessa’s expression strained while memories flashed across her face.

      My eyes widened, my throat closing while clenching my hands into tight fists in my lap as I ground my teeth hard.

      She pursed her lips thinly before continuing, “Carlyle saved me…he likes to do that. It’s how he builds his relationships with his people. You haven’t met him, but he inspires people like no one else can. He bought the train car it happened in, found the guys, and let me have my time with them. I was 19, had no experience at all with men, and for a long time, I thought I was in love with him. Years and years, I groveled at his feet— did whatever he wanted, right when he asked, no matter what it was. Now that I’m almost 30, it’s embarrassing how naïve I was at the time.”

      “He just led you on?”

      She shrugged a little with one shoulder.

      Being strung along by someone like that…I’d heard a lot about this Carlyle guy, and he didn’t seem all that great to be in a relationship with. For me, at least. “What happened?”

      “I wouldn’t say he led me on, but he never discouraged me. One day, I just had this epiphany. I woke up and asked myself what the hell I was doing and why, and when did I become so pathetic? I was always a step behind him, and he never glanced at me twice. I was his personal secretary, but he never said a single word to me that didn’t pertain to business. Even the normal ‘how was your weekend?’ stuff— I got a generic answer. It was like a switch flipped. Carlyle saved my life. That was the only thing he’d ever gone out of his way to do for me. I owed him my life, but he’s the kind of person you’d happily give your life to.” A small, sad smile stretched her thick lips, her cheeks reddening with residual embarrassment. “It honestly, didn’t take long to get over him, especially after a few years when he met his wife, Valerie. Anyway— back to the story. After the train incident, I called my mom and told her what happened to me. She said it was my fault— that I’d been enticed by the Devil, and I deserved it for forsaking God, and all that religious nut shit. It was the worst phone call I’d ever had.”

      Ducking my head, my eyes stung fiercely, and I cleared my throat roughly as my chest tightened at the memories. “My mom told me if I wasn’t into bondage—if I didn’t hang around ‘people like that—that I was basically asking for it. She’d call me specifically to tell me that kind of thing, and then she’d get mad when I got mad. I’d hang up, tell myself I wasn’t taking her calls anymore, but I always did again. The last straw for me was when she told me I couldn’t move the goalposts wherever I wanted and try to ruin someone’s life and…yeah. . .”

      “Reece was the one that killed them— my parents.”

      Surprise twitched my brows and unhinged my jaw, and I stared, open-mouthed at Vanessa as she nodded firmly. “It was one of his first jobs, I think. I always liked Reece…he’s cool, collected, rational. . . all the things you want in a handyman. He doesn’t let other people’s opinions run away from them, and always makes sure to keep his expectations realistic. So, one day, I told him that I had a job for him, if he wanted it. I had wanted to do something for a while— the ultimate ‘fuck you’ not only to my parents, but the person that they’d made me into. Actually, for a long, long time, like, a few weeks, no one knew what happened to my parents. They just disappeared. There was a huge man hunt for them, and he refused to tell me what happened.”

      “What did he do?” Images of Reece crouching over Brandon flashed behind my lids when I blinked. If he could so easily make a grown man shit himself, what would he do if he had real reason to go hard? Of course, my reason was reason enough, but this would’ve been more than 6 years ago, if Vanessa’s timeline was right.

      “They found my parents in an abandoned church after weeks of rotting there. There was a book too, detailing all my parents’ sins. That’s why he’s super anal about researching his targets by the way. It started after this request. He spent weeks figuring out all my parents’ dirty secrets, and then spent more time researching the ways to punish them in the Bible. And then, he did that to them over the course of about a week, I guess is how long it took. My dad was cheating on my mom with a teenage boy from the church. My mom liked money a little too much and was stealing from her job. There were pages and pages of individually listed sins and what the punishment was. Honestly, it was glorious going to the police station to read it.”

      Picking my jaw out of my lap, discomfort wormed between my ribs.

      Vanessa caught my gaze as her smile disappeared. “It didn’t quiet that voice my mom had implanted in me that maybe she was right. It didn’t change anything, to be honest.”

      “I don’t expect it to change anything. My mom hired someone to kill me, and Reece is right about that, too. If I just ignore it, what if she tries again?” As if he knew his name was being mentioned, my phone started to trill with Reece’s ringtone. Swiveling around to swipe my phone off my desk, I frowned at the time before answering the call. “Hey…I‘m just packing up now. What’s up?”

      “I have to drive my couch goblin upstate. You wanna come for the ride?”

      Puffing my lips out under brows furrowed by thought, I nodded with a little hum. “Yes.”

      “Cool. I’m outside. Are you talking to Vanessa?”

      “Yeah. Um…” I rolled my jaw awkwardly, not knowing what to say.

      Reece grunted lightly into the phone as the line rustled loudly.

      “I’ll be down in a few minutes.”
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      “You know— last time my mom called me, she said my ‘boyfriend’ had messaged her on Facebook, and that we were dating, and he wanted to introduce himself.” Speaking up from the passenger seat, Riley gazed at the dash from under furrowed brows. “I wonder what that meant.”

      I briefly glanced at her. “I dunno, but why does it matter?” We had a ways to go to get to Carlyle’s home base-slash-office-slash-evil-villain’s-lair, but the highway was clearer than I’d expected. No one was trying to brake check my pretty nice car, and I wasn’t being rammed by truckers, which was always a good thing. “Your mom is fucking delusional, baby.”

      “Oh, I know, I’m just wondering if Brandon somehow found my mom. I have Facebook, but I never use it. It’s not even installed on my phone or anything. He could’ve found me, found my mom, and tried to pressure me or something. I don’t know. It’s also possible she lied to—well, I don’t know why, but it’s possible.”

      Flexing my hands on the wheel, I frowned as I glanced in the rearview before flicking on my blinker.

      Riley went on, “I’m just not sure what to do. I know acting on what I know won’t make me feel better, but I worry about what’ll happen if I don’t do anything.”

      “Why not introduce them?” Piping up from the back, Delilah sprawled on the seat lazily, but the excitement trilled in her voice as she hauled herself up to sit to grip the back of Riley’s seat. “You wanna know why people hire people like Reece? Because then they don’t have to face their actions. Someone else did that— not your mom. So, why not introduce to her the man she hired to kill you?”

      “That’s a terrible idea, Delilah.” Scowling lightly, I trained my eyes back on the road while she scoffed a little in my ear.

      “Trust me, okay. If there’s one thing I know a heck of a lot about, it’s people coming after me for no reason. That lady isn’t your mom biologically and even if she was Riley— she raised you like she hated you, anyway. The only way to get better on people like that is to be free and happy.”

      Everyone’s got an opinion. Shooting an irritated glance at Riley, a sourness coated my tongue. Everyone was giving her different advice from different angles. No wonder it was taking her forever to decide what to do about her mom.

      Delilah went on, “Besides, it’s not like you want to do anything about it, anyway. You just don’t want it to happen again, right? So, just be all like ‘hey, I know you did this, and if you ever try again, I won’t be lenient’ or something.”

      “Yeah— because that works.” I rolled my eyes, but I could see Riley seriously considering what Delilah was saying. My only protest was that I wanted her to make her own decision, not rely too much on other people’s. She was so unlike me in that regard, though. Riley cared a lot about what other people perceived, their opinions, and how they affected her.

      “My mom did say she wanted to meet my boyfriend. It’s Friday, so she’ll be home, and so will my dad.”

      Clenching and releasing my jaw absently, I inhaled through flared nostrils at the evil lilt in Riley’s tone. “If that’s what you want to do, baby, I’ll drive you up there.” Truly, I didn’t know how I would handle this situation, considering my mom was dead— and also not married to a pedophile while raising some child’s child. What I did know, for certain, was that this probably wouldn’t go however Riley expected. Her mom most definitely wouldn’t break down in tears, confess, and try to better their relationship. Even her father, who I hadn’t heard a peep about other than the fact that he screwed a prepubescent girl, probably wasn’t going to admit he did anything wrong.

      This wasn’t going to end well, but I guess…at least, it would end.

      “I don’t know. We’re going to be an hour from Redding. . .” Trailing off, Riley turned out the window.

      I pursed my lips thinly. Glaring hotly at Delilah through the rearview mirror, irritation gnawed at my gut as she flopped back to cross her arms with a huff.

      God damn bitch has her head so far up her ass her brain is being fried by her stomach acid. What did Delilah know about the world? She had a rich, foreign boyfriend that paid for everything she wanted or needed. Sure, she had someone looking over her shoulder, but who didn’t? Delilah wasn’t fucking special because she didn’t like being watched. Whether it was the government, a parent, or a concerned friend— everyone was being surveilled in some way, by someone, at all times.

      But I wasn’t stupid enough to ignore the fact that Delilah had a point. Introducing me to Riley’s parents, and making sure they knew that I knew their nasty ass secrets, meant leverage. Short of killing them, scaring them was my best option, and I had plenty of ammunition.

      It’s not my decision, though. I wasn’t gonna pull a Carlyle and hijack Riley’s problems to solve them for myself. That wouldn’t help her. Through the speakers of the car, my cell phone started to trill insistently, and I reached without thinking to touch the pad on the dash. No point in grumbling about it to myself. Riley always pulls through. It just takes a while.

      “What?”

      “Mr. Brandt— it’s Francine, your mother’s estate planner. Is now a good time?”

      Curiosity arched my brows high and I answered a simple ‘yes.’

      She continued, “I apologize for calling seemingly out of the blue, but your mother insisted I wait 3 months. I’ve been keeping an eye out for your sisters, like she’d asked, and things are going…well as expected. That being said— I have a clause in your mother’s will that states if your sisters can’t come to a decision about the house, I need your authorization to sell it. The property was to be transferred to you if, after 90 days, no decision could be reached.”

      “Uh. . . seriously?” My dumbshit response was all my brain could get out, and Francine shuffled around on the phone a little as I reached to rub my jaw roughly. “I thought my sisters got the house to fight over.”

      “As I said, if no decision could be reached by them within 90 days, the deeds are transferred to you. I know you don’t want to, but I can do everything remotely from here. I’d like permission to record the conversation starting now for confirmation. Is that okay with you?”

      Fuck. “Yes, it’s fine.” My aggravation increased ten-fold, and I flexed my hands stiffly around the wheel. “Why wasn’t I informed of this before?”

      “I suppose your mother hoped your sisters would come to some sort of agreement before the 90 days were up. This hasn’t happened, so as stipulated in her will, the deed to the house and the land it sits on is yours, Reece. As I mentioned, I can outsource everything. You’d only need to come to Arkansas to sign the sale. That being said, again, as per your mother’s will, I started the eviction process on your sister this morning.”

      I could’ve fucking told her that my idiot sisters would argue until they died about that house, and I rolled my eyes until my sockets ached.

      “I need confirmation to bulldoze the buildings on the property and sell the land as-is. If you wouldn’t mind stating your full name and date of birth, and whether you approve this step.”

      I did as she asked, and Francine clacked away on a keyboard briefly as I contemplated pulling over to throw a tantrum. Was this shit even allowed? I had all my mom’s shit, which I didn’t want, and now I had her land, which I also didn’t want. I hadn’t missed my mom since her funeral, but now she was putting all her fucking baggage on me from beyond the grave— exactly the way she did before I left.

      “I need approval to put the land up for sale through Trundle Real Estate Firm.”

      Again, I stated my name, birthday, and verbal approval, and my knuckles turned white around the wheel.

      Francine spoke again, “Finally, I need approval to lawfully force the occupants of the Brandt house out should they refuse after the eviction is processed.”

      A third time, I repeated my information, and Francine said her thanks and goodbye before hanging up.

      Silence reigned in my smallish car as I ground my teeth. My mom pulled this shit all the time when I was a kid, heaping my sisters’ responsibilities on me. I was too damned old to be cleaning up after them and yet, after ten years out of the house, my mom still found a way to drag me back.

      “Damn…now I’m in a bad mood.”
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      “Please don’t ask me if I’m really sure I want to do this, Reece.” Maybe, the words spilled out of my mouth because I wanted him to stop me, but I knew he wouldn’t. Reece was all about independent decision, and I glanced over the center console as he scowled lightly. “Are you okay?”

      “I should’ve expected my mom to jerk me around from her hole in the ground…” Grumbling more to himself than me, Reece rubbed his clean-shaven jaw with his palm and flopped his head back against the headrest to exhale a rough sigh. “Not much I can do about it, I guess. At least Francine isn’t incompetent, but I wish she’d told me beforehand. Honoring the dead only shits on the living.”

      My heart pounded hard against my ribs, and I reached to hold his free hand tightly as tension zinged through my body. I only hummed softly, staring out into the neighborhood I’d grown up in. Redding was a small, rich town with two schools and more snobby, rich people mansions than actual residents. Trees lined the road, dead right now, but the oaks would be in full bloom in the spring to make everything beautiful and rustic.

      Rubbing the back of my hand absently, Reece hoovered up air through flared nostrils.

      I pursed my lips thinly. “At least it’s money?” Honestly, I didn’t know what to say concerning Reece’s mom. All I ever heard about her was that he loved her, but she wasn’t a very strong-willed person. Even now, dead and buried, she couldn’t make a decision, and he hated that inability to choose.

      Which, really, made it easier for me to decide to see my own mom.

      “That bitch could sell the property for a million dollars, and it wouldn’t be enough to make me want to drive back to Arkansas.” Reece almost growled.

      Lacing our fingers together, I turned my gaze past him and out the driver’s side window. I knew my mom and dad were home, and a dreary atmosphere descended on the car.

      “Are you okay, Riley?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” the confession slipped out before I could stop it, and I scrunched up my face in disdain. My parents weren’t flashy rich or anything; they’d moved here during a recession decades ago and could comfortably afford it, but their house was small. By comparison to the other houses around here, that were barely used and ignored, my parents must’ve seemed destitute.

      But this was the place I’d grown up, spent so much time trying to get my mom to approve of me before giving up. This was the street I learned to ride my bike on— alone. I’d gone to the local high school, where I had okay friends, but never invited anyone to my house. My mom wasn’t someone I wanted to introduce anyone to, let alone the guy I was dating. . . who also happened to be the man she’d contracted to kill me. For pennies!

      “Even trying to get rid of me, she puts in the minimum,” mumbling softly, I unfurled my fingers from Reece’s to step out of the passenger seat. My mom’s rose bushes were immaculately round, showing no signs of all the times I’d fallen in them. The path to the house was free of dead grass and debris, and the driveway housed my dad’s truck. I knew that if I opened the garage, my mom’s car would be sitting there, unused, the gas turning to sludge and the oil in the engine slowly seizing up.

      Even in mid-March, there was something truly dead about this house. No matter how hard life tried to establish roots, they never took. Shutting the door to Reece’s car, I rounded the front to tug my jacket a little tighter around me. Despite the fact that it was nearly 7pm, the sun hadn’t fallen below the trees, and a golden glow encapsulated my childhood home.

      Reece was a half-step behind me, his car beeping lightly as he locked the doors, and I had to work to get my knees to bend. So many thoughts raced through my head, scenarios I’d never thought I would have to consider flashing behind my eyelids when I managed to blink. The cold nipped at my cheeks and fingertips, so I stuffed my hands into my pockets with a frosty, calming huff of a breath.

      I knocked on the door, a stranger that recognized this place but no longer felt welcome and stiffness slithered between the notches in my spine. For a flash of a second, I hoped my dad would be the one to open the door, but he never left the kitchen chair if he could help it. His paper was all he cared about, ignoring how ugly and fake his life was beyond those crinkled edges.

      “Shit—” Murmuring under my breath, I flexed my toes in my heels before the door locks unlatched overly loud above the blood drumming in my ears. Taking a deep breath in preparation, I fixed a smile on my face as Reece pressed a palm against my lower back soothingly.

      My mom’s surprised face appeared behind the screen door, brow wrinkling slightly in confusion as she pushed open the barrier. “Riley! What are you doing— here?” She caught herself noticeably, her eyes flickering to Reece behind me as she held the door in one hand and blocked the opening with her body. “You’ve been ignoring me for weeks— you couldn’t call first?”

      “You said it yourself…”

      Her blue eyes flashed, narrowing on me as a sickly sweetness invaded my tone.

      I stepped up to force her back. “…You wanted to meet my boyfriend. Here he is.” Again, I stepped forward.

      My mom backed up into the house fully as she huffed in displeasure.

      My heart hardened, but I couldn’t back down, now. All my life, she’d treated me like she hated me, wanted me to fail, actively encouraged it—and I frowned at her. The interior of the house hadn’t changed at all, but all I could see with any clarity was her.

      “Why didn’t you call first? I would’ve made dinner.” My mom stuck her nose up at me and flashed Reece a charming, friendly smile. “I’m Riley’s mom, Tanya. I apologize for the state of my home. I didn’t know you were coming.”

      “No worries. Your home is very…rustic.” Reece’s distaste dribbled from his tongue thickly.

      My mom’s expression tightened even as they shook hands.

      “I’m Reece. When Riley explained you lived in Redding, I didn’t immediately think ‘quaint’— I’ll be honest.”

      He’s really good at acting like a rich asshole. Of course, Reece probably had a few tax brackets on my parents, and I had to hide my small smile.

      My mom was quiet for a moment before offering us a drink, gesturing us to follow her into the kitchen. “Charles, Riley’s here, and she brought her boyfriend.”

      True to form, my dad was sitting at the kitchen table with a coke and rum next to him, and he glanced up from his paper uninterestedly. Slowly folding his paper, my dad lifted himself from his chair to show off the decades of factory work that toned his arms and thinned his face. His scruff was scraggly, and he had a bit of a beer gut since the last time we’d seen each other, but he looked basically the same. “It’s good to see you, sweetheart.” My dad hugged me, while he rubbed my back. “I missed you. How’s New York City?”

      I smiled genuinely. “It’s great! I got a new job, way better job than I had. I just finished my first week today. I smashed it!” My excitement peeked in my tone.

      My dad cracked a smile before his gaze trailed to Reece to narrow into fine points.

      “Um— this is Reece, my boyfriend. Reece, this is my dad.”

      They tersely shook hands, but the tension in the kitchen rose astronomically when neither of them let go. My dad’s frown became deeper etched into his face, and Reece obviously wasn’t expecting how hard the handshake was.

      Glancing warily between them, I held my breath as my heart made a break between my ribs, my hands clenched tightly by my sides.

      “You know about her.” It wasn’t a question as my dad cast me a shrewd side glance before releasing Reece’s palm to sit down again. “I knew it’d catch up to me eventually.”

      “That you’re a pedophile? Yeah,” Reece replied casually.

      My jaw nearly hit the floor when my dad just snorted and rolled his eyes, as if he’d heard that before.

      Reece’s confusion at his reaction was palpable.

      The only movement in the kitchen was my mom popping open the refrigerator.

      “Don’t insult me. I cheated on my wife decades ago, but not with that poor girl. With her crazy mother.”

      The air became frigid at my father’s sharp retort, and my knees wobbled dangerously as hard, brown eyes met mine.

      “Have a seat, Riley.” My dad met my stunned gaze. “It’s a bit of a story, but I always knew you would find out eventually.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            32

          

          

      

    

    







            Riley

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d made two realizations in the last few seconds as I sat with my dad across from me and Reece across from us.

      One— not all information is accurate, and I thought I could trust my dad.

      Two— my dad didn’t know my mom was up to something fishy.

      What the fuck is going on? The question hung heavy in my brain.

      All, while my dad drank his entire glass of coke and rum to hiss lightly. Wrinkles around his lips and eyes became deeper as he scowled lightly. “I cheated on my wife many, many years ago.” Slamming that confession down my throat, my dad locked eyes with me as he twirled his glass slowly on the table. “It was a mistake I never made again. There’s no point in regretting it, now. I don’t know what questions you have, but I will answer them all truthfully, Riley.”

      “What the fuck…?” What was I supposed to ask? What questions did I have? Nothing was clear and I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

      My dad just stared at me under greying, bushy brows.

      Licking my lips heavily, I sat back and pinched the bridge of my nose hard, squeezing my eyes shut in an effort to stop my brain from seeping out of my face. “W- what—what happened, exactly?” Tentatively asking that broad question, I kinda hoped my dad would be skimpy on the details. The facts were the facts— my dad was my dad, and my mom was a thirteen-year-old dead girl. But just because they were facts… did that make them true?

      “That woman was insane— I felt bad for her kids. Her eldest son was my apprentice, so we spoke fairly often. We got together once long before I realized she was crazy and religious…not a good combination. I regretted it at the time, came clean— went to therapy with your mother. One day, at work, I got asked by the boy if I’d ever slept with his mother, and I said ‘yes’. He didn’t question me further, but I could sense something was wrong. After work, while waiting for her to pick him up, he told me his twelve-year-old sister was 4 months pregnant.” My dad’s expression darkened.

      I covered my mouth as horror drained the blood from my face.

      “She’d taken the condom and used it on her daughters. He overheard the conversation, came to me immediately, and I confronted her. She started spewing about how God told her to do it. I’d never even met this poor girl, but I’d singlehandedly ruined her life. So, I told the boy to convince her to run away, and I’d get her an abortion. She was brainwashed by her mother, thinking you’d be the next Jesus Christ and that what her mother did was justified. I was so disgusted. I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t go to the police because they’d think I did it and back in those days, investigations rarely found the truth. For months, I tried to convince her not to go through with it. We’d meet at a motel, and she’d try to get me to understand her views in turn. One day, she showed up deep in labor— hadn’t told anyone, including her mom. Cried and said she was scared, and that she should’ve listened to me. That she felt filled with doom that she wouldn’t live through it. She was a baby herself, and it was heartbreaking. Of course, there wasn’t anything I could do. She died.”

      Disgust and abhorrence roiled in my gut, churning my stomach dangerously.

      My dad sighed heavily. “I never told you the truth because you had enough problems without knowing where you came from. What I did to you and that girl and your mother was terrible. I knew it when I brought you home and begged Tanya to keep you. That woman must’ve realized that the truth would get out— her son would turn on her, or someone from school would know what happened and come forward. She shut down the investigation, and everyone moved on.”

      “This bitch used a turkey baster or something on her twelve-year-old?” Reece spoke up into the silence as his face twisted in thought. “I don’t think you’re lying, and I’m pretty good at spotting liars.”

      “S-so…” A horrible sense of relief slumped my shoulders, and I lowered my hand to keep my heart from bursting out of my chest. Reece’s confirmation was enough for me, but I had never thought my dad capable of being that kind of monster in the first place.

      Watching me through shrewd, wise eyes, he showed no emotion.

      I gulped down the dense lump in my throat. “So—you’re just a regular cheater-good? That’s good, right?”

      “That’s good, baby. That answers one question, at least,” Reece stated.

      I mean…cheating was a horrible thing, but it was better than cheating with a child. I can’t believe I just thought that. Turning to Reece, I clasped my hands tightly as I struggled to breathe.

      “That’s not why we’re here, though,” Reece stated coldly. “We came for a different murder.”

      By the sink, my mom dropped a glass that shattered so loud and abrasive that it rattled my teeth, and I stuffed my knuckles into my mouth.

      The air was dead quiet and Reece arched a brow at my father.

      My brain went into overdrive. This is insane. I want to leave. “Dad—” My voice crackled unsightly, and I inhaled a shallow rasp through flared nostrils as a cold sweat broke out under my jacket and shirt. The world spun in slow motion when I glanced over at my dad. “Mom hired a hitman to kill me.”

      He frowned as confusion knit his brows.

      A huge weight lifted off my shoulders as I muttered those seven words. I had said them before, but now it felt different for some reason.

      Across the table’s corner, my dad stiffened, his eyes widening and lips parting in shock.

      Where should I begin? When I was here last, my dad wasn’t exactly comforting, even though he did acknowledge that I was hurting. He never said Brandon attacking me was my fault, but that I should be more careful and maybe step away from my ‘preferences’.

      Which was way more than my mom fighting with me about how it was my fault, admittedly.

      I went on, “After I stopped contact with Mom, she hired someone to kill me— she hired Reece to kill me because he got the job when my phone number overlapped with his contacts.” I didn’t have any proof, but I knew my dad would take my word for it, just like I accepted his story. Clearing my throat roughly, goosebumps washed my arms and chest as he just stared in shock. “I guess, now…I know why she hates me, but I don’t know why she’d do that. So that’s—that’s why I’m here. To ask why—although I don’t expect the truth.”

      “What are you implying!” My mom’s screech echoed in the kitchen as she whirled around to glare at me.

      I winced at her shout as my eyes flew to her.

      Her slightly sagging features blossomed with the red of rage, lip curling in a nasty snarl. “I raised you when I didn’t have to! How dare you!”

      “How dare I what!” Jumping out of my chair, I flung out my arm as years and years’ worth of degradation bubbled up in me like hot, black tar.

      My mom’s eyes widened, like she wasn’t expecting me to yell at her.

      I trembled with anger of my own searing a path through my chest. “You’re such a piece of shit! How dare you take your hatred out on a baby— on such a fucked-up situation! You did everything you could make sure I ended up beyond fucked as a person and look what happened! Your son— who you love— is way worse off than me! When was the last time he had a job, huh? He still lives here, drugged up and a loser, because you love him! Well! I’ll take being hated by you than being loved any day! You’re a failure of a mom, and I’m glad I’m not your daughter! At least Dad acknowledges he’s a crappy husband, but he’s still a good dad!”

      She shook as apoplexy flashed in her eyes.

      I panted with the force of my screaming. The only thing between us was the table, but my mom would never dare lay a hand on me. She was too much of a coward for that, preferring to ridicule me with her words, and that had never even worked well. “You can hate me all you want. You’re disgusting fucking trash of a human being, and I came here to give you two options. Fuck off out of my life permanently, or I’ll have someone way scarier than Reece creeping through the back door. I have a list!” Okay— I didn’t have a list, but I knew Reece could come up with one. Or Vanessa. Probably. Shaking my head viciously, I swept my hair out of my face with a heavy breath.

      My mom turned redder than a tomato. She was never good at confrontation on equal ground, let alone when I had leverage.

      Flames melted my insides, and I felt sick, but I didn’t stop glaring at my mom— didn’t show any tentativeness. “Pick one,” I stated. I wanted to hear my mom admit defeat. I wanted to hear her back down after spending all my life trying to lord over me.

      The vein in her forehead bulged, her neck muscles straining as she shivered, angry to the point of tears.

      But I wasn’t leaving until she said the words.
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      This wasn’t going as bad as I’d expected…I kept one eye on Riley and her mom screaming at each other across the kitchen. Actually, none of this went as I thought it would. Turns out, facts can be lies, and lies can be the truth— who knew!

      I wasn’t expecting that bit about the kid’s mom, though. That was disturbing. What’s even worse is that poor girl was screwed in the head enough to think that was okay. To be fair to the old man, he probably did all he could. Twenty-five years ago, things were very different and he seemed like a gentle guy…very earnest and strait-laced.

      Which was probably why he looked so troubled as Riley and her mom hurled verbal sewage at each other over our heads.

      “So. . .” Tapping my hands on the table, I nodded at the empty glass by Charles insistently. “Got another one of those?”

      “You’re in luck. I have a whole bottle.” He pushed himself up, but neither Riley nor her mom noticed him or his hollow, strained words.

      Riley might not have picked it up, but I could practically smell how awful he felt. Despite all the years, he never let it go, and he was right not to. This was his fault, after all, even though that kind of crazy doesn’t discriminate.

      “You’re one to talk about being an entitled bitch! The only reason you agreed to take me in was so you could hate someone other than yourself!” Riley’s words became clearer in my scope of comprehension, and I glanced over as she panted furiously. All her mother could do was sling insults, but Riley was really keeping up with valid comebacks. “If I’m entitled to anything, it’s an apology, damnit! But you’re too pathetic to admit anything is ever your fault. You can misplace your keys and it’s somehow someone else’s fault, and you won’t apologize then, either!”

      “Excuse me! You’re one to call me pathetic when all you’re good for is letting men abuse you and then turning around on them and ruining their lives!”

      Oof. That one physically crammed in my ears.

      Riley gasped in offense.

      “You’re worse than that bitch that brought you into the worl—”

      The smack of a hand on a face echoed through the kitchen.

      I raised my head to watch Charles stand over his wife. She clutched her cheek, her eyes wide as she leaned heavily on the counter.

      This just gets more and more outlandish. . .

      “That’s enough.” His quiet, firm declaration revealed nothing. “Riley may need to be more cautious, but don’t you compare her to that woman.”

      Tanya glared at her husband as spittle flew from her mouth from her ragged breaths. “Y- you—you hit me.”

      Riley plopped down in her chair heavily to sink deep.

      I cupped my chin thoughtfully at Tanya’s disbelieving whisper. “You hit me. . .”

      “I’ll do it again if you bring up that woman to attack Riley. You have no right.”

      I was just a spectator at this point, but I’d rather be watching than involved in this cat fight.

      Across the table, Riley’s shivering started to die down in the silence. She looked tired, spent after yelling at her mom the way she’d wanted to for so long, and my heart ached for her.

      Her father asked, “Is what she said true? Did you hire someone to kill her after she blocked your calls?”

      “No! Of course not!” Tanya’s voice heightened to a frightening pitch, a telltale sign she was lying.

      The scrape of a glass bottle against wood followed her squeal, and Charles sat down heavily in his chair to slowly unscrew the cap.

      “Why would I do something like that after all that I put up with! We’ve been married for 30 years, Charles! You know me better than that!”

      I spoke up for the first time in a while, “I’m sure if you call around, you’ll realize you’re missing thirteen thousand dollars. If she was smart, she would’ve opened a credit line for it, but if she was smart, she wouldn’t have used your home computer to make the transfer.”

      Riley gazed at me through watery, red-rimmed eyes.

      Tanya’s glare bored holes into the back of my head, but I ignored her to sit up a little. “I can show you the account numbers to see if you recognize them.”

      “There’s no need for that. I believe you.” Pouring himself a drink, Charles locked eyes on me with a slight shake of his head. Sliding the glass towards me, he turned his gaze to Riley to purse his lips and thicken the wrinkles around his mouth. “You have never done anything wrong. Even being born isn’t your fault. I believe you, Riley, because you have no reason to lie, and she has every reason to.”

      “I’m still sorry, Dad.” Riley’s hoarse grumble was crystal clear as she propped her forearms on the table to hold her forehead. “I wish you would’ve told me. To be honest, I knew somewhere that my being born wasn’t the thing to focus on...it was that Mo—Tanya, hired my boyfriend to kill me.”

      “I wanted to, but telling you risked worsening your already terrible relationship with Tanya. If I could go back, I would make the same decision to keep quiet since you became quite a fantastic young lady. I know it doesn’t excuse anything, but after seeing the disaster we made of your brother…”

      Gradually, the tension in the air was declining, and I took my first full breath since entering the house.

      “No— no. I know. I just—what do I do now?” Even now, Riley hadn’t changed as a result of her anger as she tilted her head to stare at her dad. It was awesome that he wasn’t a pedophile. Even better that he came to Riley’s defense.

      But this was closure. There was no denying this was the end.

      “Now… you go back to New York City, and you live your life the way you want and by your own rules. I’m sure having a man like him around will be better for you than I ever was.”

      There it was— the admission that allowed Riley to walk out of here without any remorse, guilt or regret. I actually felt bad for the old man, nearing 50 and realizing more than half his life was spent with someone who tried to murder his daughter.

      “I’m sorry, Riley. For everything.”

      “Okay, then.” Lifting her head to place both her palms firmly on the table, Riley stood up to huff softly.

      I hoisted myself out of my own chair to gently push it in and took her hand.

      What was it that British guy said?

      It’s not the beginning of the end, but the end of the beginning.
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