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BOARDROOM BILLIONAIRES BOOK 2


"Lights Out" x "Sex & the City"

From Amazon bestselling author Nicole Fox comes a STANDALONE billionaire, masked stalker, mafia-lite romance…

There's a man in my apartment.

He's looming in the dark, wearing a mask and leather gloves, and I know what he came here to do.

He doesn't kill me that night, though.

What he does is worse:

He comes back.

Again.

And again.

And again.

Each time he does, he gets closer.

And my world gets that much crazier.

By day, I'm chasing down leads on a blistering exposé of the Lazarev family—NYC's uber-wealthy and uber-dangerous billionaire father-son duo.

By night, I'm opening the door for a masked stalker to ruin me.

Little by little, the lines get blurred.

And my masked stalker starts to find me in other places.

Like in a confessional booth, one hand over my mouth and the other hand wandering closer to hell than to heaven.

Or the broom closet of my newsroom, my skirt around my waist, giving a whole new meaning to "burying the lede."

Our very dangerous game has three very simple rules:

No names.

No faces.

No falling in love.

We're about to break every single one.

BOARDROOM MASK is an interconnected standalone novel set in the world of the Lazarev family. You don't have to read the other books in the series to love this one (but it definitely doesn't hurt)!

TROPES:
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Touch Her and... You Know What Happens
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PART I



THE MEET-KILL
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JILLIAN


“I’m well acquainted

With villains that live in my bed”

— “Control” by Halsey

I’m being followed.

I don’t know how I know, but I’m certain it’s happening. It’s been there all day—this prickling at the back of my neck, this low hum of wrongness I can’t shake.

It starts on my morning commute. The R train is packed as usual. I’m wedged between a guy stuffing his face with a breakfast burrito and a woman FaceTiming at full volume with no headphones. In a just and fair world, both would be imprisoned for crimes against humanity.

But they aren’t the real issue. When I glance up from my phone, I catch someone looking at me from the far end of the car. Black baseball cap, tinted aviator sunglasses, black N95 face mask, dark jacket with the hood pulled up. It’s an ensemble that says, Don’t fucking look at me.

But as a reporter, looking at things that don’t want to be looked at is literally my job.

So naturally, I look.

He’s standing wedged in the corner, over by the doors at the opposite end of the car, one hand gripping the overhead rail. He doesn’t look away when I catch him gawking. That’s the part that gets me. Most people in New York, when you catch them looking, drop their gaze immediately. Pretend to check their phone. Suddenly find the MTA map fascinating. It’s a city full of psychopaths, and you learn quickly to avoid eye contact unless you want trouble.

Not this guy.

He holds my gaze through those dark lenses. Even with half his face covered, I sense something in him that unsettles me. It’s written in the tilt of his chin, the looseness of his grip. The posture—tall and lean like the gaunt-eyed fashion models on Milan runways, feet apart, shoulders squared, completely still and unbothered in the middle of all this rush-hour chaos.

I get a full-body chill.

It’s not fear, exactly. Or, well, yes, it is, but it’s not just fear. There’s something ancient about the feeling that ripples through me, something that bypasses my brain entirely and bolts straight to the base of my spine. It’s prey recognition. It’s a hundred thousand years of genetic memory telling me that something with sharp teeth is watching me from the tree line.

I tell myself I’m just being paranoid. I haven’t been sleeping much since the first tip on this big story came in a couple weeks ago. It’s just been work, work, work, much of it fruitless and thankless. But as soon as I see Exclusive Investigation by Jillian Pierce on the front page of the New York Times Sunday edition, it’ll all have been worth it.

I scroll aimlessly through my newsfeed, refusing to look up until we’ve gone through the next station. My newsfeed isn’t helping calm my nerves. Every other post is some eager, horny BookTok girl clutching a paperback with a shirtless masked man on the cover, captioning it He can kidnap me any day with a billion heart-eye emojis and a few water splashes just in case the initial message didn’t land. It’s all dark romance this, morally gray that, put a knife to my throat and bash my face into my headboard, please, sir. Masked stalker love interests everywhere I scroll.

I’d laugh if I didn’t currently have one of those standing forty feet away from me on the R train.

The algorithm really said personalized content today, huh?

My thumb swipes idly.

Next: A pretty girl with mascara streaks on her cheeks pleading, Choke me, king, set to a Billie Eilish soundtrack.

Next: The Weeknd crooning over fan edits of Jeffrey Dahmer and Ted Bundy.

Next: I think my fight or flight is malfunctioning.

Next: the way i would beg him to disrespect me.

Next: unhinged and unhinging me.

A screenshot of my For You could easily be inserted into the DSM-V. This shit is diagnosable.

None of it is for me. Thanks but no thanks. I’m a reporter; I rip masks off for a living. That’s the whole job: Find the masked creep, figure out what they’re hiding, drag it into the light, and write it up in twelve-point Times New Roman so a million people can read it over their morning coffee.

The mystery isn’t the appeal for me. After what I went through five years ago—what my best friend Rae calls “The Year That Jillian Went Missing and Refuses to Explain”—neither is the fear factor.

The reveal—that’s the magic. Shine a torch on the creeps and perverts of the world and watch them squirm.

I wish I’d had that power five years ago. It might have changed the course of my life.

I let two more stops pass before I give myself permission to look up again. This time, the corner by the far doors is empty. He’s gone. There’s a little old lady with a rolling grocery cart standing where he’d been.

Thank God. I exhale in relief.

I get off at Times Square, walk the six blocks to the office, and try to forget about the Man on the Train. But, weirdly, I can’t. At my desk, I keep pulling up the security camera feed from the lobby on my second monitor, scanning faces. I don’t even know what I’m looking for, but whatever it is, I don’t find it.

Maybe that’s for the best.

[image: ]


Lunch comes around. Things have not improved. The feeling of being observed has settled into my bones. I eat a sad, limp, lukewarm desk salad and squint at the street below through the break room window. The problem is that everyone looks suspicious when you’re already suspicious.

A guy on a bench reading a newspaper… he’s the right height. A woman standing too long at the crosswalk… could she be his accomplice?

I’m losing it.

I stab a wilted piece of romaine and chew without tasting. The thing is, I used to be braver than this. Or maybe not braver, but at least more reckless, more willing to barrel forward without checking the shadows first.

That was before, though. Before the thing I don’t talk about. Before the year I disappeared from my own life and came back lighter in some ways and heavier in others, and told everyone I’d taken a gap year for “personal reasons,” which is the polite way of saying please stop asking me, I’m begging you.

My best friend Rae, bless her, never pushed. She just held the door open and waited for me to walk back through it. That’s what I love about her: She lets me keep the locked rooms in my heart chained up tight.

But locked rooms have a cost. I know that. The fear that consumes me day and night—that’s the tax I pay. I don’t sleep well. I check locks twice. I sit with my back to the wall in restaurants.

Most of all, I notice men who watch me and don’t look away.

A husky male voice nearly scares me out of my skin. “Easy there, Jill. You look like you’re plotting a murder.”

I look up from my salad in alarm, but when I see who it is, I breathe a little easier. My work husband, Weston Porter, drops into the chair across from me, chomping on a protein bar and slurping coffee. He’s got his reading glasses pushed up on his forehead and his sleeves rolled to the elbows, which means he’s been deep in edits all morning. It’s late November, so local elections just wrapped up. As one of our NYC politics writers, he’s busy as hell explaining to our readership what it all means.

I give him a false, cheery smile and throw my long red hair over my shoulder. “Me? Plotting? Ladies do not plot, Mr. Porter. We simply ponder.”

“Dangerous hobby for you,” he replies with a snort. “I’ve seen where it leads.”

Weston’s one of those annoyingly put-together people. Six-one, dark skin, razor-sharp jawline, and biceps that strain against his shirt sleeves because he does CrossFit five days a week. Hence the protein bar. But he’s got kind eyes behind those chic, black-frame glasses and a brain that works fast enough to keep up with mine. He’s also funny, driven, and all-around decent, which in a New York newsroom makes him practically an endangered species.

If I were in any kind of dating chapter of my life—which I’m emphatically not—he’d be exactly the type I’d go for.

Unfortunately, Weston’s husband Jeremiah would slaughter me if I tried to make a move. Jer is a cardiac surgeon at Mount Sinai who meal-preps Weston’s lunches in color-coded containers and sends him off every morning with a kiss and a thermos of cold brew. I bawled my eyes out at their wedding.

So, because of all that, Weston remains firmly in the work-husband category, which is probably better. All the banter and warm hugs, none of the psychosexual wreckage.

“How was your weekend?” he asks as he puts his feet up on my desk. “Wait. On second thought, don’t tell me. Last time you told me about a date of yours, I had to go to confession and I’m not even Catholic.”

I pretend to roll my eyes. “It wasn’t that graphic.”

“Jillian, sweetheart, I’m a gay man in Manhattan; I’m no blushing virgin. And yet I had to Google half the things you described in your exhaustively detailed report of what you did to that poor man.”

“You’re welcome for expanding your horizons.” I flash him a cheeky grin.

“My horizons were fine. Jer and I are very, very happy with our horizons.” He swallows his last bite of protein bar, licks his thumb, and drops the wrapper in my waste bin. “But, okay, fine, I’m a sucker for gory details. Fill me in on the latest. Any new conquests I should emotionally prepare for?”

“Quiet weekend, actually,” I say with a straight face.

“I don’t believe that for a second.”

“Another thing ladies do not do, Mr. Porter, is kiss and tell.”

“Right,” he agrees sarcastically. “That means that either you’re not a lady, or that twenty-first century ladies prefer to do anal and tell.”

He grins at me, and I let him have it. This version of me that Weston thinks he knows, the one who dates freely and hooks up raunchily without apology and has sexually deviant stories that make a grown man blush, is a character I’ve been performing so long that she almost feels real.

But she isn’t.

Because I haven’t slept with a soul in five years.

The reasons why are more complicated than celibacy or trauma or whatever neat little box a therapist would try to stuff it into. I like sex. I liked it before, and I’m pretty sure I’d like it again, if I dared. But somewhere between what happened and now, my body decided that wanting and allowing are two different things. I can want someone and still freeze the second his hand tries to go to my waist. I can be turned on and terrified at the same time.

None of it means anything, though. The locked rooms stay locked. The lights stay on. The hands stay off my waist, and it’s better that way.

That’s not to say I don’t pretend. I have to; if people knew how broken I was inside, they’d be horrified. So I play the game. I go on dates and make sure Weston hears all about them. I kiss strangers—safe-looking strangers, clean-looking strangers—in bars and let them think it’s going somewhere.

And then I leave.

Every.

Single.

Time. I’ve gotten very good at the exiting part. It’s as simple as a casual Oh, I really want to, but I have an early morning. The breezy Rain check, yeah? that means I’ll never look in your eyes again for as long as we both shall live.

Weston doesn’t know any of this. Nobody does. Not even Rae.

“Heyo, Earth to Jillian.” Weston snaps his fingers in my face. “You just went somewhere dark. I can tell because you stopped insulting me.”

“Sorry. Tired.”

“Tired?” he repeats. “You look more than tired. You look spooked, girl.”

I almost tell Weston about the man on the train. Then I decide it was nothing. Why bother him with it? It’s not even bothering me anymore.

It was just a creepy dude wearing sunglasses on a subway. There are probably a thousand more doing the exact same thing as we speak. I wish I’d gone up to him and said, Oh, hi. I know you’re staring at me, and I really want to do more, but I have an early morning. Rain check, yeah?

Because that way, I’d know for sure I’d never see him again.
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JILLIAN


“And if you’re still breathing, you’re the lucky ones

‘Cause most of us are heaving through corrupted lungs”

— “Youth” by Daughter

Weston and I are chatting happily about the debacle that is his ongoing kitchen reno in the gorgeous Tribeca loft he shares with Jeremiah when my editor, Doug, leans out of his office and points a blunt, cigarette-stained finger at me.

“Pierce. Got a minute?”

It’s not really a question. Doug Hoffman doesn’t ask questions, ever, which is kind of funny for a man in our line of work. He merely barks and informs like the grouchy bulldog he is. It’d be annoying if I didn’t trust him with my life.

I toss him a thumbs-up, then grab my notebook and coffee. “Catch up with you later,” I tell Westie as I head into Doug’s glass-walled corner office.

“Try not to get fired!” Weston calls after me.

I flip him off over my shoulder without turning around. I hear him laugh and call after me, “That’s not very ladylike, Ms. Pierce!”

I pause for a millisecond to check my reflection. Not that Doug would ever notice or care. After all, he shaves once a blue moon and always forgets that his ear and nose hairs need trimming, too. But a girl likes to feel composed when she’s talking to the higher-ups.

Things look mostly as they ought to. My red hair is long, smooth, and glossy, parted on the right. Freckles scatter like spilled cinnamon across my nose and cheeks. The blouse I picked out this morning, emerald to match my eyes, is neatly tucked into high-waisted black trousers. Gold studs in my ears. Mascara unsmudged. Nude lip gloss intact.

But there’s something strange underneath all of it today. No one else would ever be able to spot it. Lord knows I usually bury it too deep for that. I see it, though. A tightness around my eyes. A guardedness in the set of my mouth. The Fear, that old, familiar friend, is lurking right below the surface.

It doesn’t belong here. I’m in broad daylight, surrounded by colleagues, fluorescent lighting, and the comforting hum of a busy newsroom. Fear shouldn’t be here.

I blame the Man on the Train.

It’s his fault I’m unpleasantly stirred up this morning. Things are surfacing that should be buried deep. Locked rooms should stay locked, but because of him, the door cracked open and a little trickle of The Fear has slipped out.

With a stubborn stomp of willpower, I shove it all back inside and deadbolt the emotional door firmly.

I smooth my hair one more time, fix a confident look on my face, and step into Doug’s domain.

Doug’s already back in his chair, scrolling through something on his monitor, thick brows furrowed together into one big, hairy caterpillar marching across his forehead. He’s mid-fifties, stocky, bald on top with a gray fringe that Weston very rudely calls his “toilet bowl ring of hair.” He wears the same rotation of three rumpled, white oxford shirts and has never once, in the two years I’ve worked under him, expressed an emotion stronger than mild irritation.

He’s the best editor I’ve ever had.

“Close the door,” he barks without looking up.

I close it and sit down in “Doug’s electric chair,” as some of the staff refer to the uncomfortable, plastic visitor’s seat Doug keeps in his office.

“Your Lazarev thing,” he begins without preamble. “Where are we?”

I flip open my notebook even though I don’t need it, seeing as how I know every detail by heart. “Okay. So. Lazarev Global. Massive conglomerate, headquarters in Midtown. Import-export, real estate, shipping, finance, everything under the sun. If it can make a buck, they do it. The head honcho is Lukas Lazarev—he’s chairman. His son is Kirill, goes by Kir. He’s the CEO. On paper, they’re clean as a whistle. Philanthropic, even. Galas, hospital wings, the whole nine yards.”

One end of Doug’s unibrow rises up. “But off paper…?”

“Off paper is where it gets interesting.” An excited flush rises to my cheeks. “There’s been talk for years. Rumors, mostly. Message boards, anonymous posts, disgruntled former employees. The word that keeps coming up is Bratva.”

Doug grunts. “I’m familiar. Russian mob. Nasty group. Ran across ‘em a few times back when I worked your beat in the 1980s.”

“Right. Specifically, the allegation is that Lukas Lazarev isn’t just some billionaire with a shipping empire; he’s the big dog. The pakhan. Mob boss of mob bosses. Runs one of the last old-school Bratva families still operating out of New York.”

“And you got this from…?”

I clear my throat. “An unsavory character named Giovanni Ochoa. He’s a morgue attendant at the city medical examiner’s office. He reached out to me a couple weeks ago on Signal and said he’d had something come through his office that triggered a lot of alarm bells in his head. But…”

“Don’t ‘but’ me, Pierce,” scowls Doug. “I hate ‘buts.’”

I refrain from the obvious joke. “But… he wants cash.”

Doug rubs the bridge of his nose. “How solid is this guy? Is he worth it?”

I nod affirmatively. “I think so. He seemed solid. Nervous, sketchy, but solid in the ways that matter. I haven’t been able to verify everything he said yet, but what I have been able to check so far tracks. Lazarev Elder—that’s Lukas—was married up until eighteen years ago. His wife died. They kept it all very hush-hush, said it was an illness, and everyone was happy to leave it at that. Ochoa is saying, Not so fast. He’s gonna give me more info next time we meet, so long as I promise⁠—”

Doug raises a broad hand. “Pause right there. You said Ochoa seemed solid. Past tense.”

I take a breath. This is the part I’ve been dreading. “I haven’t heard from him in four days.”

At that, he raises his doleful eyes up from his pockmarked desk to glare at me. “Elaborate. Quickly.”

“He was supposed to meet me last week,” I explain with a cringe. “But he didn’t show. I called, texted—nada. Tried again all week long, but his phone goes straight to voicemail now. I went by the ME’s office this morning before work and talked to the front desk. They said he called out sick on Monday and nobody’s heard from him since.”

“So,” Doug summarizes, “your key source ghosted you before delivering proof that any of the outlandish accusations he’s made against one of New York’s most prominent, powerful, and allegedly mob-connected families are true. Pierce…”

“C’mon, Doug!” I cry out, leaping to my feet. “People get cold feet, sure. It happens. But I swear, Doug, this guy was... he was ready. He wanted this story out. That’s not the profile of someone who just changes his mind and disappears.”

An anxious moment passes. Doug drums his fingers on the desk. “Or it’s exactly the profile of someone who realized he was in over his head and decided to pull the ripcord.”

It takes all my willpower to shrug a casual shoulder. “Could be. I don’t think it is, but it could be.”

More tense waiting. Then he asks, “Have you filed a missing persons?”

I shake my head. “I’m not his family. And it’s only been four days. NYPD won’t do anything with that.”

“What about his family?”

“Dead and gone, the lot of them.”

Doug exhales through his nose. “Again, just to be sure I understand: Your one source on a story alleging that a vengeful billionaire is secretly a Russian mob boss who might’ve killed his wife is currently MIA.”

“That’s a painfully succinct and accurate summary, yes.”

He picks up a fat fountain pen and taps it against his palm a few times. He’s thinking. I know better than to interrupt him when he’s thinking.

“Alright,” he sighs finally. “Here’s what we’re gonna do: You keep digging. But quietly, goddammit, do you hear me? Don’t go knocking on either Lazarev’s door, don’t go poking around their offices, don’t do anything stupid.”

I give him a megawatt grin of pure, radiating innocence. “When have I ever done anything stupid?”

He gives me a silent look that could kill a bird right out of the air.

“Okay, fair,” I concede.

“Find Ochoa,” he continues. “That’s priority numero one. If your guy’s just spooked, talk him off the ledge and get him back on the record. If he’s gone for real...” He trails off and sheathes the pen back in the cup on his desk. “Well, then we’ve got a different kind of story, don’t we?”

“Yeah,” I say quietly. “We do.”

“In the meantime, I need you to build this out from other angles. Financial records, property filings, corporate structure. Anything you can get through legitimate, legal channels that won’t get this paper sued into the Stone Age.”

“Got it.”

“And Pierce?”

“Yeah?”

“Be careful with this one.” He picks up his coffee and takes a long slurp. “I mean that.”

“I’m always careful, Doug.”

“No, you’re not,” he retorts. “That’s why I said it.”
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I leave the building late in the evening with a fresh coffee buzz and a renewed sense of purpose. Doug’s blessing, grudging as it was, is all I needed. I’ve got a story. I’ve got a lead. I just need to find my missing source.

And I’m very good at finding things.

The November air assaults me as I push through the revolving doors and out onto the streets. I pop my headphones in and crank my Spotify Discover Weekly loud enough to drown out the city. First track up is Megan Thee Stallion, bright and bubble-gum poppy, and it’s exactly the right pick.

My mood has done a complete one-eighty from where it started the day. The Man on the Train feels distant now, and silly. A blip. I was tired this morning and my brain filled in the gaps with worst-case scenarios. That’s all. I’ll never see that creep again.

Why tourists insist on walking in a shoulder-to-shoulder, horizontal line across the sidewalk at the speed of continental drift remains one of life’s mysteries to me. I speed-walk around them and, without breaking stride, duck the outstretched arm of the guy dressed like Captain America trying to cajole me for a picture.

“Ay, Red! Smile for me! You’re way prettier when you smile!” some loser guy catcalls from the corner as I mercifully escape the death trap that is Times Square.

I make the light at Seventh, nearly get clipped by a bike messenger running the red, and flip him off without missing a beat.

I’m halfway down my block when I pass a couple huddled together on the stoop of a brownstone. Her cold-reddened face is tucked against his neck and his arms are wrapped around her like he’s trying to keep out the whole November night. They’re not doing anything. Just sitting there, tangled up, existing in each other’s space. She says something I can’t hear and he laughs, quiet and easy, and pulls her closer.

I break my rule and do the one thing New Yorkers should never do: I stop and stare.

I know I’m doing it, but I can’t bring myself to stop. Because I want that. That thing they so clearly have.

I want that so badly it makes my teeth hurt.

Not the boyfriend part, necessarily, nor the stoop, or the hug itself. I want the part where someone sees you, all of you. The ugly, frightened, broken-down parts you keep behind deadbolts and blackout curtains is revealed, and they stay anyway. They hold your gaze and they don’t look away.

I want the thing that terrifies me most.

That’s the sick joke of it all. I’ve spent five years checking locks, keeping the lights on, making sure nothing and nobody gets close enough to touch the real me. And underneath every single layer of that armor, there’s just a girl sitting in the dark, exhausted, wishing someone would break in and free her from the fear.

I tear my eyes away from the couple and keep walking.

The track changes. Megan fades out and something slower bleeds in through my headphones. Acoustic guitar, soft and sparse, then a woman’s voice, young and aching.

And if you’re still breathing, you’re the lucky ones. ‘Cause most of us are heaving through corrupted lungs.

“Okay, Spotify,” I mutter under my breath. “Depressing, much?”

I keep walking, but the song burrows in. It’s too close to something I don’t want to examine right now. The melody is pretty and sad, and it makes me feel like the singer somehow read my diary while I was sleeping. Corrupted lungs. Yeah. That tracks. That’s what it feels like sometimes—like I’m breathing through damaged tissue, getting air in, but it’s never quite enough, never quite clean.

It’s too cold to free my hands and change the song, so I let it play out as I round the corner onto my block. I nod hi to the doorman as I slip into my building and ride the elevator up to my floor. When I reach it, I unlock my door and shoulder it open.

Home. Thank God.

I kick off my shoes and leave them where they land. The coat goes on the hook and my AirPods get dropped on the counter. I shuck off the day’s work clothes, letting out a happy “Ahhhh” as I undo my bra and slam-dunk it into my hamper with a vengeance. Then I pull on my oldest, softest pajama pants and an oversized NYU sweatshirt that’s been washed so many times the lettering is barely visible.

Returning to the kitchen, I pour myself two fingers of whiskey from the bottle on the kitchen counter and take a sip.

That’s when I notice something strange.

My personal laptop is open on the kitchen table. I closed it this morning. I’m sure I closed it, because I always, always close it

My eyes roam to the left and snag on something else that isn’t right.

The chair is pulled out at an angle, too, not pushed flush against the table the way I leave it.

I set the whiskey down as The Fear starts to leak into my bloodstream, slow and toxic. I look at the living room. The throw blanket on the couch is folded differently. One of the cushions is turned the wrong way. The remote isn’t resting neatly in the basket; it’s hanging halfway over the edge of the coffee table like it’s thinking of taking a suicidal leap onto the hardwood floor below.

They’re all small things that nobody else would catch.

But I catch them. When you spend as long locking doors as I have, you’d never miss things like that.

I reach for my purse on the counter and dig around for my phone so I can call Rae to ask if she’s been here.

Before I can find it, though…

… the lights go out.
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“And you, you knew the hand of a devil / And you, kept us awake with wolves teeth”

— “Heartbeats” by The Knife

I can’t see a thing.

I stand perfectly still in the pitch black. My fingers close around my phone inside my purse. I don’t dare breathe.

It’s the wiring. That’s what I tell myself. This building is cute, full of character, but it was originally built in the 1940s, which means the electrical is ancient. This exact thing happened a few times last winter. The whole floor went dark for twenty minutes while the super cursed up a storm in Portuguese down in the basement.

It’s the wiring. It must be the wiring. Please, oh please, let it be the wiring.

I finally find my phone and try to wake it up, but I guess Megan Thee Stallion consumed the last of my battery, because the glow doesn’t come.

It’s okay. I’m fine. I just need to find the breaker box. It’s in the hallway closet, behind me and to the left. I know my apartment in the dark, because I’ve mapped every inch of it in my head, because I was terrified of exactly this kind of moment, because that’s what I do: I prepare for the worst so I never have to live through it again.

I take one step backward⁠—

—and a leather-gloved hand clamps over my mouth from behind.

I scream into the palm, but no sound gets out. My phone drops and hits the floor with a dull thunk.

I bite down on the leather as hard as I can, but for all the good it does, I might as well be a toothless little kitten. My teeth barely dent it. I throw my elbow back and connect with something—ribs, maybe; testicles, preferably—and hear a male grunt. That’s all I get.

Then an arm locks around my waist and I’m lifted clean off my feet. I kick out wildly, my bare heel cracking against a shin, but it doesn’t matter. He’s bigger and faster and it’s not even close. I lose before the fight has even really begun.

He slings me backward. The impact as I hit the wall knocks the air out of me. Both my wrists are instantly pinned above my head in one huge hand. The other gloved palm stays pressed tight over my mouth.

I can’t move, but I try anyway. I wrench my arms, twist my hips, drive my knee up, but he’s got his weight against me and I’m going nowhere fast. Every direction I push, he’s already there. It’s not even a struggle for him. His whole body is languid and loose.

My lungs hurt like hell. I’m sucking air through my nose in fast, shallow bursts, but it’s not helping. The panic is so total and so complete that my vision whites out at the edges, even though there’s nothing to see in the dark.

I stop fighting.

A new kind of darkness claims me.

The darkness of my mind.

The darkness of my past.

The darkness of The Night The Fear Was Born.
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I’m not in my apartment anymore.

I’m in a dorm room. It’s dank and small, the way all dorm rooms are. A radiator is clanking. The blinds are closed but crooked. Only a tiny sliver of moonlight sneaks in.

His weight… In this story, that’s what comes first. That’s always what comes first. Not his face. Never his face. I can’t see his face. It’s the weight, pressing me facedown into that narrow twin mattress. The foam topper doesn’t help. I can feel the metal bar of the bed frame through all of it.

The radiator clanks. My hands are pinned.

No.

No.

No!

There’s a crack in the ceiling. I find it with my eyes and I hold onto it. A thin, jagged line running from the light fixture to the corner of the room. I trace it back and forth and back and forth and back and forth while it all happens.

That crack is the thing I remember most clearly. More than the pain. A crack in the ceiling of a dorm room on the third floor of a building they tore down two years later to build a new student center.

I hope they jackhammered every inch of it.

The crack.

The weight.

The radiator.

My own breathing, loud and wrong. His breathing, louder and worse.

At some point, my eyes fall to the side. I saw a sock on the floor by the door. Just one, gray with a pink toe. I’d been looking for its match all week. I spotted it from the bed while he was on top of me and I thought, with perfect clarity, Oh, there it is.

Then nothing. Gaps. Time folded over itself and swallowed the rest.

I let it all go and I locked the door behind it.
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I might’ve stayed in that memory forever, if it weren’t for one sentence that drags me back. A single sentence, three little words, whispered—no, rasped—no, purred in my ear, the darkest purr I’ve ever heard. It’s bitter chocolate and glinting knife edges; it’s broken streetlights and starless nights; it’s twisted and liquid and crooning and wrong, so wrong, because in one word, he opens all my locks and slides back all my deadbolts and unhooks all my chains and throws open all my doors, all of them, every last one of them, so that The Fear I’ve spent five years running from can take one step out into reality, look around, and grin its wicked, wicked grin.

The man in the darkness with his hand over my mouth puts his lips to my ear and whispers, “Hello, little fox.”
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“Words like violence / Break the silence / Come crashing in / Into my little world”

— “Enjoy the Silence” by Depeche Mode

The Fear is everywhere. It’s in my throat, in my chest, behind my eyes, crawling and sliding and oozing over every exposed inch of skin.

But I’m still breathing.

And if I’m still breathing, I can think.

So I think. I stop thrashing and biting at leather. I go still against the wall and I force my brain to do what it does best: Observe. Analyze. Ask questions.

I am a reporter. This is what I do.

I breathe in through my nose, and when I exhale, I take The Fear and I shove it back into its room and I slam the door.

The intruder’s hand is still over my mouth. I wait, and after a few seconds, he eases the pressure just enough for me to speak.

“Who are you?” I ask through a throat shredded raw by all the screams I didn’t let out.

Nothing.

“What do you want?”

Nothing.

Acting on an inkling of an urge, I toss out, “Is this about the Lazarev story?”

He doesn’t answer any of it. Instead, he says, “Kneel.”

“What?”

“On the ground. Face the wall. Hands behind your head.”

I don’t move.

“We’re going to talk,” he assures me in that raspy purr. “But not like this. Kneel, Ms. Pierce. You can do it on your own, or I can make you. The choice is ultimately yours. But one way or another, you will kneel.”

My brain is running on three tracks at once. Track one: He knows about the Lazarevs. Well, to be specific, he didn’t deny it, but neither did he react at all, which is its own kind of answer. I don’t know exactly what to make of that yet, but I file it away for the time being.

Track two: He called me by my name, which means he knows me, or knows of me, or has been watching me long enough to learn that little detail. None of those options are good. I do true crime for a living, so I don’t exactly seek it out as entertainment in my spare time. My day job is so full of dark shit that I just don’t have much of an appetite for it once night falls. But other people do, of course—my best friend Rae being one of them—so, through her, I know enough about the psychology of intruders to understand that obsession is a dangerous, dangerous thing.

That being said, he hasn’t hurt me. Not really. The wall slam seemed rough, objectively, but now that I think about it, he kind of cradled my head with his other hand as he did it, like he’d rather take the brunt of the damage than let me feel a bit of it. Now, he’s talking to me, giving me options, using full sentences. That’s not the behavior of someone who broke in out of some lurid desire to assault and violate me.

Track three: If I don’t kneel, he’s going to force me down, and I believe that threat instinctively. Men who speak like that, with that much authority and certainty in their voice, don’t make idle threats. They certainly don’t break into women’s homes, throw them up against a wall, and clamp gloved hands over said women’s mouths if they don’t intend on following through with whatever they came here to do.

So I kneel.

I lower myself to the floor, slowly, and turn to face the wall. My knees press into the cold hardwood. I lace my fingers behind my head.

As I go through all those motions and my mind whirs in three-plus separate directions simultaneously, I’m feeling all the usual suspects.

Fear, that ever-present feminine terror that comes from living in a world full of rough, violent men.

Anger, that this is happening here, in my home, my safe space.

Panic, in a what can/should/must I do to get out of this sort of way.

Regret, that my Taser is in my bedside table next to the vibrators instead of in my hand where it might actually be useful.

Beneath all that, though, in a place that doesn’t operate with words or logic…

… there’s something else.

It’s a hot something. A dark something. A liquid something. A primal something. It’s a shapeless flame that’s surging along pathways I haven’t felt in a long, long time.

It shows itself in some obvious ways. Flushed skin. Accelerated pulse. Trembling fingers. Weak knees. That could all be easily explained away as byproducts of The Fear, if it weren’t for that subtle, nonverbal certainty, low in my belly, that it has nothing to do with fear at all.

Because this thing is desire.

Something is deeply, profoundly wrong with me.

I settle into the kneeling position, like he ordered. “There? Happy?” I ask, unable to stop myself from sounding pissed-off, even if that’s a pretty unwise move, all things considered.

My eyes are closed, but I can practically feel his nod, his pleased smirk. “Good girl,” he says.

“Do not call me that,” I snap.

“Why not?”

“Because I’m not your good anything. I’m a woman kneeling on her own floor because some psychotic fucking lunatic broke into her apartment. That doesn’t make me good and it sure as hell doesn’t make me yours.”

“No,” he agrees, perfectly reasonable. “Not yet, at least.”

His scent announces his proximity. He smells like fire. Cinnamon, spicy in an alluring way. Sandalwood. Musk. It’s all so hot and greedy that, when the heat of his body tells me he’s moved even closer still, I almost sigh in relief, like this is how things are supposed to be.

Then I snap myself out of it. The fuck they are! Things are not how they’re supposed to be. Things are extremely fucked-up right now, as a matter of fact, and you need to get your sex-starved mind out of the gutter and back in the situation, or your skull is going to end up on this man’s mantel.

“So,” I say to the wall, “are we going to talk, or are you just going to stand there breathing on me?”

“If you’d like to talk,” he replies, “we can talk.”

“Great. You first. Who are you?”

He clucks his tongue in mild disappointment. “That’s not how this works.”

“Oh, there are rules now? You break into my apartment, manhandle me, and there are rules?”

“There are always rules, little fox.”

“Don’t call me that, either.”

Again, I get that feeling that he’s grinning. My forehead is resting against the cold plaster of my wall and my eyes are closed, but his grin, his sick, twisted pleasure, is a third occupant in the room with us.

My knees are already starting to ache against the hardwood. “What do you want?” I croak.

“To have a conversation.”

“Most people just send a text.”

“I’m not most people.”

“Y’know, I gathered that from the whole home-invasion thing. Really sets you apart from the pack.” I gulp, then ask, “How did you even get in here?”

“Your deadbolt is a Schlage B60N,” he says. “Single-cylinder, five-pin tumbler. It took me about ninety seconds to dismantle the whole thing.”

“Cool. Love that. Very reassuring. And the lights? I assume you cut the breaker?”

“I did.”

“And my phone?”

“Okay. So you planned this. This wasn’t spontaneous.”

His amusement deepens. “No, little fox, it was not.”

“How long have you been planning it?”

No answer to that one.

“Were you on the R train this morning?”

A long pause. Then he asks, “You noticed me?”

“Kinda hard not to. You were doing that whole brooding serial-killer-chic thing. Very popular nowadays, but pretty conspicuous for someone who’s trying to be covert.”

“I wanted to see what you’d do.”

“And? What did I do?”

I stiffen as, with no warning, a gloved fingertip strokes the side of my neck. Leather on skin. He brushes a strand of hair away from my throat, slow and tender, tucking it behind my ear.

A shudder runs through me, starting at that epicenter of contact and radiating outward in every direction. I’m glad for the dark, because I’ve always been cursed with pale skin, and he’d see instantly that I’m flushed from head to toe.

My stomach clenches and my thighs press together, involuntary and damning. There is absolutely no mistaking what it is that’s igniting within me.

I’m actually turned on by this sick freak.

I squeeze my eyes tighter shut. My breathing has gone ragged. I can feel the goosebumps racing up my arms, prickling under the worn cotton of my sweatshirt.

“It’s what you didn’t do that interests me, Ms. Pierce.” His breath is warm against my ear. “You didn’t tell a living soul.”

I feel sick—because he’s right. I didn’t. I almost told Weston at lunch, and then I decided it was nothing. I swallowed it down and moved on with my day. I didn’t call the cops, or text Rae, or mention it to Doug. I just... let it go.

“Even if that is true, so what?” I say.

“So that tells me something about you.”

“It tells you I thought you were just another creep on the subway. Congratulations. You blended in with the rest of them.”

“No.” That word comes out in a twist of anger that sends a chill rippling along the same paths that the heat just went. He doesn’t like being told he’s just like the others, apparently, indistinguishable from every subway masturbator and construction site leerer that New York has ever produced. He wants to be different. God only knows why. “It tells me you’re used to being afraid. You’ve been afraid for so long that, when something actually dangerous showed up, you couldn’t distinguish it from the background noise.” He pauses again and draws in a slow, almost tortured breath. “You’re going to wish you had told someone, though. By the time the night is over, you’ll be regretting that choice quite a bit.”

Every hair on my body stands up. “How sure are you that I didn’t?”

“Very, very sure.”

Something in his confidence makes me believe him. “You were watching me? All day?”

He brushes my cheek with a single knuckle. “All day,” he confirms.

I grit my teeth so hard I’m surprised they don’t crack. “Is this about the Lazarev story?”

“Why do you keep asking me that?”

“Because you broke into my apartment the same week that my source on a story about a very dangerous family went missing, and I don’t believe in coincidences.”

“You’re a clever thing, little fox.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It wasn’t meant to be one.”

“Okay.” My fingers are still laced behind my head, but they’re starting to droop as my arms get tired. “Is Giovanni Ochoa alive?”

Quiet.

“Did you do something to him?”

More quiet.

“If you hurt him⁠—”

“Tell me something,” he interrupts. “Do you sleep with the lights on?”

I freeze. “What?”

“At night, when you’re alone, with nothing between the cool sheets and your bare skin to keep you safe… when you’re naked in your bed and there is no one in the world to protect you from the monsters in the shadows… Do you leave the lights on?”

My whole body goes cold, then hot, then cold again, all in rapid succession, like someone is flipping a switch inside me.

My stomach churns and my throat constricts. I can feel my pulse in my temples and my wrists, in the soft hollow at the base of my throat where his sweet, cinnamon-scented breath keeps pluming. Every nerve ending I have is firing at once, sending contradictory signals—run, stay, scream, be silent, claw his face off, submit—until I’m paralyzed by the sheer, overwhelming volume of it all.

I feel like that girl in the comment section from this morning. i think my fight or flight is malfunctioning. That’s me in a nutshell right now.

Still, I try to fight for some kind of control. “How is that relevant to⁠—”

He cuts in, “Answer me.”

“No,” I spit, “I don’t sleep with the fucking lights on. I’m a grown woman.”

That provokes another lash of his anger, hot and ready. “Do not lie to me, little fox,” he snarls as he rears back to tower above me.

I turn around and look up before I realize he explicitly told me not to do that.

The apartment is almost completely dark, but not completely completely dark. A thin seam of streetlight leaks through the gap between my curtains, just enough to carve out vague, ominous shapes from the blackness.

He’s tall as he looms over me, tall enough that I have to crane my neck back to find where his face should be.

But when my eyes reach that height, I see only a mask. It’s black and covers everything from the bridge of his nose down to his jaw. Not a surgical mask, not an N95 like this morning. This one is fitted, tight against his skin, molded to the contours of his face. Above it, his eyes catch the faint streetlight. They’re pale, but I can’t tell what color.

“Fine,” I whisper as I let my eyes fall to the ground, where I see the faint suggestion of rugged black boots standing on my floor. “Yes. I sleep with the lights on. Are you happy?”

He takes his time calming down again. That’s another thing to add to my scant list of things I know about this man: He wants to stand out from the crowd, he doesn’t like being lied to, and he smells extremely good. Can’t wait to run straight to NYPD with that airtight description, assuming I make it out of here alive.

Slowly, he sinks and joins me in kneeling on the floor. He touches a finger under my chin and tilts my face up until I’m meeting his eyes. Half his face is blotted out fully by the darkness. Shadows pool in the pits of his eyes, so all I can see is the mask-covered ridge of his proud nose and the cruel slash of his mouth.

“Who are you?” I whisper.

“Someone who pays attention.”

“You broke into my apartment to let me know that you’re paying attention?”

“No,” he says, shaking his head with what is—improbably, unbelievably, but, yes, undeniably—sadness. “I broke into your apartment to kill you.”
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“And in the dark / I can hear your heartbeat”

— “Cosmic Love” by Florence + The Machine

To say my stomach drops doesn’t even begin to cover it. It passes right out of me and deeper. The floor might as well not exist anymore. I’m falling through it, through the building, through the earth itself, and there’s nothing to grab onto as I hurtle down, down, down into the void.

I broke into your apartment to kill you.

Those words all make sense individually, but when you add them up, you just get a wordless scream instead of a cohesive sense of understanding. Things like that can only make sense in the abstract.

This is not abstract at all.

When there’s a man who smells like smoke and fire stroking your cheek with a gloved finger, kneeling in front of you with an aura of solemn melancholy surrounding him, things feel very real indeed.

My mouth is open but empty and useless, no matter how hard I try to say something, anything. He just kneels there and watches. Patient, like he’s giving me time to catch up to what he said.

But the choice of how to respond is taken away from me when a sound interrupts us.

A knock on the door.

It’s three tentative raps, followed by a muffled voice from the hallway. “Hey, Jillian…? You okay? I heard a noise.”

I recognize it right away. It’s Elliot Wilkinson, my nice but nosy neighbor from down the hall. He’s like a shy little puppy dog transformed into a human being and is still getting the hang of this whole “how to be a grown-up” thing. He tried to tell me to call him “El,” when we first met, then sheepishly admitted that he’d made the nickname up and no one ever calls him that. He brought me cookies when I moved in, insists on delivering my mail up to my apartment himself, and has mustered up the courage on a handful of occasions to gaze up at me with those big, soulful golden retriever eyes and ask if I maybe, perhaps, if I’m free and in the mood, and of course he’d pay for it, his treat, really, no he insists, but like, yeah, would I want to get a drink or a bite to eat or perhaps see a movie together sometime?

I’ve gently, repeatedly, and unmistakably declined, but Elliot, bless his soul, seems determined to keep on trying.

Unfortunately, he’s picked a really bad time to take another swing.

He’s no white knight. I know without even having to think about it that the Masked Man in my apartment would snuff Elliot out in the blink of an eye, like crushing a little bug beneath the heel of his boot.

This is all too much. I’m in a bad enough situation as it is, but if an innocent guy like Elliot gets murdered right along with me, then I… I…

Oh, God, the world is starting to swim, getting murky and indistinct around the edges, I feel my chin lolling toward my chest, my breath stuttering, as I—as I⁠—

No. No. I’m not going to faint. I’m not going to spiral. Because if I don’t handle this perfectly, Elliot and I are both going to die. That thought snaps me into focus faster than anything else could.

“Jillian?” Elliot calls again. “Hey, looks like your lights are out. Mine, too, actually—I think the whole floor blew. Want me to call the super?”

Go away, I think desperately, trying to beam my thoughts in his direction. Please, please, please just go away.

“Answer him,” the intruder murmurs, so quiet I almost miss it.

I swallow. My throat is dry and tight. “I’m—I’m fine, Elliot!” I push the words out and try to sound normal. “It’s just the breaker. I’ve got it.”

“You sure? I’ve got a flashlight. I could come in and⁠—”

“No!” Too fast, dammit! I’m making it totally obvious that I’m in distress. I dial it back. “No, really. I’m good. I was already in bed. Thanks, though.”

I can picture him out there, shuffling from foot to foot like an awkward pigeon, debating whether to push it. Elliot is a pusher. Not in a threatening way, though. More in a Let me carry your groceries for you even though you said no over and over again way.

Any other night, it would just be mildly irritating.

Tonight, it could get him fucking killed.

“Okay, well…” Elliot trails off. But I still hear him breathing on the other side of the door. Then he clears his throat. “Look, Jillian, it—it wouldn’t sit right with me if I didn’t just, y’know, see you. Like, not in a weird way or anything. Just to make sure everything’s okay. My mom raised me to be a gentleman, and she’d kill me if she found out I just walked away when a lady might need help.”

Oh, Elliot. Elliot, you sweet, stupid, wonderful idiot.

A hand closes around my upper arm. The Masked Man hauls me to my feet like I weigh nothing, and for a disorienting second, my socked feet dangle before they find the floor. Gently, he pushes me toward the door with one firm shove between my shoulder blades that sends me lurching forward through the pitch-black apartment. I stumble, arms pinwheeling, bare feet slapping against the cold hardwood. My shin clips the corner of the coffee table and I bite down on the inside of my cheek to keep from crying out.

I come to a stop a foot from the door. The peephole is a tiny circle of dull light at eye level, and beyond it, Elliot is still out there.

Fuck me.

Fuck him.

Fuck us both.

I reach for the doorknob, but before I find it in the darkness, I sense cinnamon—then heat—then something hard and cold presses into the small of my back. It’s a metallic point, right against my spine, just above the waistband of my pajama pants. The shape is unmistakable.

I’ve never had a gun pointed at me before, but my body knows exactly what it is.

The pressure holds for a few seconds, long enough to make the point. Then it drags around the curve of my hip, lingering in the two inches of belly exposed beneath the cropped hem of my hoodie, as The Masked Man steps sideways, out of the door’s sightline.

“Open it,” he breathes from the corner. “Smile. Make him go away.”

My hand finds the doorknob. I grip it. My palm is slick with sweat and I have to twist twice before it catches.

I crack the door open six inches, just enough to show half my face and one shoulder. Elliot is standing in the hallway with a flashlight in one hand and a small stack of envelopes in the other. He’s wearing a too-big Knicks jersey and plaid pajama pants, and his sandy hair is sticking up on one side.

“Hey!” He smiles when he sees me. “There you are. I was getting worried.”

“Nope. All good. Just me and the eternal, gasping darkness.” I stretch my mouth into what I hope passes for a relaxed grin. It feels like I’m prying my face apart.

“Oh, totally. Yeah. Cool, cool.” He combs a hand through his cowlick. “So, uh, these came for you today.” He holds up the envelopes. “They were in the lobby and I figured, y’know, since I was coming up anyway…”

“Elliot, you know you didn’t have to do that.”

“No, I know, I know. I just, like, I was already down there grabbing mine, and I saw yours sitting in the box, and I thought, hey, might as well save you a trip.”

“That’s really sweet. Thank you.” I reach through the gap and take the mail from him. My hand is very obviously trembling, so I press the envelopes against my thigh to hide it. “Well, I should probably⁠—”

“So how was your day?” he asks, leaning one shoulder against the doorframe. He’s doing that thing he does where he tries to look casual but his whole body radiates nervous energy. “Busy at the paper?”

“Er, yeah. Super busy. You know how it is.”

“Totally, totally. I had a crazy day, too, actually. We had this server outage at work and my boss was freaking out, and I had to—well, it’s kind of a long story. IT stuff. Boring, probably.”

“I’m sure it’s not boring.”

“It’s suuuper boring.” He laughs, a short, breathy thing. “But, um, hey, speaking of—I mean, not speaking of, that’s a weird transition—but I was wondering...”

He stutters his way into silence. His free hand goes to rub at the back of his neck and stays there.

I can feel the gun at my side. Not literally, not anymore, but in the way you feel a lit stove across a kitchen. I know exactly where The Masked Man is standing. I know what he’s holding and what he’ll do with it.

“Uh, yeah?” I prompt, because I need this conversation to end.

Elliot grins. “Would you maybe want to grab dinner sometime? Like, Friday, maybe? There’s this new Thai place on Amsterdam that’s supposed to be really good. My treat, obviously. No pressure or anything. We could just, y’know, hang out. As neighbors. Or—or whatever.” His eyes are so hopeful it makes my chest ache.

“Elliot, that’s so nice of you to ask.”

“But?” He winces preemptively.

“I’ve got a, uh… a work thing Friday. Big deadline. Rain check?”

“Yeah! Yeah, no, of course. Rain check. Absolutely.” He nods about a dozen times too many. “Just let me know whenever you’re free. No rush. I’m always around.”

“Sounds good,” I say weakly. “I’ll let you know.”

He beams at me. “Awesome. Cool. Great.” He takes a step back, then stops. “Oh, and if you need help with the breaker, just knock. I’m right down the hall.”

“Will do. Night, Elliot.”

“Night, Jillian.”

He gives me a little wave with the flashlight, turns, and shuffles off down the dark hallway. I watch him go until I hear his door open and close.

I shut my door. Then I stand there with my forehead pressed against the wood and my hand still gripping the knob. The mail is crumpled against my thigh. My legs are shaking badly enough that I’m not sure how much longer they’ll hold me.

I did it. He’s safe. Elliot is safe.

Now, it’s just me and this demon in the dark again.

He’s right there, somewhere in the black gut of my apartment, watching me from behind that mask. I learn just how far away he isn’t when his voice snarls millimeters away from my ear.

“A date with that lost little puppy? I don’t fucking think so. You’re not going.”
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“I can see that you wanted me cold / You’re so bold while you’re watching me moan”

— “Drowning” by BANKS

I spin around to face him, my back flat against the door. The Fear isn’t gone, not exactly, but a more familiar and welcome emotion is joining it in the spotlight: black-eyed rage at the impudence of men.

That feeling is a good ol’ friend of mine, and she gets plenty of exercise in the Year of Our Lord 2025, because men just keep insisting on being the fucking worst.

Even stalker men with violent psycho tendencies assume they get to dictate what women do.

I’m very sick of that bullshit.

“Uh, excuse me? You don’t get to decide who I have dinner with. You don’t get to decide anything about my life. You broke into my apartment, you threatened to kill me, and now, you’re—what? Jealous? Of Elliot?”

“You think this is jealousy?” he asks in a baritone drawl. His breathing is slow, even, and controlled. Everything I’m not right now.

“I think a man who tells a woman she’s ‘not going’ on a date she didn’t even say yes to has some pretty serious control issues, yeah. If the shoe fits, et cetera.”

When he doesn’t immediately reply, I start to wonder if I might’ve overstepped a little bit.

I feel him move. A shadow against shadows. He pushes closer, and closer, and I retreat and retreat, but there’s only a foot or two to go until I’m smeared against the door and he’s flush against me.

His hand drags up my torso and past the curve of my throat, until his fingers push into my hair, gripping at the roots. He tilts my head to the side and lowers his face to my neck. I feel the mask’s fabric brush my skin, then the warmth of his breath as he inhales, long and deep, smelling me and sighing happily.

“You’re right,” he murmurs against my bare throat. “I am jealous. I’m the most jealous man in the world.”

His fingers tighten until prickles of pain dance across my scalp.

“And that’s why I wouldn’t hesitate to gut that frightened little boy like a fucking fish if I thought there was even a fraction of a chance you’d say yes to him.” His lips graze my ear through the mask. “Even a micro-fraction. Even a thought of a fraction. I’d open up his veins right there in his doorway and he’d never even see it coming. You’d look pretty all splashed in his blood, wouldn’t you? Red freckles to match the brown ones.”

My rage sputters out. Just like that, poof, gone.

“Are you here to kill me or kill him?” I ask in a thin, terrified voice.

“I don’t care about him one way or the other. But I suggest you don’t make me start caring.” I hear the sole of his boot creak against my hardwood. “People I care about tend to have very bad nights.”

“Yeah,” I squeak. “I can attest to that.”

“Has it been so bad?” he taunts. “You looked perfectly content to be kneeling at my feet, little fox.”

“I think the mask might be cutting off your air supply,” I retort.

He chuckles ominously. “They didn’t tell me you were funny.”

“Who, me?” I say, pretending I’m breezy and unaffected. “Well, they should have. I’m a riot. You ought to see my tight five. Kills at open mics.” I glance down at the gun still wedged between us. “No pun intended.”

The Masked Man laughs again, but it’s a nails-on-the-chalkboard laugh that sets my teeth on edge. “You shouldn’t be worried about the gun. Much too loud and messy for what I came to do. I only brought it as a precaution.”

It’s my turn to laugh. “Do you know what normal people use as precautions? Umbrellas. Bicycle helmets. Fucking condoms.”

“I’ll ask again: What makes you think anything about me is normal?”

As if to prove his point, he dips his head and licks his tongue up the side of my neck in one long, slow stripe.

I suck in a breath. My hands fly to his chest to push him off, but instead of doing that, they just stay there, flat against the solid wall of him, doing absolutely nothing useful.

Then his teeth close on my earlobe and nip down hard. A sharp, involuntary squeal rips out of me before I can stop it.

“Oh, you liked that,” he breathes heavily against my ear. “Guess what? So did I.”

He presses forward and I feel exactly what he means. He’s hard. Unmistakably, unapologetically hard, the length of him pushing against my hip through his pants. Even worse is that my hips tilt toward it instead of away.

It’s a tiny movement. Millimeters. Practically invisible.

But he catches it.

“There she is,” he murmurs. “She’s a very good girl after all.”

I shove him as hard as I can. That achieves a grand total of maybe three inches between us, but I’ll take every single one of them. I want this lunatic away from me immediately. My skin is prickly and hot and everywhere he touched me burns like I’ve been doused in chemicals.

“Get off me.”

I flatten myself against the door and cross my arms over my chest, trying to hold myself together. My earlobe is still throbbing where he bit it. I can still feel the wet trail his tongue left on my neck, cooling in the air.

He doesn’t come back for those three inches. He stands where I pushed him in the dark, breathing, radiating heat and cinnamon.

“Do you fuck a lot of men, little fox?”

My breath snags in my throat. “Do I what?!”

He shrugs. The mask hides his facial expression, but his body speaks for him. It’s long and languid, lithe, capable, somehow sexual even while he’s just standing there.

“I asked you a question,” he says. “Do you fuck a lot of men?”

“That is none of your goddamn business.”

“Everything about you is my business from now on.” His tongue darts out to wet his lips as his pale eyes regard me. “Don’t duck the question. I want to know what you let them do to you.”

“Why? What difference does it make?”

“All the difference in the world” He takes a half-step closer. Just one. Enough to close the gap I fought for. “I need to know how many of them have touched you.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“How many, Jillian?”

“You’re out of your mind. You know that, right? You broke into my home with a gun, and now, you’re asking me about my sex life like some crazy ex-boyfriend, except we’ve never even met.”

“How. Many?”

“A hundred!” I cry out sarcastically, throwing up my hands. “A thousand! Every man in Manhattan! The whole borough! I’m working my way through Brooklyn next. Happy?”

His breathing changes. It gets heavier, rougher, and I realize I’ve poked something I probably shouldn’t have poked. The air between us goes thick and dangerous.

“You think that’s funny?” he growls. “Every man who’s ever put his hands on you is a man I’ll eventually find.”

“Is that supposed to be romantic?!”

He shrugs again, one shoulder rising and falling nonchalantly. “You’ll soon learn that romance in my world isn’t flower arrangements and chocolate boxes. It’s the bleeding, severed cock of every man who thought he was allowed to defile you, all arranged in a neat little row while their former owners find permanent beds in the muddy marshes of Red Hook. Would you like that, little fox?”

I shake my head so hard that my hair flies out of its messy bun. “You’re sick. You’re very, very sick and you need help.”

“Maybe,” he concedes. “But I’m not the one pressing her thighs together every time I open my mouth.”

“You’re doing a lot of talking for someone who supposedly came here to kill me.” I tilt my head to the side and give him a pitying look. “That’s because you don’t have the balls to do it, do you?”

The Masked Man laughs once again. “I guess we’ll see, won’t we?” he says. “For tonight, you’re safe. I’m going to keep an eye on you while I decide what to do. This will be a fun little game, I think.”

“While you decide—?” I sputter. “No. No. We’re done here.” I push off the wall, throw the crumpled mail down on the kitchen counter, and turn around so I can shove him toward the door. “Get the hell out of my apartment.”

For a second, I think he’s going to let me get away with it, that he’ll disappear from my lightless apartment like the wisp of smoke he is and this will all turn out to have been nothing but a bad dream.

But it doesn’t go quite like that.

Instead, he catches my wrist mid-shove, spins me around, and pulls my back against his chest in one fluid motion. When he laughs again, I feel it shudder through every inch of me.

“You’re adorable when you’re brave,” he remarks.

His free hand arrows down, past my stomach and the drawstring of my pajama pants, until his palm cups me between my legs over the thin fabric.

I gasp.

He doesn’t go any farther, though. He just holds it there, hot and warm and solid, pressing where I’m suddenly achy. My knees nearly buckle.

“I’ll be seeing you very soon, little fox,” he whispers in my ear.

Then his hand is gone. And so is his heat.

His smell, however, lingers.

I don’t move for a long time. I stand in the dark with my back against his ghost and listen to my apartment settle around me.

When I’m sure he’s gone, I lunge forward and throw the deadbolt, then the chain. Then I press my spine to the wall beside the door and let my legs give out. I drop to the ground, knees up, pajama pants riding up my shins, and I breathe.

I just breathe.

In through the nose.

Out through the mouth.

Over and over until my hands stop shaking, which takes a while.

The lights flicker once, twice, and then snap on. The apartment floods with the warm, ordinary glow of the overhead kitchen fixture and the little lamp I leave on by the couch. Everything looks exactly how it always looks. Clean counters. Stacked books. My half-finished whiskey on the table.

It’s over. It’s truly, actually over.

Something is still bothering me, though. It takes me a second to figure out that something is missing from the tableaux: The space on the counter where I tossed the mail Elliot brought me is empty.

I look on the floor, under the TV, but it’s nowhere to be seen. The only answer is the obvious one: He took it.

I almost laugh. Fuck it. He can have my ConEd bill and whatever credit card offer Citibank is pushing this week.

I’ve got way bigger problems in my future.
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KIR


“See the animal in his cage that you built / Are you sure what side you’re on? / Better not look him too close in the eye”

— “Right Where It Belongs” by Nine Inch Nails

I pull the mask off the second my penthouse door closes behind me. The leather gloves come next. I drop both on the counter and stand there for a minute, breathing.

My apartment is dark and quiet. Perks of life on the thirty-second floor. The only illumination comes glinting through the windows off of ships passing down the East River, but that’s enough for me. I don’t turn on the lights.

I sit down on the couch and spread Jillian’s mail out on the marble coffee table in front of me. They paint a picture of her life. I know much of this already, but something about touching these things that were meant to be touched by her feels depraved and deliciously intimate. It’s like slicing her open and sticking a finger in her bloodstream. I feel her through them in a vital way.

I can still smell her. Black cherry and almond, dark and sweet, clinging to the fabric of my gloves. I pick one up and inhale it, and my dick stiffens immediately. When I ran my tongue along her jugular, she tasted every bit as good as she smelled.

I close my eyes and let the memory unspool.

It wasn’t fear that made her tremble. I know fear, I’ve seen fear in dozens of faces, and fear alone doesn’t make a woman tilt her hips forward like she did. She was shaking with the effort of fighting what her body wanted. All the signs were there and obvious for those who know where to look.

In her finger tension.

Her plump, parted lips.

In her soft, strangled moan.

Fuck, I want to hear that sound again. I’m a mad fucking scientist when it comes to Jillian Pierce; I want to take her apart and study every frequency of her. I want to put my mouth between her legs and make her scream without ever knowing my name or face.

I wrench my attention back to the mail. If I keep ruminating on my little fox, I’m going to fucking rupture every vein in my cock. I need a distraction.

The first envelope is ConEd. I chuckle at the thought of her demanding a bill credit for tonight’s little power outage. Second is a credit card statement from Chase. Third is junk. So’s the fourth. The fifth is a flyer from a yoga studio on Columbus. Grand opening, first class free. I try to picture Jillian in yoga pants, folded into some pose, red hair spilling over a mat—then I picture taking a serrated knife and sawing up the seam of those yoga pants to expose a glistening pink pussy, raised high in the air for me, and I almost cum in my pants.

Fifth is a letter from NYU’s alumni association asking for donations. She went there for undergrad. I already knew that. Journalism degree, graduated with honors, took a year off in the middle for reasons nobody seems willing or able to explain.

The sixth envelope gives me pause.

It’s larger than the others and aqua-colored. Jillian’s name is handwritten on the front in neat, looping cursive. The return address is somewhere in New Jersey—Montclair, specifically—with a name I don’t recognize.

This is personal.

I set it back down on the table without opening it just yet. There’s a specific pleasure in making myself wait. I’ve always been this way—the anticipation is half the reward. When I was a boy, I’d unwrap birthday presents slowly, peeling each strip of tape while my father watched with open irritation. He wanted me to tear into things. Devour them. That was his way. Take what you want, fast and brutal.

But I’m not my fucking father.

So I edge myself with the waiting. I get up and walk to the bar cart by the window, pour three fingers of Beluga Noble into a glass, neat, and take a slow sip. The vodka sears like hellfire.

I carry the glass to the balcony and look out over the city. It’s a hell of a view, not that I give a fuck about appreciating it.

Manhattan kneels at my feet, just like Jillian did, and almost as pretty. The Empire State Building is lit up white tonight, a fat needle jabbing into low cloud cover a few miles south. To the left, the Queensboro Bridge stretches across the river. Roosevelt Island sits dark and narrow in the water underneath.

A helicopter buzzes over the river at low altitude and sweeps the dark waters beneath it with a spotlight. I wonder if they’re looking for any of my family’s victims. On any given day, more are added to the kill total. There could be corpses dispatched by my father’s hand floating along the river bed right there.

I turn around to survey the place I call home. It strikes me, not for the first time, how much I fucking loathe it.

That’s not to say it isn’t nice. It is. This penthouse cost eleven million dollars. The vodka in my hand runs four hundred a bottle. The Patek Philippe on my wrist was a gift from my father on my twenty-eighth birthday, the same night he told me he’d be making me CEO of our family’s conglomerate, Lazarev Global… Coincidentally, that was also the same night he told me he’d had a man drowned in the Gowanus Canal for skimming from a shipment.

That’s my life. Marble countertops and murder. Bespoke suits and shallow graves.

My father wants it like that. He’s made that much clear since the day I could walk. Handle things his way. Cold. Stone-faced. No emotion, no hesitation, no second thoughts. Lukas Lazarev hasn’t felt a goddamn thing since my mother died eighteen years ago, and he considers that a feature, not a bug.

But I’m not him. I’ve never been him.

Where he’s ice, I’m fire. Where he goes quiet, I get loud. He buries things; I burn them. “You feel too much, Kirill,” he said to me once, years ago. “It will be your undoing.”

Maybe he’s right. Tonight is a pretty good case study.

Because I was sent by him to Jillian Pierce’s apartment to end her life, and instead, I left her breathing.

Even with all the fire in my belly, I haven’t felt need like that in years. This was a fucking dangerous blend of ravenous desire. She knelt at my feet, so pretty, so submissive, and I had to remind myself that I came here to kill her, not to part those lips and plunge my cock into her throat.

But it wasn’t the mission that stopped me. It wasn’t my father’s orders rattling around in my skull or the practical reality of what I’d been sent to do.

It was the way she froze when I pinned her to the wall.

Anyone would freeze when a masked stranger grabs them, but this wasn’t that. Her body left the room before I even said a word. I felt it happen in real time. One second, she was fighting me, biting, kicking, alive as hell, and the next, she just... vacated the premises. Gone. Checked out. Her muscles went slack and her breathing nearly ceased, and I knew that wherever she’d gone, I wasn’t the one who’d sent her there.

Someone else did that to her.

Someone before me.

That knowledge rearranged things inside my chest that I didn’t know could be rearranged. I came to kill her—that was the job. But in that moment, I wanted to kill whoever hurt her even more.

Alright. No more edging. Time for the grand reveal.

I’m returning to my seat on the couch to open the final envelope when I realize my phone is vibrating in my pocket.

I pull it out and wince when I see the name glowing on the screen. There’s no avoiding it, but I let it ring a few times before I answer.

“Is it done?”

Lukas Lazarev has never been much of one for hellos. No how are you, son. No good evening. He cuts right to the brutal, bleeding point.

I look down at the aqua envelope I took from Jillian’s apartment and grit my teeth. “No.”

There’s a long exhale on the other end. It’s like a dangerous pressure release, the sound a boiler makes right before it blows.

“Explain yourself,” he orders.

I grit my teeth. “There were complications. A neighbor knocked on the door while I was inside. I had to wait him out. By the time he left, the window had closed.”

“‘The window had closed,’” he repeats. My father does this thing where he echoes your words back at you, stripped of all context and inflection, so they sound stupid hanging in the air. It’s effective. “You are telling me that my son, who I trained personally, a grown man with a gun and a knife, could not dispatch one twenty-five-year-old girl because a neighbor knocked on her door?”

I pinch my nose. The migraine is biting me hard and fast, and the vodka I drank has only sharpened its fangs. “That’s what I’m telling you.”

“Then you are either lying to me or you are incompetent. Which is it, Kirill?”

I grip the phone tighter. “Neither.”

“It must be one.”

“There will be other opportunities,” I fire back. “She’s not going anywhere.”

“She is a reporter digging into our family’s affairs,” he snarls, as if I need the reminder. “Every day she breathes is a day she gets closer to something we cannot afford to have printed. I made this clear to you two nights ago. Did I not make this clear?”

Two nights ago was the gala. I stood in a ballroom wearing a twelve-thousand-dollar tuxedo and watched my father buy my assistant like livestock at auction. That’s a whole fucking mess in its own regard. Rae Everett, whom I hired myself, whom I promoted to my personal EA when I took over as CEO, whom I mentored, protected, and considered one of the few truly good people in my orbit, became—like my mother—another victim I could not save. She stood on that stage in a dress my father chose for her, smiling that brave, tight-lipped smile of hers, even as her skin went pale and clammy with terror.

I bid five hundred thousand dollars for her. I thought that would be enough. Then my father raised his paddle and said five million without even looking at me.

Five million dollars. For a fucking date.

He didn’t want the date. She wasn’t the point; I was. He wanted me to know that anything I reach for, he can take. Anything I build, he can flatten. Any person I care about, he can claim with a simple flick of his wrist.

It’s that simple and that sick.

After the gala, I cornered him and told him I knew why he wanted her. It all boiled down to the fact that Rae Everett, with her dirty blonde hair and her brown eyes and her delicate build, looks exactly like my dead mother. Lukas didn’t deny it. Hell, he didn’t even blink.

What he did was give me Jillian Pierce’s name and an order to kill her myself. More games. A yank of the leash that he’s had fastened around my neck since the day he carried my mother’s corpse out of our house.

Your little tantrum is noted, Kirill.

Now, go prove you’re still useful to me.

“I heard you, Father,” I say now. “And I told you I would handle it.”

“Handling it means the girl is dead. The girl is not dead. Therefore, you have not handled it. Either the reporter dies soon,” my father growls, “or I’ll send Afon to do what you cannot.”

My grip on the glass tightens. I’m surprised it doesn’t crack.

Afon Satyrin, my father’s right-hand man, is the animal he keeps chained up until he needs ugly business done with a vengeance.

Afon doesn’t do clean. He doesn’t do quick. He does whatever he wants for as long as he wants, and it hurts his victims the whole fucking time.

I see Jillian in my mind. I smell her. Then I picture Afon’s hands on her, and something goes white-hot behind my eyes.

“If you send Afon anywhere near her, I will fucking end him and you alike. Do you hear me, Father? Do you fucking hear me? Do you…?”

I pull the phone from my ear and look at the screen. Call Ended.

The rage ignites all at once. I grab the edge of the marble coffee table and flip it. The thing weighs at least five hundred pounds but it goes over like flimsy cardboard. Jillian’s mail scatters across the hardwood and the vodka glass shatters against the floor. I glimpse a flash of aqua in the corner of my eye as the final envelope, the one I was saving, tumbles end over end and disappears under the couch.

I’ll get that later. I’m in no mood for it now.

I stand in the wreckage, chest heaving, knuckles white, and make myself a promise: If Afon or my father touch so much as one freckle on Jillian’s skin, I will carve them both open with my bare hands and feed the pieces to the river.

There won’t be a helicopter on this unholy Earth that can find them.


8


JILLIAN


“What do you want from me? Why don’t you run from me? / What are you wondering? What do you know? / Why aren’t you scared of me? Why do you care for me? / When we all fall asleep, where do we go?”

— “bury a friend” by Billie Eilish

For obvious reasons, I don’t sleep.

I sit on the floor with my back against the door until my tailbone goes numb, then I move to the couch with every light in the apartment blazing. I check the deadbolt. I check the windows. I check the closets, the bathroom, behind the shower curtain. I even check under the bed like a kid afraid of monsters, except my monster was real and he licked my neck and told me he was sent to kill me.

When the moon is almost done with its trek across the night sky, I give up on sleep entirely and take a scalding shower. I scrub my neck where the Masked Man’s tongue was until my skin is raw and pink, but even then, I still feel him there.

Okay. Here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to go to the police. I don’t need to be a crime reporter to see that as the clear next step. This case is open-and-shut, really. After all, I have evidence aplenty. I have a bite mark on my earlobe that’s already bruising purple. I have a breaker box that was tampered with. I have a deadbolt that was picked. So, with all that in hand, I’ll walk into the precinct on West 82nd, sit down across from a detective, and I’ll tell them everything. They’ll take my statement and open a case and assign someone to look into it, and I’ll have done the right thing.

By the time I leave for work, I know with a sinking feeling in my gut that that’s exactly what I can’t do it.

There are practical reasons for this, and I rehearse them on the subway. If I report a masked intruder who claimed to be connected to the Lazarevs, a few things will happen. Doug will pull me off the story for my own safety, which means months of work and a missing source go down the drain. And the cops will open an investigation, which tips off the Lazarevs that I’m being specifically targeted, which blows whatever access I still have. Both of which mean the story dies and the Lazarevs get to keep doing all the heinous things they’ve been doing.

But that’s not the real reason.

The real reason is that something awoke in me on that floor last night. Not The Fear—I’ve been afraid for five years and I’ve gotten pretty good at it. This was different.

When I knelt in front of him, laced my fingers behind my head and pressed my forehead to the wall and felt his heat behind me and smelled cinnamon and sandalwood and heard that low, commanding rasp tell me I was a good girl⁠—

I felt something.

I felt present. I was there, fully there, not floating above myself watching it happen to someone else.

That terrifies me far more than the Masked Man ever could. Because if I tell someone, they’ll want to know why I didn’t fight harder. And I don’t have answers I’m willing to give.

So I walk into the newsroom before anyone else has arrived, drop my bag at my desk, and open my laptop.

I have work to do.

[image: ]


I spend most of the day going over everything I’ve assembled thus far on my Lazarev story. I’ve got a renewed sense of energy now, as I pore over everything public I can find on Lazarev Global. Corporate registrations, property transfers, building permits, tax liens, anything with a name or a signature attached. Doug told me to build the story from the bottom up, and that’s what I’m going to do, masked psychopath or no masked psychopath.

Little by little, the newsroom fills up around me. Weston drops into his chair at 9:15, gives me a nod, and puts on his massive over-ear headphones. Cheryl from Metro pings me on Slack to ask if I want to grab lunch, but I don’t respond.

By one P.M. I’ve got a decent map of the Lazarev corporate structure spread across dozens of browser tabs and a legal pad full of scribbles. There isn’t anything like a smoking gun yet, but neither are they squeaky clean. It’s a Byzantine maze of holding companies nested inside holding companies, most of them registered in Delaware or Wyoming, plus a few in the Caymans. This sort of complexity screams we are definitely hiding things to anyone who’s ever read a financial filing.

What exactly they’re hiding remains unclear.

I keep going until the sun is almost down. That’s when I check the time and realize I need to move.

I grab my bag, my recorder, and a fresh notebook and head out. I’ve got a meeting with Giovanni Ochoa. We set this up weeks ago, back when he was still returning my messages. The plan was always to meet in person, somewhere neutral where he’d feel safe. He picked the spot: a diner on Tenth Avenue in the low Forties, one of those old chrome-and-vinyl places that somehow hasn’t been turned into a Sweetgreen yet.

Although that was before he vanished.

I’m going anyway, if only on the off chance he shows up. And on the more likely chance he doesn’t, at least I can say I did my job.

The diner is half-full when I walk in. A couple of construction guys munch burgers at the counter and an older woman with a newspaper nurses a cup of coffee in the booth by the window. I pick a booth with a clear sightline to the door, sit down, and order a black coffee.

As I wait, I check my phone. No messages from Ochoa. I pull up our Signal thread and scroll through it. The last message is mine: Hey, just confirming we’re still on for Tuesday at five. Same spot. Let me know.

That was three days ago. I wonder if he was even alive when it was sent, or if the Lazarev meat grinder had already chewed him up and spit him out.

I sip my coffee and wait. Five P.M. comes and goes. Six does the same. By seven, I admit the obvious: He’s not coming.

I knew that before I sat down, if I’m honest. People who want to blow the whistle don’t go dark for days and then show up right on schedule at a diner on Tenth Avenue. They either come early because they’re nervous, or they don’t come at all. Giovanni Ochoa is the latter.

I put a twenty on the table and gather my stuff. The coffee’s sitting heavy in my stomach and my neck hurts from hunching over my laptop all morning. I push through the diner’s glass door and stand on the sidewalk for a second, squinting in the midday sun.

He was scared the last time we talked. Something had spooked him, something beyond what he already told me: that the unidentified bones of a middle-aged female had been found at a construction site in Astoria, and that there might be some possible connection to the Lazarev family.

Now, he’s gone.

But the sun is setting and an uneasy feeling is stealing over me. I want to be home, with the door firmly shut and several blankets mummifying me on the couch. So I shove my hands in my jacket pockets and start the walk back to my apartment at a fast speed. The sidewalk is crowded with the usual evening mix of commuters and tourists, but none of that makes me feel any less exposed. Every face that passes could be his. How would I know?

I swing by my neighborhood coffee shop on the way home. I want to caffeinate myself and keep working for a while, and this place makes a killer chai latte. There’s a short queue at the counter, so while I wait, I pull out my phone and call Rae, since I haven’t spoken to her since we exchanged brief texts on her birthday last week.

She picks up on the second ring. “Hey! I was literally just thinking about you.”

“Good things, I hope.”

“Always. What’s up? You sound tired.”

“So do you, actually.”

“You go first,” she suggests.

“No, you. I’m sick of my own drama.”

“No, you.”

“No, you!”

“Jillian Rose⁠—”

“Oh, God, not the middle name⁠—”

“—I, Rae Everett, hereby demand that you tell me what’s got you sounding so beat.”

I sigh as I shuffle forward in line. “Fine. You win. It’s been a weird couple of days.”

“Weird in what sense?”

“I mean, every sense, really,” I say with a forced laugh. “But I’m mostly talking about the fact that⁠—”

“Hey,” a blunt, bored voice breaks in, “are you Jillian?”

I blink and look up to realize that everyone in line is staring at me as the barista holds out a cup in my direction. “Uh, yeah…?” I say. “Sorry, Rae, hold on a sec.” I lower the phone and look around. “But that’s not mine.”

“Chai latte with oat milk and a shot of vanilla?” the barista asks. She’s holding out a cup with my exact order written on the side in black marker.

“Uh, yes,” I admit, “but I didn’t order yet.”

She repeats the order and waggles the cup at me. “Chai latte, oat milk, vanilla shot. For Jillian.”

“Yes, I heard you the first time, and yes, that’s me, and yes, that’s what I was going to order, but— Look, I’m sorry, I’ve had a really long day and I’m not quite sure what’s happening right now.”

“You’re at a coffee shop and I’m giving you your coffee, is what’s happening,” Miss Attitude informs me. She plunks it on the counter hard enough that a little dribble of brown liquid goes trickling over the lip. I start to riffle through my purse, but she shakes her head. “Already paid for.”

“I remain highly confused.”

The barista shrugs, exasperated. “Look, lady, some guy came in and paid for it like ten minutes ago. Said you’d be coming in, described you and everything.” She’s already looking past me to the next customer.

“Jill?” Rae’s voice in my ear. “You still there?”

“Yeah,” I manage. “Hold on.”

I pick up the cup. It’s warm. I turn around and scan the shop. There’s a guy in a beanie on his laptop, two women sharing a scone, a mom wrestling a toddler into a high chair. Nobody is looking at me and none of them seem out of place.

But he’s here. Or he was.

My fingers tighten around the cup until the cardboard sleeve crumples. My pulse picks up fast and hard. I’m drowning in that prickly, animal awareness of being observed, the same feeling from the R train yesterday morning, except now it comes with context.

Now, I know exactly who’s on the other end of it.

I take a step toward the door and peer out through the glass. No one out there looks like a masked stalker, either.

My throat is dry. I look down at the cup in my hand. He knew my order. Not just the drink, but the milk and the extra shot. I don’t know how he knows, but he fucking knows.

I bring the cup to my nose and sniff it, then immediately feel stupid. It smells like chai. What was I expecting, arsenic? Rat poison? A love potion?

But I don’t drink it. I set it back on the counter.

“Jillian.” Rae again, more insistent now. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” I say. “Sorry. Got distracted. The barista mixed up an order, that’s all.”

“Oh. Okay. You were saying something? Before?”

Yeah, I was. I was about to tell her everything. The man on the train, the break-in, the mask, the gun, the tongue on my neck, the confession that I broke into your apartment to kill you. All of it was right there, ready to spill.

But he’s watching me.

“It’s nothing,” I say to Rae. “Just work stuff. I’ll call you back later, okay?”

I hang up, leave the chai on the counter, and walk out of the shop empty-handed. The thought of drinking cinnamon-flavored anything doesn’t sit well with me right now.

[image: ]


I keep my keys sticking out between my fisted fingers like I’m Wolverine as I stride home as fast as I possibly can. My eyes never stop moving. I track every pigeon, pedestrian, and shadow that comes anywhere near me. I brush past my doorman without my usual hello, then take the stairs instead of the elevator because at least in the stairwell I can hear footsteps. My calves burn by the time I reach the top.

I stop at my door and inspect the lock. It looks intact. I turn the key, push the door open, and step inside.

One step. That’s all I get.

Then I see that the living room window is open. Six inches of Manhattan’s finest evening air, pouring through the gap, rustling the curtain.

I did not leave that window open. I never leave that window open. Not ever, but especially not after last night.

My brain is running through options. Leave. Go downstairs. Call Rae. Call 911. Do literally anything other than stand here like an idiot in a horror movie. But my legs aren’t cooperating. They’ve gone heavy and wooden, rooted to the floor.

Then, from right behind me, close enough that I feel the warmth of it on the back of my neck, comes a man’s voice:

“Jillian.”
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JILLIAN


“I never walk about after dark / It’s my point of view / ‘Cause someone could break your neck / Coming up behind you”

— “Oblivion” by Grimes

I spin around so fast I nearly trip over my own feet.

Elliot is standing in the hallway, holding a takeout bag and, inexplicably, still wearing that same goofy Knicks jersey from last night. His sandy hair also looks like not a single follicle has budged since I saw him.

“Whoa, sorry, Jay!” He takes a step back. “Didn’t mean to sneak up on you. I was just coming back from picking up food and I saw you on the stairs. Thought I’d swing by and say hey.”

My heart is slamming so hard I can feel it in my teeth. I press a hand to my sternum and let out a shaky breath.

It’s Elliot. It’s just Elliot.

Not him. Not the Masked Man. Not cinnamon and leather and hello, little fox.

Just Elliot. Maybe the least threatening human alive.

But even as the relief pours through me, something else is pouring in right behind it. I’m standing here at the threshold of my own apartment, and I’m suddenly terrified to walk back into alone. The reason I’m terrified is because of him. Because he’s already in my head. He’s bought real estate in there and he’s redecorating the joint.

No. Fuck that. And him, too. He doesn’t have that right. No one does. The locked room stays locked, goddammit!

“Hey, Elliot,” I blurt suddenly. “That Thai place on Amsterdam. Is it still open right now?”

He blinks. “Uh... yeah, I think they’re open ’til eleven. Why?”

“I’m free.”

“You’re— Wait, what?”

“You asked me out, right? Well, I’m free. Right now. Tonight. Let’s go.”

Elliot looks at me. Then at his takeout bag. Then back at me. “You want to go to dinner. With me. Right now.”

I’m already shouldering my purse, closing my door, and turning around. “That’s what I said.”

“But you said you had a deadline on Fri⁠—”

“Forget what I said. I’m saying something different now. Do you want to go or not?”

“I—yes! Yeah! Absolutely, yes.” He’s grinning so wide it looks like it hurts. “Let me just, uh—” He holds up the takeout bag. “Let me throw this in my fridge. Two seconds. Don’t move. Ha! I mean, obviously, move if you want to, it’s a free country, but like… I mean, don’t, cool? I’m running. See? Running!” He takes off down the hallway at a half-jog, Nike slides slapping the carpet, then stops and turns back. “You’re serious, right? This isn’t, like, a prank or something?”

“Elliot. Go put your food away.”

“Going. I’m going.” He jogs the rest of the way to his door, fumbles with his keys, and disappears inside.

I make sure my apartment door is firmly shut and re-lock it from the outside. Whatever’s waiting in there—open window, closed window, smashed window, nothing at all—it can wait.
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This date is going badly.

Not because of Elliot. Elliot is fine. He’s telling me about his fantasy football league and I’m nodding along while my eyes track every person who walks through the front door of this restaurant.

A couple in their sixties. Not him.

A group of college kids. Not him.

A delivery driver grabbing a pickup order. Definitely not him.

“—and then Rodgers throws this absolute bomb, right? Like sixty yards, no joke, and I’m sitting there in my living room screaming because I started him that week and everyone in my league said I was an idiot for⁠—”

“Uh-huh.”

“—but I had this gut feeling, you know? And my buddy Mav was like, dude, you’re gonna tank your whole season, and I was like⁠—”

The door opens again. A woman with a stroller. I exhale.

“—Mav owes me fifty bucks now, which he still hasn’t paid, by the way. Classic Mav.”

“Classic Mav,” I repeat dumbly.

I pick up my water glass and take a sip. My pad thai is sitting in front of me, mostly untouched. I’ve pushed the noodles around enough to make it look like I’ve eaten some, but my stomach is a clenched fist and nothing is getting past it.

Elliot pauses. He looks at my plate, then at me. “You okay? You don’t like it? We can order something else.”

“No, it’s good. I’m just not super hungry.”

“Oh, okay. Yeah, totally. No worries.” He takes a huge bite of his green curry and chews with his mouth open. “So anyway, do you follow football at all, or⁠—”

“Not really.”

“Cool, cool. That’s cool. I mean, you don’t have to. It’s not for everyone.” He takes another bite. “What about baseball? You seem like a baseball person.”

“Why do I seem like a baseball person?”

“I don’t know. You’ve got, like, a vibe.”

The door opens and a man walks in alone. Tall, dark jacket, thin, confident. My whole body goes rigid and I grip the edge of the table. But then he pulls off a beanie and I see a bald head and a red beard and he waves at someone in the back corner.

Not him. I let go of the table.

Elliot has stopped chewing. He’s watching me with a look that’s trying very hard to stay cheerful but is losing the fight. “Jillian, can I ask you something?”

“Sure. Yeah. Anything.”

“Are you, like… okay? Because you seem kind of… I don’t know. Distracted, maybe?”

“I’m fine,” I mumble. “Sorry. Long day.”

“No, yeah, you mentioned that.” He puts his fork down. “It’s just, you keep looking at the door.”

“Do I?”

“Every time it opens. You’ve looked over there, like, twelve times since we sat down.”

I force myself to look directly at him. “Sorry. Bad habit. Reporter brain. Always scanning the room, heh.”

He nods, but the grin has dimmed a few watts. He picks his fork back up and pokes at a piece of chicken. “This is nice, though,” he says after a beat. “Right? Like, this is good?”

“Yeah,” I say. “This is nice.”

Against all odds, we make it through the rest of his green curry and my untouched pad thai. He tells me about his mom in Connecticut and his sister’s new baby and a camping trip he’s planning with his buddy Mav. I say “that’s great” and “oh, wow” and “how fun” at roughly appropriate intervals, but we both know I’m running on autopilot. After a while, even he can’t ignore it.

He sets his fork down and wipes his mouth with a napkin, then balls it up and drops it next to his plate. “You don’t actually want to be here, do you?”

His face isn’t angry or hurt, exactly. Just resigned. Like he’s been waiting for this part all night and it finally showed up, just like he knew it would, just like it always does, because that’s what happens to nice guys like him.

I immediately feel horrible. I’m a bitch. The biggest bitch alive, probably, a self-serving asshole, and there will be a circle in hell reserved for me and me alone. “Elliot, look, I’m⁠—”

“It’s okay,” he interrupts, with an edge in his voice that I’ve never heard before. It makes him sound more grown-up, strangely enough. “Seriously, it’s fine. But I’d rather you just tell me than keep pretending.”

I close my eyes for a second. He deserves honesty. I’ve been using him tonight as a human shield against my own fear, and that’s a shitty, shitty thing to do to someone who’s only ever been kind to me.

“You’re right,” I confess. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said yes tonight. It wasn’t fair to you.”

“Because you’re not interested.”

“You’re a really sweet guy, El. But… just not for me. I’m sorry.”

He nods, once, slow. Then he abruptly shoves his chair back and stands up. “I’m gonna hit the bathroom,” he says.

“Wait, Elliot, I’m⁠—”

He doesn’t wait for me to finish before he turns and walks away. “Be right back.”

I let my head hang down to my chest. “Sorry,” I whisper to no one at all. “I’m sorry.”

I watch him go and then I pull out my phone because I can’t sit here alone with myself right now.

I’m the worst person alive




RAE EVERETT


what happened




I went on a date with my neighbor. the nice one, elliot




omg Jilly Bean. Why??




I don’t know. I panicked. I didn’t want to be alone tonight and he was RIGHT THERE and he asked and I said yes




oh honey




And now I’ve just told him I’m not interested and he’s in the bathroom probably hating me. I deserve it




you don’t deserve it. You were honest with him. That’s better than stringing him along




no, i wasn’t, and i suck, and i shouldnt have done it. but yay, gold star for Jillian




:( why didn’t you want to be alone tonight?




I look at the screen. My thumbs hover.

Just one of those days

Jill.




I’m fine. Really. Just in a weird headspace




you’d tell me if something was wrong right?




of course




The waitress comes by and asks if we want dessert. I tell her just the check. She drops it off and I pull out my card and put it in the little black folder, because the bare fucking minimum I can do is pay for this disaster.

I check the time on my phone and frown when I see that it’s been almost ten minutes since Elliot got up. I look toward the back hallway where the bathrooms are, but there’s no sign of him, nor of any kind of line queued up that would explain what’s taking him so long.

Odd. Even accounting for the fact that he probably needs a minute to collect himself, it’s been a long time.

A small knot forms in my stomach. A low, nagging feeling that something is off. I reach a decision, push my chair back, and head for the hallway.

The bathroom is a single-occupancy unisex, with the door closed. I knock twice. “Elliot? You okay in there?” There’s no reply, so I knock again, harder. “El. Hey. It’s Jillian.”

Still nothing.

I try the handle. It’s unlocked. The door swings inward and I step inside and my brain goes blank for a full second…

… because there is blood on the floor.

Elliot is slumped against the wall between the toilet and the sink. His head is drooping forward and his Knicks jersey is dark and wet across the chest. There’s a gash above his left eyebrow, deep enough that I can see pink and white underneath the red. Blood is running down the side of his face and dripping off his chin onto the white tile. His lip is split open and swelling fast. One of his eyes is already puffing shut.

“Oh my God!” I drop to my knees beside him. “Elliot! Elliot, look at me.”

He groans. His good eye finds me, glassy and unfocused.

“What happened?” I ask. I grab a wad of paper towels from the dispenser and press them against the cut on his forehead. “Who did this to you?”

Even in his daze, he shakes his head frantically and keeps his mouth firmly closed. I know that look. I fucking know that look.

It’s The Fear.

And I know exactly who gave it to him.
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JILLIAN


“Nobody loves me / It’s true / Not like you do”

— “Sour Times” by Portishead

Red and blue lights. Siren wailing. Ambulance, red, big, square, men in uniform with stretchers that look like medieval torture devices, metal and Elliot both groaning as they crank the stretcher up and prepare to raise him onto it.

“Ma’am, we need you to step back,” one of the paramedics instructs. He’s a stocky guy with a shaved head and latex gloves already on, and he’s frowning at me in a suspicious sort of way that just makes me feel that much worse.

Numbly, robotically, I move out of the way. They kneel beside Elliot and start doing their thing. What’s your name? Can you tell me where you are? Do you know what day it is?

Elliot answers some of them. He gets the location wrong—says he’s at home—and the two paramedics share a look before loading him onto the stretcher.

“Sir, can you tell us what happened?” the other paramedic asks. She’s young, ponytail, clipboard already out.

Elliot shakes his head.

“Did someone hit you?”

He shakes his head again, harder this time, and winces at the motion. Blood is still leaking from the gash above his eye, drenching the fresh gauze they just pressed against it.

“Okay. Let’s get him in.” They wheel him toward the back door and I follow, weaving past a cluster of restaurant staff and gawking diners. As I step outside, I realize I’m still holding the bloody paper towels I’d been pressing against his forehead when a hostess opened the door and found us crouched on the floor, kneeling in puddles of sticky crimson.

They slide Elliot into the ambulance. I try to climb in after him, but the stocky paramedic holds up a hand. “Are you family?”

“I’m his—” I stop and cringe. As I made clear to Elliot just before he was beaten to a fucking pulp, I’m not his anything. “I’m his neighbor. We were here together.”

The hand goes down, but the suspicious look remains. “Alright. Well, you can follow us to Mount Sinai West. He’s stable, but he needs stitches and probably a CT to scope for brain damage. Whatever hit him did a damn good job.”

“Okay. Yeah. Okay.”

The doors close and the ambulance pulls away from the curb, lights still spinning. I watch it race off down Amsterdam. Police officers finish talking to the restaurant staff and flock to me as soon as they’re gone. One of the cops is tall, mid-forties, with a salt-and-pepper mustache and a notepad. The other is younger and shorter, built like a fire hydrant, shadowing his partner a step behind.

“You the one who found him?” Mustache asks at once.

I nod. “Yeah. Uh, yeah.”

“Your name?”

“Jillian Pierce.”

He writes it down. “And the victim?”

“Elliot. Elliot, uh, Wilkinson. He’s my neighbor. We were having dinner.”

“Okay, Ms. Pierce. Can you tell me what happened?”

I give them the short version, though it already feels like I’m re-telling a dream that someone once told me. All the details sound wrong and fuzzy, mismatched, confused. “… and then he went to the bathroom. He was gone for a while, so I went to check on him and found him like that.”

That story goes over about as well as I thought it would. The two officers share a frown and look back at me with lowered brows. “Did you see anyone enter or exit the bathroom area before or after you went back there?”

“No. Not that I saw. But I was… not paying that close attention, I guess.”

You know who was paying attention, though? Your new Shadow. A mask without form, leather gloves that know just where to reach to undo every lock, to push your hair back behind your ear, to coax you to your knees. A Masked Man with no name who’s playing you like a fool for his own sick amusement. Your stalker. The animal in the underbrush, just out of sight.

“… Ma’am?”

I blink and realize that Mustache was still asking me questions. “Sorry, could you ask that again?”

“I said, Did Mr. Wilkinson say anything about who attacked him?”

“No. He wouldn’t talk. He just kept shaking his head.”

“Well, do you have any idea who might have done this?”

Here it is. The question I’ve been dreading since the moment I saw the blood on the floor.

Oh, yes, Officer, I know exactly who did this. He smells like cinnamon, and if you gave me a pen, I could sketch out the shape of his body in the dark. He’s on the train and in my apartment, in my coffee shop, in the dingy back hallway of this tiny Thai restaurant. He’s everywhere, Officer. I can still feel the imprint of his tongue on my neck.

But I know that if I say any of that, the next question is: Why didn’t you report the break-in?

And the one after that: Why did you let a man with a gun leave your apartment without calling 911?

And the one after that, and the one after that, and eventually they’ll get to the question underneath all the other questions, which is: What exactly are you hiding, Ms. Pierce?

“No,” I tell him instead. “I have no idea.”

Mustache studies me for a second. A lifetime passes as those plain brown eyes regard me, and every second I spent twisting under his scrutiny is pure, self-inflicted torture.

In the end, he decides I’m telling an acceptable form of the truth, because he lets it go. “Alright, ma’am. That’s fine for now. We’ll need to review the restaurant’s security footage. We’ll find you if we have follow-up questions.”

“Sure. Yeah, that’s fine.”

The shorter cop reaches out to hand me a card. “If your friend remembers anything, or if you think of something, give us a call.”

“Yeah. Definitely. I will, of course I will.”

They head inside to talk to the restaurant staff, leaving me stranded on the sidewalk holding a bloody wad of paper towels, a cop’s card, and the full, crushing weight of what I’ve done.

Elliot got hurt because of me. Because I went on a date I shouldn’t have gone on, with a man I don’t like in that way, to avoid going home to an apartment where a monster might be waiting. That monster saw it. And he didn’t punish me for it—he punished Elliot.

I knew this would happen, though, didn’t I? The Masked Man told me. He literally told me. People I care about tend to have very bad nights. He said that right to my face, standing in my dark apartment with his hand in my hair, and I heard him, and I understood him, and then I went ahead and did the exact thing he warned me not to do.

I knew. I knew and I did it anyway.

I’m a very bad person.

The paper towels are sticky and cold in my fist. I drop them into a trash can on the curb and wipe my hands on my jeans, but the feeling doesn’t come off. This is my fault. Mine and mine alone. I used Elliot as a security blanket and the Masked Man skinned him for it. The warning was clear and I ignored it.

Why, though? Because I was scared? Because I’m stubborn? Because some defiant part of me wanted to see if he’d actually follow through?

That last one sits wrong in my gut. Not because it’s false, but because it might be true.

I’m fascinated by him. I can admit that much, even though I repress everything else in my life that’s thorny or difficult. The Masked Man is not normal—but then again, neither am I.

I just fake it better.
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I don’t remember much of the hospital or how I got from there back home. I must have done it, because I’m standing in front of my apartment door with my keys in my hand, but the hours between what happened at the restaurant and here are just gone, eaten up by the loop playing in my head: Elliot’s swollen eye, the blood on the tile, the frantic side-to-side shaking of his head.

I unlock the door, step inside, and lock it behind me. The curtains are still flapping in the breeze, so I slink over and shut the window. They die immediately, limp and lifeless.

I drop my bag in the middle of the floor and walk toward the bathroom to wash the dried blood off my hands. I flip the light switch with a clean part of my wrist—but when I raise my head, I scream.

On the shower wall, smeared in rust-red streaks across the white tile in what is unmistakably blood, are six words:

I TOLD YOU NOT TO GO.
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KIR
TWO HOURS EARLIER


“I’m gonna love you / I’m gonna tear you into your soul / Desire, I’m hungry / I hope you feed me”

— “Desire” by Meg Myers

The latch on Jillian’s window yields far too easily. She really ought to get it fixed.

I slip through from the fire escape, stand in her living room, and breathe.

My knuckles ache. I flex my right hand open and closed, studying the split skin across the second and third knuckle. Both hands are slick with blood. It’s not mine, though.

It’s Elliot Wilkinson’s and it’s fucking everywhere.

Smeared across my palms, caked under my fingernails, drying brown in the creases of my knuckles and the lines of my fingers. It’s on my wrists. On the cuffs of my jacket.

He went down after the second blow, but I didn’t stop at two. I didn’t stop at five, either. I kept going, burning up inside as I hit and hit and hit. When he tried to cover his face, I moved to his body. When he curled up to protect his body, I went back to the face. I beat him until my hands were soaked through with him, and then I beat him a little more, because the first hit felt too good and every one after it felt better.

Never.

WHAM.

Touch.

WHAM.

What’s.

WHAM.

Mine.

It’s not the violence itself that worries me. Violence is a tool. My father taught me that young, and he was right about that, if nothing else. Sometimes, you need a hammer, or a scalpel, or a blowtorch, or a gun. Sometimes, all you need is your bare fists and a locked bathroom door.

No, what worries me is that I enjoyed it.

I enjoyed the crack of his orbital bone under my knuckle. I enjoyed the way he crumpled. I enjoyed standing over him while he shrank into himself on that filthy tile floor, bleeding, crying, and I enjoyed leaning down and whispering in his ear exactly what would happen if he ever spoke to Jillian again.

My father enjoys those things, too.

I shake my head, pivot on my heel, and walk to Jillian’s bathroom. When I reach it, I use my unbloodied elbow to flick on the light switch, then I stand and survey the scene for a moment.

Her bathroom is small but clean and well-decorated. The shower is a clawfoot tub with a white curtain pulled to one side on a curved rod, resting on black and white hexagon tile. A wooden bath tray sits across the rim of the tub, holding a half-burned candle and a dog-eared paperback. The vanity, narrow and white, sits beneath an oval mirror framed in brushed gold. She’s got her products lined up in neat rows on a little marble tray. Expensive stuff mixed in with drugstore basics. A bottle of Tom Ford perfume next to a tube of Aquaphor. Skincare with French labels beside a five-dollar pack of cotton rounds. A fuzzy pale pink bath mat sits on the floor and two towels hang from a brass hook on the back of the door, both white, both neatly folded over.

It’s clean and warm and it smells like her.

That’s all it takes to make my dick start to harden.

My only complaint is that it’s too white in here. White this, white that, white everything.

It needs a little red.

I look at my hands. Still wet with him. Good. That’ll work.

I step to the shower wall and press two fingers against the tile. The blood goes on thick and tacky, easier to write with than I expected. I drag my finger, almost in a trance, so locked-in that I don’t even realize what I’ve written until I step back and look at my message.

I TOLD YOU NOT TO GO.

Yes. That’ll work.

I stand there looking at it for a long time.

Six words in a dead man’s blood. Well, not dead. Not yet. I left Elliot Wilkinson alive, which is more mercy than he deserved for the unforgivable sin of sitting across from her in that restaurant, smiling at her, making her laugh.

It occurs to me, not for the first time, that I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing here. That’s the truth of it, plain and ugly. She should be dead by now. My father gave me an order and I’ve done nothing but make a mess of it. Instead of killing Jillian Pierce, I’m buying her coffee, beating up her neighbors, and writing love notes on her shower wall in someone else’s blood.

Maybe not love notes, per se. But close. Love in the only language I was ever taught to speak fluently: the language of violence and blood.

The point is, there isn’t a plan. There was once, and it lasted about five fucking minutes. I had one when I climbed through her window the first night, and it evaporated the second she froze under my hands.

Now, I’m just circling her, orbiting getting closer every time, unable to stop, unable to reach out, unable to pull away. She does something to me that I can’t explain. She pulls out a version of Kir Lazarev that’s feral and depraved and so fucking possessive it scares even me. Every man who looks at her instantly becomes my sworn enemy.

I’ve never been like this. Not with anyone.

I don’t know how it will end. All I know is need, scalding my internal organs like blasphemous fucking fire. Even now, after I’ve already done unspeakable things to her neighbor and to Jillian herself, it’s not even close to enough to sate me. I’m still scorching. A drop of water on my skin will probably sizzle.

There’s only one thing that’s helped ease the burn since Jillian entered my life. Fuck it—might as well try it again now.

I strip off my jacket and drop it on the bathroom floor. The shirt goes next. I kick off my boots and shove my jeans and boxers down, stepping out of them and leaving the whole pile in a bloody heap on her fuzzy pink bath mat.

I climb into the clawfoot tub and turn the faucet. The water comes out cold first, then warm, then hot. I stand under the spray and watch the last remnants of Elliot Wilkinson’s blood swirl off my hands and down the drain in thin, pink ribbons.

My eyes land on the shelf built into the tile. The label on the body wash reads Byredo. I pick it up, uncap it, and bring it to my nose.

Bergamot. Pine. Jillian.

This is what she smells like when she’s fresh out of the shower. When she’s wet and warm and naked and alone, this is what clings to her skin. I breathe it in again, deeper, filling my lungs with it, and my cock goes fully hard so fast that I go light-headed almost pass out.

I squeeze a thick line of the soap into my palm. It’s slippery and cool and it lathers up nicely the second I wrap my fist around my shaft. I grip myself tight and pull, root to tip, slow, letting the sensation build.

I close my eyes.

She’s on her knees again, here in this shower with me. Those green eyes looking up at me, her red hair dark and heavy with water, her freckled lips parted and waiting.

I feed my cock into her mouth and she takes it. She takes all of it. Her throat opens and I push until her nose presses flat against my stomach and her fingers dig into the backs of my thighs, helpless and trembling.

I stroke faster. The soap is warm now, heated by the water, and the friction is perfect. I brace my free hand against the shower wall, right next to the bloody letters, and fuck into my fist.

She sucks me until I’m ready for more. Then I drag her up by the crook of her elbow and throw her belly-down across the rim of the tub.

Her ass is high in the air, her sex exposed. I’m on her like a mating wolf. My cock drives in past her folds and fucking hell, how she grips me. There’s no slow build-up. Not this time. I’m behind her, on top of her, all around her, slamming into her so hard the water sloshes over the sides and creates new oceans on the tile. I’ve got a fistful of that red hair wrapped twice around my knuckles and I’m pulling her head back so I can see her face when she staggers and dissolves into a moan.

I squeeze tighter. My hips snap forward, driving into my grip. The soap runs down my wrist and drips off my elbow.

I picture her cunt, pink, swollen, soaked, mine.

I picture pushing into it for the first time.

I picture her crying, not from pain but from relief, from the beautiful, floating joy of submitting fully to someone who greedily demands everything she can give and more.

My orgasm tears through me. I cum hard, teeth bared, snarling into the steam. Thick ropes of cum hit the tile wall and get swallowed by the spray. My legs shake. I keep stroking through it, milking every last pulse, until the sensitivity is too much and finally, I have to let go.

I stand there under the water, panting, forehead pressed against the tile. For a second, I feel at ease.

Then it’s there again: the low, flickering fire.

Growing.

Gorging.

Greedy.

Untamed.

It’s not enough.

It’s never enough.
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I dry off with one of Jillian’s neatly folded white towels, get dressed, and leave the way I came—through the window, down the fire escape, and out into the unforgiving night.

Forty minutes later, I’m walking through an unmarked black door on East 4th Street and down a narrow staircase lined with graffitied brick. The bar at the bottom has no sign and cannot be found on any map. You get in only because someone who gets in told you about it.

Inside contains low red lighting and row after row of secluded, shadowed boots lined in maroon crushed velvet. The bartenders here remember your drink, purposefully forget your face, and would never dare to ask your name.

Matvei Satyrin is already in our usual booth in the back corner, nursing one of the two glasses of Clase Azul on the table. He’s wearing a black cashmere sweater pushed up at the sleeves and that easy, self-satisfied grin he never takes off.

“You look like you just crawled of a sewer,” he remarks as I drop into the seat across from him.

I pick up the tequila and drain half of it. “I’ve had a rough night.”

Mat watches me over the rim of his glass. “A rough Kir night, or rough Lukas night? Because those are two very different conversations and I need to know which one to prepare for.”

I swirl the tequila in my glass. “Little bit of both.”

“Ah. A double feature.” Mat takes a sip of his own drink, relaxed, unhurried. “Well, start wherever you want. I’ve got nowhere to be.”

I don’t start anywhere. I just sit there, rolling the glass between my palms, thinking about blood on white tile and the way Jillian’s body wash smelled in the billowing steam.

Mat tilts his head. “You gonna talk, or did you drag me out here to watch you brood? I’ve had a lifetime supply of the latter already.”

“Can you shut the fuck up, for once in your life?”

He chuckles. “One: Have you met me? Two: I’m a lawyer; talking a lot is a professional hazard. Three: You’re ducking the question.” He sets his glass down. “What happened, bro?”

I scowl. Unfortunately for my current need for silence, I have met him. Matvei Satyrin and I have been friends since we were thirteen years old. He showed up in my life the year after my mother died, when my father shipped me off to an elite boarding school in Connecticut that catered to the sons of men who needed their children educated far from public scrutiny. Mat was the kid in the next dorm room over. Skinny, dark-haired, too smart for his own good, with a mouth that got him into trouble on a daily basis.

His father, Grigori, was mid-level Bratva. Not my father’s crew, though. He belonged to a smaller outfit operating out of Brighton Beach. Grigori ran protection rackets and laundered money through a chain of dry cleaners, which Mat always thought was hilarious for some reason. “Cleaning money through cleaners? He’s the biggest fuckin’ cliché I’ve ever met!”

Mat wanted out from the jump. He watched his father get arrested twice before he turned ten and decided early on that he’d go a different route. So he became a lawyer. A damn good one, too. Georgetown undergrad, Columbia Law, top of his class. He clerked for a federal judge and then went into private practice at a white-shoe firm in Midtown.

On paper, he’s completely clean.

In practice, he’s the person I call when things get complicated, because Mat understands both worlds and moves between them without breaking a sweat.

He’s also the only person alive I trust.

“My father happened,” I sigh at last. “Same as always.”

“Okay. And?”

“And what?”

“And whatever else is eating you alive right now. Because that—” He gestures at my face. “—is not just a Lukas face. That’s something else.”

“It’s not something else.”

“It’s a girl,” he decides.

“It’s not a girl.”

“It’s definitely a girl.” Mat grins and picks his drink back up. “I’ve known you for almost eighteen years, Kir. I know what your daddy issues face looks like, and I know what your girl trouble face looks like, and right now, you’re wearing both at the same time.”

“Fuck off, man.”

Jillian is not a girl. I don’t know what she is yet, but I know what she isn’t, and she isn’t fucking that. Girls don’t make me flip marble coffee tables. Girls don’t make me beat a man until his face caves in because he had the audacity to sit across from her and eat green curry. Girls don’t make me stand in their showers with my hand around my cock, shaking, drooling, cumming so hard my vision blacks out.

Jillian Pierce is a goddamn catastrophe, and yet I keep walking toward her instead of away. Why is that? Good fucking question. I can’t even explain it, not to Mat, not to myself, not to anyone.

Right now, this problem lives in the dark, where I can pretend it’s manageable. The moment I drag it into the light and let someone else look at it, I lose the only control I have left.

“I’m not discussing a girl with you,” I add when he opens his mouth to keep prying. “So move the fuck on.”

“Fine. Grouchy today.” He waves a hand. “So, setting the not-a-girl aside, let’s discuss whatever Lukas has done to you lately.”

I look at him. “He⁠—”

Mat holds up both hands, palms out. “In broad strokes, though,” he interrupts. “Very broad. I don’t want details. I never want details. You know this.”

“I know.”

“I’m your lawyer and your friend, in that specific order, when it comes to anything with your father’s fingerprints on it. So keep it vague and keep me clean.”

I nod. That’s always been the deal. Mat got out of the Bratva world for a reason. He doesn’t want back in, not even through me.

“He gave me a… a job,” I say carefully. “A person. Someone who’s becoming a problem for the family.”

Mat wrinkles his nose. His dark eyes go flat and careful, like storm shutters walling up the windows. Everything else stays loose—the posture, the easy grip on his glass—but the eyes give him away every time.

He’s a good-looking guy, Mat. Always has been. Strong nose, sharp cheekbones, artfully maintained black stubble. His hair is thick and black and pushed carelessly back off his forehead. He’s got a face that juries trust and women want to sit on, which is why he’s so goddamn effective in both arenas.

“And,” I conclude, “I haven’t done it.”

That makes Mat put his glass down. “Why not?”

I don’t answer.

“Kir. Why not?”

“It’s complicated.”

“Like hell it is! It’s the opposite of complicated. You get in, you get out. That’s it. That’s the whole thing. Kir, you know damn well that dawdling is when shit gets messy. It makes people start asking questions and forming connections, and then everything falls apart.” He jabs a warning finger at me. “Whatever’s holding you up—which, as we clearly stated, is not a girl—I suggest you figure it out fast. Your father doesn’t give extensions.”

“I know better than anyone what my father does and doesn’t give,” I mutter.

Mat opens his mouth to say something else, but then his phone lights up on the table between us. He glances down at it, and when he does his face changes. Not a lot—Mat’s too good at masks for that—but enough for me to catch. The easy looseness in his shoulders tightens by a fraction, and he picks up the phone and reads whatever’s on the screen.

“I gotta go,” he says, reaching for his jacket.

“Now? I just got here.”

“Yes, now.” He throws back the rest of his tequila and stands, shrugging into the jacket. He tosses two hundred-dollar bills on the table. “Drinks are on me tonight. Although, as your unwilling therapist, I should really be invoicing you instead.”

I don’t let him deflect with the joke. “What is it that’s got you running?”

He pretends to be very fascinated with the clasp of his watch. “Definitely not a girl, as we agreed.”

“Mat…”

His eyes dart to mine, and to my surprise, they’re swirling and serious. Very unusual for him. “Look, man, you keep your secrets and I’ll keep mine. Alright? I’ll call you tomorrow.” He claps me on the shoulder once, firm, and then he’s gone, weaving through the dim red light toward the staircase and disappearing up it without looking back.

I sit there for a while, sipping my drink, bathed in hellish red light. When I reach the bottom, the bartender brings over a fresh one and retreats without a word. That’s why I like this place: It’s not fucking Cheers. None asks if you’re okay or what’s ailing you. You sit in the dark and you drink and you think, and the world leaves you the fuck alone.

Mat’s right. Dawdling is dangerous. Every hour I don’t finish the job is another hour my father’s patience erodes and another hour Afon gets closer to being unleashed.

The math is simple. A child could do it.

Kill her plus Walk away equals Problem solved.

Except I can’t.

I can’t because every time I close my eyes, I see her, kneeling on her own floor with her fingers laced behind her head and her red hair spilling over her shoulders and her whole body trembling—but not breaking. She didn’t break. She fought me, mocked me, told me I didn’t have the balls, but she did not fucking break.

I’ve never met anyone like that.

It feels like something happened to me the moment I climbed through her window. Like I’ve been cursed, or possessed, or struck by fucking lightning. A single, annihilating bolt that rewired every circuit in my brain and pointed them all in one direction.

Toward her.

When the restlessness gets to be too much, I abandon what’s left of the tequila and head for the stairs. Outside, the night air is cold and cruel. East 4th Street is quiet. A couple stumbles past, drunk and laughing, while a cab idles at the corner with its off-duty light switched on.

I turn west. My apartment is north and east, a straight shot up the Bowery to the bridge and across. I should go home so I can shower again and sleep. When I wake up tomorrow, I’ll figure out what the hell I’m doing with my life and my father’s orders and all of it.

I’m about to do exactly that—when my hand finds the mask in my jacket pocket.

I stop walking. My fingers close around the fabric. It’s still warm from being pressed against my body all night.

Home.

The mask.

Home.

The mask.

One is right. One is very fucking wrong. Mat gave me good advice, and my own brain is practically begging me to listen to him.

But I know before I even start to move that I was never going to do that.

I pull the mask on and start to run.

Toward her.
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JILLIAN


“Come to me / In the night hours / I will wait for you”

— “War of Hearts” by Ruelle

I get back from Mount Sinai a little after one in the morning.

It wasn’t exactly a fun trip to the hospital. It’s always amazed me that people go work there every day, because to me, hospitals are some of the least pleasant places on the planet. Beeping monitors, squeaky stretcher wheels, hushed and morbid conversations—not the backdrop to a nice day at the office, in my opinion. But the nurses always seem to tolerate it just fine. Heck, a pair of them manning the desk on the ER floor were giggling with each other for most of the evening like all was right in the world.

The whole time, I sat there running the math on what I’d done. I dragged Elliot to that restaurant because I was too afraid to go home alone. I used him.

And the Masked Man made him pay for it.

In some twisted kind of penance, I made myself sit in that awful plastic chair under those awful buzzing lights and wait until all the nurses and doctors had gone in and done what Elliot needed them to do. One of them, mistaking me for some kind of wife or sister or girlfriend, stopped by to give me the report. He had a hairline fracture to his orbital bone, two cracked ribs, fourteen stitches to close the gash over his left eye, and he required a blood transfusion to make up for all that he’d lost. Luckily, there was no internal bleeding, but they were going to keep him overnight for observation since his answers to the concussion test were not what anyone would call “accurate.”

I nodded and mumbled thank you, then sat there for a few more hours because I didn’t know what else to do. Finally, I couldn’t keep my head upright. It was time to go home.

But I also couldn’t leave without at least looking at him. So, after waiting a little longer to be sure no other medical professionals needed access to him, I slipped into Elliot’s room.

He was propped up in the bed with half his face swollen shut and a row of fresh purple stitches above his brow. He looked small in that bed and that papery gown. I saw his ever-present Knicks jersey, looking like a bloodied rag, in a Ziploc bag next to his bed, and I almost cried.

“Hi,” I whispered from the doorway. “Elliot, I just wanted to say I’m so⁠—”

His good eye found me for half a second. The fear in it was so frothy and so total that I stopped talking and died a little inside.

That was bad. What was even worse was how, then, he stiffened and looked away from me as if I no longer existed.

Yeah. I deserved that.

I left.

Now, I’m home…

… and there’s a message painted in blood on my wall.

I stand in the doorway for a while and look at it. I TOLD YOU NOT TO GO. Some of the blood has dried darker than the rest, almost black at the edges. Part of me wants to clean it, but the thought of expending the energy required to find a bucket, and soap, and bleach, and hot water, and to stood where he stood and scrub away what he wrote there… It makes me want to vomit with exhaustion.

Instead, I back up and pull the bathroom door shut.

Other rooms beckon to me. The kitchen, to eat something. My bedroom, to sleep until this horrible saga ends. The couch, to numb my brain with mindless TV so I don’t have to think about how terrified Elliot looked to see me again.

But I don’t go to any of those places. I walk to the kitchen, open the junk drawer next to the fridge, and dig around until my fingers close on the Taser I bought a few years ago in a midnight, post-nightmare frenzy. It’s pink and shaped like a small flashlight. I check the battery indicator. It shines green. Good enough.

Then I sit down at the kitchen table.

The apartment is quiet. The window is shut now. The lights are on. The fridge hums. The clock on the microwave says 2:33 A.M.

I set the Taser on the table in front of me.

And I wait.

Because he’s coming back. I know he is. He was here tonight. He wrote on my wall in Elliot’s blood and then he left, and now, he’s out there somewhere doing whatever he does when he’s not terrorizing me, but at some point soon, I just know it in my bones, he’s going to come back through that door.

When he does, I’m going to be sitting right here.

As I sit and wait, I think about everything that’s happened so far. I try to do it dispassionately. If this was a story I’m researching, then I’d be laying out the facts.

Here’s what I know: A masked man broke into my apartment last night and told me he was sent to kill me. Then he left. He followed me to a coffee shop and bought me a drink. Then he left. He followed me to a restaurant and beat the shit out of my neighbor. Then he left. He came here and wrote a love note in blood on my shower tile. Then he left.

He keeps leaving. That’s the part I can’t stop turning over. He keeps showing up and he keeps leaving and I keep being alive at the end of it. How does that make any sense?!

He’s had chances to do what he said he’d been sent for. Real ones. He had me pinned to a wall in the dark with no phone and no power and nobody coming, a gun pressed into my spine. He could’ve done it then. Or if not then, he could’ve poisoned me at the coffee shop, snatched me off the street, dragged me anywhere he likes.

He hasn’t.

Which means one of two things. Either he can’t kill me… or he won’t.

Both options interest me. Because either way, the man who told me he was sent to kill me is failing to do it, and that failure is a crack. A crack I can fit my fingers into and pry open.

He has a weakness.

Me.

And that gives me power.
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The sound, when it arrives, doesn’t come from the door.

It comes from behind me.

A scrape, a soft thud, and then the whisper of fabric against the windowsill. The window I shut. The window I locked.

I snatch the Taser off the table and spin in my chair. The Masked Man is already inside, one leg still swung over the sill, and I don’t think; I just squeeze. The Taser crackles and spits its twin darts into the dark and they sail…

… past his left shoulder, to embed themselves in the curtain with a pathetic little thwip.

“Shit,” I breathe.

He straightens up to his full height and looks at the darts hanging from the curtain fabric, then back at me. The mask covers his nose and jaw. His pale eyes are calm above it.

“You missed,” he observes.

“Yes, asshole, I can see that.”

He strides across the kitchen, long legs chewing up the ground between us. I try to fire again but nothing happens—the cartridge is spent. One shot, that’s all I had.

Then his hand is around my wrist. He twists, not hard enough to hurt but enough that my fingers open and the Taser falls.

I try to yank my arm back, but he doesn’t let go. He reels me out of the chair and into him, my back flush against his chest, both my wrists gathered in one of his hands and pinned against my stomach. His other arm wraps around my ribcage, locking me in place.

I can feel every inch of him pressed against me. The heat of his body soaking through my clothes. The rise and fall of his breathing against my shoulder blades. That smell—cinnamon, sandalwood, musk—filling my nose until it’s all I can process.

My body does something awful: It relaxes. Not all the way, not even close, but enough. The taut line of my spine softens a fraction against him.

“Let go of me!” I demand.

He holds on for one more second. Then he releases my wrists and steps back.

Moving casually, like I just invited him over for a nightcap, he pulls out my chair and nods graciously toward it, as if to say, Rest yourself, if you please, my lady. He must not realize that chivalry and home invasion don’t typically go hand-in-hand. When I refuse, he shrugs and sinks into it, as nonchalant as ever. He leans back, crosses an ankle over the opposite knee, folds his hands in his lap, and looks at me.

“Sit,” he says.

“Don’t tell me what to do in my own apartment.”

I don’t move. My wrists are tingling where he held them. The Taser is on the floor way off to my left, spent and useless.

He pushes the other chair out from the table with his foot. It scrapes across the tile and stops in front of me.

“Sit,” he says again. “I just want to talk.”

I look at the chair. I look at him.

Then, with a sigh, I sit.
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“Everybody’s looking for something / Some of them want to use you / Some of them want to get used by you”

— “Sweet Dreams (Are Made of This) (Alt. Version)” by Marilyn Manson

Sometimes, in my job, I meet people who have very different ideas than me of what we’re meeting about. I’ve sat across from politicians who think they’re getting a puff piece when, in reality, I’m prepping a brutal takedown. Or sources—like Giovanni Ochoa, come to think of it—who believe they have the upper hand and can squeeze me for payout cash while lying blatantly to my face.

But this might be the most “not on the same page” meeting of my whole life.

For starters, we’re on my home turf—literally—but Kir couldn’t look more at ease. He’s comfortable in the chair, huge and lean, sprawled in every direction at once. I, on the other hand, feel like Pinocchio, chiseled from wood and puppeted by some stranger with a cold hand in my innards.

He waits patiently behind the mask. I focus on it so I can dissociate from the man who’s wearing it. It’s a black fabric ski mask, fitted tight from the bridge of his nose to his jaw. It hides everything that might make him a recognizable person. All I get are the eyes. Gray, pale, steady. Without a human face to go with them, they look ghostly and haunted.

I’ve thought a lot about masks over the past two days. Not just his, but the world’s. Everybody wears them. I wear one every day at the office: the brash, fearless reporter who sleeps around without attachment, laughs loudly and freely, and never, ever flinches. Rae has never seen what’s underneath it. Weston hasn’t. Doug hasn’t. Nobody has, because the thing underneath is a nineteen-year-old girl on a twin mattress watching a crack in the ceiling or a gray sock on the floor, and that girl doesn’t get to exist in public.

So I understand masks, and the reasons why people put them on and why they can’t take them off. I understand the gap between who you show the world and who you actually are when the lights go out and there’s no one left to perform for.

The difference between me and the man sitting across from me is that my mask is invisible.

His is very, very real.

“Are you going to talk or not?” I snap.

“I was giving you time to settle in,” he says reasonably. That faint, chuckling amusement is lurking on the edge of his voice. It makes my hackles rise up.

I roll my eyes. “If it weren’t for the stalking, the assault and battery, or the writing of messages in blood on my bathroom wall, I’d almost call you courteous,” I say with as much sarcasm as I can muster.

“You saw the bathroom, then?”

“It was kinda hard to miss.”

“And?”

“And what? You want a review?” I gawk at him in disbelief. “Four stars. Very menacing, but your handwriting is shit.”

He exhales through the mask. It might be a laugh. “I’ll do better next time.”

“I’d really rather you didn’t. One REDRUM message is enough to sustain me the rest of my life.”

“Funny.”

I put a hand on my chest. “Me? Yeah, I’m hilarious. It’s just a coping mechanism, though. You’d know all about those, I imagine.”

“You have no idea,” he says in a way that makes me shiver. He uncrosses his legs and recrosses them the other way. “How’s Mr. Wilkinson?”

“Beaten to within half an inch of his life,” I snap angrily. “They’re keeping him overnight for observation because he couldn’t remember where he was.”

The Masked Man shows no sign of giving a fuck.

“He’s a nice person, you know,” I continue. “He’s never done a single thing to deserve what you did to him.”

A flare of rage rises up in those soulless gray eyes. “He thought he had a chance with you.”

“That’s not a crime!” I cry out.

“It is to me.”

“Then you’re delusional.”

“Almost certainly.” He tilts his head. “But he won’t do it again, will he? He understands now.”

I don’t realize he’s baiting me until I’ve already taken it hook, line, and sinker. “Understands what?”

“That he doesn’t have a chance with you. That no one does. Except for me.” His mouth spreads in a twisted grin. “I’m your only hunter from now on, little fox.”

I jump up, my chair screeching as it’s thrust backwards. “How many times do I have to tell you not to call me that?”

“You’re angry,” the Masked Man notes.

I gather up two tufts of my hair in my hands, milliseconds away from ripping it all out. “Do you blame me?!”

He frowns, almost as if he’s confused by my reaction. “I told you not to go. You didn’t listen, so you had to be punished. At least I was restrained.”

“That was ‘restrained’? You pretty much caved his face in! What part of hospitalizing an innocent man is ‘restrained’?!”

“You should see me when I’m not.”

I shake my head vehemently. “Hard pass. The hardest of passes.”

He scrutinizes me as I sink slowly back onto my chair and clamp my shaking hands between my knees so he can’t see me tremble. “I did warn you,” he sighs. “I told you not to go out with him. I was very clear.”

“You don’t get to tell me who I have dinner with.”

“We’ve had this conversation.”

“And we’ll keep having it,” I hiss, “until you get the message through your thick, masked skull.”

“I admire your persistence.”

“And I find yours terrifying. So we’re even.”

“Well,” he replies, “then I’d say everything is going according to plan.” Then something turns in his posture. The casual sprawl tightens as he plants both feet flat on the floor and puts his forearms on the table. “Alright,” he says. “This has been fun, but it’s not why I’m here.”

“Oh, good,” I retort. “I was worried you only liked me for the sparkling conversation.”

He ignores that. “Tell me what you know about the Lazarevs.”

I keep my face neutral. “What about them?”

He wags a scolding finger at me. “Don’t play dumb. You’re too smart for it and it insults both of us.” He taps that same finger once on the tabletop. “You’re working a story. I want to know what you have.”

“Why?”

“Because I need to know how much trouble you’re in.”

“From who? You?”

“No. From people who make me look like a Boy Scout.”

I study him. He’s not joking. The amused edge from before is completely gone. “You first,” I prod. “You tell me who sent you to kill me, and I’ll tell you what I’m working on.”

“That’s not how this works.”

“Then we’re at an impasse.”

“No, we’re not,” he says. “An impasse implies equal footing. You’re sitting in your kitchen in pajamas. I climbed through your window. These are not equal positions.”

I screw up my face in a grimace. “And yet you’re the one asking me for information. So who really has the leverage here?”

He doesn’t answer that. I take it as a win.

“Here’s what I think,” I continue, pressing my advantage. “I think whoever sent you is getting impatient. I think you were supposed to kill me and you chickened out, and now, you’re scrambling. You’re here because you need to figure out how much I know so you can report back to your boss like a good little⁠—”

“Careful.”

“—errand boy.” I finish the sentence anyway. “That’s what you are, right? Somebody’s stupid, thuggish little errand boy. You break in, you rough people up, you write scary messages on walls. But you don’t actually make any decisions. You just do what you’re told. Empty-headed toy soldier.”

He goes very still. His hands, which had been loosely folded on the table, curl into fists. I watch the knuckles go white.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he growls.

“Don’t I? Because from where I’m sitting, it’s pretty straightforward. Somebody points, you go fetch. Good boy and a nice chew toy and a pat on the head when you get it done, maybe. That’s the whole job description.”

“Shut up.”

“Oh, did I hit a nerve? The big, scary masked man doesn’t like being called what he is? What if I said⁠—”

“I said shut up.”

“Make me.” I cross my arms. “No, seriously. Make me. Because so far, all you’ve done is shove me around and beat up a guy half your size. You haven’t actually done the one thing you were sent here to do, which means either you can’t or you won’t, and either way, that makes you a pretty lousy soldier, doesn’t it?”

He shoves the table. It lurches toward me, hitting my hip, and I grab the edge to stop it.

“You don’t know a single fucking thing about me,” he snarls.

“Au contraire, I think I know plenty. I know you answer to someone. I know that someone is connected to the Lazarevs. I know that a body came through the Queens Medical Examiners’ morgue that’s raising some really nasty red flags re: all things Lazarev. And I know that right now, right this second, you’re sitting in my kitchen losing your temper because a woman in flannel pajamas called you an errand boy and it fucking stung.”

His breathing is heavy above the mask. His fists haven’t unclenched.

“How am I doing so far?” I taunt. “Getting warm?”

“You have no idea how warm you’re getting,” he says. “And you have no idea how dangerous that is.”

“See, that’s the thing. You keep telling me how dangerous everything is. But I’m still here, aren’t I?”

The Masked Man jumps to his feet, rounds the table, and snatches me up by the front of my shirt. “Would you like me to change that?” he rumbles in my face, breath hot with cinnamon.

My feet leave the ground. He carries me backward until my spine slams into the wall next to the fridge. His other fist comes up to punch against the wall beside my head.

“Mouthy little girls like you,” he grits out, “should not be so bold around broken, insane men like me. Do you understand that? Do you hear what I’m telling you?”

“I hear you just fine.”

“Then fucking act like it.” His grip tightens on my shirt. “Because I am not stable. I am not safe. I am not your neighbor with a fucking takeout bag and a schoolboy crush. I am the worst thing that has ever walked through your door, little fox, and the more you wriggle and yelp, the worse it will be for you when the time comes for me to truly put my hands on you.”

He’s so close that the mask is all I can see. Those pale gray eyes boring into mine from six inches away.

He’s enormous. When he’s sitting down, I can pretend this is some kind of fair fight. But here, with my back pinned to the wall and my feet off the ground and his body taking up every inch of available space in front of me, the reality is unavoidable: He could snap me in half. He could do anything he wanted and there is not a single thing I could do to stop him.

My hands are clinging to his forearm on some ludicrous pretense of ripping his grip off of me, even though we both know that’s impossible. All it’s doing is reminding me of the corded muscle under his jacket sleeve and the heat of his skin through the fabric.

Once again, I’m brimming over with The Fear. With it is its new companion: The Want. A sick, unwelcome, undeniable hunger.

The press of his body against mine.

The helplessness of dangling here.

The lusty, animal dominance of being held up against a wall by someone who could crush me and won’t—yet.

“You done?” I drawl, infusing my voice with all the I don’t give a fuck-ness I possess.

Somewhere deep in the back of my brain, a quiet alarm is going off. I know this game I’ve suddenly found myself playing. I’ve read about it in those dark romance novels I pretend I only consume ironically. We all understand what happens to the mouthy heroine who pushes and pushes and pushes, not because she wants the monster to leave, but because she needs the monster to stay. To push back. To break through, because she can’t open the door herself.

I can’t open the door myself.

That’s the cold, hard reality of it, isn’t it? I no longer know how to ask for what I want. I don’t know how to say touch me or hold me or I’m drowning and I need someone to pull me out. The version of me who could ask for those things, if she ever even existed, is trapped inside one of those locked rooms in my heart. She’s been in there for five long, lonely years.

So instead, I provoke, I poke, I sneer, I snap, I gnash, and I dare this stalker to be a man and fucking do something about it, because if he breaks through, then I didn’t have to ask.

He’ll just kick the door down himself.

I’m aware that this is not healthy. I’m using a masked intruder as some kind of psychological locksmith. Any half-decent therapist would have a field day with this.

But awareness and control are two very different things. Right now, I have plenty of the former and not a whit of the latter.

The Masked Man watches my brain whirl. Then his eyes change. The rage drains out and something else takes its place. That amusement rears up, bright and hot and highly pleased with itself.

“You know what’s interesting, little fox?” he murmurs. “If I’m so evil and you loathe me so much… then why haven’t you called the police?”

I go to reply, but my throat is suddenly frozen. He sees it and knows.

“You’ve got a phone. You’ve got neighbors. You’ve got a voice that carries—trust me, I’ve heard you use it.” He leans his head to gaze at me from a new vantage point. “But you haven’t screamed for help. Not once. You haven’t even tried.”

I swallow.

“Why is that?” he teases. “Hm?”

I don’t have an answer. I have a hundred answers, but none of them are the right one, and he knows it.

“Yeah. That’s what I thought.” His face stretches into a vicious grin.

His free hand drops from the wall beside my head. I think he’s going to let me go.

That’s not what happens.

Instead, his hand dives down and plunges inside my pajama bottoms and the underwear beneath. His fingertip rakes through my sex and find me bare and wet. I make a sound that I will despise myself for until the day I die.

He doesn’t move his hand after that. It’s one step farther than what he did last night. We’ve passed the clothes now, but still, he just holds it there, cupping me, feeling what my body has been doing this entire time while my mouth was pretending it wasn’t.

Then he pulls his hand out.

He holds his fingers up between us. They’re glistening. He looks at them, then at me. Then, without breaking eye contact, he puts two fingers in his mouth and licks them clean.

“This, Ms. Pierce, doesn’t taste like fear.”
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JILLIAN


“I want to fuck you like an animal / I want to feel you from the inside”

— “Closer” by Nine Inch Nails

The clear shine on his fingers.

The red lash of his tongue between them.

The pale gray of his eyes.

The black, black, black of his mask.

“Say the word and I’ll leave,” he murmurs. “I’ll go out the window and you’ll lock it behind me and tomorrow, you’ll pretend this never happened. Just like last time.”

I don’t speak.

“Or,” he continues, “you don’t say anything at all. And I don’t leave.”

My breathing is ragged. My fingers are still wrapped around his forearm. I can feel the tendons grinding and pulsing under his skin. We’re reaching a breaking point, but whether it’s him breaking or me breaking remains to be seen…

… until I speak.

“Just… don’t take off the mask,” I whisper.

The Masked Man’s goes very still. His eyes search mine. “What did you say?”

“The mask stays on.” My throat is dry. “That’s my condition. The only thing I’m asking for. Don’t take it off.”

I can’t fully explain why I’m saying this. If I did, it would probably go something like this: If I see his face, he becomes a person, and if he becomes a person, then this is real, and if this is real, then I have to feel it, and if I have to feel it, then I’ll fall the fuck apart.

The mask makes him no one. That’s the only way this works.

He nods once. “It stays on.”

Then he lowers me until my feet touch the floor, but he doesn’t let go. His hand stays fisted in my shirt, right over my sternum. He walks me backward, away from the wall, into the open space of the kitchen. My bare feet find cold tile.

There, he stops and looks down at me. I look up at him.

“Get on your knees, little fox,” he says.

I sink down. My knees hit the frigid floor and then I’m sitting back on my heels, looking up at him the way I did that first night—except everything is different now. That night, I knelt because he told me to and I was terrified.

Tonight, I kneel because this is the only place that feels safe anymore.

He crouches in front of me. His gloved hand comes up and cups the side of my face. “You’re shaking,” he says. “Are you scared?”

I gulp and nod. “Yes.”

“Of me?”

“Yes,” I croak. “But also of myself.”

He pulls the glove off with his teeth. Bare skin now. His thumb traces along my cheekbone, over the freckles there, down to my jaw. His hand is huge and warm and rough with calluses.

“Lie back,” he murmurs.

I lower myself down onto the kitchen floor. The tile is cold through my shirt. I can see the underside of the table, the legs of both chairs. The ceiling light makes everything too visible. He sinks between my legs and I let them fall open and the vulnerability of it almost sends me somewhere else—that ceiling, that crack, that lone gray sock by the door—until⁠—

“Hey. Hey. Look at me.” His hand is on my chin, turning my face toward him. “Stay here. Right here with me.”

I look at the mask and slowly, The Fear recedes. He’s not the one from before. He’s nobody.

The mask proves it.

“Okay,” I breathe. “Okay. I’m here.”

He hooks his fingers into the waistband of my pajama bottoms and pulls them down over my hips. The underwear goes with them. The cold air makes me flinch, but his hand is already on my knee, pressing it back down and open. He pulls off the other glove. Both bare hands now. They grip the insides of my thighs and push them apart.

“Jesus Christ,” he says under his breath, looking down at me. “Do you have any idea what you look like right now? Do you have any clue how fucking radiant you are?”

He drags me closer by the hips until my thighs bracket his waist. He’s still fully dressed—jacket, jeans, boots, mask. I’m naked from the waist down, wearing a faded flannel shirt and nothing else under it. It’s better this way. He’s the one covered up. I’m the one exposed.

He’s the one in control.

I don’t have to choose anything.

His thumb paints a slow line from my knee down the inside of my thigh. I jolt when he reaches the crease where my thigh meets my hip. He pauses there, circling, circling, not touching where I need him to.

“Ask me,” he says.

“No.”

With a shrug, he moves his thumb away, back up my thigh, featherlight, barely there. A retreat. A taking-away.

“That’s not how this works, little fox.” His voice is a hushed reprimand, almost gentle, which is worse than if he were growling. “You don’t get to lie on my floor with your legs open and pretend you don’t want this. That door closed the second you got on your knees.”

“Fuck you.”

His hand leaves my skin entirely. The cold rushes in where his warmth was and I gasp at the loss, which is humiliating, which is, I expect, the point. He sits back on his heels and looks down at me—spread out, half-naked, panting—and he waits.

“There’s that mouth again,” he says quietly. “I like your mouth. I like it a lot. But right now, it’s the only thing standing between you and what you need.” He licks his lower lip. “So I’ll ask one more time. And if you say no, I’ll pull your pajamas back up and disappear and you can spend the rest of the night on this floor by yourself, remembering what my hands felt like. Your choice.”

The silence stretches. My chest heaves. I can feel myself throbbing where he was just touching me, the absence every bit as agonizing than the contact.

“Ask me nicely, little fox.”

Locked doors flying open.

Chains breaking. Deadbolts crumbling. Knobs turning.

The Fear leaves.

The Want remains.

“P-Please…” It rips out of me before I can stop it. “Please, just⁠—”

Chuckling devilishly, the Masked Man gives me what he promised. Nice guy that he is, he doesn’t even make me finish my sentence. His thumb drags through my folds and presses directly against my clit and I rise up off the tile with a choked whimper. He rubs in a slow, firm circle, watching my face the whole time. I grab for something and find his forearm and hold on.

“There she is,” he murmurs. “There’s my girl.”

He keeps saying that sentence again and again. There’s my girl. There’s my girl. There’s my girl. It’s like he knows I need something to ground me, and those are the magic words.

I lock onto them as he works me with his thumb. Meanwhile, his other hand pushes the two halves of my flannel shirt apart, baring my stomach, my ribs. He doesn’t ask permission before his palm covers my breast. He squeezes, rolls, finds the nipple and pinches it between two fingers. My back bows. He does it again, harder, and I make another keening whine.

His thumb disappears and two fingers push inside me. I’m already so soaked that there’s no resistance whatsoever. It’s a smooth glide, the briefest pang as I stretch around, and then⁠—

“Oh my fucking God.”

I cry out and my hips buck against his hand. He curls his fingers up toward the ceiling and strokes over my G-spot. It’s like he’s pressing a secret button and my whole body, head to toe, responds by squeezing down around the quarter-inch point, all of me compacting to meet him there.

He pulls his fingers out and away, I whine, he pushes them back in, I moan. Repeat. Repeat. Repeat. The wet sound of it, of me, fills the kitchen, and I’m well on my way to very far fucking gone.

It’s building fast. So unbelievably fast. My legs are shaking and my stomach is clenching and I need—I need⁠—

I grab his free hand. He lets me take it and I drag it up my body and press it against my throat.

With a hungry snarl, he clamps down and the blood flow to my head is restricted, the world goes hazy, all of it ceases to matter unless it’s this, him, here, now, this cold kitchen floor and my liquid desire and his hand inside me, around my throat, everything that’s ever mattered all at once…

“That’s it,” he encourages, “cum for me, gush for me, my perfect fucking⁠—”

I don’t hear the rest. The orgasm crashes through me and I scream against the grip on my throat. My whole body locks and I feel the onslaught of it, hot and sudden, covering his hand, his wrist, and the tile beneath me. He doesn’t stop. He finger-fucks me through it while I bear down like I’m being shoved through a black hole and shake and soak him until I’m gasping and spent and spread-eagled and limp.

Slowly, he peels his hand away from my throat. I open my eyes because, without him choking and touching me, I feel cold.

That’s when I look up and realize something: We are a long way from being finished.

He’s still kneeling between my legs. As I watch, his gray eyes darken and he rises more upright. His hands go to his belt. The buckle clinks as he works it open, then the button, then the zipper. He reaches inside and pulls himself free.

I can’t look away.

He’s as thick as my wrist, hard, and flushed dark, the head already slick and leaking with precum. He wraps his fist around the base and strokes up, slow, squeezing at the top before dragging back down.

I’m still twitching from aftershocks, so speaking is out of the question. All I can do is watch his hand move. Up. Down. Twist at the head. Back down.

He’s in no rush. He’s putting on a show and he knows it.

“Look at you,” he rasps, fist tightening on the upstroke. “Soaking wet on your own kitchen floor. Your own juices slicking your thighs. You came so hard you’re still twitching and all you can think about is getting your mouth on me. I can see it. Don’t even try to lie or conceal it. It’s right there—your tongue just moved at the mere thought.” He pumps himself down again. “I know what you’ve been thinking. But do you want to know what I’ve been thinking about since the first night I came through that window? This. Exactly this. You, underneath me, wrecked, dripping, begging. I’ve been thinking of what’s about to happen.” His thumb circles the head and his breathing gets heavier. “How I’ll bury myself so deep that you’ll feel my cock in every inch of you. I’ll rearrange you to my liking. I’ll fuck you until the only word left in that bratty little mouth is please.” He grips harder, pumps faster for two strokes, then forces himself to slow down. “And you’d say it, too. Don’t pretend you won’t. You already did once tonight. You’ll say it again. You’ll say it every fucking time I tell you to, because that’s what good girls do when they’re finally honest about what they want.” His free hand finds my inner thigh and squeezes. “And you want it, little fox. Don’t you. Don’t you?”

He bends down, anchors his hands on either side of my head, and lines himself up. The head of his cock presses against me, not pushing in yet, just resting there, hot and heavy, and I think that this is the closest I’ve ever been to a true psychotic break. All the things that make me me have been ruined and cast aside. I’m a body, not a person.

And my body wants his.

“Look at me,” he orders.

I look at the mask.

“Tell me to stop and I stop. You understand?”

“Yes.”

“Say it back to me.”

“If I tell you to stop, you stop.”

“Good girl.”

Then he pushes in.

It’s been five years. My body resists… and then doesn’t. He goes slow, feeding me one inch at a time, and the stretch is overwhelming—not painful, exactly, just a lot, too much and not enough at the same time. I grab his jacket with both hands and pull, trying to bring him closer, trying to ground myself in something solid. He bites his lip as he sinks the rest of the way in until our hips meet.

He stays there, buried to the hilt, not moving. My entire body is clenched around him. I can’t breathe and I can’t think and I can’t do anything except hold onto his jacket and exist.

Then he pulls back, slow, and pushes in again. Out, then in. Out, then in. Each thrust bottoms out and, like he promised, I feel it in my spine, my teeth, the roots of my hair.

It’s nothing like anything I’ve ever experienced. Not even close. It’s total and consuming. I’m aware of every single point where his body meets mine.

His hips against the backs of my thighs.

His hands caging in my head.

The rough denim of his jeans against my bare skin.

The weight and pressure and cinnamon heat of him above me, inside me, everywhere.

“You feel—” He thrusts harder, a snap of his hips that has me seeing stars. “Fuck. You feel unreal. Your cunt is milking me, little fox. You’re pulsing around me.”

He fucks crazed sounds out of me one at a time. None of them make a bit of sense, except for the fact that they make perfect sense: They’re for him and him alone.

The Masked Man.

My stalker, my shadow, my would-be killer, fucking me into hazy-eyed oblivion.

He drops to his elbows, which puts his masked face is right above mine, those gray eyes locked on me, and the intimacy of it—the sustained, unbroken eye contact while he moves inside me—is suddenly more than I can take. I can see too much in his eyes and he can see too much in mine. If I stay here one more second, I’m going to crack wide open in a way I can’t put back together.

I press my hands against his chest and push. He stops mid-stroke.

“What’s wrong? Did I hurt you?”

“No. No, I just— Flip me over. I need to—I can’t⁠—”

I wriggle away, twist under him, and roll onto my stomach, then push up to my hands and knees. The tile is wet under my palms now, from my sweat and juices.

“What the fuck are you doing?” He sounds angry now. His hand palms my hip. “Look at me.”

“I can’t.” My fingers curl against the floor. “Please. Just—like this. Please. I need it like this.”

“You need me to fuck you where you can’t see me.”

“Yes.”

A long pause. His grip on my hip tightens.

“You’re going to regret that,” he warns. “Because now, I don’t have to be gentle.”

Both hands seize my hips and he slams back into me. I cry out, my elbows buckling, my forehead dropping to the cold tile. The angle is deeper this way. He fills me completely on every stroke and I take it, all of it, face pressed to the floor, fingers spread flat against the tile.

“This what you wanted?” He pulls out to the tip and drives forward. “To hide from me?”

I moan into the floor.

“Answer me.”

“Yes…”

“Then take it. If you want me to fuck you like an animal, then I’ll give you that.”

He is a man of his word, because he starts to fuck down into me like he’d break through the floor if he could.

“Harder,” I gasp.

He gives it to me. I choke on the impact and push back into him, meeting him, wanting more. One of his hands leaves my hip and fists in my hair, yanking my head back off the tile.

“You want to hide? Fine. Hide. But your body can’t lie to me, little fox.” He delves in deep and holds there, grinding, and I feel every inch of him pressed against my cervix. “I feel you squeezing me. Every time I open my mouth, your pussy gets tighter. You’re getting off on this, aren’t you? You like when I talk dirty to you. And you fucking love being facedown on your floor, getting railed by a man whose name you don’t even know.”

He pulls back and slams forward and I yelp.

“You’re dripping down my cock. There’s a puddle on the floor under you. You know that, right? You’re making a fucking mess of yourself for me and you love it. I didn’t ask nicely and you love that. You love that I climbed through your window and put you on your knees and made you beg, because nobody else has ever had the nerve to do that, have they? Nobody else has ever looked at you and seen what I see.”

His fist tightens in my hair. His hips pick up speed.

“I see all of you, Jillian Pierce. The parts you show the world and the parts you don’t, the ones you locked away. I see them and I want every single one. Give them to me. I want you feral and I want you soft and I want you ruined, and you’re going to give me all of it, because you already are. Right now. On this floor. You’re giving me everything and you can’t stop.”

I can’t stop. He’s right. The second orgasm builds without my permission, a sharp spike of overwhelming heat low in my belly that expands outward fast.

“Cum,” he orders. “Whether you like it or not, you’re going to cum on my cock. Now. Show me.”

I implode. My arms give out completely and I collapse flat on my stomach and he follows me down to blanket me, still buried inside me, hips stuttering as I clench and pulse and soak us both again.

He bellows as he rips out of me, and even though I don’t have the strength to look up, I hear the wet smack of him pumping and then⁠—

Hot, thick ropes land across the small of my back, striping up my spine. He cums on me more than I ever thought possible, in long, heavy spurts that pool in the dip of my lower back and drip down my sides.

He strokes himself through the last of it. I feel the final pulse land warm between my shoulder blades.

My cheek is pressed against the kitchen tile. His cum is cooling on my back. I can hear him breathing above me, ragged, heavy, slowing down.

Then he pushes his weight off me and I feel the air rush in where his body was.

I don’t get up—I crawl. Hands and knees, pajama bottoms still tangled around one ankle. I make it to the wall next to the fridge and sit with my back against it. I pull my knees to my chest, wrap my arms around them, and hold on for dear life.

It’s been five years since anyone touched me. Five years since THE NIGHT, the one that split my life into Before and After. I spent those years flinching and lying and sleeping with the lights on, all the while telling myself I was fine, I was healing, I was getting better.

And THIS is how I break the dry spell?!

Facedown on my kitchen floor? A masked stranger’s cum drying on my spine? A puddle of my own making under me?

Across the kitchen, I hear the clink of a belt buckle, the rasp of a zipper. I look up to see that he’s standing by the table, pulling his jeans back up over his hips, fastening the button. The mask is still on. His chest rises and falls under the dark jacket.

“Are you going to kill me now?” I whisper hoarsely. I sound like I’ve been screaming, which I guess I have. Kinda.

He finishes with the belt and looks at me, sitting there against the wall with everything I’ve ever hidden written all over my face.

He bends down and picks something up off the floor. I can’t see what it is, but he turns it over in his hand, looking at it. Then he tosses it to me. It lands next to me with a clatter. I look down to see my pink Taser.

“You might need this,” he suggests, sounding like he’s smirking. “Next time, don’t miss.”

He walks to the window, opens it, and throws one leg over the sill. He pauses there, half in and half out, and looks back at me one more time.

I don’t say anything. I don’t have anything left.

He sighs and drops out of sight. The curtain flutters once and goes still.

I sit there on the cold kitchen floor, and I don’t move for a very long time.
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KIR


“I can’t drown my demons / They know how to swim”

— “Can You Feel My Heart” by Bring Me the Horizon

The fire escape rattles under my boots as I drop the last few feet to the alley. My knees absorb the impact and I stay in a crouch for a second, forehead against the cold metal railing, breathing.

I pull the mask off and stuff it in my pocket. The night air whips my face and I just stand there in the alley between two dumpsters, smelling garbage, rain, and the faint trace of her still clinging to my skin.

I fucked her.

I fucked the woman my father told me to kill.

I start walking with no destination in mind. I need movement, any kind, any direction, because if I stand still, I’ll have to sit with what just happened, and I am not ready for that. My legs carry me east, toward the river, toward nothing in particular.

My father wants her dead. That’s the job. It’s pretty fucking black and white. Lukas Lazarev pointed at Jillian Pierce and said, Get rid of her. But instead of putting a bullet in her or a knife across her throat or any of the dozen clean methods I was taught before I could legally drive, I put her on her kitchen floor and fucked her until neither of us could see straight.

What a solution that was.

As I cross Amsterdam, a taxi honks at me when I step into traffic without looking. I don’t flinch. It knows better than to hit me. Besides, why would it even bother? What’s the point of killing a man who’s already dead inside?

The math is getting worse by the hour. Every day she’s alive is a day Lukas’s patience thins. If it’s Afon crawling through Jillian’s window instead of me, then this whole charade is fucked. Afon won’t give her a choice. He won’t stop when she says stop.

I’ve stood in rooms where the walls needed repainting after Afon was done with them. It’s not a pretty sight. At the mere thought of him doing that to Jillian, my stomach turns. I stop walking, bend over, put my hands on my knees, and try not to throw up.

Even now, I can still feel her, the grip of her body around me. The mewl she made when I pushed inside her for the first time… It sounded like a lock turning open after years of rust.

And then she crawled to the wall, curled up, and shook. The look on her face…

I straighten up and keep walking. I am my father’s son. That’s what everyone says. A weapon. A tool. Some blunt object that follows orders and doesn’t ask questions and absolutely, under no circumstances, develops feelings for the target.

I have failed on every count.

My phone vibrates in my pocket. I already know who it is before I pull it out. There’s only one person who texts me at three in the morning, and he doesn’t do it to ask how my day went.

LUKAS LAZAREV


Is it done yet?




I stop walking. I’m on some block I don’t recognize, somewhere between Amsterdam and the river, standing under a busted streetlight that keeps flickering on and off. I look back the way I came. I can’t see Jillian’s building from here, but I know which direction it is, and I know which window is hers. It’ll be dark now. She might still be sitting on that kitchen floor. Or maybe she’s in the shower, scrubbing either the wall or her skin, the way people do when they’re trying to wash off something that isn’t dirt.

Or she might be asleep. Lights on, probably. I can hardly blame her.

I look down at my father’s text again. The options are pretty straightforward. I can tell him the truth: No, Dad, it’s not done. I fucked her on her kitchen floor, and now, I’m wandering the streets of the city like a stray dog because I can’t go home and I can’t go back to her and I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing anymore.

Yeah, that would go over well.

Or I could lie. Again. Buy myself another day, maybe two, before the leash gets shorter and Afon gets the call.

I type with my thumb.

She wasn’t home. Will have to try again tomorrow.




It will be handled.




I read it back. It sounds plausible enough. Targets aren’t always where you expect them to be. It happens. Even Lukas would accept that, however grudgingly.

The reply comes almost immediately.

LUKAS LAZAREV


It better be.





PART II



RULES OF ENGAGEMENT
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JILLIAN


“Wearing the face that she keeps in a jar by the door / Who is it for?”

— “Eleanor Rigby” by The Beatles

I wake up on the kitchen floor with my cheek glued to the tile. There’s a crust of dried drool at the corner of my mouth and my neck is kinked at an angle that’s going to hurt for days. My pajama bottoms are still bunched around my ankle.

He’s gone.

I know it before I even look. The window is shut, the curtain is still, and the kitchen is gray with early morning light. Wincing, I peel myself off the floor with the help of the refrigerator as a crutch. I wobble to the bathroom on legs that don’t feel entirely connected to my brain. I don’t look at the shower wall. I already know what’s there. I turn the water as hot as it goes and step in.

I scrub myself with the Byredo body wash and a washcloth until my skin is pink and raw everywhere I can reach. My neck, where his hand was. My thighs. My stomach. The small of my back. I scrub methodically, section by section.

It feels too familiar.

Because I’ve done this before.

Five years ago, in a communal dorm bathroom at three in the morning, I stood under water this hot and did this same thing. Same scrubbing. Same order. Neck first, then down. I remember the shower shoes I was wearing, these cheap rubber flip-flops from CVS, and the way the water ran murky gray from the mascara I hadn’t taken off before the party. I remember thinking, if I could just get clean enough, it would be like it never happened.

It didn’t work then. It doesn’t work now.

I get out. I towel off. I brush my teeth twice. Then I sit at the vanity in my bedroom and I put my face on. Primer. Foundation. Concealer under the eyes, which are puffy and red-rimmed. Setting powder. Bronzer. Blush. Eyebrows filled in, careful strokes. Eyeshadow, neutral tones, nothing dramatic. Eyeliner. Mascara. Lip liner. Lipstick. Blot. Reapply.

By the time I’m done, the woman in the mirror looks put-together. Professional. Sharp. She looks like someone who slept eight hours in a bed and woke up to an alarm and drank coffee while reading the news on her phone.

She looks like someone confusing things don’t happen to.

I take the R train to work. I hold my bag on my lap and I watch the doors and I don’t look at anyone and nobody looks at me.

At work, I’m a mindless robot, about as useful as the ficus in the entryway. I’m on my second cup of coffee when Doug’s door swings open.

“Pierce. Got a minute?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Nope.”

I grab my notebook out of habit and cross the bullpen to his office. Doug is seated behind his desk, reading glasses pushed up on his forehead, a red pen behind his ear. There’s a stack of printouts in front of him and a half-eaten bagel on a napkin.

“Close the door,” he orders.

I close it.

“Sit.”

I sit.

“Lazarev,” he says. “Where are we?”

“We’re… progressing.”

He takes the glasses off his forehead and sets them on the desk. “Do I look like a moron to you, Pierce?”

I swallow. “No, sir.”

“Good. I’m not. If I was a moron, I’d say that’s a very helpful update and send you on your way. Since I am not, in fact, a moron, I’d ask you to treat me as such and provide me with slightly more information than ‘we’re progressing.’”

I’d laugh if I had the energy, but since I don’t, I give him an uncharacteristically nervous nod and try to remember where this hell this story is at. “Ochoa’s gone dark. Completely. He’s not returning calls, not answering Signal, nothing. I went to the diner for our scheduled meet and he was a no-show.”

“So he got cold feet. I told you⁠—”

“It’s not cold feet, Doug,” I insist, leaning forward to grip the lip of his desk. “The guy was ready. He reached out to me. He had documents, he had dates, he had—” I stop myself and try to keep it simple. “Something happened to him.”

Doug picks up the red pen and taps it against the desk a few times. “Can you prove that?”

“Well… not yet.”

“Figures. What else do you have?”

“I’ve been going through the corporate filings. Lazarev Global has at least fourteen shell companies registered across three states and two offshore jurisdictions. The layering is intentional. Nobody builds a structure like that to sell real estate.”

“That’s interesting,” he says judiciously. “It’s not, however, a story.” He puts the pen down. “Jillian, I went to bat for you on this. In return, what you’re handing me is a missing source and some Delaware LLCs that every billionaire and their mother probably has. Here’s what I’ve got for you: End of the year.”

I blink. “What?”

“End of the year,” he repeats. “It’s almost December now, so that gives you about a month and change. You bring me something I can take upstairs, something that at least suggests it leads somewhere real, and we keep going. If you don’t have it by then, I’m pulling you off and giving it to Bartlett.”

“Doug, you can’t⁠—”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” he says sarcastically, “are you the editor now? Should we switch chairs?” Harrumphing, he leans back and scowls at me. “I can and I will. Bartlett been sniffing around organized crime for two years. He’d kill for this assignment.”

“Bartlett couldn’t investigate a parking ticket,” I snap unfairly.

Doug is unbothered. He shrugs, picks up his bagel, and takes a messy chomp out of it. “Then beat him to it. End of the year, Pierce. Clock’s ticking.”

I stand up. “I’ll get it,” I say.

“I know you will,” he says, attention firmly fixed on his bagel. “That’s why I’m not pulling you now. Just don’t let me down.”

[image: ]


I get home a little after seven. The walk from the subway is cold and I keep my keys between my fingers and my eyes on every shadow. The lobby is empty. The stairs are empty. The hallway is empty.

My apartment is not.

He’s sitting at my kitchen table, pale eyes watching calmly. I stand in the doorway with my bag on my shoulder and my keys still in my hand like talons.

“I couldn’t stay away,” he explains.

I close the door behind me and drop my bag on the floor.
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JILLIAN


“Oh, the less I know the better”

— “The Less I Know the Better” by Tame Impala

“You need to leave,” I say.

The Masked Man doesn’t move. His hands remain on the table, fingers laced, as he watches me like he’s got nowhere else on earth to be.

“I mean it,” I insist. You can’t just—you can’t keep showing up here.”

Nothing. Not a word. Not a shift in his posture. Those gray eyes remain blank and still through the holes in the black mask.

I drop my keys on the counter with a loud clatter. I cross my arms, then uncross them, then don’t know what to do with my hands so I shove them in my coat pockets.

“Why did you come back?” I start to get angry when he still doesn’t answer. “Seriously. Why? What is this? What are you doing? Because last night was—” I stop and try again in a more level voice. “Last night can’t happen again. You understand that, right? It was a mistake. A huge, massive, colossal mistake that I made because I was scared and exhausted and not thinking clearly, and you—you’re⁠—”

I’m pacing now. Back and forth between the counter and the fridge, talking at the floor, at the ceiling, at anything that isn’t him.

“Do you need reminders, huh? Do you have the memory of a goldfish? Okay, fine. Happy to oblige.” I start to rattle things off on my fingers. “You broke into my apartment. Multiple times. You beat my neighbor unconscious. You wrote on my wall in his blood. You told me you were sent to kill me. And I—what, I just—on the kitchen floor—” I press my palm over my eyes. “That’s not okay. This isn’t some fucked-up fairy tale where the girl falls for the—the—whatever you are. This is real life. My real life. And in my real life, I don’t do this a second time.”

I stop pacing. I’m standing maybe six feet from the table. He still hasn’t spoken or moved an inch.

“Say something!” I demand.

He pushes the chair back and stands up. He’s so tall that the overhead light catches the top of his head and throws his masked face into partial shadow.

He walks toward me. It’s a horror movie monster pace—one step after another, unhurried, closing the distance between us.

“Don’t,” I warn. My back touches the counter. “I just told you⁠—”

He stops right in front of me. His cinnamon and sandalwood heat tempts me and I find myself inhaling deeply before I realize it and stop.

The Masked Man’s hand comes up. He hooks one finger under my chin and tilts my face toward his.

“I told you to leave,” I whisper. “Didn’t I? Didn’t…?”

He pulls the mask up above his mouth. I see his jaw for the first time. It’s sharp, clean-shaven, with a faint scar near the corner of his lip. I don’t get to catalog anything else because then he kisses me.

I don’t meet him halfway.

I meet him all the way.

My hands find the front of his jacket and I pull him into me and kiss him back. He lifts me onto the counter. I wrap my legs around his waist and urge him closer. The mask is bunched up above his mouth but still covering his nose and eyes, and when I feel the fabric brush against my cheek, reality punches through.

I pull back. “Wait.”

He freezes. His chest is heaving against mine. “What?”

“The mask,” I breathe. “Pull it back down.”

He looks at me. Or I think he does—I can’t actually see his eyes with the fabric pushed up like that. I can only see his mouth, and I need to stop seeing it, because a mouth is too personal. A mouth has expressions. A mouth can smile and frown and belong to a real human being who has a name and a history and thoughts and feelings.

I can’t fuck a person. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

“Pull it back down,” I repeat. “Please.”

The Masked Man doesn’t argue. He reaches up and tugs the fabric into place, and his jaw and lips and that tiny scar all disappear behind black fabric. He’s no one again.

The relief is instant and enormous. My whole body unclenches.

“Better?” he asks.

“Much.”

He pulls my hips to the edge of the counter and steps between my thighs. His hands go to the buttons of my blouse and he works them open, one by one. When it’s open, his palms skim up my stomach and over the lace of my bra. He unclasps it from the front and pushes both layers off my shoulders.

“Arms up,” he says, and I raise them, and he pulls my undershirt over my head and drops it on the floor.

When that’s done, he drags my trousers and underwear down together. I lift my hips to help until those items are also discarded without a second thought.

Then his hands go to his own waist. His belt clinks. His zipper rasps. He frees himself and he’s hard, and huge, and then he’s in me, and I’m gasping and clinging. The stretch is less shocking tonight. My body remembers him from before and opens easily, pulling him deeper, and the fullness is so intense that my eyes roll shut.

He’s nobody. He’s nobody. He has no face and no name and no story. He’s just warmth and pressure and the smell of cinnamon and the sound of our breathing tangled together in the too-bright kitchen. That’s all he is. That’s all I need him to be.

His hips snap forward and I cry out and tighten around him. He groans through the mask. One hand braces on the cabinet behind me. The other grips my hip, pulling me onto him with every thrust.

I wrap my arms around his neck and bury my face against his collar and breathe him in. Cinnamon. Sandalwood.

Nobody.

Safe.

As long as he’s nobody, it’s safe.

He fucks me fast and rough. This time doesn’t come with any of the build-up or the dirty monologues. It’s just a body and a body meeting. It has all the frenetic feel of a guilty quickie, probably because that’s exactly what it is.

It’s over in minutes for both of us. I cum first, biting down on his collar to muffle the sound, and he’s right on my heels, pulling out at the last second and spilling hot across my inner thigh.

I stare at the ceiling and wait for the guilt to arrive. Right on schedule, there it is: a slow, sick churn in my stomach that spreads outward until my whole body feels wrong.

I just did it again. What’s to blame this time? I’m sober and clear-headed, perfectly in charge of myself—and yet I walked in, saw him sitting at my table, and chose this.

I don’t know what that makes me. More to the point, I don’t think I want to know.

All I know is that (1) I don’t trust myself to say no to this again, and so, therefore, (2) we need to set some rules to keep this from flying off the rails. Well, more off the rails than it already is.

I look up at him. He’s tucking himself back in, buckling his belt. “We need rules,” I blurt.

He stops and looks at me.

“If this is going to— If you’re going to keep coming here, and I’m going to keep letting you, then there have to be rules. That’s non-negotiable.”

He inclines his head. “I’m listening.”

I hold up one finger. “First off, no names. I don’t want to know yours. The less of a person you are to me, the better.” I lift a second finger. “Two, no faces. The mask stays on, every time. I don’t want to see you and you don’t get to show me.”

“And third?”

“No falling in love,” I say as flatly as I can. “This is just... what it is. Bodies. That’s it. Nobody catches feelings, nobody gets attached, nobody starts thinking this is something it isn’t. The second that changes, it’s over.”

He’s quiet for a long moment. Then he nods once. “Deal.”

He buttons his jacket and moves toward the window. I stay on the counter, bare-assed and sticky, watching him unlatch it and push it open. The night air rolls in, cold enough to raise goosebumps across my naked skin.

He pauses with one hand on the sill. “I’ll be back tomorrow night.”

My cheeks go hot. I’m grateful he’s facing the window and not me. “Sure. Whatever. Fine,” I say, aiming for casual and landing somewhere much closer to breathless and flushed with excitement.

With one more nod, he slips through the window and disappears.

I stay on the counter for another minute after he’s gone. Then I hop down, clean myself up with a paper towel, and gather my clothes off the floor in a messy bundle.

No names. No faces. No falling in love. It’s only three rules. Simple enough, right? People follow rules all the time. There are rules for driving and rules for taxes and rules for how close you can stand to someone on the subway without it being weird. This is no different. Just another set of guidelines for an activity that so happens to involve a masked intruder who makes me feel things I haven’t felt in years.

Everything is fine.

I pull on an old t-shirt and boxers and crawl into bed. The sheets are cold, clean, and smell like detergent, which is a welcome change from cinnamon, sweat, and bad decisions. I pull the comforter up to my chin and roll onto my side.

Problem is, my brain won’t shut off.

The Lazarev story keeps nudging its way back in, the way it always does when I’m trying not to think about something else. Ochoa is a ghost. Doug gave me until end of year. The shell companies are a maze with no exit. And the man who was sent to kill me for digging into this story just left through my window with my taste still on his mouth.

That last part should probably factor into my reporting strategy somehow, but I have no idea how.

I grab my phone off the nightstand. It’s 11:14 P.M., the day before Thanksgiving. I open my text thread with Doug and type:

What if I stop waiting for sources to come to me and go directly to Lazarev Global? Kir Lazarev just took over as CEO eighteen months ago. He’s still fresh enough that I might have a chance. If I can get in front of him, I might be able to shake something loose.




I hit send and set the phone on my chest, but I’ve barely put it down before it buzzes. Doug is responding faster than expected for almost midnight on a Wednesday.

DOUG HOFFMAN


Good instinct. But Pierce, it’s Thanksgiving tomorrow. Go eat some turkey, watch football, do something normal for once. The Lazarevs will still be there on Monday.




Since when do you care about my work-life balance?




Take the day off. That’s an order.




I drop the phone on the nightstand and roll over. He’s right, but that doesn’t mean anything—I’m not going to relax. Doug has to know that. He’s worked with me long enough to know that telling me to take a day off is about as effective as telling the tide not to come in.

I’m going to find what the Lazarevs are hiding.

And then I’m going to put in on the front page of the New York fucking Times.
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KIR


“Why were you digging? / What did you bury?”

— “Like Real People Do” by Hozier

The penthouse is quiet on Thanksgiving. My holiday gathering consists of me, a bottle of Beluga Noble, and a powered-down TV that functions like a black mirror reflecting my own face back at me. No one else will be joining—my mother is dead and my father isn’t exactly the turkey-and-gratitude type.

I’m on the black leather couch with my feet up on the marble coffee table I flipped two nights ago. I put it back myself. There’s a crack running through the marble now, a clean split right down the center that I covered with a book so I wouldn’t have to look at it. The book is Dostoevsky. Crime and Punishment. My father’s idea of a joke birthday gift when I turned eighteen. I never read it. Probably should. Though I doubt even dear old Fyodor had any good advice for what to do with the clusterfuck of a situation I’ve found myself in.

I pour another glass and drink it the way Lukas taught me—no chaser, no wince, straight down the gullet. The vodka is cold and clean, but I feel no better after it’s gone than I did before I drank it.

Across the city, Jillian Pierce is doing whatever Jillian Pierce does on Thanksgiving. Eating with friends, I’d assume. Probably Rae Everett, if Rae isn’t currently tangled up in whatever web my father is spinning around her.

Or maybe Jillian is alone, too, just like I am. Maybe she’s at that kitchen counter where I left her, with a glass of whiskey, same as me, staring at the same wall I had her pinned against.

I shouldn’t be thinking about her. I know that. The math hasn’t changed: Kill her or Afon does it for me. Those are the only two outcomes Lukas will accept, and every hour I waste sitting here is an hour closer to the second one.

But I keep going back.

For two nights running, I’ve gone through that window and put my hands on her and heard the sounds she makes when she stops pretending she doesn’t want this. It took everything I had not to laugh in her face when she delivered her little speech about “the rules.”

Rules won’t keep us safe, little fox, I almost purred. Because I’m already damned… and I intend to drag you down with me.

But she either doesn’t know that or refuses to believe it. She thinks the mask keeps her safe. She’s wrong about that, but I’m not going to be the one to tell her.

Not yet.

As I’m staring out over the rim of my tumbler out at the Manhattan skyline beyond, it takes me a moment to realize that the irritating buzzing sound is my phone vibrating from where it’s fallen between the couch cushions. I fish it out and wince when I see who’s calling. But if I don’t answer, he’ll just keep ringing until I do—or worse, show up here in the flesh.

“Happy Thanksgiving, you miserable bastard,” Mat says when I click Accept. “What are you doing right now?”

“Drinking.”

“Alone?”

“Dostoevsky’s here.”

“Christ. That’s worse than alone.” I hear noise behind him—music, voices, the dull thump of a bass line. “Listen, I’m heading to Sapphire with Dima and a couple of his guys. Come out. It’ll be good for you.”

“A strip club on Thanksgiving,” I drawl. “How classy of you. And people say you aren’t family-oriented.”

“It’s festive! They’ve got a turkey special. Two-for-one dances or something. I don’t know, I didn’t read the fine print.”

“I’m good here.”

“Ha!” he snorts. “Judging by that miserable, self-loathing note in your voice, you’re the farthest thing from ‘good.’ You sound like you’re about to write a manifesto. When’s the last time you left your apartment?”

I don’t have to think hard about it. Last night. Jillian’s window. The counter. Her legs around my waist and that desperate little whimper she made when I⁠—

“Yooo, Kir!”

“What.”

“You went somewhere just now. In your head. Where’d you go?”

“Nowhere.”

“Mm.” Mat sighs. The bass thumps on behind him. “This is still about the girl, isn’t it?”

“No.”

“It’s definitely about a girl.”

“It’s not about a girl, motherfucker.”

“Okay. Let’s say I believe you. Come to Sapphire and prove it. Plenty of beautiful women, zero emotional complications, and I’ll even buy your first drink.”

I don’t want any part of what he’s offering. Dim light? Heady perfume? Some stranger grinding her ass on my crotch, a woman who isn’t her? The idea of another woman’s hands on me feels about as appealing as chewing glass.

“I’m not in the mood,” I say.

“That’s what concerns me.”

“Since when are you my therapist?”

“Since your actual therapist quit after writing you off as a loss cause. Come on, you sad sack piece of shit! One hour. You sit in the booth, you drink, you don’t touch anybody if you don’t want to, I don’t give a rat’s ass either way. Just get out of that fucking penthouse. It’s a death trap.”

“Mat.”

“Yeah?”

“Fuck off.”

He exhales long and loud. “Fine. Sit in the dark with your vodka and your Russian literature. See if I give a shit if the maid finds you with cockroaches eating your brains out or whatever.”

I’m already pulling the phone away from my ear, more than done with this conversation. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Will you, though?” he questions. “Or will you just brood for another twenty-four hours and then text me something cryptic at 2 A.M.?”

“Probably the latter.”

He chuckles. “At least you’re honest.” I hear more noise behind him. “Alright, I gotta go. People who actually like fun want me to join them.”

“You do that.”

“Happy Thanksgiving, Kir. Try not to do anything stupid tonight.”

“No promises.”

The line goes dead. I drop the phone on the coffee table and reach for my glass. But at the last second, I veer off-course and grab my laptop instead.

I balance on my knees and boot it up. My fingers start flying eagerly across the keyboard like they’ve been waiting for me to commit this little indulgence. I cue up the encrypted feed before the rational part of my brain can talk me out of it.

I planted the camera last night. It’s a pinhole lens, smaller than a pencil eraser, wedged into the air intake vent above Jillian’s bedroom door before she got home and wired to a battery pack that will last months. It took all of two minutes to install, and she’s none the wiser. She’s got bigger things on her mind than a tiny little light in her vent that wasn’t there before.

The feed loads in high-definition color, bright and sharp. Her bedroom is neat and tasteful. There’s a queen bed with a white duvet and too many pillows, all thoughtfully arranged. The nightstand holds a lamp, a half-full glass of water, and a stack of books with cracked spines and dog-eared pages. A framed print hangs above the headboard—Matisse, one of the cutouts, blue shapes on white. Chic. The whole room looks like a magazine spread for a young professional woman who has her shit figured out.

Everything is still.

Then she walks into frame.

She’s wrapped in a towel, hair dark and wet against her shoulders, leaving damp prints on the hardwood with her bare feet. She stops at the dresser and pulls open the top drawer. I watch her rifle through it, tossing aside what she doesn’t want. She settles on something dark red, holds it up, then drops the towel.

I should close the laptop.

I am not closing this fucking laptop.

Her back is to the camera, so I can see the full length of her spine, the freckles scattered across her shoulder blades, the dip of her waist before it flares out into her hips. She’s not thin in the way that models are thin. She’s soft in some places and firm in others and built in a way that makes my hands ache because I already know what she feels like under my palms.

She hooks the bra and adjusts the straps, pulling each one up in turn. Then she bends to step into underwear, matching, dark red, and pulls them up over her thighs.

When she turns toward the vanity, I catch her in profile. The curve of her breast pressed into that red lace, a perfect handful. The soft stretch of her stomach. She sits down on the stool and reaches for a bottle of perfume, then tilts her head to the side to spray it along her neck.

My jaw is tight. My pulse is in my ears. I’m half-hard already and she’s barely dressed, just sitting there doing something she does every day, something she’s probably done a thousand times without anyone watching. That’s what gets me. The privacy of it. This version of Jillian—unhurried, unguarded, towel-damp, and choosing red underwear for no one at all to see—is a version she hasn’t shown anyone.

Except for me.

She disappears for a while, then returns with blow-dried hair. I watch her put on makeup, then step into black jeans and a beige turtleneck. She tucks her phone and keys into a big purse before stepping out of frame again.

I watch the empty bedroom for a few seconds before I snap the laptop shut. My body knows where I’m going before the rest of me has caught up. Like Jillian, I snatch up my keys and phone, shrug on my coat, and leave my apartment. I can feel the bulk of the mask inside the jacket pocket, but I leave it there for now. I’m just going to watch, not interact. She won’t even know I’m there.

I pull on a black cap and sunglasses, even though the sun has almost fully set. It’s Thanksgiving, so the streets will be emptier than usual, which makes tailing someone harder but also means fewer eyes on me.

The elevator in my building always takes too long, so I go to the stairs instead and descend two at a time, even though it’s thirty-two flights down to the parking garage. I bypass the car and head for the street exit on foot.

When I reach the street, I start walking west.

It doesn’t take long to pick up her trail. After all, she’s easy to spot. I could ID that head full of red hair from a mile away. She’s moving fast, headphones screwed into her ears, but she keeps looking around, checking behind her every half block or so. Smart girl.

Not smart enough, though. I stay on the opposite side of the street, half a block back, matching her pace. She never sees me.

She takes a left on 72nd and heads into Riverside Park. That surprises me. It’s getting dark and cold, not exactly prime park-going conditions, so I figured she was headed to dinner somewhere. But she keeps walking along the path, hands shoved deep in her coat pockets, breath coming out in small, white clouds.

The park is mostly empty. I fall back farther, using the trees and the dying light as cover. She doesn’t look behind her anymore. Whatever alertness she had on the street has drained away. Her shoulders are down and her pace has slowed to something that barely counts as walking.

She stops at a playground.

It’s one of those newer ones with the rubberized ground and the bright plastic equipment. There are maybe a half-dozen kids still out, bundled in puffy jackets, burning off energy while their parents hover nearby with coffee cups and phones. A little girl in a pink hat is going down the slide over and over, shrieking every time. A boy is hanging upside down from the monkey bars while his mother tells him to be careful.

Jillian stands at the fence and watches.

That’s it. Just watches. She simply stands there with both hands curled around the chain-link, watching the kids play.

I find a spot behind a maintenance shed about forty yards away and wait. Five minutes pass. Then ten. The streetlights come on and couple of the families pack up and leave. The girl in the pink hat throws a tantrum about going home and gets carried away under her father’s arm, screaming her head off.

Jillian still doesn’t move.

I don’t understand what I’m seeing. She’s not meeting anyone, or taking photos or notes as if this were something work-related. She’s just standing at a fence watching children on a playground on Thanksgiving evening, alone, and I have no framework for why.

After what must be twenty minutes, she finally lets go of the fence. She turns and walks back toward the path, and as she passes under a streetlight, I see her drag the back of her hand across her eyes. Once, then again.

She’s crying.

I press my back flat against the cold metal of the shed and let her pass without following. Something happened to this woman. It’s beyond what I already know, more than the thing that made her leave her body when I pinned her against the wall that first night. There’s a wound here I can’t see.

Who hurt you, little fox?
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JILLIAN


“So I will wait for the next time you want me”

— “Moon Song” by Phoebe Bridgers

I leave the playground before the last family does. I don’t want to be the woman standing alone at a fence in the dark. And God forbid someone ask me if I’m okay. What would I even say?

Thanks for asking! No, I’m not okay at all! In fact, I’m deeply depressed and fucked-up in ways I cannot even begin to describe! I have PTSD and my trauma has trauma, I sleep with the lights on, I am developing strange fetishes for masked men with domination kinks, and I think I’m subconsciously blowing my life up because deep down, I don’t believe that I deserve great things! But I so appreciate your question!

I put my headphones in and turn the volume up until the music is so loud it hurts. Phoebe Bridgers is the songstress of choice this evening. Not the smart choice when you’re already a mess, but I’m clearly not making smart choices today.

The grocery store on Broadway is basically deserted. I’m surprised it’s even open. Thanksgiving, of course, means that everyone’s happily at home, sitting around tables with people they belong to. I grab a basket and walk the aisles without a list, grabbing items at random. Eggs. Bread. Milk. Clementines. I add yogurt and a box of granola bars and a bottle of cheap red wine that I’ll drink tonight on my couch while I put my mental screensaver on and try not to think about things I shouldn’t be thinking about.

The checkout girl has tinsel in her hair. She wishes me a happy Thanksgiving and I say “you, too” and smile, even though the effort it costs me to smile feels like pushing a boulder up a hill.

Outside, the cold stings my wet cheeks and I realize I’m still crying. Not too bad, not the kind anyone would notice, but definitely, undeniably tears. I’ve sprung a leak and it won’t stop, no matter how many times I wipe my face and curse myself.

It’s the playground that’s doing it to me. That was a stupid detour and I should’ve known better. I don’t let myself do this often—not just the playground drive-by, but the other stuff that always comes with it. The math, the imagining.

I hope she looks nothing like him, wherever she is.

I shift the grocery bag to my other arm and walk faster. The music drowns out the street noise and my own breathing and everything else I don’t want to hear right now.

Home. Wine. Couch. That’s the whole plan. It sounds blissfully dull, and I couldn’t be happier to do it⁠—

—until a hand grabs me by the elbow and drags me into the dark mouth of an alley.

I’m so surprised that I let go of my groceries. The bag hits the pavement and all the eggs crack, wine spills, and clementines go rolling everywhere. But I can’t even spare a thought for my poor lost fruits, because there’s a tall, dangerous man who’s demanding my full and undivided attention.

I know it’s him before I even turn around. I’ve felt this exact gloved hand on my body enough times now to recognize it. I yank my arm free and spin.

He’s standing in the alley in full gear. Black jacket, hat on, and the mask. The fucking ski mask, right here, on a public street in Manhattan.

“Are you out of your mind?” I hiss. “Have you been following me?”

He just breathes and stares at me.

“Hey.” I shove his chest. It barely registers. “I asked you a question. Have you been following me?”

He nods silently.

“For how long?”

He shrugs.

My hands are shaking, but it’s not from fear. It’s rage. Uncut, uncomplicated rage, and God, it feels good to feel something clean for once.

“This wasn’t the deal,” I spit. “You come to my apartment. That’s it. That’s where this happens. That’s—that’s the container, okay? That’s what makes it manageable. You show up at my window, we do what we do, you leave. That’s the arrangement. You don’t get to follow me around the city in a ski mask and drag me into alleys.”

“I couldn’t wait.”

“You couldn’t wait?” I repeat. “What are you, a child? You couldn’t wait a few hours?”

He shakes his head.

I press my back against the brick wall and fold my arms across my chest. My wired earbuds got ripped out when he grabbed me and Phoebe Bridgers is tinkling faintly from where they dangle against my coat. I pull them out of the jack and stuff them in my pocket. “Someone could see you, you know.”

He shrugs again. Clearly, he does not care. Or maybe he just believes he’s above it all? Yeah, that must be it. He’s so arrogant and convinced of his own omnipotence that he’s just like, sure, who gives a shit if a random civilian sees a masked man terrorizing a woman in an alleyway? Hell, I bet he could have the entire FBI surrounding us and he would still believe in the marrow of his bones that he’d walk away scot-free.

Knowing what I know about how the world treats men, I’d be inclined to agree with him.

“So what’s the plan here?” I ask. “You just gonna lurk in alleys all night?”

“The plan was to watch,” he answers. “The plan changed.”

“Changed into what?”

He steps closer. My back is already against the brick, so there’s nowhere else for me to go. I can only stand still as he plants one hand on the wall beside my head and brings his face close to mine, close enough that I can feel the warmth of his breath through the mask.

“You were crying,” he says.

I immediately deny it. “No, I wasn’t.”

“Little fox, haven’t we talked about what will happen if you lie to me?”

“It’s cold out,” I insist as my heart starts to pitter-patter in my chest. “My eyes water when it’s cold.”

“I saw the tears while you stood at that fence.”

I feel sick to my stomach. “You saw that? That’s—you can’t just—” I close my eyes. “That was private.”

“I know.”

“If you know, then why the fuck were you watching?”

“Because I watch you. That’s what I do.” His thumb drags across my cheekbone, catching a tear track that I missed. The leather of his gloves is cold against my skin. “Who made you cry?”

“Nobody. I told you, it’s the cold.”

“Who?” he growls.

“Drop it.”

He doesn’t drop it. He just keeps his thumb on my cheek and his eyes on mine, those pale, unreadable eyes above the black fabric. I can feel him waiting. He’s patient when he wants to be, which is one of the more infuriating things about him.

“It doesn’t matter,” I say, turning my face away. “It was a long time ago.”

He absorbs that. His thumb traces down to my jaw and tilts my chin back up. “I’ll find out eventually.”

“No. You won’t.”

He’s so close now that his chest is touching mine. The wall is rough through my coat and his hand is in my hair. I should push him away. I should absolutely push him away. This is categorically insane behavior from both of us.

But when he kisses me and I let him, neither of us are truly surprised.

He makes a sound against my mouth—surprised, almost—and then his hands are everywhere. He spins me around and my palms hit the brick and the cold scrapes my skin. He shoves my coat up and yanks my jeans down just far enough, just past my hips. I hear his belt, his zipper. Then his hand grips the back of my neck and he pushes into me and I gasp so loud it bounces off the walls of the alley.

He doesn’t ease in. He fucks me the way he grabbed me—sudden, greedy, with no warm-up to speak of.

Anyone could walk by and see me in the most compromising position I’ve ever been in.

And I can’t bring myself to push him away.

He pulls my hips back and drives deeper. I bite my own forearm to keep from making noise. But a moan slips out anyway, only partially muffled against my coat sleeve, and he rewards it by going harder.

“That’s it,” he murmurs behind me. “Let me hear you.”

“Someone will—” I start.

“I don’t give a fuck.”

His hand moves from my neck to my hair and he wraps it around his fist, pulling my head back until I’m looking up at the sliver of dark sky between the buildings. My back is bowed and my knees are shaking. He’s so deep I can feel him in my ribs.

He finishes with a groan that vibrates through his chest and into my spine. His forehead drops against the back of my head and we both just stand there, breathing hard, fogging the cold air between us.

My legs are jelly. I’m barely holding myself up with my palms flat against the brick. He pulls out and I wince. He tugs my jeans back up for me before I can do it myself, which is weirdly considerate for a man who just fucked me in an alley without asking.

I turn around and sag against the wall. He’s already tucking himself back in, pulling his zipper up. My hair is wrecked. My hands are scraped raw from the brick and there’s grit embedded in my palms.

I look down at the carnage of my grocery bag. Egg yolk is oozing across the pavement. Red wine is pooling around the scattered clementines. One of the fruits has rolled all the way to the mouth of the alley.

“You owe me groceries,” I say.

He looks at the mess on the ground, then back at me. “I’ll Venmo you.”

It takes me a moment to realize he’s joking. When he does, I start to giggle, and the giggle turns into a laugh, and the laugh turns into a whole fit of laughter, and before I know it, I’m doubled over, wheezing, delirious, unsure what the hell is happening to me.

I mean, this can’t be real. None of this can. I’ve spent my whole life focused on my career above everything else, and now, I’m running the very real risk of everything getting derailed just so I can get my rocks off in dirty alleyways with a man whose face I’ve never seen. Is that wise? Is that girlbossy of me? Definitely not.

But one thing is becoming painfully clear, as I rearrange my clothes and the Masked Man does the same: The thin, weak little rules I tried putting in place to contain this whole disaster are already crumbling under the force of it. There’s something real here that’s more powerful than mere lust, and three simple rules will not be enough to keep it all from blowing up in my face.

When will that happen? How bad will the consequences be when it does? Stay tuned to find out, I guess.

For now, all I can do is laugh.
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KIR


“You got me beggin’ for thread / To sew this hole up that you ripped in my head”

— “Beggin for Thread” by BANKS

The day after the alleyway, I sit at my desk and try to work. “Try” being the operative word.

I’ve got Lazarev Global’s quarterly reports open on one screen and a merger prospectus on the other, and I’ve gotten nowhere with either one. My head is somewhere else entirely. Split in two directions, actually, and neither of them has a single fucking thing to do with corporate finance.

Direction one: Jillian.

I can still smell her on my hands. It doesn’t matter how many times I shower; she’s under my skin now. Has been since that first night and she’s showing no signs of going away anytime soon.

It’s crazy how fast this has all spiraled out of control. I learned about her existence three goddamn days ago, but the obsession has me in an absolute chokehold. I don’t remember what life was like before her; I just know that I saw her, touched her, and breathed her in, and nothing since then has ever been the same.

Since the Jillian Pierce lightning bolt struck me, the situation has only gotten worse. One night wasn’t enough. I went back the next night and fucked her on her kitchen floor. I went back the night after that and she gave me her three little rules—no names, mask stays on, no falling in love—and I agreed to all of them while knowing I’d break every single one. Then Thanksgiving happened. I followed her to a playground and watched her cry at a chain-link fence for reasons I still don’t understand, and a short while later, I had her pressed against a brick wall in a dingy alley with her jeans around her thighs, because I just couldn’t stay away.

Each encounter is dumber and more reckless than the last. This can’t possibly end well. Men like me don’t get happy endings. We get bloodshed, plain and simple.

Direction two: my father. He hasn’t followed up yet, but that’s worse than if he had. When Lukas goes quiet, it means he’s making plans.

I close both laptops and push back from my desk. I need to get the hell out of here. It feels like the walls are closing in around me and the roof is going to crush me flat any second now. I need open sky and space to think.

But just for good measure, I grab a fifth of liquor from my personal cabinet on the way out.

The stairs convey me up to the roof service access. Nobody comes up here. It’s not officially off-limits, but there’s nothing up here except HVAC units, pigeon shit, and a half-decent view of Midtown if the weather cooperates.

I sit on the concrete ledge with my back against an air handler and crack the bottle. It’s still early in the day, but I don’t give a shit.

The city is loud from up here. Horns, construction, a siren or two. It sounds a lot like the chaos in my head, actually. The wind is cold and it cuts right through my suit jacket. I don’t mind that, funnily enough. The cold keeps me from getting too comfortable, and comfortable is the last thing I deserve to be right now.

I drink straight from the bottle and watch a barge cross the river, losing myself in numb thought for a little while. I don’t realize there’s someone behind me until they’re almost on top of me.

Footsteps on gravel. I brace myself, but it’s not Lukas.

It’s Rae.

Maybe I’m not the only one having a shit day. My former assistant looks pretty fucked-up, too. She’s standing about ten feet away, arms wrapped around herself, and shivering because she’s not wearing a coat. Her eyes are red and her cheeks are wet. She’s been crying. I know what crying looks like on a woman now. I’ve become something of an expert this week.

I can’t blame her. She’s had a hellacious month. I had a role in that, I know—she used to be my executive assistant, after all. And one bad night at the beginning of November, when I was messed up in the head off booze, drugs, and angst, I deluded myself into thinking she was the answer to my problems. She wasn’t, of course, and I should’ve seen that. It didn’t go too far, thank fucking God—but that’s only because my father intervened and made her life way worse than I ever could have done.

It would have been bad enough if Lukas had simply taken her away from me that night. He went farther, though. He’s made her his little pet. At the Lazarev Global charity gala last Saturday, he contrived a whole fake date auction just to get her on stage in front of all of New York’s richest and most famous assholes. I tried to save her from him, but he outbid me, throwing five million dollars out just to prove he was the big swinging dick in the room. Since then, he’s taken her off my floor, moved her to his, and gave her a job that doesn’t exist, simply because he can.

That’s Lukas. He doesn’t just beat you. He makes you watch while he does it.

“… Kir?” She sound surprised to see me, like she’s not quite sure I’m real.

I almost laugh at the sight of her. Of all the people in this building, on this day, it had to be her. The fact that she’s a dead ringer for my dead mother doesn’t make my psychological shit any easier to deal with.

“Rae.” I know I sound awful, but at this point, there’s no hiding it. “Fancy meeting you here.”

She sits down next to me. Not too close, which is wise on her part. She’s already learning the risks of fraternizing with the Lazarevs.

“You look like hell,” she observes.

“That’s funny. I feel like it, too.” I lift the bottle and take a pull, then hold it out to her. “Want some?”

She doesn’t answer. She just looks at me, and I can feel her cataloguing the damage. My wrinkled shirt. The untucked everything. The bruise on my cheek that’s gone yellow-green at the edges, courtesy of my father, who smacked me across the face after the gala to establish his authority when I dared to tell him that I had no interest in murdering Jillian Pierce. As we all know, I lost that argument—badly.

“Kir,” Rae whispers, “what happened to you?”

I laugh in a way that’s harsh and grating even on my own ears. “What do you think happened?”

“Your father?”

“Give the girl a prize, folks.” I clap a few times, slow and sarcastic, then take another drink. “Though I suppose, technically, he already did. Five million dollars’ worth.”

She flinches. “I didn’t ask for that.”

“I know.”

And I do know. That’s the worst part. Rae didn’t ask for any of this. She showed up to a job, did it well, and had the misfortune of catching the attention of not one but two Lazarev men. One of us wanted her. The other one wanted to make sure the first one couldn’t have her.

She never had a say in any of it. Poor thing.

I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. “Doesn’t matter, though. You’re his now. That’s how this works.”

“I’m not his,” she says feistily. “I’m not anyone’s.”

I look at her, and I wish I could tell her that she’s right. After all, she’s a grown woman who can make her own choices, and my father doesn’t own people.

But that would be a lie, and I’m too drunk and too tired to lie to anyone except Lukas right now.

“You don’t get it yet,” I say. “But you will.”

“Get what?”

“He’s going to ruin you, Rae.”

I look out over the gray city. The snow matches the buildings matches the sky. Everything looks the same color as my father’s eyes.

“Whether he means to or not,” I explain, “he will. That’s just what happens to people he puts his hands on.”

The wind picks up. She shivers. I should offer Rae my jacket or tell her to go back inside, but instead, I’m thinking about Jillian. What was that about at the playground yesterday, watching other people’s children play? Is it related to all the fear and neuroses she has about sex? Is there something in her past that explains all this? Who hurt you, little fox—that’s the right question, I think, but she’s a long way from giving me an honest answer.

What’s clear is this: Someone broke Jillian before I ever climbed through her window.

And now, Lukas is going to do the same thing to Rae.

I can’t stop it, though. I can’t stop my father, that’s for fucking sure, but I also can’t stop what’s happening between Jillian and me. It’s like we’re both strapped into this crazy fucking roller coaster. I’m high on her, stuck on her, fixated and obsessed in a way I didn’t know I could be.

That’s dangerous. For everyone involved.

“You’re drunk,” she accuses.

I shake my head. “Not nearly drunk enough for what’s coming.”

We sit there for a quiet minute. I take another pull from the bottle and feel it hit the empty pit of my stomach. The alcohol is the only thing I’ve put in my body since yesterday’s coffee, and it’s doing exactly what I need it to do, which is make everything softer and dimmer and further away.

“This has happened before?” Rae asks.

I go very still. Then I nod. Barely. I’m not even sure she can see it. “My mother,” I say.

Two words—that’s all it takes to crack me open. I haven’t said them out loud in years. I’ve thought them a thousand times, of course, but saying them to another person is different. That makes it all real in a way that thinking never does.

Rae doesn’t push. She just waits. I can feel her holding her breath beside me. “What… what happened to her?” she finally ventures.

I laugh again, just as miserable as the first time around. “She wanted to leave him.” I turn and look at Rae. She’s pale. The wind has blown her hair across her face and she hasn’t bothered to push it back. Fuck, she really does look just like my mother, both my memories of her and the few pictures I managed to hide from my father before he could destroy them. There’s a kindness in her eyes I remember so well. “Look where it got her.”

Her eyebrows furrow. “What do you mean?”

“I mean she’s dead, Rae.” I hold her gaze. I want her to see that I’m not being dramatic or exaggerating for effect. “Eighteen years in the ground. And my father’s the one who put her there.”

She pulls back from me. Not a lot, but enough. I don’t blame her. I just told her that the man who bought her at auction murdered his wife. That’s not the kind of thing you lean into.

“Kir…” she stutters. “Are you sure?”

Am I sure? I almost choke on that. Am I sure that my father killed my mother?

Well, I watched him feed her poison and then carry her corpse out of our home.

So yeah, Rae, I’d say I’m pretty fucking sure.

I finish the bottle. Then I toss it over my shoulder without looking. It shatters somewhere behind me on the gravel, which is almost kind of a nice noise. Shit breaking—that’s the soundtrack of my whole existence. The Lazarev family theme. I’m kinda used to it by now.

I stand up and wobble. Rae reaches out to steady me, but I wave her off. My legs are numb with pins and needles and the rooftop tilts and bucks under my feet, but I don’t want her help. Hell, I don’t deserve her help. She should be running for the door right now, not trying to catch me if I fall.

She stands with me, biting her lip, looking at me with those brown eyes that are too much like my mom’s.

And all I can think is: I have to end this thing with Jillian before she ends up the same way as Rae here. Before Lukas finds out and adds her to the list of women I couldn’t protect.

“No one leaves my father, Rae,” I intone. “Not my mother. Not you.” I turn and walk toward the roof access. Just before I reach the door, I add in a quiet voice, “Not even me.”
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I make it back to my office without falling down the stairs, which feels like an achievement given how much liquor is sloshing around inside me. I shut the door, drop into my chair, and pull out my phone.

My fingers know what to do. The camera feed loads in a few seconds.

Jillian is working from home today. She’s at the desk in her bedroom, hunched over a mess of papers and folders spread out in front of her. Her laptop is open to the left. A half-drunk coffee sits near her elbow. She’s got a pen tucked behind her ear and another one in her hand, and she’s writing something in a notebook, fast, not looking up.

Behind her, on the wall, she’s got a corkboard. I’ve seen it before on the feed, but it was mostly bare. Not anymore. Now, it’s covered. Index cards, printed-out documents, sticky notes with arrows drawn between them. Red string connects some of them, which is so on-the-nose for a journalist that I’d laugh if it weren’t taking the shape of a smoking gun aimed directly at my family.

She stands up and walks to the board. She’s holding a red marker. She circles something in the upper right corner, then steps back and looks at the whole board with her arms folded, head tilted.

I try to zoom in. The phone camera is good, but the pinhole lens in her vent wasn’t designed for this kind of resolution at that distance. I can make out shapes and colors but not text. Whatever she circled, I can’t read it.

I try zooming more. Useless. The pixels turn to mush.

She’s getting closer to something. That much is obvious from the sheer volume of material on that board and the way she keeps going back to it, connecting pieces, reorganizing. She’s building a case. That’s what reporters do, and Jillian is a very good reporter.

What’s incredibly fucked-up is that part of me wants her to find it all. I want her to blow the lid off everything Lukas has built and burn it all to the ground with him standing in the middle of it.

But there’s another part of me that remembers I’m still his son. The empire she’s trying to dismantle has my name on it, too. And, problematically, hating Lukas and wanting to protect him from Jillian aren’t opposites. They’re the opposite of opposites; they’re the same twisted thing, braided together so tight I can’t find where one ends and the other begins.

Nobody else gets to destroy my father. That’s my job. Mine and mine alone.

As for how I’m going to solve any of this shit…

… that remains to be seen.
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JILLIAN


“Show me where it hurts / Let me be the cure / Sometimes life can be a curse / So just show me where it hurts / And I’ll take away the pain”

— “Show Me Where It Hurts” by Skylar Grey

That night, he’s on me before I can get the door closed.

He kicks the door shut behind me and shoves me face-first into the hallway wall so hard a framed photo rattles off its nail and hits the floor. Glass breaks and crunches underfoot as his hands yank my sweatpants down to my knees.

He’s already hard against my ass, grinding, one hand fisted in my hair, the other clamped around my throat from behind.

Something is different tonight. He’s always been rough, but this isn’t rough; this is mean. There’s a fury in his body that has nothing to do with me. He’s here to destroy something, and I just happen to be the nearest available thing.

That’s fine. I can work with that.

He spins me around and lifts me. My back touches the wall and I wrap my legs around his waist. He fumbles with his zipper one-handed, the other arm hooked under my thigh, holding me up. I hear the buckle, the zip, and then he shoves into me with no warning.

I cry out, but he doesn’t stop. He buries his face in my neck and bites down on the tendon above my collarbone. Not a love bite, an actual bite, teeth sinking in until I yelp and shove at his chest. He doesn’t let up. He bites harder.

So I rake my nails down the back of his neck.

I’m intentionally trying to cause him pain, just like he’s doing to me. I curl my fingers and drag them down from his hairline to the collar of his jacket, feeling skin split and give under my nails. He jerks his head up and makes a choked, guttural groan. His hips stutter and then slam forward so hard my skull bounces off the wall.

“Again,” he pants.

I do it again. Harder this time. Both hands. I shove his jacket collar down and claw from his shoulders to the middle of his back, dragging raised welts through the fabric of his shirt. I feel one nail catch and tear through cotton and then into skin. Something warm and wet coats my fingertip.

Blood.

The Masked Man goes absolutely feral. He pins both my wrists above my head with one hand and fucks me so hard the drywall cracks behind me. His breathing is ragged through the mask. His free hand grips my jaw and forces my head to the side, exposing my throat, and he licks a hot path from my collarbone to my ear.

“Harder,” I tell him. “I can take it.”

He gives it to me.
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When it’s over, for the first time, he doesn’t leave right away.

We found our way to the bed somehow, clothes and blood both getting shed along the way. Now, I’m propped against the pillows, covers pulled up, staring at the backs of my eyelids and waiting for the telltale sound of the window opening and closing.

But, to my surprise, it doesn’t come. Instead, there’s a weight on the edge of the mattress. He’s sitting there, elbows on his knees, head bowed. He’s dressed and has his mask on, like he’s ready to go, but he’s not moving.

A minute passes. Then two.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“Don’t.”

I sit up and the sheet pools around my waist, exposing my bare breasts to the cool air of my apartment. “Something was different tonight. Did you⁠—?”

“I said don’t.”

“Is it about whoever sent you?”

He leaps to his feet, charges out of my bedroom, and vanishes. But there’s a moment right before he goes that lives in my head for a long time afterward.

He paused. It lasted half a second, maybe less. But it was like he was torn in two. Something in him wanted to stay with me, even though the sex was done for at least a little while. There was a pull. A hook. A connection. A hope.

It didn’t stop him from leaving. But he lingered.

That’s new.

What’s worse is that he knows I caught that tiny hesitation. He felt me feel it, and that’s exactly why he stormed out so angrily. Because staying would’ve meant answering my question, and answering would’ve meant I’d know something real about him.

And real is the one thing we agreed not to do.
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JILLIAN


“Am I underground / Or am I in too deep?”

— “When I’m Small” by Phantogram

Monday morning finds me at my desk in a state of despair.

I can’t focus. Every time I try, my brain yanks me back to the other night. It’s a sex flashback marathon that I didn’t want and never asked for, but boy, is it thorough.

Hands. Mouths. Nails raking bloody ribbons down The Masked Man’s back. His lips clamping over my center and sucking until I started quivering and drooling like I was being electrocuted.

I have to press my thighs together and wriggle in my chair to find a position that isn’t so anxiety-inducing. My body is sore in places I forgot could be sore. There’s a bite mark on my collarbone that I’m hiding under a turtleneck, and every time the fabric brushes against it, I’m transported to right back in that bed.

If that were all it was, it would be bad enough. But the part that really has me troubled is that it’s not the rough stuff that keeps replaying.

It’s the pause. That curious half-second where he sat on the edge of my bed and didn’t leave. Something cracked open in him and I saw it and he knew I saw it, and then he bolted before I could do what I do best: pry.

I keep picking at that moment the way you pick at a scab. What was he going to say? What would have happened if he’d stayed? What was passing through his mind in that short span?

And then my brain helpfully cuts back to the feeling of the wall against my bare back as he drove into me, and my whole body flushes hot at my desk in the middle of the goddamn newsroom.

I liked hurting him. I didn’t just tolerate it or go along with it; I dug in and wanted more. He said “again” and I didn’t hesitate. So what does that make me? Is the mask turning me into someone new, or is it just giving me permission to be who I’ve always been?

I don’t love either answer.

I blink and force myself to look at the screen again. The document is a Delaware corporate filing for one of Lazarev Global’s subsidiaries. It’s about as sexy as a tax return, and every bit as riveting.

“Pierce.”

I almost scream when I hear my name from two feet behind me. Whirling around in my chair, I see that Doug is standing at the edge of my cubicle with a coffee in one hand and a pen behind his ear. He doesn’t sit down. As he explained on my first day, sitting down means a conversation, and he doesn’t ever want a conversation. Standing means he wants a status report and he wants it fast.

“Whatchyahave?” he asks in a single grunt as he works through the bite of cream cheese bagel in his mouth.

“Good morning to you, too, Doug,” I say with false cheer. “How was my holiday weekend? It was lovely, thank you so much for asking. Quite relaxing. And yours? Did you spend some nice time with the family?”

“Ex-wife had the kids, so I sat on the couch in my underwear and drank beer,” he retorts in a monotone. “Unless you’d like more nitty-gritty details, cut the bullshit and tell me where you’re at on your story.”

I shudder. Doug in his tighty-whities was not a visual image I ever cared to know more about. “You could’ve just said, Fine, thanks, you know.”

He gives me a squint-eyed scowl and somehow munches his bagel in a menacing way. Never before have cream cheese stains on a mustache been so intimidating.

“Right. Yes. Work.”

He nods. “Yes. Work. The thing I pay you to do.”

I minimize the Delaware filing and pull up the document I’ve been building. It’s a timeline, color-coded, cross-referenced, and yet still painfully full of holes.

“Okay,” I say. “So. To recap. The morgue attendant, Giovanni Ochoa, came to me originally because a set of remains came through the Queens ME’s office that flagged something for him. Bones found at a construction site in Astoria. The site was being excavated for a new development project. Workers hit the remains and called it in.”

Doug sips his coffee. “Remind me, how old are the remains?”

“Ochoa said the initial assessment put them at roughly fifteen to twenty years old. Which, on its own, fine. Lots of people died fifteen to twenty years ago.”

“But.”

“But—and this is a part I’m still trying to flesh out, so bear with me while I hand-wave you through the still-unclear bits—somehow, Ochoa gets the idea in his head that this has to do with the Lazarev family.”

Doug nods. “And since Lukas and Kir are still among the living, that means the bones can only belong to…”

I nod back to confirm he’s on the right track. “Elena Lazareva, yes. Lukas Lazarev’s wife. She died eighteen years ago. The official story is that she was ill. But they sure weren’t interested in expanding on the details.”

“Foul play is still a big leap in logic, though,” he warns.

“Yeah, of course. I was hoping Ochoa would give me some more details there when we met. But since he ghosted me, I’m gonna have to get my hands on his report another way.”

Doug licks crumbs off his thumb as he thinks. “So your theory is that the bones in Astoria belong to Elena Lazareva, meaning someone whacked her and dumped the body.”

“I don’t have enough to call it a theory yet,” I correct. “It’s a suspicion. The timeline fits. And the fact that Ochoa disappeared right after he started dropping names like ‘Lazarev’ around fits, too.”

“That’s a lot of ‘fits’ and not a lot of proof,” he says dubiously. “You got dental records? DNA? Anything from the ME’s office directly?”

“No. Ochoa was my way into that, and Ochoa is gone. I’ve been trying to find another contact inside the office, but nobody wants to talk. The case file on those remains has gone quiet, too. It’s not showing up in any of the public databases I can access.”

Doug looks at me for a long moment. “Meaning someone buried it. Figuratively.”

“That’s what I think, yeah.”

“It’s promising,” he sighs. “I’ll give you that. But it’s circumstantial as hell, Jill. Every single piece of this is secondhand from a source who’s now MIA. You’ve got no records, no corroboration, no nada. I think you need someone on the record. Even a ‘no comment’ from the right person is better than what you’ve got now, which is a whole lot of empty air and Hm, ain’t that strange?”

I shrug. “Yeah, but who?”

“What about going straight to them?” he suggests. “Drop in unannounced at Lazarev Global. See what poor sucker you can corral into giving you some sort of interview. It’s standard operating procedure before you publish anything anyway. Might as well do it now and see what shakes loose.”

Is there anything worse than hearing your own half-baked ideas suggested back to you? After all, this was originally my plan. I texted Doug about it last week, back when I was riding the high of actually making progress and feeling bold. Request a sit-down with Kir Lazarev, maybe even Lukas himself. Poke the bear. See what happens.

Funny how a very odd weekend changes things. Suddenly, I don’t feel very sure of anything at all.

“I don’t think I’m ready for that yet,” I mumble.

Doug frowns. “You literally texted me about this. You wanted to go directly to Kir Lazarev.”

“I know what I texted.”

“So what changed?”

What changed. Excellent question. Well, Doug, the man who was sent to kill me for investigating this story has been climbing through my bedroom window every night and screwing me into various household surfaces, so I’d rather not accelerate the timeline on the part where his employers find out I’m still digging for dirt. That’s what changed.

Obviously, I don’t say any of that.

“I just think, if I tip them off too early, they’ll lawyer up and lock everything down,” I say instead. “Right now, they don’t know how much I have. The second I call their office and start asking about Elena Lazareva, that advantage disappears. They’ll circle the wagons, scrub whatever they can scrub, and I’ll be trying to build a story against a legal team with unlimited resources.”

Doug’s jowls quiver as he frowns.

“There’s also the Ochoa problem,” I add. “If they already made one person disappear for talking, what do you think happens when a Times reporter calls and starts asking the same questions he was asking?”

He scoffs. “You think they’d come after a journalist? That’s a different ballgame.”

“I think people who bury bodies in Astoria don’t make a whole lot of distinctions about who’s off-limits, Doug.”

He holds up a hand. “I hear you. I do. But you’re running out of runway, Jill.”

I open my mouth to argue, but he barrels right over me.

“And here’s the other thing. Brace yourself.” He takes a long sip of coffee. “I know I threatened you with the Bartlett thing, but he actually beat me to the punch. Word has it he’s been sniffing around independently. He hasn’t made the Lazarev connection. Not yet, at least. But he’s curious about the Astoria construction site. Work has been halted there for weeks now and nobody’s saying why. He’s asking questions and if he keeps it up, they’re bound to lead somewhere. He doesn’t know what he’s looking at yet, but he’s not stupid.”

I blanch white. “You’re kidding.”

“Do I look like I’m kidding?”

He does not look like he’s kidding. He looks like a man with cream cheese in his mustache who is delivering very bad news with zero sugar-coating.

“If Bartlett backs into this story from the construction angle, it’s his,” Doug says emotionlessly. “That’s how it works. First person to file owns it. And he’s not going to sit on it the way you’ve been sitting on it.”

“I haven’t been sitting on it!” I protest. “I’ve been⁠—”

“Doesn’t matter, don’t care.” He waves his hand to silence me again. “You want to do your job well, which is very noble. But noble doesn’t get your byline on page one. Movement does. I need to see you do something today that isn’t staring at Delaware incorporation documents like you’ll find a murder confession written between the lines.”

I chew the inside of my cheek. As much as I hate it, he’s right.

“Go to Lazarev Global,” he reiterates. “This afternoon. Walk in the front door, ask for a meeting with whoever handles press, and start asking questions. You don’t have to tip your whole hand. Just enough to get a reaction.”

Glumly, I ask, “And if they stonewall me?”

“Then at least you tried, and I can tell the head honchos upstairs we’re actively reporting this thing. That’ll keep it in your court.”

I let out a long breath through my nose. The thought of walking into the Lazarev building makes my skin prickle. Not because of Lukas or Kir or whatever PR flack they’ll sic on me, but because somewhere out there is a man in a mask who was sent by those people to put me in the ground, and showing up at their front door is basically waving a flag that says, Hey, your hitman failed, want to try again?

But Doug isn’t wrong. Bartlett is a bloodhound. If he catches the scent, I’ll lose the whole thing.

“Fine,” I say. “I’ll go this afternoon.”

“That’s my girl.”

I shiver from head to toe as yet another sex flashback wracks me from within. “Please never call me that again,” I mutter.

He snorts, salutes with his bagel, and walks away, leaving me with my thighs pressed together and a very bad feeling about how this afternoon is going to go.
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“I see your true colors / Shining through”

— “True Colors (feat. Faux Fix)” by Richie Kohan

I take the 1 train to Fiftieth Street and walk three blocks east to Lazarev Global’s headquarters. It’s a glass-and-steel behemoth on Sixth Avenue, fifty-something floors of corporate greed stacked on top of a marble lobby the size of a basketball court. I’ve walked past it a dozen times but never gone inside because it just never really seemed like something I needed to care much about. Kinda unsettling how a building can look completely different when you know what’s buried beneath the name on the door.

I push through the revolving entrance and take in the lobby. Like the exterior, it’s glass and steel as far as the eye can see. Chandeliers made of fancy corrugated steel in contorted, futuristic shapes revolve from chains set into the ceiling far overhead. Security guards in dark suits stand at two checkpoints, flanking a bank of turnstiles that separate the entrance from the elevator bank. There’s a long reception desk to the left, curved and white, with the Lazarev Global logo mounted on the wall behind it in brushed silver letters. A pair of receptionists sit behind it, both blonde, both in black. They look interchangeable.

The floor is polished to a mirror finish. When I glance down, I can see my own reflection as I walk toward the desk.

I approach the receptionist on the left. Her blonde hair is pulled back so tight that I consider for a moment informing her about the risks of traction alopecia. If nothing else, I should offer her some Advil from my purse, because she has got to have a wicked migraine.

“Hi!” I say, slapping on my best non-threatening smile. “My name is Jillian Pierce. I’m a reporter with the New York Times. I was hoping to speak with someone from the CEO’s office regarding a story I’m working on.”

Her face ices over. She looks at me the way you’d look at someone who wandered into the wrong building. “Do you have an appointment?”

“I don’t,” I reply apologetically. “I was hoping to set something up in person. Or, if someone from the press team is available today, I’m happy to wait.”

“One moment.” She picks up a phone and dials a four-digit extension. I can hear it ring twice before someone picks up. She turns away from me and speaks quietly, one hand cupped around the mouthpiece. I catch fragments. “Reporter … New York Times … CEO’s office.” Then a longer pause where she’s listening.

She hangs up and turns back to me. “Someone from the communications team will be down shortly. You’re welcome to have a seat.” She gestures toward a cluster of low leather chairs near the windows.

“Great. Thank you.”

I retreat to a corner and sit. The chair is exactly as uncomfortable as it looks. I guess that’s all you can expect from hard leather stretched over some kind of frame that was designed by someone who was clearly unfamiliar with basic human anatomy. I cross my legs, uncross them, cross them again, but nothing makes me feel any less cramped.

It’s a busy building, but quiet as the grave. Self-important worker bees in expensive clothes moving with purpose toward the turnstiles, badges out, not looking at each other. Nobody talks. The only sound is the low hum of climate control and the occasional beep of a security badge clearing the gate.

Rae’s up there somewhere. I thought about texting her and checking in, but I didn’t want to risk someone catching us talking and assuming she was snitching on her bosses to the Times. She’s got enough going on without me bringing more grief down upon her head.

I look up. On the far wall of the atrium, opposite the elevators, there’s a portrait. It’s massive. Must be eight feet tall and framed in a handsome dark wood, mounted above a marble ledge with a single orchid on it. The painting shows Lukas and Kir Lazarev, side by side.

Lukas is on the left. Silver hair, silver beard, built broad enough to fill most of the frame on his own. His suit is dark. His hands are folded in front of him. He looks like a man who has never once been told no.

Kir stands to his right. He’s younger, leaner, dark-haired. Handsome in a way that even a shitty corporate portrait can’t hide.

Father and son. Chairman and CEO. And, if I’m right about any of this, something much worse.

That’s why I’m here.

More specifically, I’m here for three reasons.

The first one is simple: It’s my job. Doug gave me a firm end-of-the-year deadline and Bartlett is circling to pick up the scraps should I fail. If I don’t start making moves, I’m going to lose the biggest story of my career to a guy who once misspelled “indictment” in a headline. I worked too hard for this. For fuck’s sake, I paid my own way through journalism school and clawed my way into the Times newsroom through sheer talent and willpower. I’ve spent weeks buried in shell companies and corporate filings and dead-end phone calls, and I’m not about to hand all of that to Mason fucking Bleached Blonde Bartlett because I was too scared to ask tough questions to a scary corporate guy.

The second reason is bigger. Somewhere underneath all the marble and glass and brushed silver lettering, a woman is dead and nobody has answered for it. Elena Lazareva had a life. She had a son. She had whatever dreams and plans people have before someone takes all of that away. And if Giovanni Ochoa was right and those bones in Astoria are hers, then she’s been waiting eighteen years for someone to say her name out loud in a room full of people who’d much rather she stay buried. I can be that someone.

And then there’s the third reason, which is the one I don’t want to examine too closely but which is probably the most honest of the three:

I need to work. I have to be doing something, because the rest of my life right now does not make any fucking sense at all. The rest of my life involves a masked man climbing through my window and putting me on my kitchen floor, and then my hallway wall, and then my bed, and me letting him, and me wanting him to, and me lying awake afterward wondering what’s wrong with me that I can’t stop.

Work is the antidote to that. It’s the last thing left I’m still in control of.

So I sit in this terrible chair in the lobby of Lazarev Global with my notebook open and my pen ready, and I wait for someone to come downstairs and talk to me.

I don’t have to wait too long before a woman in a gray pantsuit appears from behind the turnstiles. She has a fashionably sharp bob and no jewelry except for a thin gold watch around her dainty wrist. She walks toward me with a practiced smile that says, I deal with people like you for a living and I’m very good at making them go away.

“Ms. Pierce? I’m Vera Sorokina, communications director for Lazarev Global.”

I stand and shake her hand with a firm grip. “Pleasure to meet you, Ms. Sorokina. Thanks for coming down.”

“Of course.” She very pointedly doesn’t invite me to join her anywhere. “Unfortunately, Mr. Lazarev’s schedule is completely full today. And for the foreseeable future, frankly. But I’m happy to take down the details of your request and pass it along to the appropriate team.”

I know the game we’re playing, and so does Vera here. We both know that that’s what she’s supposed to say, and I’m supposed to answer that she’s a damn fool if she thinks I’ll give up that easily.

“I’d really prefer to speak with someone from the CEO’s office directly,” I try.

“I understand. But all press inquiries go through my department first. That’s just how we do things here.” Her smile doesn’t budge. “If you can give me a sense of what the story’s about, I can make sure it gets to the right people.”

I pull out my notebook, more for show than anything else. “I’m working on a piece about Lazarev Global’s corporate structure. Specifically, some questions around subsidiary holdings and property acquisitions in the New York area. I’d love to get the company’s perspective.”

Vera doesn’t flinch. “We’re always happy to provide comment on our business operations through the proper channels. If you email me your questions, I’ll coordinate with our legal and executive teams and get back to you within a reasonable timeframe.”

“A reasonable timeframe being…?”

“That depends on the nature of the questions.”

“And if I told you the story has a tight deadline?”

“I’d say we’ll do our best to accommodate that, but I can’t make promises on behalf of the executive team’s availability.” She tilts her head. “You’re welcome to send everything to my email. I’ll make sure it lands on the right desk.”

She’s good. Every answer is polite and completely useless. She’s a wall made of pleasantries, and she knows exactly what she’s doing.

“Is there anyone else I could speak with today?” I persist. “Even informally?”

“I’m afraid not. But I do have a card.” She produces one from her jacket pocket and holds it out. “My email’s on there.”

I take the card. “Thanks. I’ll be in⁠—”

I stop mid-sentence because a man just stepped out from behind the turnstiles on the far side of the lobby. He has dark hair, swept back off his forehead. In his light gray suit, he looks like his limbs go on forever, like he could easily reach up and touch the atrium ceiling above us. It’s his posture and attitude that stand out most of all, though. He moves through the world like he owns every square inch of it.

Probably because he does.

Because that’s Kir Lazarev.

Vera follows my gaze and her composure dips. “Oh,” she says regretfully. “What an odd coincidence. That’s Mr. Lazarev now.”

I watch him walk, like he stepped down out of the portrait and came to life. He hasn’t noticed me yet. He’s still talking to the man in glasses at his side, who is nodding rapidly at whatever Kir is saying.

“Ms. Pierce,” calls Vera, “I really do think the best course of action would be to⁠—”

“Absolutely,” I agree, already moving past her. “But since he’s right there, I might as well just introduce myself. Save everyone a step.”

Vera makes a small, strangled noise behind me, but I’m two steps ahead of her as I stride across the lobby floor. The CEO of the company I’m investigating just walked into my line of sight like a gift from the journalism gods, and I’m not about to let Vera Sorokina and her reasonable timeframe stand between me and a face-to-face with Kir Lazarev.

I’m rehearsing the opening line in my head. Something casual but direct. Mr. Lazarev, I’m Jillian Pierce with the Times, I’d love just two minutes of your time. Keep it short. Keep it friendly. Don’t spook him.

I’m maybe fifteen feet away when Kir turns.

Not toward me, but away. He angles his body to face the man in glasses more fully, and as he does, his head leans to the right and his collar shifts. The back of his neck is exposed above the line of his shirt.

What I see there kills me in my tracks.

There are scratches. Four of them, raised and scabbed and angry red against his skin, running in parallel lines from just below his hairline down past the collar. They’re fresh. A day old, maybe two. The skin around them is still irritated, still healing.

I know those scratches.

I know them because I’m the one who made them.

Friday night, in my hallway, with my back against the wall and glass crunching under his boots, he said again and I dug in harder, curling my fingers and dragging my nails through fabric and then through skin. I felt it tear. I felt the warm, wet smear of blood under my fingertip.

Those are my marks on Kir Lazarev’s neck.

My feet stop. I’m standing in the middle of the lobby floor and I can’t move. My notebook is in my hand and my pen is in the other and I can’t feel either of them.

It’s him. The man in the mask.

Kir Lazarev. CEO of Lazarev Global. Son of Lukas Lazarev…

… is the man who came to kill me.
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“Holy water / Cannot help you now / See, I’ve come to burn / Your kingdom down”

— “Seven Devils” by Florence + the Machine

Vera’s voice reaches me from somewhere far away. “Ms. Pierce…? Are you alright? You look⁠—”

“I’m fine,” I force myself to say, even though “fine” and I currently occupy different universes. “Actually, I just— I have to go. I’ll come back another time.”

“Are you sure? I can get you some water, or⁠—”

“No. Thank you. I’m good. I’ll email you.”

I turn around and walk toward the revolving door. My legs feel wrong, like they belong to someone else and I’m just borrowing them. I push through the door and the cold November air chills me to the bone, but I keep walking. I don’t dare look back to check if Kir saw me.

I make it half a block before I have to take a brief detour.

I grab the rim of a metal trash can on the corner and vomit. It’s mostly coffee and bile. A woman walking a Pomeranian gives me a wide berth, for which I don’t blame her. I’d give me a wide berth right now, too.

Because I am straight-up spiraling.

Kir Lazarev is the Masked Man. The Masked Man is Kir. Kir. Mask. Kir. Man. All one and the same.

I spit into the trash can and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. My brain is trying to process too many things at once and ends up processing none of them.

Every conversation I’ve had with him is rewinding in my head now, playing back at double speed. What did I say? What did I tell him? I think about when he asked me what I knew about the Lazarevs and I laid out my cards because I thought I was being clever. I told him about Ochoa. I told him about the ME’s office. I told him about the bones. I told him I knew his boss was connected to the family.

His boss? What a joke! He is the boss! He is the family!

And then all those nights afterward. What did I say in bed? What might I have mumbled while half-crazed or half-asleep?

I can’t remember. That’s the worst part. I can’t separate what I said out loud from what I only thought.

And if he finds out I know who he is—if he even suspects it…

I don’t finish that thought. I don’t need to. We all know what would happen then: The tiny little gray space we’ve been playing in would vanish in a puff of smoke, and it would be my bones getting buried deep in some anonymous construction site.

The walk home is a half-remembered blur. One second, I’m on Sixth Avenue, and the next, I’m turning my key in my lock, stepping inside, shutting the door behind me.

The apartment is empty, window closed and locked. No smell of cinnamon, thank the Lord.

I drop my bag by the door and sit down at the kitchen table. I don’t turn on the TV or open my laptop or even pour myself a badly-needed drink. I just sit.

Because I know something beyond any doubt: He’ll come tonight.

And when he does, I won’t need the Taser. I won’t have to fire anything or swing anything or run. I don’t need a weapon you can hold in your hand. I have something better.

I have his name.

And tonight, when he climbs through that window expecting the same desperate, broken girl on her knees, I’m going to look him dead in the face and say five simple little words:

The tables have turned, motherfucker.
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“Take you down another level / And get you dancing with the Devil”

— “Wicked Games” by The Weeknd

It’s late when he finally shows.

He comes through the front door this time. I didn’t even bother locking it. I just watch as the knob rotates slowly. Then the door swings inward, and a tall figure steps through.

I take my time drinking in the sight of him. He really is beautiful, but in the way a knife or a bird of prey is beautiful. Black boots on my hardwood floor, chunky and cruel. Dark jeans. A fitted black jacket, zipped to the sternum, with the collar turned up. His hands are bare tonight, no gloves. I can see his long fingers and prominent knuckles, with a tattoo on the back of one hand and a thin scar across the other.

He’s tall enough that he has to duck his head coming through the doorframe, and when he straightens, he fills the entryway in a way that makes my apartment feel half its actual size.

A fit, narrow waist spreads out into broad shoulders. There’s not an ounce of anything wasted on him. No useless gym muscles or anything of the sort. His neck is exposed above the collar, and there they are: my scratches, still healing, four parallel lines of scabbed red against pale skin.

I drag my gaze higher, up to a jaw I’ve only ever felt with my fingers, hidden now behind black fabric. Cheekbones I’ve never seen.

And then the mask, the same one as always. Black, fitted, covering everything from the bridge of his nose to below his chin. Above it, those pale gray eyes find me in the dim kitchen light.

I know what’s behind that mask now. I know the name and the face and the corner office on Sixth Avenue it inhabits.

He doesn’t know I know.

Until I smile devilishly and say, “Hello, Kir.”

He stops.

“Kir Lazarev,” I say again, just to be certain so there’s no confusion. “CEO of Lazarev Global. Son of Lukas and Elena.”

He stands there for a long time. Five seconds, ten. Then he reaches up with both hands and peels the mask off his face, pulling it over his head and letting it drop to his side.

Now, at last, I see him. All of him.

Kir Lazarev, standing in my apartment with nothing left to hide behind.

He’s exactly what the portrait promised and nothing like it at all. The painting got the bones right, the sharp jaw, the high cheekbones, the straight, proud nose. But it missed everything that matters. It missed the way his mouth sits slightly uneven, the left corner tugged down by the constant scowl. It missed the hollows under his eyes, bruised purple from what I’m guessing is roughly the same amount of sleep I’ve been getting. It missed how young he looks without the mask.

Thirty, maybe. Not much older than me.

His hair is pushed back but messy, like he’s been running his hands through it. There’s a nick on his jaw, just below his ear. A shaving cut, ordinary and human.

Part of me is almost disappointed. I didn’t realize until now that I wanted him to be ugly. If the mask came off and revealed something monstrous, that would make all of this easier to categorize and dismiss.

He’s not ugly, though. Not at all.

But that doesn’t mean I’m not afraid of what’s about to happen.

I don’t like feeling like I’m beneath him, so I stand up. “I went to your office today,” I inform him. “You didn’t even bother to slap a Band-Aid on the back of your neck? Congratulations, you’re officially the worst assassin in the history of organized crime.”

He still doesn’t say anything.

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” I continue. “I have an email drafted on my phone right now. It’s got everything I’ve gathered. Your name in big fuckin’ red letters, plus the break-ins, what you did to Elliot, the bloody message on my bathroom wall. And then, of course, all the info on Giovanni Ochoa and the bones in Astoria. All of it.”

I pull my phone from my pocket and hold it up so he can see the screen. The email is right there, composed and ready, Doug’s address in the TO field.

“One tap,” I say. “That’s all it takes. One tap and this goes to a man who will have it in front of the legal team before you make it back to Sixth Avenue. And then it’s not just me you’re dealing with. It’s the New York fucking Times.” I take a deep breath. “So you’re going to answer my questions. Every single one. Or I press send and your whole world comes apart.”

He still hasn’t moved or spoken. He just watches me with those gray eyes, and waits.

Until, finally, he speaks. “Put the phone down, Jillian.”

I blink. “Were you not listening to a word I just said?”

He starts to take a step toward me, but I thrust the phone out into the space between us and he stops in his tracks.

“Jillian… I’m saying this for your own good: Put the phone down.”

“‘My own good,’” I repeat. “That’s rich, coming from you. Since when do you give a shit about what’s good for me?”

“Since the beginning,” he says solemnly.

There’s something in his face that’s too torn-up to be lying. Slowly, I lower the hand clutching my phone and squint at him. “What are you talking about?”

“The fact that, if you press send on that email, you’re going to get hurt in a way that makes what I did to Elliot look like a love tap.”

A chill steals over me, raising goosebumps all over. “I don’t understand.”

Kir takes another half-step in my direction. “I’m trying to explain, if you’ll let me. Just put the phone down, alright?” He spreads his hands wide as if to show he’s not holding any weapons. “I swear to God, I’m not here to hurt you. I’m trying to protect you.”

Still frowning, I carefully put the phone on the table. I keep it face-up and within reach, though, just in case. “Explain,” I say bluntly.

Kir juts his chin at the chairs. “Can we sit?”

“No. Explain.”

He sighs and lets his hands flop by his side. “My father ordered me to kill you.”

I’m at a loss for words. There’s a level of depravity here that I didn’t expect even in my wildest dreams. One of New York’s most powerful and infamous billionaires ordered his own son, the CEO of the company that bears their family name, to come hunt me down and slaughter me in my own apartment…

“About a week and a half ago,” he continues, “after your friend Rae was publicly humiliated at the Lazarev gala, my father got pissed that I tried to intervene to protect her. We argued. He doesn’t like being challenged, my father.” Almost unconsciously, one of Kir’s fingertips floats up to touch what I can see now is a yellowish, fading bruise ringed around his eye. “That’s when he gave me the kill assignment. He’d learned that you were working on a story about our family, and he wanted it buried.”

“And yet here I am,” I say, still shook. “Breathing.”

“Yeah. Here you are.” He exhales hard through his nose. “I couldn’t do it. Obviously.”

“You sure as fuck came here with the intention of doing it,” I remind him with an angry stamp of my foot.

“Yes, I did,” he confesses. “I walked into your apartment that first night ready to do it because you weren’t anything to me. Just a name on a piece of paper. That’s it. That’s all.”

He scrubs a hand over his face. The mask dangles from his other fist, forgotten.

“And then you bit me.” A disbelieving huff of air escapes him. “You couldn’t see, you couldn’t move, you had no weapon, no plan, no way out—and you bit through my glove and tried to break my ribs with your elbow. You weigh, what, a hundred and thirty pounds? And you fought me. Like you’d rather die on your feet than beg on your knees.” He chuckles under his breath. “I’ve watched people twice your size beg me for their lives. Grown men, dangerous men, but they fold the second they understand what’s happening.” He looks at me with so much soul in his eyes that it takes my breath away. “You didn’t fold. You got angry. And something inside me just...” He makes a fist and then opens it, slowly, like releasing something he’ll never get back. “Broke.”

His throat works hard and he shakes his head.

“I was fucked from that moment, Jillian. Completely and permanently fucked. I knew it right away. I went home that night and I couldn’t wash you off me. I could still smell your perfume on my hands, and I inhaled you like a fucking drug. I needed it. Needed more. You infected me with a sickness, and Jillian, and the only cure was more of the thing that caused it.”

Looking away from me out into the darkness of the city beyond my window, he keeps talking.

“So I came back for more of it. Not just to your apartment, although yes, of course, I came here. But also to your coffee shop. To your date with your neighbor. I stood outside in the cold for an hour and watched you eat dinner with another man, and I felt rage like I’ve never known before. I beat him half to death in a bathroom because he sat across from you and smiled at you, and the worst part—the worst fucking part, Jillian—is that I liked it. I liked the sound his face made against the tile. I liked the way he looked at me when he understood that you were not his to smile at. I’m a sick fucking bastard and you made me like this, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. Do you hear me? You’re mine, little fox.”

His voice has dropped to a feral snarl as he advances closer and closer. My breath is trapped in my chest.

“I am not a good person, Jillian. Make no mistake about that. Everything I just told you should make you run for the fucking hills. If you were smart, you’d send that email, call the police, and never let me within five hundred yards of you ever again. Because this sickness, this obsession… It isn’t going away. There is no version of this where I walk away. No universe where I don’t come through that window… again, and again, and again.”

His bare hand reaches out and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “So if you can’t live with that… then I suggest you scream.”

Heartbeat.

Breath.

Strangled, thudding pulse.

I write for a living and yet I still don’t know the words for what’s happening here. I might be the first person in human history to be feeling this exact mix of emotions: fear and arousal, terror and lust, and also, this kind of… appreciation? That can’t be the right term, but I don’t know what else to call it.

I’m seen. That’s what it is. Those gray eyes have watched me from behind the mask and seen so, so much. Parts of me I didn’t know were visible anymore.

Right on cue, those eyes fix on mine. “But my father doesn’t know any of this. As far as he’s aware, you’ll be dead any day now. I’ve been telling him it’ll be over soon. Lying, essentially. Buying time.”

“Buying time for what?”

“I haven’t figured that part out yet.”

I almost laugh out of deliriousness. “Incredible plan.”

“All I know is that, if you send that email and my father finds out I lied to him, then it won’t be me who comes to clean up the mess. He’ll send someone who will not hesitate. If that happens, we’re both dead. Do you understand that?”

I do understand. That’s the problem. Because I’ve spent the last week telling myself that the man in the mask was the worst-case scenario, but as it turns out, rock bottom is a whole lot deeper still.

Kir is not the threat. He never was.

He’s the buffer.

And if that buffer disappears, what comes next is something I have no leverage over. I think about Elliot’s face in that hospital bed. One eye swollen shut, blood crusted in the creases of his ear. Kir did that because Elliot smiled at me. And Kir is supposedly the merciful one in this equation.

So whoever Lukas would send instead…

I don’t want to picture it.

“But there’s a better way,” Kir says. “I want my father gone, too.”

I look up in alarm. But his jaw is tight, his eyes flat and steady. He means it.

“I’ve wanted him gone for a long time,” he continues. “Eighteen years, to be exact. But I can’t do it from inside, not without blowing up everything and taking myself down with it. I need someone on the outside. Someone with a platform and a byline and enough stubbornness to see it through.”

“You need me,” I conclude.

“Yes.” He nods. “I need you.”

I fold my arms across my chest. “So what exactly are you proposing?”

Kir pulls out one of the kitchen chairs and sits. “You write the article,” he says. “But at my pace and on my terms. I’ll give you everything you need. Interviews, documents, financials, internal communications—shit no other reporter will ever get their hands on. Stuff that’ll make your editor cream his khakis.”

“And in exchange?”

“In exchange,” he says, “I control the timeline. I decide when things come out and in what order. Because if you publish too soon or too much, my father will know it came from me, and then neither of us will be alive to see Christmas.”

I chew on this. It’s not nothing. In fact, it’s the kind of deal reporters dream about: an insider at the highest level, handing you the keys to the kingdom on a silver platter. Like Kir said, Doug’s khakis would indeed need a dry cleaner.

But I’m not naive. “You’re asking me to let a source dictate the terms of the story. That’s not how journalism works.”

“I’m asking you to be flexible about the when, not the what,” he corrects. “You publish the truth. All of it. I just need to make sure we’re both out of the blast radius before it detonates.”

“And if I say no?”

He bobs a shoulder. “Then you go back to combing through LLC filings and hoping Ochoa turns up alive, and meanwhile, my father runs out of patience and sends someone who doesn’t have a problem following orders.” He pauses. “Or you say yes, and you get the story of the decade hand-delivered by the one person on earth who has access to all of it.”

Fuck me.

Doesn’t sound like I have much of a choice after all.

Kir stands and crosses the kitchen toward me. He stops close enough that I can feel the heat coming off him. “Seal the deal?” he murmurs.

I look down at the mask still dangling from his fist. Then, in a daze, I reach out and take it from him. The fabric is warm from his grip, soft and worn from all those nights wearing it here to terrorize me.

I lift it with both hands and pull it down over his face. I tuck it under his chin, smooth it across his cheekbones, and adjust it over the bridge of his nose until only those gray eyes are visible above the black fabric.

There he is. My stranger. My nobody.

Except he’s not nobody anymore. He’s Kir fucking Lazarev. But the mask still does something to my brain that I can’t explain. It flips a switch. It makes this okay.

His hands grip my waist. “There she is,” he purrs. “Come here, my little fox. Let me devour you.”


PART III



SKIN IN THE GAME
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JILLIAN


“You don’t fool me, oh babe, you don’t fool me”

— “You Don’t Fool Me” by UFO

It feels like I blink and wake up at my desk in the office on Tuesday morning. My hair is still damp from a shower I barely remember taking and I’m wearing a horribly wrinkled, mismatched outfit. All highly unlike me.

My external environment is no better. The desk is a disaster zone, with papers piled up everywhere, notes left half-unfinished. The only thing it’s got going for it is that it’s a pretty accurate representation of my mental state.

I sit down and open my laptop and then just look at the screen for a while. My cursor blinks in an empty search bar, but I don’t type anything.

I can still feel him. That’s the problem. Not just the obvious stuff, although yes, that, too—the fingerprints on my inner thigh, the ache between my legs. But also his hands on my face when he pulled the mask off. The fading bruise around his eye that his father gave him.

My father ordered me to kill you.

“Yo!” someone crows from behind me. “If it isn’t my little cup of— Oh my God, Jill, what the hell happened to you?”

I spin around in my chair. Weston is standing there with two coffees, one already extended toward me, but his face has gone from cheerful to concerned.

“Nothing happened to me,” I mumble, taking the coffee and carefully pointing my face away from him. “I’m fine.”

“You are not fine,” he emphasizes. “You look like you slept in a dumpster. And I mean that with love.”

“You do know how to make a girl feel special.”

God, it’s hard to summon my usual sarcasm today. I am completely unmoored and floundering, and Weston knows it. Unfortunately, he’s not the kind of guy to let me off the hook easily.

He perches on the edge of my desk and studies me. “Seriously, Jill, what’s going on? Talk to me. This is a safe space.”

I take a sip of coffee and, like a captain going down with a sinking ship, I stick to my regularly scheduled programming. “It was just a late night. Met a guy at a bar. You know how it goes.”

Weston doesn’t laugh, waggle his eyebrows, ask for details, or make some dumb joke about my sexual stamina. He just looks at me skeptically and declares, “Bullshit.”

“It’s not bullshit!”

“It is grade-A farm fertilizer. I would know, I’m from Wisconsin.” He pulls me closer on my wheely chair and drags my hand into his lap. “Jill, sweetheart, you roll in here every day looking like a goddamn magazine cover. Hair done, outfit coordinated, nails perfect. Today, you’re wearing a navy blazer with black pants and your shirt is inside out.”

I glance down. My shirt is, in fact, inside out. And backwards. The tag is poking out right under my chin. Fuck me.

“So whatever’s going on,” he continues, “it’s not from a fun one-night stand. Try again.”

The look in Weston’s eyes says there’s no chance in hell I’ll be wriggling out of this one. But what am I supposed to do? The truth is obviously out of the question. After what happened to Elliot, the last thing I’m going to do is get another innocent person wrapped up in this sordid shit. My normal lies and pretenses are also not gonna fly, though, so I’m feeling stuck.

Fortunately, I’m saved. Sort of. Not that Doug is much of a superhero, because once he starts talking, I realize it’s really more of an “out of the frying pan and into the fire” kind of situation.

“Weston, scram,” orders Doug as he stalks up, pointing toward Weston’s cubicle with his bagel. “You owe me five hundred words by eleven A.M. and, if my suspicions are correct, you haven’t written a single damn one of them.”

Weston blushes guiltily. “Aye-aye, fearless leader.” He glances at me and frowns, then mouths, We’ll talk later, okay? I flash him a thumbs-up and he trots away.

I try to pretend like I’m headed to the ladies’ room to escape the wrath of my editor, but my ass is barely an inch off the seat before Doug redirects his bagel at me like the royal scepter he seems to think it is. “I don’t think so, Pierce. Pop a squat. Debrief me.”

Sighing, I sit back down, resigned to my fate. “As you wish, Your Majesty.”

He wrinkles his nose. “You’ve been hanging out with Weston too much. Your sass is starting to sound like his. Anyway. As it were. Did you get a sit-down with anyone at Lazarev yesterday?”

I put on my best I’m definitely not lying face and shake my head. “I tried, but this ice queen communications director stonewalled me. Offered to pass along my questions through ‘proper channels.’”

“So that’s a no.”

“It felt more like a ‘no, and also go fuck yourself.’”

Doug grunts and holds up his phone screen. “Then why are you sitting here? Kir Lazarev’s doing a ribbon-cutting at a children’s hospital this afternoon. His family’s charitable foundation donated a new wing to save kids with incurable cancer of the eyebrow or whatever the fuck. It’s a big donor photo op, the whole nine yards. Local press pool, too, and an open gaggle afterward.”

“What’s that got to do with me?”

He glances up at the heavens like he’s praying for the patience to deal with me. “It’s a chance to get in front of the younger Lazarev, numbskull. You show up, you introduce yourself, you shake his hand, you ask for a formal sit-down. That’s it. You don’t have to ambush the guy. Just get your face in front of him so next time you call his office, you’re not a stranger.”

My chin falls to my chest. “Do I have to?”

Doug doesn’t even deign that with an answer. He just brandishes the bagel at me one more time. Pumpernickel today, I see. Good on him for mixing it up. “Wear something that doesn’t have the tag sticking out.” Then he stomps off, whistling Vivaldi under his breath.

Grimacing, I grab my press badge and my voice recorder, shrug on my coat, and make for the door. On the way out, I catch my reflection in the scuffed chrome of the elevator doors.

Alright, Kir… Game time.
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The children’s hospital is on the Upper East Side, a big modern building with a fresh banner strung across the entrance that reads LAZAREV FAMILY FOUNDATION — PEDIATRIC ONCOLOGY WING. Inside, a Lazarev Global PR team has corralled the members of the media into a bright atrium with balloons and a podium. The press pool is small. I count six reporters and two camera crews. A local NBC affiliate, a couple of health trade publications, a blogger I vaguely recognize from a philanthropy newsletter. Nobody from the Times Metro desk, which means Bartlett isn’t here to steal my scoop. That’s a small relief.

I grab a spot near the back, behind a cameraman adjusting his tripod. I flip open my notebook and click my pen, same as everyone else. Just another reporter covering a donor photo op on a Tuesday afternoon. Nothing to see here. Who, me? Sleeping with the CEO?! No, no, of course not! You’ve got the wrong woman.

At the top of the hour, Kir emerges through a side door flanked by two hospital administrators and a woman I recognize as Vera, the press liaison I met yesterday. He’s wearing black suit pants with a crisp white shirt and no jacket or tie. It’s casual and charmingly at-ease, with none of the predatory menace of the man who darkened my door and murmured filthy promises in my ear twelve hours ago.

For starters, this version of Kir is smiling. It’s a smile that makes you trust him instantly. Well, I don’t, but others might. He shakes hands with the hospital CEO, laughs at something one of the doctors says, and then crouches down to talk to a little girl in a wheelchair with a bald head and an IV pole. He stays down there for a while. It’s not a quick photo-op crouch, either. He’s legitimately talking to her, eye level, nodding very seriously at whatever she’s telling him.

The girl giggles. Kir reaches into his jacket pocket and produces a small stuffed animal and hands it to her. She hugs it against her chest, spilling over with love.

I watch all of this with my pen frozen above my notebook. What the hell am I supposed to note about that?

When the gaggle opens, he steps to the podium and handles the initial barrage of softball questions without breaking a sweat. What inspired the donation, what’s next for the foundation, how does it feel to give back. He answers every one with warmth and specificity. Damn near every woman in the room sighs longingly when he talks about “building a world where every child gets the full and happy life they deserve.” I’d bet dollars to donuts that they’re all thinking, Did he say “child”? I’ll give him a child if that’s what he wants.

Goddammit, he’s very, very good at this.

Then the moderator points to the back of the room. “Last question.”

Before I lose my nerve, I jump to my feet.

Kir’s gaze lands on me and freezes. For a fraction of a second, something swims behind those gray eyes, though I’m too far away to see exactly what it is. But it only last that long. Then he waits with a bland, pleasant smile on his face, like I’m just the same as every other reporter in here.

“Jillian Pierce, New York Times,” I announce in the clearest voice I can muster. “Mr. Lazarev, Lazarev Global’s charitable arm has donated over forty million dollars to New York institutions in the last three years alone. Can you speak to whether any of those donations are connected to ongoing legal concerns facing the parent company or its subsidiaries? Are you trying to distract the public from some less-than-savory elements of your family business?”

My question sucks all the air out of the room. The NBC guy lowers his phone. The blogger stops typing. “Jesus Christ, woman, it’s a children’s hospital event,” someone mutters under their breath. Vera, off to the side, is suddenly white-knuckling her clipboard like she’s trying to determine if she could sever my head with it if she threw it hard enough.

Kir grins.

Those eyes, though… They aren’t smiling at all.

“That’s a great question,” he says. “And I appreciate the creative accusation you worked in there, too. The short answer is no. Our foundation operates independently of the parent company’s legal and business affairs, always has, and every dollar is publicly audited and available on our website. I’d encourage anyone interested to take a look. It’s pretty dry reading, but transparency usually is.”

A couple of polite laughs ripple through the room. His gaze lingers on me for one more heartbeat before he turns to look at someone else.

I’m still standing stupidly in place. “If I could just follow up on⁠—”

“I think we’ll leave it there,” Kir interrupts smoothly. He points to a reporter in the second row. “Yes, go ahead.”

The NBC cameraman to my left snickers under his breath. Not loud, but loud enough for me to feel my face go hot and sit back down, pen pressed so hard against my notebook that the tip punches through the page.

The next reporter asks some marshmallow question about the foundation’s plans for next year. Kir answers it with the same easy nonchalance he gave everyone else. He doesn’t look at me again.

A few minutes later, the gaggle ends. The rest of the members of the press start the slow shuffle out of the room, but I stay in my seat, recorder still running, pen still in hand, face still burning from getting publicly swatted down in a room full of colleagues.

The NBC guy nudges me on his way past. “Swing and a miss, eh there, Lois Lane?”

“Helpful as always, Ed,” I snap at him.

He smirks shamelessly and keeps walking. Behind him, an older woman I vaguely recognize from one of the health trade pubs pauses at my shoulder and lowers her voice. “Word of advice, honey? Don’t poke the Lazarevs. They have long memories and longer reach. I’ve been covering philanthropy in this city for twenty years, and I’ll tell you this: The reporters who go after that family tend to find themselves covering school board meetings in Albany. If they’re lucky, that is. Some of them find themselves wearing concrete shoes in the East River.”

“I appreciate the concern,” I tell her acidly. “Don’t you want to go ask Kir a follow-up question about how good it feels to help children in need?”

She recoils at my obvious and vicious sarcasm. Then she shrugs and tucks her notebook into her tote bag. “Your funeral, darling.”

I watch her go, then click off my recorder and drop it into my coat pocket.

Stay away from the Lazarevs?

Ha. Yeah, right.

It’s way too late for that.
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“If I lay here / If I just lay here / Would you lie with me and just forget the world?”

— “Chasing Cars” by Snow Patrol

I storm back to the newsroom and drop into my chair so hard it flies backward and slams into Weston’s cubicle wall. He pokes his head around the partition, takes one look at my face, and retreats without a word. Wise choice on his part.

Gritting my teeth, I open a blank document and start typing like I’m trying to punch ten holes through my keyboard. Doug wants copy on the ribbon-cutting, so Doug gets copy on the ribbon-cutting.

But the copy Doug is getting is two hundred and fifty words of absolutely fucking nothing. Kir Lazarev donates pediatric oncology wing. Kir Lazarev shakes hands with hospital CEO. Kir Lazarev crouches down to talk to sick children and hands out stuffed animals because Kir Lazarev is a wonderful, generous, emotionally well-adjusted human being with a completely normal and straightforwardly vanilla sex life.

Quote, quote, fact check, done. Another journalistic masterpiece by superstar reporter Jillian Pierce.

But the whole time my fingers are on the keyboard, there’s a second article writing itself in my head. The real one. In this version, the CEO’s charitable smile is a shambolic fraud and his bare hands still have scabs on the knuckles from beating my neighbor unconscious. In this version, Mr. Golden Boy climbs through windows wearing a black mask and leather gloves and whispers depraved fantasies against a reporter’s throat while a kill order from his own father looms over both their heads.

That version doesn’t get typed.

Not yet, at least.

I click submit on the puff piece and watch it disappear into Doug’s inbox. Good freaking riddance.

Then I grab my phone. I need something to take my mind off the disaster my life has become, and I know just the thing: Rae.

My best friend been radio silent for days. She went gallivanting off across the Atlantic to God-knows-where with Lukas Lazarev—a man whose son just confessed to me that Lukas murdered his own wife—and hasn’t answered a single one of my texts. I’ve been so deep in my own mess that I haven’t had the bandwidth to properly spiral about this, but the bandwidth just freed up, and oh, boy, here we go.

I pull up Find My Friends. The little green dot loads and I hold my breath. She’s been MIA for days, but I’m hoping…

There. She’s in Manhattan.

She’s here. She’s back.

The relief lasts about a quarter of a second before it gets completely bulldozed by fury. She’s been back and she didn’t call me? Or text? Not even a “hey, pulse check, proof of life, don’t worry”?

I’m fully aware that I’m redirecting. The anger I feel right now is not entirely—or even mostly—about Rae. It’s about Kir publicly humiliating me at that gaggle. While we’re doing the math, it’s also about Doug’s imminent deadline and Bartlett circling and Ochoa being gone and the bloody message I can still almost see the outline of on my shower wall.

It’s about all of that.

But Rae is the one thing I can actually do something about, so Rae is the one who gets it.

I open our text thread.

So you’re back in New York and you just weren’t going to tell me??




I’ve been texting you for DAYS, Rae.




I get that you’re going through stuff but I have been going out of my mind over here. You disappeared with a scary guy and you couldn’t send me one text to let me know you were breathing?




She doesn’t answer, so I drop the phone on my desk and press my palms against my eyes. My throat is tight and my hands are shaking. God, I despise myself. I know I’m being unfair. Rae doesn’t know about any of the stuff I’ve uncovered. She doesn’t know that every hour she was unreachable, I was imagining Lukas doing to her what he did to Elena.

But that’s the problem. She doesn’t know any of it, because I haven’t told her.

And I still can’t.

That doesn’t mean I can’t check on her, though. I need to know that at least one precious thing in my life is still safe. So I grab my coat off the back of my chair, shove my phone in my pocket, and leave without telling anyone where I’m going.

Rae lives in a walk-up near Barclays Center in Brooklyn. When I get there, I take the stairs two at a time and stand in front of her door, breathing hard, not from the climb but from everything piled up behind my ribs.

I knock twice, but she doesn’t answer. Nor does she reply when I call her name. So I dig through my bag for the spare key she gave me a couple years ago. I find it buried under loose receipts and a crumpled granola bar wrapper. The lock turns easily and I push the door open.

“Rae?” I call into the apartment. “I’m coming in, so if you’re naked or doing something weird, consider this your warning.”

I step inside and close the door behind me. She’s definitely not here yet, so I drop onto the couch and check Find My again. The green dot is moving in my direction. She’s heading south toward where I’m seated. Ten minutes out, maybe fifteen.

Fine. I’ll wait.

I sit on her couch and rehearse the speech I’ve been composing in my head the whole subway ride over. It’s a good speech. It covers the not-texting, the disappearing, the going-off-the-grid-with-a-man-who⁠—

The lock turns. The door opens.

And every word I prepared dies in my throat.

Rae looks terrible. Her hair is pulled back in a limp ponytail and her eyes are swollen and red-rimmed. She’s wearing a bedraggled dress I don’t recognize that hangs too loose around her ribs.

Something happened. Something bad.

That’s confirmed when she sees me and her eyes bulge as she lets out a half-scream.

“Jesus Christ, Rae!” I leap off the couch. “It’s me! It’s just me!”

She is clinging to the doorframe like she’s gonna collapse into the core of the earth without its support. Her eyes are the size of dinner plates and she looks as if she just watched someone get murdered—which, given the company she’s been keeping, isn’t outside the realm of possibility.

“What the fuck, Jill?” Rae wheezes. “You almost gave me a heart attack!”

“I almost gave you a heart attack?” I plant my hands on my hips. The audacity of this woman. If she wasn’t my best friend, I’d strangle her. “Are you kidding me right now? You disappear off the face of the earth for three days—no text, no call, nada, zilch—and I’m the one who needs to explain herself?!”

She blinks at me. “I… what?”

“Three days, Rae.” I hold up three fingers and jab them in her direction so she can get a real good look. “One, two, three. Seventy-two hours. I called you, like, ninety-five times. I texted you so much I’m pretty sure I developed carpal tunnel. And what did I get in return? Nothing. Radio silence. I thought you were dead.”

At least she has the good sense to look guilty. As she should. I have been through the five stages of grief and looped back around to stage one at least twice.

“Bean, I’m so sorry. I didn’t have service. I was in France.” She pauses and frowns. “But how did you know I was back…?”

“Because I’ve been obsessively refreshing your location, you ding-dong. The second your cell came back online and pinged a tower, I came to find you. That’s the only reason I knew you were even alive.” She gawks at me, which just incenses me further. “I’m a reporter, Rae. It’s literally my job to find people who don’t want to be found.” Crossing my arms, I add, “Also, you’re my best friend, and I was concerned that Lukas Lazarev had murdered you and dumped your body in the French Riviera.”

I don’t miss how she winces when I say that name out loud. Oh, there’s definitely stuff here that needs unpacking.

“Well, he didn’t murder me,” she mumbles. “Obviously.”

“Ob-vi-ous-ly,” I back-sass. “But he did take you to France. What the hell is that about?!”

She looks everywhere but at me.

“It’s… complicated,” she sighs at last.

I scowl at her. “You vanished to another continent with a man who may or may not have killed his wife, and ‘complicated’ is the best you can do?”

“Can I at least take a shower first? I smell like booty.” She sweeps a hand over herself and I realize that she’s not just in a dress I’ve never seen before; she’s also dirty, stringy-haired, gaunt, pale. What the hell did the Lazarevs do to her?

“Fine. But I’m timing you. You have fifteen minutes, and then you’re telling me everything. Every. Single. Thing.” I spin her around and give her a gentle push toward the bathroom. “Go. Tick-tock.”

I stand in Rae’s kitchen and listen to the water turn on behind the bathroom door. Then I press my back against the fridge and close my eyes.

My hands are still trembling. I ball them into fists and shove them under my armpits.

This isn’t about Rae. I mean, it is, a bit, or a lot, but it’s not only about Rae. It’s also about me and what I’m going through. I want so badly to get my best friend’s advice, but I can’t tell her the truth.

Because if I do, who’s to say that what happened to Elliot doesn’t happen to her, too? Or worse? I can’t tell her that her boss’s dead wife might be buried under a construction site in Astoria.

Any of it could get her killed.

Any of it could get me killed.

I decide to make myself useful while Rae showers. It’s either that or sit on the couch spiraling, and I’ve done enough of that in the last week to last a lifetime.

I find her comfiest sweats and lay them out on the bed. I pour a glass of wine and set it on the nightstand. It’s not much, but it’s what I’ve got. Rae has always been better at the grand gestures. I’m more of a “quietly arrange your life while you’re not looking” kind of friend.

Then I return to the living room and wait for her. It’s not long before I hear the shower cut off. A few minutes later, Rae shuffles into the living room in the sweats I picked out and an oversized t-shirt, her wet hair twisted into a messy knot. The wine glass I filled up is already empty.

She hasn’t eaten. I can tell by the way the alcohol changes her eyes almost immediately. They’re a little glassy, a little too loose. I add “force-feed Rae a sandwich” to my mental to-do list.

“Talk,” I order.

So she does.

It’s a story and a half, to say the least. The short version is that, like me, Rae’s life has leaped from out of the frying pan and into the fire. She thought working for Kir was tough, but now that she’s in the elder Lazarev’s clutches, she’s learning just how much hotter things can get. This spontaneous trip to Bordeaux was the culmination of almost a month of things happening, one after the next. I thought she was just entangled with an obsessive, powerful man who had taken a liking to her, but as she fills me in on all the gory details, I realize this rabbit hole goes much, much deeper than I ever suspected.

I’m talking heated, forbidden kisses in gothic French wine cellars. Candlelit dinners and midnight pawing in the kitchen. It’s a little on the nose, but you gotta give Lukas lots and lots of style points: The man knows how to cultivate an intimidating atmosphere. He’s the huge, cryptic, silver fox, billionaire boss zaddy that haunts every twenty-something girl’s most lurid fantasies. Both the good parts and the ever-present threat of imminent murder.

“Wait.” I hold up a hand. “He just watched you almost drown? He stood there and did nothing?!”

“For a minute, yeah.” She takes a long sip of wine like she’s steeling herself. “Then he pulled me out and told me he didn’t kill Elena. Not like I think he did, anyway.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“No idea. He didn’t exactly elaborate.” She stares into her glass. “He was too busy grinding me against a tree.”

The wine I’m sipping goes down the wrong pipe and leaves me hacking and spluttering into my fist like an idiot. “Excuse me?”

“Yeah.” The blush is crawling up her neck. “It got a little wild.”

I set my wine down before I drop it and take her hands, pulling them into my lap. “Sunshine, this is all getting a little wild. I’m worried for you.”

She pulls her knees up to her chest, curling in on herself. The sweats I picked out for her are her favorites, but they’re not armor. Nothing is, not against whatever Lukas Lazarev is doing to her head.

We talk about her life and the mess it’s become for a little while longer before Rae turns the spotlight on me. She wipes her eyes with the back of her hand. “Anyway, enough about me and my terrible life choices. What’s going on with you? You look like you haven’t slept in a week.”

I shrug. “Oh, you know. The usual. Chasing leads, pissing off powerful people, dodging weirdos.”

I shouldn’t have said that last part. It slipped out before I could catch it. Maybe, unconsciously, I want Rae to tell me that everything I’m doing with Kir is a very bad idea.

Not that I don’t know that. I mean, duh—one peek at my life from anything resembling an objective perspective is proof that I’m in way over my head. But I feel like I’m just teetering the line, and a push from Rae would convince me to abandon ship.

So the fact that I’m hiding things… does that mean part of me likes what Kir is doing? Does that mean I’m—God help me—falling into his darkness?

“Weirdos?” Rae’s eyes narrow.

I wave her off nonchalantly, but my hand drifts to my neck to tug my collar up. It’s a reflex I’ve developed recently. This need to cover myself, to close up the gaps. “It’s probably nothing. I’ve just had this feeling lately, like… someone’s watching me?” I laugh, a little too high-pitched to be convincing “I’m sure it’s just paranoia. Sort of comes with the territory in my line of work.”

It’s not paranoia. I know it’s not. The thing I fear has a shape and a name and a voice and wears a black mask—and I keep inviting it to crawl through my window and fuck me senseless anyway.

But Rae doesn’t need to know that. Not tonight. She’s already carrying so much.

Since she’s a caring soul, though, she presses anyway. “Jill, that doesn’t sound like nothing. Do you think it’s related to this story you’ve been working on?”

I bob a shoulder. “Maybe, maybe not.”

“Have you considered backing off a little bit?”

“Absolutely not!” My jaw sets. Because I’m close. I’m so close to cracking this thing wide open, and I am not going to let Kir fucking Lazarev scare me off. “I’m close to something big, Rae. I can feel it.” I pause, then add quieter, “Some stories you can’t walk away from. Even when you probably should.”

“But if someone’s following you⁠—”

“Then I’ll be careful.” I fix her with a pointed look. “Besides, you’re hardly in a position to lecture me about self-preservation. You quit your job yet?”

“No, but⁠—”

“Then I’m not quitting mine.”

That settles that. We talk for a little while longer, but when we both yawn, I forcibly drag her to bed. She convinces me to stay the night, so I borrow a toothbrush and some pajamas and snuggle in next to her.

“Hey, Rae?” I whisper into the dark.

“Yeah?”

“Just be careful, okay? I don’t want to lose you.”

“I’ll be careful,” she promises.

She won’t. I know she won’t. And I know I won’t, either—because the thing I’m chasing is getting bigger and darker the closer I get.

And I can feel it starting to chase me back.

Rae passes out quickly, but now that I don’t have her to fuss over, my own problems are hissing in my ear and keeping me wide awake. The hypocrisy of what I’m doing isn’t lost on me. I’m on my high horse, telling Rae to be careful around a Lazarev, while I’m literally sleeping with one. It’s the same blood on very closely related hands. If Rae knew the full extent of what I’d done or let him do to me, she’d kill me. She’d be right to.

I glance over at her. She’s out cold, mouth open, one arm flung across the pillow above her head. She always falls asleep fast. I’ve never understood how she does that—just decides to stop being conscious and then boom, does it, like flipping a light switch.

I’m not so lucky. I lie on my back and look at the ceiling and think about the fact that it’s almost midnight. Kir is probably sitting at my kitchen table right now, Mask on, legs crossed, frowning while he waits for me.

He’s going to find an empty room tonight.

Good. Let him wait.
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KIR


“Gimme fuel, gimme fire, gimme that which I desire”

— “Fuel” by Metallica

The ribbon-cutting was six hours ago and I can still hear her voice.

Are you trying to distract the public from some less-than-savory elements of your family business?

In the moment, I wanted to laugh. Right there at the podium, in front of the cameras and the sick kids and the hospital administrators who think my family’s money doesn’t have blood crusted under its fingernails. Not just laugh—I’d wanted to throw my head back and howl, because the woman I’ve been burying myself inside every night just stood up in a room full of journalists and went for my fucking throat.

She’s insane.

She’s magnificent.

She’s going to get us both killed.

I’m sitting in my office with the lights off and the door locked, chair swiveled toward the windows. The city below is doing what it always does—moving, grinding, eating itself alive—and I’m not seeing any of it. I’m seeing Jillian in that atrium. Navy blazer, shocking red hair, chin high, chest proud.

My obsession hasn’t eased a bit. I thought it might. Hell, I prayed it might, because this kind of sickness will doom us both.

But it hasn’t.

It’s only gotten worse.

Every hour I’m not with her is an hour I spend thinking about the next time I will be. It’s pathological. When I close my eyes, there she is. Her moans, her breaths, her curses, her demands… all of it sets me on fire. That tiny squeak she makes when I slide into her, this broken, surprised little exhale, like she forgot her body could do that. As if someone stole it from her a long time ago and she’s still getting used to having it back.

I crave her at all times. My dick stays at half-mast perpetually. Things are crumbling all around me, but this burn for her isn’t going anywhere.

So I do the only thing I can do: I bury myself in work. Work is the one arena where my brain still functions in straight lines.

It helps. Not a lot, but enough. By six o’clock, I’ve clawed back some semblance of focus. I’m holding a small powwow in my office with four of my division heads—Johnston from real estate, Magana from legal, Collier from finance, and O’Neal from operations—walking through a site acquisition in Newark that’s been a headache for months. Magana is mid-sentence about zoning variances when the conference room door swings open without a knock.

My father has arrived.

He fills the doorframe the way he always does—all six-foot-four of him, huge in every direction, thick silver beard, dark suit, eyes that give you absolutely nothing. “Out,” Lukas barks.

Nobody moves. They all look to me, because these are my people. My team.

That displeases Lukas. “Now,” he adds.

I give the faintest nod. That’s all they need. Laptops slam shut, chairs scrape, and four grown men flee the room.

When the door clicks shut behind them, Lukas and I are alone.

I lean back in my chair and let the mask settle into place, the one I’ve been perfecting since I was twelve years old. Bored. Untouchable. The son he made me into. “Father,” I drawl. “What an unexpected pleasure.”

He doesn’t seem to share the sentiment. He storms across the room and slaps a copy of The New York Times on my desk. His finger stabs at a byline. I can read it the merest flick of my eyes.

BY JILLIAN PIERCE

“I gave you one job,” he growls. “One fucking job. Was that too much for you, son?”

He came for blood this morning, I see. But I’m so pent-up with a million fucking feelings that I’m ready to give as good as I get. So, keeping my voice insolent because that will maximize his rage, I say, “Oh, you mean the murder you delegated to me because you’re too busy fucking my assistant to do it yourself?”

Boom. Direct hit. His teeth grind so hard I can hear them from across the desk.

“Go ahead,” I goad him. “Hit me again. That’s always been your solution to everything, hasn’t it? Can’t win with your words, so you win with your fists instead.”

“Shut your mouth, boy.”

“Testy this morning, are we? I never thought I’d see the day. The legendary Lukas Lazarev, losing his composure. Over a girl.” I shake my head sadly. “You know, Father, all these years watching you operate, and I never once saw you rattled. You didn’t even look this upset when Mother died.”

“Watch your mouth,” he warns again through gritted teeth.

“I’ll watch whatever I please.”

“You think I don’t know what you’re doing?” I push harder. “The trips, the doting? It’s pathetic. You’re pathetic.”

“Careful.”

“Or what?” I stand, matching his height even if I’ll never match his breadth. He’s a wall. He’s always been a wall. But walls can crack if you know where to prod. “You’ll do to me what you did to Mother?”

His face freezes. A mask over a mask.

“You killed her,” I spit. “Everyone knows it. The whole fucking city knows it.”

“How many times do I have to tell you that you don’t know what you’re talking about?”

I round my desk to square up with him. “I was twelve years old, Father. Twelve. One day, my mother was there, and the next day, she was gone, and you never shed a single fucking tear. Never explained a goddamn thing. Just told me she was dead and that was that.”

He’s breathing hard now, chest heaving with the effort.

“She loved you,” I remind him. “She loved you more than anything in the world. And you⁠—”

“Enough.”

“—you buried her somewhere nobody would ever find her, and then you went right back to work like nothing happened. Did you ever even love her? Are you even capable of⁠—”

Lukas’s hand closes around my throat and he shoves back against my office window. His eyes are pure murder. “I could kill you right now,” he says, as if that weren’t abundantly clear.

“But you won’t,” I manage, squeezing the words past the vice of his palm. “Because I’m the only heir you’ve got.”

Snarling, he releases me and turns away. He fixes his cuffs as he calms himself back to his usual ice king mode.

“Kill the reporter by the end of the month,” he growls. “Or I give her everything she needs to destroy you instead of me.”

The windows rattle as Lukas slams the door behind him on the way out. I turn back to my desk and my eyes land on the Harvard citation plaque hanging on the wall behind my chair. Kirill A. Lazarev, Master of Business Administration, with distinction. Framed in heavy black wood and mounted on the wall the day I moved into this office.

I lift it off the nail. The glass catches the city lights and throws a thin bar of reflected gold across the ceiling.

Then I hurl it at the opposite wall as hard as I can.

The frame detonates on impact. Glass sprays across the carpet, the wood splinters at the corner joints, and the diploma itself flutters down in a slow, lazy arc like a fallen leaf.

Fuck, it feels good to break things.

Glass crunches under my shoes as I walk back to my chair and drop into it. I pull out my phone and call Mat.

He answers right away. “What’s up, bro?”

“I need a favor.”

“You needing shit from me is basically the foundation of our whole friendship.” I can hear traffic in the background. He’s walking somewhere. “What kind of favor?”

“The legal kind.”

He sighs in relief. “Those are my favorite. Also my most expensive, but you already know that.” A car horn blares on his end. “Go ahead.”

I look at the shattered frame on the floor and the bare nail jutting out from the wall where it once hung. Things are falling apart even faster than I expected. I need to get out of the danger zone.

And I need to bring Jillian out with me.

“I need you to pull the company bylaws,” I tell Mat. “Specifically the section on votes of no confidence in the chairman of the board. It’s time for my father to take his leave.”
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JILLIAN


“Dig up her bones but leave the soul alone”

— “Bones” by MS MR

Turns out that I never fall asleep at all. Hours pass by while I stare at Rae’s ceiling. In the end, it’s only a Signal notification buzzing my phone at a quarter to five in the morning that rescues me from more fruitless tossing and turning.

The message on the encrypted app is from a potential source I’ve been trying to lure into the light since I first sunk my teeth into this story a couple weeks ago. Their contact is saved as F.T., which stands for Forensic Tech. That’s because they are a forensic tech. It’s not exactly the most creative alias that’s ever been dreamed up, but hey, I’m a reporter, not a fiction writer, alright?

F.T.


I’ve got a small window first thing this morning. Back alley behind the office. Be here before 5:30.




I read it twice, then a third time to make sure I’m not hallucinating from sleep deprivation. Then I’m moving, easing out from under the covers in slow motion so I don’t wake Rae, grabbing my jeans off the floor, and stuffing my feet into my shoes without tying them.

Rae doesn’t stir. I text her so she knows I didn’t get abducted in the nighttime—Had to run. Source finally agreed to meet. Will call later. Don’t do anything stupid while I’m gone. xo Bean—then slip out the front door and pull it shut behind me as gently as I can. It’s 4:53 AM.

The forensic tech in question works out of the NYPD crime lab in Queens. He has access to evidence databases that would cement my entire investigation if the stubborn bastard would just agree to talk on background. I’ve been texting him on Signal for weeks, ever since Ochoa let something slip about this person maybe knowing something useful, but until right now, all I’ve gotten back is radio silence and one very firm “lose this number.”

Something changed his mind. What that something might be, I neither know nor care. I just need to get to Koreatown before he changes it back.

Against all odds, I make it to the alley behind the crime lab just before my time is up. F.T. is already there, leaning against a dumpster with a coffee in one hand and a manila folder tucked under his arm. When he sees me, he doesn’t smile. His eyes roam around, everywhere but on me, like I might’ve brought spies along for funzies. “I’ve got about four minutes before shift change,” he says abruptly. “So let’s make this quick.”

I know the drill here. What I’m doing is not, strictly speaking, legal or ethical, but when you live with one foot in the dirty world of crime like I do, you quickly learn that some lines simply have to be crossed if you’re going to do your job correctly.

I pull an envelope from my bag containing five grand in twenties and hold it out. “For your trouble.”

He takes the envelope, thumbs through it, and nods grimly. Then he hands me the folder.

Inside is a single-page lab summary. I skim through and my eyeballs almost fall out of my head. The remains recovered from the Astoria dig site have been positively identified through dental records as Elena Sergeeva Lazareva—Lukas Lazarev’s deceased wife. And there, halfway down the page, is a line that makes my pulse kick into a gallop:

Toxicology analysis of preserved bone marrow indicates the presence of barbiturate compounds consistent with phenobarbital.

In plain English, that means they found lethal levels of sleeping pills in the bones of a woman whose family claimed she died of an illness.

It doesn’t say MURDER quite that explicitly, but it might as well.

Holy.

Fucking.

Shit.

“Jesus,” I breathe.

“Yeah,” F.T. says. “That’s about what I said, too.” He drains his coffee, crushes the cup, and tosses it into the dumpster behind him. “That’s all I got. I see anything else, I’ll let you know. Don’t text me.”

“Wait—can I ask you about⁠—”

“No.” He rounds the corner and disappears.

I stand in the alley holding the manila folder against my chest, breathing hard, brain firing on every cylinder it’s got. I lean against the brick wall and let myself take stock of where things stand.

Giovanni Ochoa, my original source, is still missing. That’s bad. But what I’m holding in my hands right now is better than anything Ochoa could have given me. I’ve got a positive ID on the Astoria remains. I’ve got a toxicology report showing barbiturates in her bone marrow. That all adds up to the rough outline of a very clear and highly damning story: One of New York’s most infamous and powerful billionaires possibly, maybe, but definitely plausibly murdered his wife and dumped her body in an unmarked grave.

What I don’t have yet is someone willing to say any of this on the record.

Or wait a second…

Do I?!

After all, Kir offered me a deal, didn’t he? He’s going to participate. He wants Lukas gone, said so himself, and there was nothing in his face or his words that said he was lying.

If Kir would confirm even half of what’s in this folder, I’d have the whole thing.

But asking Kir means seeing Kir. And seeing Kir means confronting the mask and the window and his hands and his mouth and the way my brain turns to white noise the second he touches me.

I press the folder tighter against my chest. This is the problem. Everything is knotted together now. The story, the sex, the danger, the need. I can’t pull on one thread without dragging the rest with it. Kir is my source and my subject and too many other things to name.

Whatever he is or isn’t, I can’t think about him without my professional judgment getting clouded the second he lays a finger on me.

That complicates things.
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I take the train back to my apartment as thoughts buzz around in my head. I hit the elevator button in my lobby and ride up, thinking of how and when to report this to Doug. Should I solidify everything first, or let him know I’ve got a huge breakthrough in my hands? At what point do I tell him about Kir? Not by name, of course, but just “a key internal source close to the family” that will confirm lots of this stuff.

It takes me a second to realize that the sound I hear when the doors slide open to let me out on my floor is a muffled male scream⁠—

—and it’s directed at me.

Elliot is in the hallway, waiting to ride down. As soon as our eyes lock, every drop of color drains from his face. The stitches above his left eye are still fresh, the bruising around his orbital bone faded to a sickly green-yellow. His good eye goes wide and his mouth flops open and shut like a goldfish.

“I’ll—I’ll take the next one,” he stammers. He turns and flees down the stairs before I can even muster up a response.

It takes me another second to gather my thoughts on that one. I still feel awful about what happened to Elliot. He didn’t deserve that, and Kir is positively psychotic for staking his claim so violently.

But I guess it’s a good thing that at least one person in this building has a healthy survival instinct. It sure as hell ain’t me.

Sighing, I let myself into my apartment, drop my bag by the door, and kick off my shoes.

Then I stop.

Something is off.

It’s not a person, I don’t think. I don’t feel that telltale, you’re not alone prickle at the back of my neck. But there’s something else, a wrongness I can’t name, a detail nudging at the edge of my awareness like a word on the tip of my tongue.

I stand in the middle of my living room and turn in a slow circle. Unlike last time I had this feeling, my kitchen is clean and normal. On the table, my laptop is closed and my chair pushed in. Living room: couch cushions straight, throw blanket folded, remote on the armrest.

Everything looks exactly the way I left it.

So why does my gut keep insisting otherwise?

I walk into the kitchen and open the fridge, like there might be a sexy masked stalker guy hiding in there. Sadly, it is only a variety of half-expired dairy items and a suspiciously green loaf of bread.

I check the window above the fire escape. Locked, latch secure. I check the front door deadbolt. Engaged.

I drift into the bedroom, but as with the rest of the house, nothing in here looks out of place. I’m about to write off the whole thing as sleep-deprived paranoia when my eyes finally snag on the wrongness.

The air vent. The rectangular metal grate near the ceiling, above my bedroom closet door. I’ve looked at that vent a thousand times without seeing it. It’s one of those things that’s just there, part of the architecture, part of the background noise.

But right now, in the dim morning light filtering through my curtains, there’s a tiny red dot blinking behind the slats.

Blink.

Blink.

Blink.

A small LED. Unmistakable once you notice it, but invisible if you’re not looking.

I drag my vanity chair over to the closet and step up on it. My face is level with the vent now. I press my eye close to the metal slats and peer through.

There it is. A small black device, no bigger than a thumb drive, wedged into the ductwork just behind the grate. A pinhole lens the size of a pencil tip. The little red light pulses beside it.

It’s a camera.

There is a fucking camera in my bedroom vent.

I step down off the chair and stand there for a long moment, stunned. My brain runs through the list of suspects, which is a very short list, because only one person has had unsupervised access to my apartment on multiple occasions. Only one person would plant a camera in my bedroom. Only one person would want to watch me when he’s not here.

Oh, this motherfucker.
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KIR


“Every breath you take / Every move you make / Every bond you break / Every step you take / I’ll be watching you”

— “Every Breath You Take” by The Police

She didn’t come home last night.

I know because I was watching. I sat at my desk with the camera feed open in a browser tab, and I watched her empty bedroom for hours. The bed stayed made. The lamp stayed off. The coffee mug on the windowsill didn’t move.

I know where she was, of course, because I cloned her phone’s location services with a simple remote install she’d never detect, and when I checked, I saw the dot that represented my little fox safely ensconced at Rae Everett’s apartment in Brooklyn all night long. That’s the only thing that kept me from flying off the fucking handle—because if I thought she’d been at another man’s house, I might’ve committed a mass murder. What I did to her scrawny little neighbor would look like mercy compared to what I’d do if I found her in the arms of another man.

The thought alone makes me want to tear something apart with my bare hands.

I don’t share my belongings. Never have, never will. And Jillian Pierce belongs to me now, whether she’s accepted that fact yet or not. I don’t give a fuck if it’s insane or “too soon” or any of that bullshit. Every moan she’ll ever make in the years to come is for my ears and mine alone. She’ll never claw another man’s back to shreds.

Just me.

Only me.

Even the thought of her cuddling up with Rae makes that jealousy inside me get hot and viscous. But I tamp it back down, force myself to toggle away from the feed, and focus on real work for a while.

Mat’s working on the bylaws. That’s the one thing I’ve got moving in the right direction. A vote of no confidence in the chairman requires a two-thirds majority of the board. That’s eight out of twelve seats. I hold one and my father holds another, so it’s safe to say that’s one vote yes and one vote no. The remaining ten are split between loyalists, fence-sitters, and a handful of “independent” directors who have spent the last decade rubber-stamping whatever Lukas puts in front of them.

On paper, it looks impossible. Lukas built this board to be compliant. He handpicked most of them. They owe him their seats, their bonuses, their memberships at the country clubs and invite-only restaurants they call home. Asking them to vote against him is asking them to bite the hand that feeds.

But Mat sees cracks. He called me this morning, early, before I’d even finished my first coffee. “Three of the independents are nervous,” he said. “They don’t like seeing this father-son schism. Bad for business.”

“Nervous isn’t the same as willing,” I told him.

“No,” he agreed. “But nervous is where willing starts. Give me a few days.”

So I’m giving him a few days. Whether I have that much time to burn before my father catches wind of what I’m up to is another question entirely.

In the meantime, there’s Rae to deal with. She’s back from France, and fuck only knows what my father might’ve done to her there. All I know is that the clock is ticking on whatever sick game he’s playing with her. I can’t control what happens between them behind closed doors—believe me, I’ve tried—but I can at least try to limit her exposure. I have this nasty feeling in my chest where she’s concerned. After all the hell I put her through, the least I can do is try to protect her from the more dangerous Lazarev.

The best thing I can do is create distance between them. It’s half the morning’s work to come up with a vague-sounding “initiative” that will require her time to be spent away from my father’s domain on the fiftieth floor. I pull up my email and start drafting. I add Rae’s name to the first round of staffing reassignments, buried in a list of a handful of other employees so it doesn’t look targeted. The task force doesn’t need to do anything real. It just needs to exist on paper long enough to pull her off my father’s floor and put her somewhere I can keep an eye on her.

I hit send and watch the email disappear into the server. It’s a band-aid on a bullet wound. I know that. But it buys time, and time is the only currency I’ve got left.

When I’m done, I indulge myself by peeking at the cameras again. It’s the same as I left it. Or at least, I think it is—until I see movement at the door.

Jillian storms into the bedroom with a pissed expression on her face. She stops a few feet inside the door and squints around. Her gaze sweeps over every little thing in sight, from bed to bureau to the firmly locked window. My frown matches hers. What’s my little fox looking for?

Then her eyes look straight into mine.

As I watch, she drags the vanity chair across the carpet and climbs up on it. Her face fills the frame.

She’s close enough that the pinhole lens captures every last freckle. Her eyes are forest green and furious, red strands of hair floating across her face, mouth twisted in a scowl. An enraged flush is stealing over her cheeks and collarbone, painting her a perfect shade of pink.

She holds my gaze through the lens for at least five full seconds. Then she reaches into the vent with two fingers, plucks the camera free, and holds it up in front of her face.

It’s battery-powered, so the feed doesn’t die, but it turns into action movie jostling as she drops back down and goes stomping across the room. I get one tiny glimpse of her purse opening before she shoves the camera in, and then there’s nothing but black.

I can only laugh. Seeing her this riled up was fucking priceless. I’m not even bothered; this is just the latest twist in a wrestling match that’s only gotten more fun as we’ve gotten more tangled up in each other. For the first time since my father burst into my office yesterday and tried to outmuscle me, I feel myself smirking.

Your move now, little fox.

What will you dream up this time?
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I don’t have to wait long for an answer.

The commotion is faint at first. I hear a raised voice from somewhere beyond the double doors that separate my executive suite from the main reception area. “—don’t care if he’s in a meeting, in a coma, or on the International fucking Space Station. I need to see him. Now.”

I know that voice, both when it’s screaming my name and I know it when it’s telling me to go fuck myself.

My smirk is back. So is my hard-on.

I get up from my desk and move to the door, cracking it open just enough to hear the rest.

“Ma’am, I totally understand, but Mr. Lazarev’s schedule is—” That’s Madison, my new receptionist, Rae Everett’s replacement. She’s twenty-three, blond, and aggressively cheerful, and she treats the front desk like it’s the velvet rope outside a nightclub. Under normal circumstances, nobody gets past Madison without a confirmed appointment and a government-issued ID.

“Tell him Jillian Pierce is here.”

“I’m so sorry, Ms. Pierce, but without a scheduled⁠—”

“Do I look like I care about a schedule right now? Do I look scheduled to you?!”

Poor Madison. She has no idea what she’s dealing with. There are maybe four people on this planet who can bulldoze past my locked gate through sheer force of personality, and one of them is currently standing in my lobby with an illicit camera in her purse and murder in her eyes.

“Ma’am, if you could just⁠—”

“I’m not sitting down or coming back later, no! You can call security if you want, and I will happily make a scene in front of every single person on this floor. It’s your funeral.”

Grinning from ear to ear, I pull my phone from my pocket and open Slack.

Kir Lazarev to Madison Albright: Let her through.

Three dots appear. Then:

Madison Albright: Are you sure? She seems really upset.

Kir Lazarev: I’m sure. Send her back.

Madison Albright: Okay! Good luck! [image: smiling face with smiling eyes]

I close the door and return to my desk. I sit down, unbutton my suit jacket, and cross one ankle over the opposite knee. Something about Jillian being here, in my domain, makes me feel horny as fuck. She’s coming full of vigor and rage, and getting her even more worked up is going to be the absolute best part of my day.

The door swings open and Hurricane Jillian comes roaring in. Her hair is wild, half-pulled out of whatever she tied it back in this morning. Her cheeks are flushed and her eyes are locked on me with enough heat to melt the glass walls of this office. She’s wearing yesterday’s jeans and a wrinkled jacket and she looks like she hasn’t slept and she is the most beautiful thing I have ever fucking seen.

She doesn’t bother with hellos. Instead, she crosses the office toward where I’m seated, picks up my laptop with both hands, and hurls it off the desk. It sails past my left shoulder and crashes against the wall behind me with a very expensive-sounding crack. Then, in the space where my computer was a moment ago, she slams down the camera and battery back.

“How long?” she demands.

I look at the camera, then lazily drag my eyes up to her. “Hm?”

“How long, Kir? How long have you been spying on me?”

I wipe the grin off my face. It takes real effort, because everything about this moment is feeding something hungry and feral inside me. But it’ll be far more fun if this goes the way I have in mind.

I stand up as a subtle little reminder to Jillian that I am much, much taller than her. She thinks her fury will save her, but it’s just taking her out into deep waters where only I can swim. I button my jacket with one hand, smooth and unhurried, and strut around the desk.

She holds her ground for about three seconds. Then I take another step and she takes one back.

Another step.

Another retreat.

“Don’t,” she warns.

But I do. I keep walking and she keeps backing up. Her shoulder blades hit the wall next to the door she just came through.

I plant my right hand flat against the wall beside her head. Then my left, on the other side. She’s boxed in, bracketed by my arms, and I’m close enough to count every freckle on the bridge of her nose.

“My little fox,” I breathe against the shell of her ear, “do you not remember how we got here? I broke into your apartment and put you on your knees with a gun to your spine. I beat a man half to death because he smiled at you, and then I wrote you a love letter on your shower tiles in his blood.” My lips graze her earlobe and nip it lightly between my teeth. “I’ve had you on your kitchen floor, against your hallway wall, in a filthy alley with your face pressed into brick. I’ve had my hand around your throat while you came so hard you forgot your own name.” I feel her breathing shorten and quicken. “I’ve told you, to your face, that I was sent to kill you. And you invited me back. Every single night.”

I pull back just far enough to look at her. Her pupils are blown wide, her chest rising and falling fast.

“So forgive me, little fox, if I’m struggling to understand why a tiny little camera is the thing that finally made you lose your shit.” I tilt my head to regard her coolly. “Considering everything else you’ve let me do to you, it seems a little inconsistent, doesn’t it?”

Her jaw works, but no sound emerges.

“Yeah. That’s what I thought.”
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JILLIAN


“I want you to notice / When I’m not around”

— “Creep” by Radiohead

Oh.

This.

Motherfucker.

He’s got me pinned against the wall, the sick fuck, and I know he’s loving it. I can feel the evidence of exactly how much he’s loving it hard between us. I want to tell him where he can stick that—spoiler: not anywhere near me—but I can’t find the words. It’s like they’ve all gone flying out of my head.

No. No, no, no! I didn’t come here to go blank; I came here to rip his damn throat out.

I duck under Kir’s arm and shove past him, putting the desk between us. I need distance or I’m going to do something extremely stupid.

“You’re a voyeur,” I accuse. “That’s what this is. You put a camera in my bedroom. In my bedroom, Kir. Where I sleep. Where I get dressed. Where I⁠—”

“Where you what?” he asks, way too calm.

“Don’t you dare try to finish that sentence for me.” I point a quivering finger at the camera sitting on his desk. “We had a deal. Very clear rules. You remember those? No names, no faces, no falling in love. Nowhere in there was install surveillance equipment in my fucking air vent so you can watch me undress when you’re not around.”

He perches on the edge of his desk and folds his arms across his chest. He looks almost bored. That makes it so much worse.

“You’re a stalker,” I continue. “You’re messed up and you need help. Professional help. The kind with a couch and a prescription pad. And maybe a straitjacket.”

“Are you done?”

“No!” I cry out. “I’m not even close to done! You lied to me. This is a complete and total violation. How long have you been doing this, huh? A week? Two weeks? Since the first night?”

“No.” He shakes his head. I start to breathe a sigh of relief, until he says, “Since the second night.”

“The second—” I press both palms over my eyes until I see stars. “Oh my God.”

“Jillian—”

“No. Shut up. I’m talking.” I drop my hands and glare at him. “This is over. Whatever this was or wasn’t, it’s done. I’m out. This was a bad idea from the very start and I should’ve known better, and I did know better, and I did it anyway because I am apparently the dumbest woman in the universe.”

He doesn’t react. That’s the thing about Kir that drives me absolutely up the wall. When I yell, he goes quiet. When I escalate, he settles. It’s infuriating. I want a fight and he keeps giving me a chess match.

“You done now?” he asks again.

“I… Yes.”

“Good.” He uncrosses his arms and puts his hands on his knees. “Then let me remind you of a few key facts. My father sent me to kill you. You already know that. I told you myself.”

“I’m aware, yes, thanks for the recap⁠—”

“And what do you think happens if I don’t do it?” His brow furrows. “Think, Jillian. You’re a smart woman. Think about this for more than five seconds. If Kir doesn’t kill the reporter, what does Lukas do next? Does he shrug and move on? Does he write it off as a loss? Send a fruit basket and his heartfelt condolences?”

I don’t answer.

“No. He sends someone else. Someone who will actually do it. And that someone doesn’t climb through your window and politely ask you to kneel. That someone kicks your door in at three in the morning and does things to you that I—” He stops and covers his mouth with his hand for a moment. “That camera isn’t me getting off on watching you change clothes. Well, not just that. It’s also me making sure you’re still alive when I can’t be there to keep you safe myself.”

I’m not actually calmer. I still want to take that laptop I just destroyed and beat him over the head with it. But I can’t, because what he just said makes a horrible, twisted kind of sense.

“That doesn’t make it okay,” I say.

He shrugs. “We’re long past ‘okay,’ Ms. Pierce.” Then one corner of his lip quirks up in the beginnings of a grin. “Besides,” he says, “I don’t think you hate it as much as you claim to. The red underwear suits you, by the way.”

I feel heat crawl up my neck before I can stop it. “You watched me get dressed?”

“I watched you do a lot of things.” He hasn’t moved from the edge of the desk. His arms are still folded. He looks completely at ease, which makes me want to throw something else at him. “You take your time in the mornings, you know that? Most people just grab whatever’s closest and throw it on. Not you. You stand in front of your closet and think about it. You hold things up. You put them back. You change your mind. And then—” He pauses. “And then you drop the towel.”

“Stop.”

“You dropped it and you stood there for a second. Naked. Just looking at yourself in that little mirror you’ve got on the back of the closet door. And then you reached for the red ones.”

My mouth is dry. I swallow, but it doesn’t help.

“I watched you pull them on,” he continues. His eyes haven’t left mine. “And then I locked my office door and jerked off at my desk to the sight of it. Came so hard I couldn’t see straight for a little while there.”

“You are disgusting.”

“Maybe.” He grins. “But here’s what I think, Jillian: I think if you’d known I was watching—if I’d told you beforehand, if you’d known that on the other end of that little blinking red light was a man who couldn’t tear his eyes away from you—you wouldn’t have closed the vent. You would’ve slowed down. Taken even longer. Let me see even more.”

“That’s not true.”

“No?”

“No.”

“Then why is your pulse going crazy right now?” He nods toward my throat. “I can see it from here.”

I clap my hand over the side of my neck, which is the most obvious tell I could possibly give him.

“I think,” he muses, “that you liked being watched. I think you liked it before you even knew it was happening. And I think the part of you that’s screaming at me right now is the same part that chose red lace on a quiet morning when nobody was supposed to see.”

“You’re wrong,” I tell him.

He just smiles. “Oh, no, I don’t think I am.”

He’s off the desk before I can blink, closing the distance I fought so hard to put between us. My back hits the wall again, but his hands don’t cage me this time. Instead, one lands on my hip, fingers digging in through the denim, and the other presses flat against my stomach, right above my belt.

“I think you’d be soaking wet and dying to touch yourself if you knew,” he whispers, low and close. “You like being on display, don’t you?” His thumb drags a slow line across my hip bone. “You like feeling my eyes on you. Showing off for me.”

“I wasn’t showing off for anyone. I was getting dressed.”

His hand on my stomach pushes down half an inch. Not enough to be anything, but just enough to be everything. “Who were you wearing those red panties for, Jillian? For me?”

“Myself.”

His brow curves upward. “Liar.”

“I wear whatever I want. It has nothing to do with you.”

“No?” he says again. “Well, then I guess it was just my luck. That didn’t stop me from getting off, of course. I saw your ass in red and it was like all the blood in my body rushed straight to my cock. You’ve felt it—you know how hard it gets for you, little fox.” His thumb dips just inside the waist of my jeans and strokes the frilly edge of today’s black thong. “I was pumping and moaning your name. Right in this office, actually. I came for you, and I think, deep down, you knew it. You felt it, right… about… here.”

On here, his hand shoves down inside my underwear just far enough to graze my clit and confirm that, like he suspected, I am in fact insanely wet. I feel my cheeks go nuclear and I shove him back.

Or at least, that’s what I intend to do. But the message gets its wires crossed somewhere on the way down, so instead of wrapping around his wrist and yanking his hand out of my pants, I wrap my fingers around his strong, muscular forearm, and just… stay there. Not pulling him away or telling him no. The opposite, in fact—I’m keeping him from going anywhere else at all.

It’s almost like I do want this.

“Kir, I⁠—”

But we never find out what I was going to say, because before I can, we’re interrupted by three sharp knocks on the door.

“Mr. Lazarev? Is everything all right in there? I heard some, um… sounds.”

It’s his assistant, the feisty little blonde thing who tried to bar me from coming in here in the first place.

Kir’s hand tears out of my pants so fast it’s almost funny. He steps back and reaches up to straighten his tie with both hands. The transformation is instant and makes me jealous. One second, he’s got his fingers on me, and the next, he looks like he’s about to chair a board meeting. Not a hair out of place. Meanwhile, I’m standing here with my jeans unbuttoned and my face the color of a fire truck.

One of us is much better at changing masks than the other.

“Everything’s fine, Madison,” he calls toward the door. “Ms. Pierce was just leaving.”

“Okay! Just checking! Let me know if you need anything!” Madison’s heels retreat down the hallway.

I fumble with my jeans button, but my fingers aren’t cooperating. Kir watches me struggle with the button for another second, then looks away. Not out of politeness—I don’t think the word exists in his vocabulary. More like he knows that if he keeps looking at me right now, neither of us is leaving this office with our dignity intact.

“You need to go,” he says. “Before someone else decides to check on the noise and finds you here.”

“You mean the noise of you throwing my professional boundaries into a wood chipper?”

He glances at the wreckage behind his desk. “You caused the bulk of it. That was a twelve-thousand-dollar machine, by the way.”

“Bill me.” I grab my bag off the floor where I dropped it and sling it over my shoulder. My legs feel unreliable. Everything south of my belly button is throbbing and I am having a hard time walking in a straight line.

I’m halfway to the door when his hand catches my elbow. I spin around, ready to snap, but he’s not pulling me back. He’s pressing something into my palm.

It’s the camera, with the attached battery pack still dangling from it.

“Keep it,” he instructs. “Put it back where you found it.”

I look down at it, then back up at him. “You’re joking.”

“I sleep better when I can see you.”

His face is dead serious, though. And instead of doing the sane thing and telling him to shove it up his ass… I reclaim the camera and tuck it in my purse.

I don’t say a word. Neither does he. I just put my back to Kir and walk out past Madison, who gives me a bright smile and a little wave that I don’t return. I don’t stop walking until I hit the street.
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JILLIAN


“I’m taking back the crown / I’m all dressed up and naked / I see what’s mine and take it”

— “Emperor’s New Clothes” by Panic! at the Disco

I don’t go straight home after leaving Kir’s building. I walk for a while, down Sixth, then west toward the river, then south for no reason at all. It’s essential to just keep moving so I can burn off whatever toxic residue is still buzzing under my skin from Kir’s hand inside my jeans and his mouth against my ear. The absolute nerve of him to make me want him while I’m trying so very hard to hate him! How dare he?

By the time I actually make it back to my apartment, it’s after seven and I’m bone-tired. I lock the door behind me, then just to be sure, I slide home the deadbolt and the security chain. I drop my bag on the counter, then bend in half to rest my forehead on the cool marble. I stand there like that for a minute doing absolutely nothing before I let out an earth-shattering sigh, straighten up, and wander into my bedroom.

I stop a foot inside the door and look up. The vent above the closet door is dark. No red light. The camera remains in my purse, where I put it after Kir pressed it into my hand. I haven’t decided what to do with it yet. That’s a problem for Future Jillian.

I change out of yesterday’s wrinkled clothes and pull on a soft, oversized T-shirt and a pair of cotton pajama shorts. The shirt is from freshman year, with NYU stamped in proud purple across the front. To be honest, I don’t know why I still have it. I don’t keep much from that period of my life. Most of it went into garbage bags during the move out of the dorms. I threw it all away and didn’t look back.

Somehow, the shirt survived the purge.

Sighing again at an obnoxious volume, as if that’ll banish my aimless thoughts, I brush my teeth, wash my face, and get into bed, even though it’s not even eight P.M. yet. But then, because my brain hates me and wants me to be miserable forever, I reach for my phone and open the photo album I keep buried deep, tucked inside a folder called “Tax Docs 2019,” inside another folder called “Misc.” Nobody would ever find it by accident. That’s the point.

There’s only one photo in it: A hospital bracelet on a tiny, pink, chubby wrist. In the background, the edge of a white cotton blanket.

I stare at it for a while. Then I close the album and lock the phone. I pull the covers up to my chin and lie there in the quiet, waiting for a sound at the window that doesn’t come.

Unfortunately for me, sleep doesn’t come, either. I force myself to wait a full hour before I throw the covers off and pad into the kitchen.

The camera is right where I left it, buried at the bottom of my purse. I fish it out and carry it back to the bedroom, then sit on the edge of the bed and turn it over in my fingers. It’s so small. Barely weighs anything. The red LED is off because the battery pack got jostled loose during my angry purse-stuffing earlier.

I could flush it down the toilet. I could smash it with a hammer. I could drop it in the trash compactor in the basement and never think about it again.

But instead of doing any of those things, I click the battery pack back into place.

The red light blinks on.

I carry it to my dresser and prop it against the jewelry box, angling the lens toward the bed. Then I step back and look at it. The tiny red dot pulses in the dim room.

He’s watching. I don’t have proof of that. I just know it the way I know my own name, the way I know the layout of this apartment in the dark. Kir Lazarev is on the other end of this little blinking light, and he’s watching me right now.

What I’m doing isn’t normal. I know that. I’m no longer just allowing these things to happen to me; I’m actively opting into them. I’m choosing the darkness and the masks it wears. Like Elvis, normal has long since left the building, if it was ever even here in the first place.

What does that say about me? I’m broken; I know that, too. But maybe I’m broken in a very specific way that Kir Lazarev slots into perfectly. Somewhere in the wreckage of what happened to me five years ago, my psychological wiring got crossed up so badly that danger and safety swapped places in my head. A gentle man like Elliot makes my skin crawl. A man who broke into my apartment with a gun makes me feel seen.

That’s insane.

… And yet.

I pull my knees up and rest my chin on them, still facing the lens. For a while, that’s all I do. Nine becomes 9:30, and I still haven’t moved.

But things are happening inside of me. A strange, reckless flush, like someone struck a match and lit something low in my belly, is rising up and making my head swim. I have jittery energy in the tips of my fingers and my nipples are oddly strained and peaked. They know something I don’t.

The flush keeps going. It is a wave of heat and it keeps finding new nooks and crannies in my body to suffuse with fire. My breath is coming shorter now and I haven’t even moved. I’m just sitting here on my own bed, knees drawn up, facing a camera the size of a thumb drive, and my entire body is screaming at me.

Because I want him to see me.

Not in the abstract, not in the safe little fantasy I can fold up and tuck away when it’s done. I want him right now, in this room, with his hands on me and his weight pressing me into this mattress. I want the mask and the cinnamon and the low timbre in which he says my name when he’s about to lose control. I want his fingers digging bruises into my hips. I want to hear him tell me I’m his.

My skin feels too tight. Every nerve ending is awake and demanding attention.

The red light blinks. He’s there. Eyes peeled. Waiting to see what I do next.

That only makes the heat worse.

So it’s no surprise, really, that I do what I do next.

That my fingers reach for the hem of my shirt.

That my knees fall wide to either side.

That I pull the shirt up, exposing a strip of stomach, then nervously tug it back down.

“This is crazy. I can’t be… You shouldn’t… This is just crazy, okay?” I announce to the empty room.

But my fingers once again start to tease the shirt up my trembling belly.

“I’m only doing this because I want to,” I tell the camera sternly. “Not because you asked. Because I want to.”

Saying that part out loud helps in some weird way. Putting it into words—I want to; I, me, Jillian Pierce, choose this—takes the shaky, guilty knot in my chest and loosens it. Not all the way, but enough.

Because it’s true. Nobody’s making me do this. There’s no gloved hand on my wrist, no body blocking the door. Kir isn’t here. He can’t touch me. He can’t direct me. All he can do is watch‚ if I choose to let him.

And I’m letting him.

For five years, the question of what I want and what I allow has been this impossible tangle, balled up so tight I couldn’t find either end. But right now, alone in my own room on my own bed, I’m the only variable in the equation. It’s just me and a blinking red light.

The trembling in my fingers quiets down. The nervousness fades. A wild, laughing, seductive confidence takes its place.

I’m not nervous anymore. I’m decided.

I pull the NYU shirt over my head in one motion and drop it on the floor beside the bed, but I cup one hand across my braless breasts to hide them from the camera’s view. The air hits my bare skin and I shiver, but it’s not from cold.

“You’re watching, aren’t you?” I whisper coyly. “You’re sitting in your office with the lights off, all alone. I bet it’s killing you that you’re so far from me, isn’t it?”

The red light blinks.

“And,” I say with a nibble at my bottom lip, “I bet you’re frothing at the mouth, practically begging for me to move my hand so you can see more of me. Aren’t you, Mr. Lazarev?”

I slide my hand down an inch. Just one teasing little inch, enough to let the curve of my breasts peek over the tops of my fingers. Then I stop.

“Hmm. No, not yet, I don’t think. You haven’t earned that yet.”

I bring my hand back up and cover myself fully again, pressing my palm flat against my chest. I can feel my own heartbeat thumping against my palm. I tell the camera, “You’ve been watching me without my permission for days. So now, you watch on my terms. And my terms say you wait.”

I arch my head to the left and let my hair fall over one shoulder, exposing the other side of my neck, where Kir bit down hard enough to leave a bruise that I’ve been covering with turtlenecks and concealer all week. I turn so the lens can see it.

“You left this,” I scold lightly, brushing my fingertips over the fading mark. “I had to wear a scarf to work, you animal.”

I trail those same fingertips down the side of my neck, across my collarbone, and along the top of my other hand where it’s still covering my chest. I trace lazy circles on my own skin, taking my sweet time, going nowhere in particular.

“I wonder what you’re doing right now.” My voice sounds alien to my own ears. Breathy, sultry. It’s the voice of the woman I’ve pretended to be at work for five years now. “Are you sitting back? Or are you already reaching for your belt because you just can’t take it anymore? I hope you’re suffering. I bet you are.”

I spread my fingers apart, just enough to let the camera catch glimpses of skin between them. Not enough to see anything real. Merely shadows and suggestions. I bite my lip again and grin.

Then I change position on the mattress, uncrossing my legs and stretching them out in front of me. The cotton shorts ride up on my thighs. I leave them where they are and lean back on one elbow, still holding my other hand across my breasts, still shielding them from view.

“You told me I liked being on display,” I murmur. “That I liked being watched. You were so sure of yourself. So smug about it.” I run my tongue across my bottom lip. “And you know something? I’m starting to think you’re right.”

I let my hand fall away.

Not fast. Not fast by any means. I peel it away one finger at a time. Pinky first, then ring, then middle, watching the camera the whole time. By the time my index finger lifts free to reveal my taut nipple, my chest is fully bare and the cool apartment air prickles across every inch of skin.

I cup both breasts in my hands and squeeze, thumbs brushing across my nipples until they’re hard enough to ache. A moan slips out of me and I make no effort to suck it back in.

“God, that feels good,” I breathe, letting my head tip back. “This must be hard for you, huh?” My hands keep working, kneading, pinching, pulling until my hips start to rock on the mattress all on their own. “It’s gotta be killing you that these aren’t your hands. These are mine.” I pinch both nipples at once and whimper. “How does that feel, Kir?”

Playfully, I let my gaze drift down my body, lower, lower, until I see my bunched-up cotton shorts. When I do, I let my eyes widen as if I’m just now noticing them. “Oh! Oh. I see. There’s so much more that’s killing you. I bet you want these gone, don’t you? You want to see all of me? Don’t you, Kir? Don’t you?”

I flatten my hands down my body, over my ribs and hips, until I hook my thumbs into the waistband and lift my hips off the mattress. Slowly, so, so slowly, I start to peel the cotton down one side first, baring the jut of my hip bone, then the other. But just when I have begun to expose the edge of my seamless nude panties, I stop and frown.

“Although, maybe not,” I muse out loud. “You haven’t been very good, have you, what with all the spying on me? Maybe you don’t deserve this much of a show.”

I can practically hear him groaning from halfway across the city.

“But I am so turned-on right now at the thought of how sad you must look. It’s not nice, is it, when someone else is in charge of things? Does it hurt to have to go at my pace? Are you hard, Kir? Are you leaking for me?”

I picture him in his darkened office, belt undone, zipper shoved down, his aching cock clenched in his fist as he bites the inside of his cheek while the torture consumes him, the same way this depraved heat is consuming me.

I sigh sympathetically. “I suppose I can take pity on you. I know how it feels to be at someone else’s mercy. Patience, though,” I whisper, winking at the lens. “You don’t get to rush this part.”

I resume the striptease, dragging my shorts lower, past my knees, down my shins. They dangle off one ankle for a second before I flick them onto the floor alongside the shirt.

I smooth my palms down my stomach and rest them on my inner thighs, framing what’s between them without touching it. “There,” I say. “Are you happy now? Or do you want more? Because I think you want more. I think you always want more. That’s your whole problem, Kir Lazarev. You’re greedy.”

I let my knees fall open another inch and trace one fingertip along the edge of the fabric where it meets my thigh.

“Lucky for you,” I murmur, “so am I.”

I press my fingers delicately against the thin cotton and drag them down in one long, slow stroke. They’re already soaked through. I can feel it, and I know the camera can see it, too, a dark, wet patch that gives away everything my mouth hasn’t said yet.

“Oh,” I breathe. “Feel that? No, you can’t, can you? That’s the whole point. You can look, but you can’t touch. Not tonight. Tonight, you just get to watch me do what you wish you were doing.”

I rub in circles, grinding the heel of my palm against myself through the damp fabric. My hips lift off the mattress to meet my own hand, no shame, no flinching. I want him to see every single thing my body does when it’s chasing what it needs.

“This is what you get for spying on me,” I lecture the blinking red dot. “You get to sit there and suffer. You get to watch me make myself feel good and know that it should be your fingers right now, but it’s not. It’s mine. All mine.”

I increase the pressure and a groan tumbles out of me. My free hand grips the sheets beside my hip, bunching the cotton in my fist. The friction through the panties is good. Really good. But it’s not enough.

“God, Kir,” I pant. “You have no idea what you do to me. Or maybe you do. Maybe that’s why you can’t stay away.”

I hook one finger under the edge of the fabric and pull it to the side, baring myself completely to the lens. I’ve never been this wet in my life. I can feel it on the insides of my thighs, slick and plentiful, and when I drag two fingers through it, the sound is downright filthy.

“Jesus,” I whisper, half to him and half to myself.

I find my clit and circle it with my middle finger, feather-light at first, barely any pressure. I could cum right away if I wanted to, but I force myself to go slow even though every nerve in my body is screaming at me to speed up and chase the finish line.

“You want me to go faster, don’t you?” I ask the camera. My chest is heaving. “Too bad. I told you: my terms. My pace.”

I keep the circles lazy and unhurried, dipping lower to gather more wetness before dragging it back up. My legs are shaking and my stomach muscles keep clenching in these involuntary little spasms. I spread my knees wider and sink two fingers inside myself, curling them forward, and the moan that rips out of me is guttural and loud.

“Fuck,” I gasp. I pump my fingers twice, then pull them out and bring them back to my clit. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

I keep doing that. Two strokes in, then a few circles of my clit.

Again.

More.

Better.

Closer.

One hand isn’t enough anymore. I need both. I put my left on my sensitive bundle of nerves while the middle and ring fingers on my right slide inside me, then out, then in, then out.

“Kir,” I moan. “Kir, I’m so close. Do you want to see me finish?”

I picture him in that dark office, belt open, pants shoved down, his hand wrapped around himself. I imagine him wearing the mask, though that probably isn’t true, but it just makes everything that much hotter. I picture his head tipping back against his leather chair. I picture the low, ragged sounds he makes right before he loses it, sounds I’ve heard with my own ears, pressed against his chest while he moves inside me.

I fuck myself harder. My left hand speeds up to match. The pressure builds so fast it almost scares me, this towering, teetering thing that’s about to come crashing down and obliterate me completely.

“Watch me,” I order the blinking red light. “Watch me cum for you.”

And then I do. It tears through me from my center outward, white-hot, my back arched completely off the bed, both hands working me through it as I cry out his name to an empty room.

The aftershocks roll through me for a long time. My legs twitch. I lie there with my eyes closed, both hands still between my thighs, and let my heart rate come down on its own.

When I finally open my eyes, the red light is still blinking.

I pull my fingers free, then roll onto my side facing the camera. My skin is flushed and damp, but as the sweat cools, I start to shiver. I wriggle under the covers and pull them up to my chin.

“Just a reminder,” I say to the lens. “That was for me. Not for you.”

The adrenaline is already fading, replaced by a heavy, bone-deep exhaustion that pulls at my eyelids. I don’t turn the camera off or even bother reaching out to point it elsewhere. I just lie there, facing it, and let my eyes close.

The last thing I think before sleep drags me under is that I haven’t felt this safe in a long time.

The red light blinks on, watching.

Always, always watching.
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KIR


“And we’re slipping off the course that we prepared / But in all chaos, there is calculation”

— “Glory And Gore” by Lorde

I haven’t moved.

Which is so fucking pathetic I could laugh. Jillian had me pegged as far as stage setting goes. I’m in my office, lights off, face lit up blue by the glowing screen—but she got the rest wrong. My belt has remained buckled. My hand is resting on it, has been doing nothing but that for the entire duration of her performance, but I haven’t undone the clasp. Haven’t unzipped. Haven’t touched myself once.

I just watched.

Not because I didn’t want to. Christ, I wanted to. From the second she pulled that shirt over her head, my entire body went rigid and my cock was so hard it became agony. When she peeled those shorts down and I saw the wet patch on the cotton, I almost spilled in my pants without lifting a finger.

But I didn’t move.

Because she told me to wait. She told me explicitly that it was her terms and her pace and her show, and so I sat here in my dark office on the forty-ninth floor and I waited.

That’s a new development for me. Obedience? Fuck that. I don’t do obedience; I never have. Lukas has tried to beat it into me for thirty years and the only thing he accomplished was teaching me to hit back harder. Teachers, tutors, coaches, even commanding officers during the brief stint at military school that Lukas arranged—none of them could make me follow an order I didn’t want to follow.

But Jillian whispers patience into a pinhole camera from six miles away and I turn into a fucking statue.

Now, she’s asleep. Her red hair is fanned out across the pillow, her face soft and gentle.

Now, it’s time.

I undo my belt.

Not to the image on the screen, though. Nor to the memory of her fingers between her legs or the sounds she made, so wet and wanton. All of that is seared into my brain forever, and I’ll use it later, probably tomorrow, or the day after, or— Alright, if we’re being honest, every day for the rest of my miserable life.

But right now, in this chair, I close my eyes and I start to dream of something different.

I’m in her apartment. The mask is on. She’s standing in the kitchen doorway, arms crossed, hip cocked against the frame. I walk toward her, and she doesn’t flinch. She reaches up with both hands and hooks her fingers under the edge of the fabric and she peels it up.

The mask comes off. And in the fantasy, I let it. I stand there with my whole face exposed, every scar and every shadow, and I wait for the thing that always comes next: The recoil. The disgust. The moment someone sees Kirill Lazarev, son of Lukas, blood of the Bratva, and decides they want no part of it.

But Jillian doesn’t recoil.

She looks at me, and her eyes are soft, clear, and completely unafraid. There is no hatred in them.

There is only love.

Just love.

I cum so hard my vision goes dark. My pants are ruined, and my seed is dripping all over my wrist and knuckles, but I sit in the wreckage of myself for a while, head tipped back, staring at the ceiling. I let the fantasy dissolve because it has to. That’s all it is and ever can be: a fantasy. Jillian knows my name and my face and she hasn’t run yet, but that doesn’t mean she loves me.

She tolerates me, yes. Desires me, perhaps. If I wasn’t exactly what she accused me of being—greedy—then those things would be enough.

But they aren’t. They aren’t enough by a fucking long shot.

On the screen, Jillian shifts in her sleep and pulls the blanket tighter. I clean myself up with a handful of tissues from the box on my desk and drop them in the wastebasket. Then I buckle my belt, straighten my shirt, and settle back in the chair.

I watch her sleep until morning. The whole time I sit there, one thought goes round and round in my head like an airplane with nowhere to land.

I’m supposed to be the one in control.

… But I’m not in control of a single fucking thing anymore.

She is.
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“Smile like you mean it / Oh, no, oh, no, no, no”

— “Smile Like You Mean It” by The Killers

Two mornings later, I’m at my desk pretending to read a zoning filing from the Newark site and retaining absolutely none of it. My phone sits next to my keyboard, silent as Elena Lazareva’s grave.

I keep waiting, but nothing comes in. I’m not sure what I expected. Text? Call? Signal message? If not that, then what about a cryptic emoji, a threatening endearment, a handwritten Hello, little fox appearing on my bedside table?

But I’ve gotten none of that. Ever since whatever we’re agreeing to call (or better yet, not call) the impromptu web-cam show I performed on Wednesday night, it’s been dead air and radio silence.

Did I do something wrong? Did I misunderstand the rules of the game? I feel red-faced and nervous. It was dumb, what I did. Maybe he didn’t watch after all. I’ve just gotten a big head, and embarrassment is what I deserve for stepping over such a stupid and obvious line.

Or maybe he watched every second of it and laughed the whole time. He probably thinks I’m pathetic, like when you see a little kid wearing Mommy’s high heels and pretending she’s the woman of the house now. In his eyes, I was just a desperate girl putting on a mortifying show for a man who couldn’t care less. God, that’s so much worse than him not watching at all.

I flip my phone over. No notifications. I flip it back down and swear to myself that I won’t check again until after lunch.

The thing that’s eating me alive isn’t the silence itself; it’s what the silence is doing to my brain. What a turnaround from Wednesday night. Less than forty-eight hours ago, I felt free and wild and uncaged and in charge. Cut to now, when I’m sitting at my desk, spiraling about whether my masked stalker liked my little striptease enough to text me about it.

“Get it together, Pierce,” I mutter.

Weston glances over the cubicle wall. “You say something?”

“Nope.”

I drag my eyes back to the zoning filing. The words continue to together. I read the same paragraph for the fourth, fourteenth, and fortieth time, but I still couldn’t tell you what it says.

Then, with no warning at all, the energy on the floor changes.

I don’t know how else to describe it. One second, it’s the usual hum of keyboards, low conversation, and someone’s Spotify leaking from shoddy earbuds. Then heads start turning. People sit up straighter and peer over the edges of their cubicles.

I follow the gazes—and my stomach drops through the floor.

Because Kir Lazarev is walking through the newsroom.

He’s in a tan suit with a sky-blue tie, clean-shaven and beautiful. In the corner of my eye, I can see half the women in the office start primping their hair and tugging their outfits into place. Worse yet, Kir is strolling alongside Richard Thornton. As in the Richard Thornton. As in the editor-in-chief of the whole goddamn paper. My boss’s boss’s boss’s boss. The name at the top of the masthead. Big Kahuna. If we ever crossed paths, I’d be obliged to call him Mr. Thornton and keep my eyes rooted firmly on the floor.

Kir, though, seems perfectly at ease to clap him on the shoulder and say, “Rick, if anyone knew your jokes were half as filthy as they are, you’d be run out of polite society with torches and pitchforks.” Then they both guffaw like old frat bros.

It’s official: I’m spiraling.

The reasons are plenty, each more valid than the last. The subject of my investigation is twenty feet from my desk, a stone’s throw away from the corkboard in the conference room where I’ve pinned a printed photo of Elena Lazareva’s dental chart with a red circle around it. Hell, there’s a notebook sitting open next to my keyboard with his father’s name written in block letters across the top of the page.

But not only is he here, he always appears to be welcome here.

Kir and Thornton make a slow loop through the floor, pausing at desks, shaking hands. Thornton is doing the introducing—“This is Kir Lazarev, CEO of Lazarev Global, one of our most valued advertising partners”—and Kir is doing everything else. He remembers names after hearing them once. He asks follow-up questions. When Thornton introduces him to Cheryl from the culture desk, Kir somehow already knows she wrote a piece on the Met’s new contemporary wing last month. “I read it twice,” he tells her with a solemn look of gratitude. “You made me care about Brutalist architecture, which I didn’t think was possible.” Cheryl turns the color of a ripe tomato and laughs so hard she sneezes.

He does this with everyone. Deborah from copy gets a compliment on her coffee mug, which has a picture of a grumpy cat and the words I SURVIVED ANOTHER MEETING THAT SHOULD HAVE BEEN AN EMAIL. “I need one of those,” Kir chuckles. “I’ll buy a hundred and distribute them to my entire team.” Deborah nearly falls out of her chair.

The interns practically combust. Priyanka, who’s twenty-two and fresh out of Columbia J-school, fumbles her pen so badly it clatters across the floor and rolls under Kir’s shoe. He bends down, picks it up, and hands it back to her with a grin that could sell toothpaste. “Careful,” he warns. “The pen is mightier than the sword. You don’t want to lose your best weapon.” Priyanka takes it from him and then just nods a bunch of times, like a broken bobblehead.

Weston pops up over the cubicle wall again and quirks a thumb at the show taking place behind us. “Who the hell is that?”

“Kir Lazarev,” I say without looking up from the zoning filing I’m definitely not reading. “CEO of Lazarev Global.”

“That’s the Lazarev guy? The one you’ve been—” He gestures vaguely at my disaster of a desk.

“Yep.”

“He’s handsome.”

“Is he? I hadn’t noticed.”

Weston gives me a look that says he doesn’t believe me even a little. “He’s shaking hands and kissing babies out there. Like a politician running for office.”

That’s actually a pretty decent description. Kir moves through the newsroom like he belongs there, like the space was waiting for him to fill it. He touches elbows, holds eye contact easily, and laughs at weak, nervous jokes as if they’re the funniest thing he’s ever heard. The women respond to it most visibly. Every single hair-do gets touched up repeatedly, and I swear a few blouse buttons get popped, too.

But the men fall for it just as hard. I watch Doug emerge from his office with his reading glasses pushed up on his forehead, shake Kir’s hand, and break into a smile I’ve seen maybe three times ever.

Meanwhile, I sink lower in my chair.

Doug catches my eye as he’s heading back toward his office. His smile withers into a frown. Then he changes course and stomps over to my cubicle, reading glasses still perched on his forehead.

“You look green,” he says bluntly. “You eat something bad?”

I shake my head. “I’m fine.”

He frowns. He opens his mouth to say something else, but then Thornton’s booming baritone cuts across the floor. “Doug! Bring your best and brightest over here. Kir wants to meet the investigative team.”

Doug shoots me a look. I shoot one right back.

“Don’t,” I whisper. “Please don’t.”

“Pierce, get up.”

“Doug, I really don’t think⁠—”

“Get. Up.”

I stand on shaky legs. I tug the hem of my blouse down, run my tongue over my teeth, and follow Doug to my doom, across the floor toward where Kir and Thornton are standing near the glass-walled conference room.

Kir sees me coming from fifteen feet away. His face doesn’t change. Not a flicker, not a twitch. He’s good. He’s really, really, really freaking good.

Thornton beams. “Kir, this is Jillian Pierce, one of our sharpest investigative reporters.”

Kir extends his hand. “Ms. Pierce. A pleasure.”

I take his hand. His grip is firm and warm and his fingers curl around mine for exactly the right amount of time. Not too long. Not too short. A perfectly calibrated handshake from a man who has shaken ten thousand hands and made every single person on the other end feel like they were the only one in the room.

Except for me.

He makes me feel like nobody at all.

“Ms. Pierce,” he says. “I believe you cover my family’s company.”

“I do,” I manage.

“Well, I hope we’ve been giving you plenty to write about.” He smiles easily, pleasantly, and above all, indifferently. Zero heat. He could be meeting me for the first time and you’d never know the difference.

Thornton claps a hand on Kir’s shoulder. “Come on, let me show you the corner office. We just renovated.”

Kir holds my eyes for one more beat. Then he nods and peels himself away. “Lead the way, Rick.”

They turn and head toward the glass-walled office at the far end of the floor. I stand there with my hand still half-extended, watching them go.

Just before they round the corner, Kir glances back over his shoulder.

He winks.

Then he’s gone, striding after Thornton with his hands in his pockets and not a care in the world.
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“Turn out the light switch / We’ve been awake for days / And no one’s coming ’round here no more”

— “Cold Contagious” by Bush

I stand there for way too long. Long enough that Weston has to clear his throat a few times before I register the sound and turn to look at him.

“You okay?” he asks. “You look like you just saw a ghost.”

“I’m groovy,” I say, a word I’ve never used before in my entire natural life.

I walk back to my desk on autopilot and sit down. The zoning filing is still open on my screen. I scroll down a line and then back up. I highlight a sentence and unhighlight it. Meanwhile, through the glass wall of the corner office, I can see Kir and Thornton sitting across from each other. Kir’s ankle is resting on his knee. He’s gesturing with one hand while Thornton nods along, and every few seconds, they both laugh about something.

My pulse won’t come down. I keep replaying the handshake and the total blankness in his face. I was just another stop on the tour, no different than Cheryl or Deborah or Intern Priyanka.

And then that wink. Nobody else saw it; he’d never be that careless. But I did. Another little gift for me and me alone.

My thighs press together under my desk. I hate him. I really, truly hate him.

Except for the fact that I don’t hate him at all.

Thirty minutes later, the corner office door opens and Kir steps out with Thornton right behind him. More handshakes, more laughing, more Rick this and buddy that. Then Kir turns to Thornton’s assistant, Linda, and asks, loud enough for half the floor to hear, “Excuse me, could you point me toward the restroom?”

Linda gives him directions. Kir thanks her with that same thousand-watt smile and saunters down the corridor past the copy room.

I know what this is.

An invitation.

But I’m not going after him. Absolutely not. I have a deadline to meet and also, you know, a shred of professional dignity left to protect. I’m not going to get up from my desk and follow Kir Lazarev to the bathroom of my own newsroom in the middle of a workday simply because he winked at me and it lit a new fire in my belly.

I’m not doing that…

… until I push my chair back and stand up.

Weston looks over. “Where are you going?”

“Bathroom,” I say.

“You just went, like, half an hour ago.”

“Bladder problems. Mind your business, Weston.”

Legs quivering, I walk down the corridor toward the restrooms.

I’m halfway down the corridor, between the copy room and the supply closet with the busted handle, when a hand shoots out from the old photo darkroom and closes around my wrist.

I don’t even scream. Some part of me was expecting this.

Kir pulls me through the door and shuts it behind us. The darkroom hasn’t been used in years. It’s tiny, maybe six feet by eight, crammed with dusty shelving units and stacks of cardboard boxes that nobody’s touched in decades. There’s no window and no light; the place is designed to keep it out.

“You’re out of your mind,” I hiss.

Kir presses me back against the shelving unit. A box of something topples off the top shelf and lands on the floor with a soft thump.

“You came,” he croons, his cinnamon scent flooding me, easing and exciting everything it touches at the same time.

“I was going to the bathroom,” I insist.

He simply laughs.

“Okay, fine. I was coming to find you. But only to tell you that showing up at my office is⁠—”

He puts his thumb on my bottom lip and drags it down. I stop talking.

“Don’t ruin it by pretending you’re angry,” he says.

“I am angry.”

“You didn’t look too angry last time I saw you.”

His thumb is still on my lip. I can taste the salt of his skin. In the pitch dark of this tiny room, I can’t see his face, and something about that trips the old wire in my brain, the loophole that makes this work, makes it all okay, that lets me want things without having to look at the person I’m wanting them from.

“You watched,” I whisper. Until this moment, I couldn’t be a hundred percent sure. I thought I knew, I knew I knew, but I wasn’t positive. The confirmation makes me feel giddy and high.

Kir’s voice is an unholy rasp. “Every. Fucking. Second. That performance,” he murmurs against the skin of my throat as he leans in and slowly nuzzles the tip of his nose up behind my ear, “was the cruelest thing anyone has ever done to me. And I grew up with Lukas Lazarev as a father.”

A laugh punches out of me before I can stop it. He catches it with his mouth, kissing me deep and hungrily in the dark.

When we break apart, I’m breathing hard and gripping his tie in my fist. “You can’t just show up here,” I tell him. “This is my job.”

“I had a meeting with Rick.”

“Rick?” I grimace at the unfairness of it all. “I’ve worked here for two years and I’ve never called him anything. I don’t think he knows I exist.”

Kir laughs. “Maybe you should try being more personable.”

I yank his tie in response, but he just laughs again. “You shook my hand out there like I was a stranger,” I snap. “Am I a stranger to you?”

He strokes the inside of my knee with one fingertip. “Would you have preferred I bent you over the copy desk in front of your colleagues? I mean, ask and ye shall receive, but I don’t think your bosses would approve.”

“Is it so much to ask for some acknowledgment that I exist?”

“Why, the wink wasn’t enough?”

“The wink made it worse!”

His thumb traces my jawline in the dark. “You liked it.”

“I wanted to strangle you.”

“That can also be a form of affection, in my experience.”

I let go of his tie and smooth it flat against his chest, which is a mistake, because now, my palm is just resting there and I can feel his heartbeat, steady and sure underneath the fabric.

“You’re the worst,” I say.

“And yet here you are.”

“Yeah,” I breathe. “Here I am. What happens next?”

I can almost feel Kir’s smile, though I can’t see a bit of it. “I was thinking something along the lines of this.”

He spins me around before I can draw my next breath.

My palms slam flat against the metal shelf and a row of chemical bottles chatters. Kir doesn’t pause. His hands find the hem of my pencil skirt and wrench it up over my hips in one savage motion, bunching the fabric up above my waist.

“You had your turn,” he says. “Your rules, your pace, your cute little orders.” His fingers hook into the waistband of my underwear and yank them down to mid-thigh. “It’s my turn now.”

I don’t ask him to put on a mask. I don’t need one. The darkroom is pitch-black, deeper than nighttime or closing your eyes. There are no streetlights bleeding through curtains here and no red LED blinking from a vent. It’s a void. Pure nothing. Absolute, velvet, enveloping nothing, and inside it, his hands are everywhere and his body is a furnace behind mine. He is nobody and everybody and the only person alive.

The darkroom is a mask.

“You know what you did to me?” He reaches between the V of my legs to palm my aching center. “I didn’t touch myself the whole time you were performing. Not once. You told me to be patient, and I was. I sat there like a good fucking dog while you came all over your own hand and moaned my name.”

Two of his fingers push inside me. I gasp and grip the shelf hard enough that the metal edge bites into my palms.

“And then you fell asleep,” he continues as he starts to pump a thick finger in and out of me. “I watched you sleep. All night. Like a man who has lost his fucking mind.” He withdraws his fingers almost all the way, then drives them back in. I’d crumple to the floor if it weren’t for his hips pinning me to the table. “Which I have. Thanks to you.”

“You’re—” I start, but the rest of the sentence evaporates when he adds a third finger and stretches me open.

“I’m what?” He grinds the heel of his hand against my clit, and the sensations rippling outward from it make me stutter and drool. “Go on. Use your words. You were so chatty on Wednesday. How does that feel, Kir?” He mimics my breathy cadence alarmingly well. “Are you hard, Kir? Are you leaking for me?”

My face burns in the dark. “That was⁠—”

“Torture,” he finishes. “That’s what that was. You put on a show designed to break me, and then you went to sleep like a baby while I sat in a puddle of my own cum trying to figure out what the fuck just happened to me.” He bites the tendon at the side of my neck, not gently whatsoever. “So consider this your receipt.”

I hear his belt. The jingle of the buckle, the hiss of it sliding through loops, the metallic click. I assume he’s just taking it off… until suddenly, I feel that body-warmed leather around my throat.

“Hold still,” he commands.

He threads the end through and pulls until I feel a gentle, even pressure on both sides of my windpipe. My airway narrows and the world gets soft around the edges, cottony and distant. Every sensation below my neck doubles in intensity. I can feel my own pulse thudding against the leather.

“Good?” he asks.

I whimper something that vaguely resembles a yes. Even if I could speak, I don’t want to change anything. The pressure is too perfect, just enough to remind me that he’s here and he’s holding me. If I needed him to stop, he would. But I don’t need him to stop.

I need more.

I reach back blindly and grab his hip, pulling him closer. He exhales against my ear and tugs the belt again, and I melt.

But even then, he doesn’t rush it. Bastard that he is, he lets me stand there anxiously waiting, skirt hiked to my ribs, underwear tangled around my thighs, waiting, listening, while he takes his sweet time.

“Kir,” I whisper.

“Say it again.”

“Kir.”

“Louder.”

“We’re in the middle of my newsroom⁠—”

He bends me in half forward with one hand flat between my shoulder blades, pushing my chest toward the shelf until my cheek presses against cold metal. “I said, Louder,” he repeats. I can feel the thick head of him pressing against my entrance, but still not in where I need him so badly.

“Kir!”

He slides in to the hilt in one stroke.

He must’ve known how deranged of a sound I was about to emit, because just before it can explode out of me, Kir claps his hand over my mouth to muffle it. “Shhh,” he coos, his hips pulling back for the second stroke. “That’s it. That’s my girl.” He slams forward and I moan into his palm. “You remember patience? Because I remember. I remember every word you said. You don’t get to rush this part. Remember that one?”

I nod frantically against his hand.

I lose track of what’s happening, lost in the blur of it all. Long, dragging withdrawals followed by thrusts so deep I feel them at the base of my spine. Each one rattles the shelf. Bottles clink. Papery somethings brush my forearm, strips of hanging negatives swaying from a line strung overhead, ghosts of photographs that were never developed, images trapped in time while Kir Lazarev fucks me against the shelving unit they’re hanging from.

“Isn’t that what you said to me, little fox? While you were touching yourself? While you were soaking wet, spreading your legs for my camera?”

I whine behind his fingers.

“You wanted me to suffer.” His free hand grips my hip bone hard enough to bruise. “So now, you suffer.”

He pulls almost all the way out and holds himself there, just the tip inside me, while I squirm and push back and make pathetic, muffled noises against his palm.

“Ask,” he orders.

I shake my head.

“Ask.”

I clench my teeth and refuse.

He waits. The stillness is agonizing. I can feel my pulse throbbing where we’re connected as I clench around nothing. Wetness, my wetness, is dripping down the inside of my thigh. A full-body tremble rolls through me. The shelf digs into my hip bones. My calves are screaming.

Ten seconds pass. Fifteen. An eternity.

I break first.

“Please!” I gasp against his hand. “Please, please, please⁠—”

He drives back in so hard the entire shelving unit jolts backward and smacks the wall with a metallic crash. Kir abandons the slow game entirely and is fucking me with everything he’s got, one hand still sealed over my mouth, the other gripping my waist, his hips snapping against my ass in a rhythm that leaves no room for thought.

Then his hand leaves my waist and I feel his fingertip, slick with my juices, drag between my cheeks and press against a place nobody has ever touched.

My whole body locks up, not in fear but in shock, a full-voltage jolt of oh my God that whites out every rational thought I’ve ever had.

He doesn’t push in, though. It’s just the pad of his thumb, circling, testing, applying the barest pressure against that tight ring of muscle while he keeps driving into my pussy from behind. The dual sensation is so overwhelming that my knees buckle and he has to catch me around the middle to keep me upright.

“Okay?” he murmurs against the back of my neck.

I nod so fast I almost give myself whiplash. The belt is digging into my throat while Kir claims a new part of me, and I feel like “orgasm” no longer properly describes what’s about to happen to me. We need a new word for what’s coming. The old things just won’t do anymore.

He eases just the tip of his finger past the resistance, maybe half an inch, and something inside me detonates. I slam my hips back into him so hard he grunts, and then I’m grinding against him, chasing it, greedy, feral, completely beyond shame. I’m making crazy sounds and his hand over my mouth is the only barrier between me and the entire newsroom hearing exactly what’s happening in this darkroom.

“Fuck,” he breathes. “There she is. She’s mine. And she knows it.”

With one finger in my ass, another dragging me onto the savage length of his cock, and his belt looped tight around my throat, there’s nothing about me that doesn’t belong to him. He’s got all of it, and as long as we’re in the dark, I’m happy to give it up. I feel lighter than air, untethered from everything that’s ever bothered me.

I’m free in the dark.

I’m me in the dark.

“You want to cum?” Kir murmurs, and the sudden tenderness in his voice after all this brutality nearly undoes me more than the rest of it combined.

I nod frantically.

“Then cum for me, Jillian. Not for the camera. Not even for yourself. For me.”

Boom.

I bite down on his hand to bury the scream, teeth sinking into skin, tears springing to my eyes. Kir is all that’s keeping me on my feet as he fucks me through it until he pulls out of me with a wet, mournful pop and finishes on the curve of my ass in thick, hot spurts of cum.

The darkroom is silent except for our breathing. Mine is shaky and thin, his deep and slow. Out in the world beyond, which does in fact still exist, contrary to my beliefs a couple of seconds ago, I can hear the faint burble of the newsroom.

Kir presses his lips to the back of my neck. It’s a kiss, I think, though it’s so soft and gentle that maybe it deserves a new name of its own.

He loosens the belt from my neck and slides it free. I lie facedown on the table; I need a little longer to recollect myself. Eventually, I peel myself off the sticky surface, pull my underwear up, and tug my skirt down. But I can still feel the stickiness he left on my butt.

As if he read my mind, Kir finds my hand in the dark and presses a swath of fabric into my palm. It takes me a moment to realize it’s a folded silk handkerchief. Monogrammed, probably, if I had to guess. Shaking my head and laughing, I wipe myself off as best I can and shove the handkerchief into my pocket.

“I need to go back out there,” I say. “I’ve been gone too long.”

“Then you should go,” he agrees. “Before I lock the door and keep you in here forever.”

“Don’t threaten me with a good time.”

Still, as nice as that sounds, I go find the door handle and crack it open half an inch. The corridor is empty, thank God. I slip out without looking back, pulling the door shut behind me. My blouse is untucked on one side, my hair is a catastrophe, and I smell like sex and cinnamon and photo chemicals.

I have never been happier in my entire life.
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“And the hardest part / Was letting go, not taking part”

— “The Hardest Part” by Coldplay

I make it back to my desk without anyone stopping me. How that happened, I don’t know. The Big Man Upstairs must finally be taking pity on me. I drop into my chair, tug my blouse straight, and pull up the zoning filing again. But once again, the words swim and dissolve into gibberish. How can I focus on the intricacies of city building codes when my thighs are still trembling and there’s a tender spot on my neck where the belt sat? Or the soft weight of Kir’s handkerchief wadded up in my pocket, damp and incriminating?

I pick up my coffee. It’s cold, but I drink it anyway, because it gives my hands something to do.

Weston rolls his chair around the cubicle partition about forty-five seconds later. “What a day at the office, am I right?” he says with a wolf-whistle. “The eye candy was off the charts.”

I pretend to scoff. “Nothing to write home about.”

But Weston is in a persistent state of mind, apparently. His jaw drops in disbelief. “Are your eyes malfunctioning? You saw him up close, right? He’s a dreamboat in Tom Ford, girl.” He puts his elbows on the edge of my desk and props his chin in his hands. “Please tell me you got his number.”

I snort. “Why would I get his number?”

“Because he looks like he was grown in a lab? Because he smells like a very expensive candle? I was four cubicles away and I caught a whiff and I have not forgotten.”

“He’s a source, Weston,” I remind him acidly. “I cover his company.”

“Okay, but like, hypothetically,” he insists. “If he wasn’t a source.”

“Hypothetically, still no.”

“Why not?”

“He’s not my type.”

Weston blinks at me. “Jillian. Jill. Jilly. My girl. My love. My darling… The man is everyone’s type. He’s universally, objectively, scientifically attractive.” He tilts his head. “Since when do you even have a type? Weren’t you just telling me about that Hinge guy a couple weeks ago? I think I specifically recall you saying, ‘He wasn’t my type, but he was still hot, so I went back to his place.’”

My face blushes as I remember that lie, one of a billion similar ones I’ve told since Weston and I first became friends and I started my whole Sexually Liberated Jill shtick to keep the heat off me. “That’s different.”

“How?!” asks Weston, incredulous.

“It just is, okay? I’m not talking about this anymore.” I turn around as if to go back to work, but Weston makes no move to do the same. I can feel the heat of his gaze on the back of my neck. I shrug my shoulders and pray that the high collar of my blouse hides the lines of Kir’s belt, because if Weston sees that, his inquisition will know no end.

This is getting harder, though. I can feel the performance cracking around the edges. Two weeks ago, this would’ve been easy. I would’ve leaned into the bit, made a joke about Kir’s jawline, asked Weston to DM him on my behalf, played the whole thing for laughs. That version of the routine used to come so naturally I didn’t even have to think about it.

But now, there’s a handkerchief in my pocket and belt marks on my throat, and the breezy deflection that used to fit so well feels two sizes too small.

“You’re being weird,” Weston decides. “Weirder than usual, even.” He narrows his eyes, then drops his voice into a concerned register. “Jill… Did something happen at that hospital event? You’ve been off ever since.”

I shake my head without looking back at him. “Nothing happened. I’m just tired.”

Weston squints at me for another few seconds, then sighs and shrugs. “Fine. Keep your secrets.” He rolls his chair back to his side. “But for the record, you’re a terrible liar.”

I turn back to my screen. Once upon a time, he would’ve been wrong: I used to be a very good liar.

Not anymore, it seems.
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After a long and incredibly unproductive day, I leave the office at six and take the long way home. I don’t plan the detour; my feet just go where they go, and by the time I realize where I’m headed, I’m already crossing into the park with the last bit of daylight bleeding out behind the buildings. The air is cold enough to sting my cheeks and I should’ve worn a heavier coat, but I keep walking.

The playground is emptier than it was on Thanksgiving. But on the swings, a woman is pushing a little girl. The girl is four, maybe five. Her brown hair is tied up in two stubby pigtails and she’s wearing a purple coat with a fur-trimmed hood and rain boots with daisies. She kicks her legs on the upswing and squeals every time she reaches the top of the arc. Her mother catches the chains on the backswing, gives another push, and says something I can’t hear from here. The girl throws her head back and laughs, the purest sound I’ve ever heard.

I wrap my fingers through the chain-link fence.

I do the math in my head, same as I always do. Five years and three months, if I’m being exact, and I’m always being exact, because the math is the only thing I let myself cling to. Everything else, I gave away. A hospital bracelet on a tiny, chubby wrist—gone.

The girl on the swing has brown hair. Hers would have been red. I’m almost sure of it. My mother was a redhead. My grandmother was a redhead. It runs in the blood so deep that I can’t imagine it skipping a generation just because the other half of the equation was dark-haired and monstrous.

She’d have freckles across the bridge of her nose. She’d be stubborn. She’d be loud.

She’d be mine.

I don’t cry. I used to, whenever I came by here and did exactly what I’m doing right now, but I’ve trained that out of myself. Crying is a door, and once you open it in a place this public, it’s almost impossible to shut it again.

The mother looks over. Our eyes meet across thirty feet of woodchips and rubber matting, and I watch her face change when she sees me staring. She stops the swing mid-arc, scoops the girl off the seat, and walks briskly toward the jungle gym on the far side of the playground. The girl protests, reaching back toward the swings, but her mother doesn’t slow down.

I look down at my hands. My knuckles are white around the chain-link, fingers threaded through the diamond-shaped gaps so tightly the metal has left red grooves in my skin.

I can’t really blame her. I feel a rush of guilt and shame all at once. A woman standing alone at a playground fence, watching a child that isn’t hers… I know what that looks like. I know exactly what that mother just saw when she looked at me, because I would’ve done the same thing. Any good mother would.

I let go of the fence. The grooves in my fingers fill back in slowly, red fading to pink.

I turn around and walk home. I don’t look back at the playground, no matter how bad I want one more glimpse of a happy little girl and the mother who loves her.

My building comes into view and I dig for my keys, head down, still shaking off the lingering feeling left behind by the playground. It’s like a residue that sticks to my skin and makes it cold and clammy. I take the stairs up, then slip inside my apartment.

I drop my bag on the counter and kick off my shoes, the usual ritual. Then I hear a tap on glass.

He’s on the fire escape. No mask tonight. Just Kir as himself, sitting on the metal grating with his back against the brick, one knee drawn up, wearing a dark sweater and jeans.

I unlatch the window.

“You wanted access,” he says instead of a greeting. “Let’s talk.”

I step back and let him climb through. He stands in my kitchen, full height, and I feel the familiar twin surges of both what am I doing and how could I ever stop. So I open the cabinet and pull down two glasses and the whiskey.

“Okay,” I say as I pour one for me and one for him. “Talk.”
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JILLIAN


“I can feel the soil falling over my head”

— “Please, Please, Please, Let Me Get What I Want” by The Smiths

I take out my voice recorder from my purse, turn it on, and set it next to Kir’s whiskey glass. Kir looks at it, then looks at me, then reaches over and clicks it off.

“No,” he says simply.

“Kir—”

“Everything I say tonight is on background. No names and no faces, remember? Those are my terms.”

I wrap both hands around my glass. “Background is better than nothing, but only barely. I can’t build a solid story on⁠—”

He cuts me off. “You can use what I tell you to know where to look and what to look for, and then you find your own proof through channels that don’t trace back to me.” He nudges the recorder toward my side of the table. “That’s how this works, or it doesn’t work at all.”

Every instinct I have as a reporter is screaming at me to stand my ground here. If I can just get him to stand by what he tells me, this will blow the doors off readers across the country.

But I also know that if I press too hard, he’ll climb back out that window and vanish like the ghost he is, and I’ll be sitting here alone, drinking for two.

“Fine,” I concede at last. “Background. But it better be very fucking good background.”

He nods once. Then he picks up his glass, takes a long drink, and sets it down. “When I was twelve,” he begins, “I saw my father kill my mother.”

My jaw drops.

Kir’s face remains steady. On the surface, at least. But there’s something underneath all that steadiness that I recognize, because I’ve spent five years building the exact same scaffolding around a very similar kind of wound. You hold yourself very still so nobody can see what’s moving inside you.

I slide my hand across the table and put it on top of his.

He looks down at my fingers covering his knuckles. He doesn’t pull away. He doesn’t squeeze back, either. He just lets it happen, and I get the feeling that nobody has done this for him in a very long time. Maybe ever.

“You don’t have to tell me all of this tonight,” I hurry to say. My old J-school professors are all kicking me mentally, aghast at my betrayal of our profession. How could you?! they’re bellowing. Demand he tells you every last detail!!

But I don’t.

Because I’m not sitting across from Kir Lazarev as a reporter right now.

I’m sitting across from him as someone who cares.

“Yes, actually, I do.” He turns his hand over under mine so our palms are pressed together. “Because if I don’t do it now, I’ll talk myself out of it by morning.”

I swallow and nod. “Okay. Then I’m listening.”

Kir takes another drink and starts talking. “Her name was Elena,” he continues. “Elena Sergeeva Lazareva. When I was eleven, she got sick. My parents didn’t tell me much; I guess they didn’t want me to worry. So even now, I don’t know how sick she actually was. But her and my father took a lot of trips, were gone a lot, that sort of thing. I figured it was all related.” He looks down into the depths of his drink. “A year or so after the diagnosis, I was supposed to be spending the night at a friend’s house, but it got canceled, so I came home early. I was going to surprise my mom. To prank her, or whatever. But when I snuck in, I saw my dad in the kitchen.”

Something about the way he says that makes me frown. “Doing what?”

“Crushing pills. He ground them up and stirred them into a cup of applesauce.” Kir pauses, then raises his eyes to me. “That was the only thing she could keep down by then.”

A slow, thudding dread starts to creep through me. “What did you do?”

“Nothing. I just knew it didn’t feel right. So I sat in the closet and watched through the crack in the doors. He carried the applesauce down the hall to her room. Then I heard them talking, but I couldn’t make out the words. Then it got quiet.”

“For how long?”

“Hours, I think. I don’t know. It felt like hours. Then I heard footsteps. and when I looked out… He walked right past the closet carrying her. Her head was hanging back and her eyes were closed and her mouth was a little bit open and she wasn’t moving. She wasn’t moving at all.”

“Kir…”

He starts to rub the tip of his finger around the rim of his glass, again and again. “He took her out the front door. I stayed in the closet. I told myself he was taking her to the hospital, the pills were medicine, Dad loves Mom, Dad loves Mom. I even started to believe that—until he came back.”

A keening wail begins to rise up from Kir’s finger on the glass. It sounds like a ghost crying. “When he did, I saw that his shirt and hands were muddy and covered in blood. He looked like he’d been digging.”

“What did you do?”

“I kicked the door open. Asked him what he did to her.”

“What did he say?”

“He told me to go back to bed.”

My eyebrows lift. “That’s it?”

“I pressed as much as I could. I told him I saw. I told him I saw him crush the pills. I told him I saw him carry her out. He said she was very sick and she was in a lot of pain and that I didn’t understand. I said I understood fine. I said he killed her.”

“Did he deny it?”

He shakes his head. “No. No, he didn’t. He just looked at me and said I’d understand when I was older.”

I feel sick in a way I’ve never felt before. Sick from the top of my head to the soles of my feet. But we’re at a treacherous moment, and he needs me right now. So I ask, “Do you? Understand, I mean?”

Kir nods. “Yeah. I do.” He throws back the last dregs of his liquor. “I understand that my mother wanted to leave him, and so my father decided that if he couldn’t have her, nobody could. That’s how he works. He doesn’t let go. He’d rather destroy something than watch it walk away from him.” He plunks the glass back down. “She was the purest thing I’ve ever had in my cursed fucking life, and he took her away. Maybe we could’ve found a way past that—I don’t know how, but maybe—if he hadn’t then spent the next two decades erasing every trace of her. He closed up the house and burned every photograph. He made sure she was gone for good.”

My throat aches, but not only for the obvious reasons. There’s something in me that recognizes the guilt that Lukas must feel—because I’ve erased things, too. A hidden photo album labeled Tax Docs 2019 hides my greatest shame.

I know what it’s like to bury someone who’s still alive.

And before I can think about it, before I can weigh the words or wonder why they’re coming out shaped this way, I ask, “What do you think she’d say if she could see you now?”

It’s a strange question. I know it the second it leaves my mouth. A good reporter would ask What happened next or Where is she buried or Do you have proof for what you’re saying.

But then again, the question is not really about Elena.

It’s about a hospital bracelet on a tiny, chubby wrist. A little girl whose hair must be red, though I can’t possibly know for sure. It’s about whether I did the right thing.

Kir goes completely still. For a long time, he doesn’t speak, move, or breathe, and I mirror him.

Then he sets the glass down, pushes his chair back, and stands. “She’d say I waited too long to avenge her.”

He walks away. The window opens.

And Kir melts into the night.
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JILLIAN


“Hail Mary, forgive me / Blood for blood, hearts beating”

— “King for a Day” by Pierce the Veil

I wake up with my cheek stuck to the kitchen table and a crick in my neck that feels permanent. The apartment is gray and cold, an icy, pungent wind trickling through the open window. The whiskey bottle is still out, both glasses where we left them, his empty, mine half-full. My phone says 4:28 A.M.

I don’t remember falling asleep here. I remember Kir leaving through the window, and I remember pouring myself another drink, and I remember putting my head down for just a second.

That was hours ago.

In between, I dreamed. The dreams were bad. Not my usual ones, no dorm rooms or cracks in the ceiling. These were new and vivid. A boy crouched in a dark closet, eye pressed to the gap between the doors. A man walking past with a woman in his arms, her head tipped back, mouth slack. Muddy hands. Blood under fingernails. And the boy not making a sound, not moving, just watching his whole world get carried out the front door. I dreamed it over and over. Each time, I couldn’t move or scream or do anything but watch through that crack.

I peel my face off the table and sit up. I feel hollowed out and heavy at the same time.

I close the window, wash both glasses, and put the whiskey away. Then I open my laptop at the kitchen table and try to work while Kir’s story is still fresh in my head.

But the story won’t stay straight in my mind. Elena Lazareva, crushed pills, applesauce, a closet with a crack in the door. The details merge and fade and refuse to lie still.

Maybe because it’s not Kir’s story I’m seeing anymore.

It’s a hospital room. Beige walls, fluorescent lights, beeping machines. I was so tired that I almost couldn’t keep my eyes open, but I forced them open anyway, because I knew I didn’t have much time.

They put her on my chest. She weighed almost nothing. She had a red face and her fists were balled up tight and she was screaming, absolutely furious at the world for pulling her out of the warm, dark, safe place she’d been living in.

The nurse told me to take as long as I needed. I wanted to say, Then I need forever, but I knew that wasn’t one of the options. So when the time I allotted myself was up, I pressed my lips to the top of her head—she smelled like nothing I can describe, clean and new—and I handed her back.

The nurse took her out of the room and I didn’t see her again.

I told myself it was the right thing. I was giving her a better life than I could. I was scared and broke and the person who put her inside me was a monster. What was I supposed to do? Raise a child conceived in violence?

I thought I chose right.

Kir makes me wonder otherwise. He didn’t know why his mom was gone, just that she was gone, and no one would explain to him why. It’s ruined him. Did I ruin her?

Did I? Did I? Did I?

I close the laptop. I can’t do this right now.

I shower on autopilot, then get out, towel off, and put on whatever my hands find first. Jeans, a green sweater, boots. I grab my coat and my keys and I’m out the door before five-thirty.

The streets are desolate in the predawn gray. The sky is the flat, crackling dark of a bad photocopy. I don’t know where I’m going. My feet are just moving and I’m letting them, because staying in that apartment with my laptop closed and my thoughts open was not an option. I head south on Broadway, then cut east somewhere around Houston.

I end up on Mulberry Street somehow. I don’t remember turning onto it. But I’m here, and I’m standing in front of a church, the Basilica of St. Patrick’s Old Cathedral. I’ve walked past it a hundred times on my way to get pho at the little Vietnamese place on the corner, but I’ve never been inside.

It’s beautiful but haunting. The building is old, dark brick, Gothic windows, with a wrought iron fence winding around the cemetery next to it. The headstones in there are neat and straight, well-cared-for. The front doors are open. A faint yellow light spills out onto the stone steps.

I don’t know why I’m here. I don’t know what I’m looking for. I’m not even sure I believe in any of it: God, forgiveness, prayer. I do think I believe in devils now, though. After all, one wears a mask and comes to my apartment night after night.

But the doors are open, and I don’t have anywhere else to be, and the alternative is going back to my apartment and opening that laptop and trying to write about dead mothers while my own ghost sits on my shoulder and breathes down my neck.

So I take a deep breath and walk in.
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KIR


“If there’s no one beside you when your soul embarks / Then I’ll follow you into the dark”

— “I Will Follow You Into the Dark” by Death Cab for Cutie

I take the long way home.

Not because I need the air, though I do, but because my legs won’t carry me in a straight line tonight. Jillian’s question is a poison thorn in my side. What do you think she’d say if she could see you now?

I gave her the answer that sounded right: that her vengeance was overdue.

But the truth I swallowed before it could crawl out of my mouth is both simpler and worse: She’d be disappointed. She’d look at me and see exactly what Lukas made.

I cross through the park at Seventieth, cut east on Lexington, then loop south again aimlessly. By the time I reach my building, it’s nearly midnight. The doorman nods. The elevator climbs thirty-two floors in silence.

I unlock the penthouse door and know immediately that I’m not alone.

Afon Satyrin, my father’s lead henchman, is sitting on my couch.

He’s got a glass of my vodka in one hand and his boots on my coffee table, right across the crack in the marble. He was simply sitting in the dark, waiting, the way a spider waits.

“Kirill,” he greets.

“Afon.” I close the door behind me. “Help yourself, by all means.”

He takes a slow, unapologetic sip and sets the glass down. “Your father sent me.”

“Thanks,” I tell him, “but no thanks.” I jerk my chin toward the door. “No need to waste your time.”

Afon pulls his boots off the table and stands. He’s shorter than me by a few inches but twice as wide, built like a shipping container that someone gave arms and legs. His nephew Mat got the family looks; Afon got the blunt force brutality. “We have an errand.”

I wrinkle my nose. “What kind of errand?”

“The Bratva kind.”

I don’t move from the doorway. “Then I’m definitely out.”

“Your old man thinks you’ve gone soft,” Afon says emotionlessly. “He wants you to come along tonight. Prove him wrong.”

“I don’t⁠—”

“You and I both know it wasn’t a question, son.” He drains the glass and politely sets it back on my kitchen counter, then trudges over, brushing past me on his way out of the apartment.
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Afon drives. I sit in the passenger seat with my hands on my knees and watch the city as we go, a haze of sodium yellow streetlights and blackened windows.

We cross the Williamsburg Bridge into Brooklyn. Afon turns south on Bedford, then east, and parks in front of a laundromat with a handwritten sign taped to the door: DRYERS BROKE SORRY.

He kills the engine but leaves the headlights on. Their glow illuminates a narrow gap between the laundromat and a boarded-up nail salon. At the far end of the gap, visible only because the headlights reach just far enough, a man is zip-tied to a folding chair.

The man’s head is down. He’s wearing a gray hoodie, dark jeans, and sneakers with the laces removed. Nobody I recognize, which I’m sure is exactly the point. This isn’t a high-value target or a rival or someone who wronged the family in any meaningful way. This is a test with a pulse. A pop quiz Lukas put together over dinner to see if his son still has the stomach for the family business.

It’s two-question multiple choice.

(A) Kill him.

(B) Fail.

Afon pops the glove compartment and hands me a Makarov with the serial number filed smooth. I check the magazine out of habit and chamber a round.

“Who is he?” I ask needlessly.

“A rat. Fed some names to a detective in the sixty-eighth precinct.” Afon picks something from under his thumbnail. “Your father wants it handled tonight.”

“Anyone could’ve done this.”

“Yeah.” Afon looks at me for the first time since we left Manhattan. His eyes are flat, bovine, incurious. “But your father wanted you to do it.”

With a grimace, I get out of the car.

The alley reeks of piss. My shoes squelch in the liquid leaking from a nearby dumpster. The man hears me coming and lifts his head, and his face is so ordinary it makes my chest hurt. He looks like someone’s accountant. He looks like someone’s father. He starts to cry before I’m within ten feet.

With no hesitation, I raise the Makarov and shoot him once in the center of the forehead. The sound is a dull, silencer-suppressed pop. His head snaps back, then drops forward, chin to chest. A thin, dark trickle runs from the hole down the bridge of his nose.

I stand there for a moment, gun still raised, listening to the nothing that follows.

It stretches, the silence. It fills the alley like standing water, rising around my ankles, then higher and higher still. The man’s chin rests on his chest in a posture that could be mistaken for sleep if you didn’t notice the red-black hole between his eyebrows or the way his fingers have already gone slack against the zip-ties.

I lower the Makarov.

My hand isn’t shaking. That bothers me only because it proves something I’ve been trying to disprove for weeks: that I am perfectly capable of this. The mechanics are second nature. I did not hesitate. Not so long ago, Elliot Wilkinson’s orbital bone cracked under my fist and I felt good about it. This stranger zip-tied to a folding chair in a piss-soaked alley in Brooklyn is now dead because I pointed a gun at his face and pulled the trigger without my pulse climbing a single beat per minute.

So why is she still breathing?

Jillian Pierce ought to be dead, too. There are so many ways I could do it. A gun, a knife—fuck, I’ve had my hand literally around her throat and I couldn’t bring myself to squeeze. I’ve stood over her in the dark while she slept and watched the rise and fall of her chest and known exactly how easy it would be.

Yet I can’t.

My father could, and what am I if not my father’s son? He murdered the woman he loved and buried her body somewhere out there in the city, then went to work the next day. Am I him? The evidence says yes. So too does the blood cooling on a folding chair ten feet away and the scabs on my knuckles from beating Elliot Wilkinson senseless.

But I can’t do to Jillian what he did to Elena. Not with a gun, not with pills, not with my bare hands. Not even if Lukas held a blade to my throat and counted down from ten. Do it or else.

Which doesn’t make me better than him. Sparing one life doesn’t cancel out taking another. Mercy toward the woman I want doesn’t redeem the violence I’ve done to everyone else. It just means my cruelty is selective, which is maybe the worst kind.

Because there’s no telling who it will choose next.

I tuck the Makarov into my waistband, turn my back on the body, and walk to the car.

Afon doesn’t say a word until we’re back over the bridge. The Williamsburg’s suspension cables tick past the windshield like the bars of a cage, and the East River below is oil-black.

“Your father worries about you,” he says at last.

I snort a derisive laugh. “No, he doesn’t. Schemes? Manipulates? Sure. But he does not worry about me.”

Afon bobs a shoulder. “Different facets of the same thing, when it’s your son.”

“How would you know? You don’t have a son, Afon.”

“No.” He stops at a red light and watches it bleed across the hood. “But I have a nephew.”

I think of Mat in the back booth of that speakeasy on East 4th, the last time I saw him in person. He was the smarter of the two of us: He knew to run before the Bratva could sink its hooks into him. I never had that choice, and even if I did, I’m not sure if I would’ve been wise enough to take it.

“Mat’s a good man,” I say. It’s partially true—well, sometimes; Mat is cut from the same cloth as me, even if he’s made better decisions with the hand he was dealt. But I also say it as bait. I’m curious where Afon is steering this.

Afon’s jaw works beneath the heavy shelf of his cheekbone. “Mat’s a clever man. Good? I’m not as sure.” He accelerates through the intersection with the light still yellow. “He was supposed to come into the family proper. His father—my brother—wanted that for him. Instead, he gets a law degree and a corner office and thinks he’s above it all.”

“Maybe he just wanted something different.”

He clucks his tongue dismissively. “That’s not an option. Not when you’re choosing who you are. The boy’s lost his way.” He glances at me. “Family’s important, Kirill. Gotta stick by your blood. Mat will learn that, too, sooner or later. Just like you’re learning it now.”

I turn my head and stare out the passenger window at a row of shuttered storefronts sliding by, each one gated and dark. A closed flower shop. A closed barbershop. A closed everything.

Family’s important. Lukas would say the same thing. I’m not sure I agree with the sentiment. But I keep that to myself. Some disagreements are better left unsaid.

Afon pulls up to the curb outside my building and stops. The dashboard clock reads 4:41 A.M. I reach for the door handle.

“Kirill.”

I stop, but I don’t turn.

Afon keeps his hands on the wheel, eyes forward. He doesn’t look at me. “A piece of advice. Free of charge.”

“I didn’t realize you gave those out.”

“I don’t.” He lets the engine idle for a few seconds. “The reporter. The redhead.”

Every muscle in my body locks up.

“You need to make your move,” he advises. “Soon.”

I keep my hand on the door handle and try to control my breathing. “I told my father it would be handled.”

“Yeah, you did. And he believed you the first time. Maybe the second.” Afon drums one thick thumb against the steering wheel. “He doesn’t believe you anymore.”

“That’s between me and him.”

“It won’t be for much longer.” He finally turns his head. His face is unreadable in the dim glow of the dashboard instruments. “He’s already making the plans, son. Reaching out. Putting feelers on the street. You know how it goes.”

I do know how it goes. Lukas has a short list of people he trusts for this kind of work. “Not you?”

He shakes his head. “I told him it’d be better done by someone outside the organization. Hired gun.”

“Then who?” I ask.

Afon shakes his head. “I don’t know the specifics. I just know the wheels are turning, and they’re turning faster than you think.” He looks back at the windshield. “Whatever you’re going to do, do it quick. Because the window where you still get to be the one making the choice is closing. And once it closes—” He shrugs those enormous shoulders. “It don’t open again.”

I sit there for a long moment, considering. “Why are you telling me this at last?” I ask.

Afon takes his time considering the question. “Because your father asked me to bring you out tonight so he could see if you still had it in you. And you do. That man in the alley is proof.” He pauses. “But I’ve been around long enough to know that having it in you and being willing to use it aren’t always the same thing. Not when it comes to certain people.”

I open the door. The cold air rushes in.

“Clock’s ticking,” Afon says behind me. “Don’t let it run out.”
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Inside the penthouse, I don’t turn on the lights. I drop my jacket on the back of the couch and pour three fingers of vodka, then drink it standing at the kitchen counter, staring at the cracked marble coffee table I never replaced.

Then I do the thing I always do.

I open the feed.

Jillian’s apartment loads in crystal night-vision green. The kitchen is empty, cleaned up, glasses put away like I was never even there. I swipe to the bedroom camera, now that it’s been restored to its original location. Despite the late hour, the bed is still made. Jillian is nowhere to be seen.

I switch to the tracking app. Her phone’s location appears on the map as a small green dot. It’s not in any of the places I might’ve guessed. Not at Rae’s place or the office.

It’s on Mulberry Street. Little Italy. I pinch to zoom and the pin resolves over an unusual site: the Basilica of St. Patrick’s Old Cathedral.

When I see that, I frown at the screen. Why is she in a cathedral at five in the morning?

I know the answer before I’ve finished asking: Some weight gets too heavy to carry alone.

I pocket the phone, pick my jacket back up off the couch, and stride out. I haven’t set foot in a church since my mother’s memorial. I swore that day I’d never go back. I wanted nothing to do with a God who’d make a man like Lukas Lazarev.

But for her, I’ll go.
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JILLIAN


“Take me to church / I’ll worship like a dog at the shrine of your lies”

— “Take Me to Church” by Hozier

As I expected, the cathedral is almost entirely empty. It’s just me and an old woman seated close to the front on the right-hand side. I pick a pew near the back, on the left, and sit down. The wood is cold through my jeans. The ceiling is impossibly high above me, vaulted and painted in muted golds and blues that I can barely make out in the low light. Candles flicker along the side aisles.

I haven’t been in a church since I was pregnant. That one was not nearly so grand as this. It was a small chapel attached on a highway upstate, about forty minutes outside of Poughkeepsie, where I spent nine months pretending I was invisible. The chapel had folding chairs for pews and a crooked wooden cross on the wall and a window that looked out onto a parking lot. I used to go there in the evenings, not praying, just resting my belly on my hands and breathing.

I never knew what to say in there. I still don’t.

I fold my hands in my lap now. There’s no pregnant belly to rest them on.

I don’t know who I’m asking for forgiveness. That’s the problem. I’ve been sitting with this for five years and I still don’t know who I owe the apology to. God, maybe, if he’s up there and if he cares. My daughter, definitely, except she doesn’t know I exist. Or myself, which feels selfish but also feels true, because I’ve been punishing myself for half a decade and I’m tired.

I’m so fucking tired.

Up at the chapel in Poughkeepsie, I used to whisper the same thing every night with my palms flat against my stomach: I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m going to do the right thing, and you’re going to hate me for it, and I’m sorry.

My phone vibrates in my coat pocket. I ignore it. I’m not here for the outside world. That can wait.

Or so I thought, until it vibrates again. And again.

The old woman near the front turns around and gives me a look that could curdle milk. “Silence that thing,” she hisses. “This is a house of God, not a telephone booth.”

“Sorry,” I mutter, and fumble the phone out of my pocket. I intended to turn it off, but then I see that the screen is lit up with a text from an unsaved number. It’s a photo.

I open it—and nearly scream.

The photo is of me. Taken from behind and above, maybe fifteen feet back and to the right. My red hair against the dark wood of the pew. My green sweater. My hands folded in my lap, just like they are right now.

The photo was taken seconds ago.

I don’t turn around. I sit exactly where I am, staring at the image of myself on the small, bright screen, as my pulse careens out of control.

He’s here.

Kir is here.

I type back with shaking thumbs, Not here. Not now.

Three dots appear immediately.

You came here to confess something. So did I.




A priest walks past in the center aisle, heading toward the sacristy. He catches me looking at him and nods, a small, warm, unhurried gesture of welcome.

I try to nod back. I manage something that’s probably closer to a flinch. Because the word SINNER might as well be tattooed across my forehead in block letters. This priest has no idea what he just smiled at. If he did, I would most certainly not be welcome here.

I look around the cathedral to see if anyone has noticed my anxiety spiral. The answer seems to be no. The old woman is still in her pew up front and the priest has disappeared through a door beside the altar. Nobody else is here.

I start to type back, Where are you, and then I stop. Like they’re being drawn by something invisible, my eyes drift to the confessional booths along the far wall. There are three of them, ornate and wooden, with heavy curtains and narrow doors. Two are clearly empty, the curtains pulled back, the interiors dark and still.

The third one has its right-side door shut. As I watch, it moves. Not much. A quarter inch, maybe less. I’d miss if I weren’t already looking for it. But I know what it means.

He’s waiting.

I sit with my hands in my lap for another few seconds, because I need my legs to stop shaking before I can stand. When they finally do, I stand up. My knees dip into a genuflect before I can stop them. Muscle memory doesn’t care that I haven’t believed in anything sacred for half a decade.

I walk down the aisle. Each step echoes up into that painted ceiling and comes back down sounding twice as big. I reach the third confessional and pull open the left-side door, the penitent’s side. The booth is small, dark, and smells like old wood and furniture polish and, beneath that…

Cinnamon.

I sit down on the narrow wooden bench and pull the door shut behind me. The latch catches with a soft click.

The lattice screen between us is old and intricate, the gaps small enough that I can’t make out any real detail on the other side. Just shapes. A shoulder. The outline of a jaw. But I can hear him breathing.

I whisper, “This is so fucked.”

He sighs. “Then leave.”

I should. But I don’t.

“I hurt someone tonight,” he confesses. “A man I didn’t know. He didn’t matter.” His breathing is taut and labored. “But I didn’t hesitate and I didn’t feel anything while I did it. I just put a bullet in his fucking skull.”

My fingernails dig into the denim on my thighs.

“The barrier keeping me from doing the same to you,” he continues, barely above a whisper, “is about as thin as this lattice between us.”

I stare at the carved wooden screen. As I watch, Kir’s fingertips appear through one of the gaps. Four of them, pale against the dark wood, smeared with an ash gray substance that can only be gunpowder.

I lift my hand off my thigh and press my fingertips to his. Skin to skin. Warm and alive and trembling. My clean hands to his stained ones.

We stay like that for a long moment. His fingertips and mine, pressed together through the lattice, four points of contact no bigger than communion wafers. I can feel his pulse through the pads of his fingers, or maybe that’s mine—it’s impossible to separate the two when they’re beating this fast.

And then something comes to life.

It starts in the pit of my stomach, a fire that has no business being here. Not in a confessional. But the lattice is doing something to me, something I recognize with a sick, swooping clarity—because it’s doing what the mask used to do. It’s a barrier. A veil. It reduces him to a voice and a shadow, and the separation is permission. The blessing to feel what I feel without having to look it in the face.

My breathing changes. I press my fingers harder against his through the screen and the heat in my stomach drops lower, spreading between my hips, pooling and igniting there with an insistence that makes me squeeze my thighs together on the bench.

This is a church. I am sitting in a confessional in a cathedral on Mulberry Street at five-something in the morning, and I am getting wet for a man who just told me he murdered someone tonight. There is no version of this that doesn’t land me in a very specific circle of Hell.

Then Kir’s fingers withdraw.

I hear him stand. The wooden bench on his side creaks with the sudden absence of weight, and then his door opens, the hinges groaning softly, and clicks shut.

Footsteps. One, two⁠—

My door opens.

Kir fills the frame. He’s still in the dark sweater from earlier, his hair disheveled, his jaw clenched so tight I can see the muscle working beneath the skin. His gray eyes finding mine in the candlelit gloom and they shine with an unholy light.

“I don’t want a wall between us anymore,” he growls. “Or a mask, or an excuse. I want you, Jillian Pierce. And I’ll drag you down to hell with me if that’s what it takes to have you.”

He steps in, ducking his head beneath the low frame, and pulls the door shut behind him, and this confessional becomes a coffin built for two.

The space collapses to nothing. His knees press against mine. His hands find the wall on either side of my head, bracketing me in, and the smell of him—cinnamon, cordite, cold night air—fills every cubic inch of the booth until there’s no oxygen left that doesn’t taste like him.

“This is a church,” I whisper.

“I know.”

“There’s an old woman out there. And a priest.”

“I know, Jillian. Not one of them can stop me. Neither can God or the Devil. The only one who can is you. Will you stop me, little fox?”

I look up at him. His face is inches from mine, close enough that I can count the flecks of silver in his gray irises and the vein pulsing at his temple. He’s waiting for my answer, which is absurd, because how can he not see it?

I know what I want. I’ve known for a long time now.

I reach up and wrap my fingers around his wrist, then pull his hand off the wall and press his palm flat against my chest, right over my heart, so he can feel it beating for him.

“No,” I whisper. “I won’t.”
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“Come to me / Burn your starry crown / My dark angel”

— “Come to Me” by PJ Harvey and Mark Lanegan

The booth is built for one body and one confession, so with two of us in here, there’s no space that isn’t shared. Kir’s thighs surround mine. His chest pins me against the back panel. I can feel the hard line of his belt buckle and the harder line of his erection against my stomach. Every breath I take pushes me closer to him because there’s nowhere else to go.

He doesn’t kiss me like I expected him to, though.

Instead, he drops.

Kir Lazarev sinks to his knees on the floor of the confessional. His thumbs press into the groove above my hipbones, hard and possessive, and he looks up at me through the dark, those gray eyes catching the thin seam of candlelight leaking through the lattice.

“What are you doing?” I whisper hoarsely.

“Worshipping you.” He pops my jeans button one-handed, unzips me, then drags my pants and underwear down in one rough swoop.

“Kir!”

He presses his mouth to the inside of my thigh, just above the knee, and I feel teeth. “Spread your legs.”

“Kir, we are in a⁠—”

“I told you to spread your fucking legs, Jillian. Do it before I do it for you.”

Gulping I do. Because of the jeans tangled around my calves, I can only part my thighs a few inches, which is almost worse because it means everything that follows will happen in tight, claustrophobic proximity. His shoulders wedge into the narrow gap I’ve made. His breath breezes over my center first, hot and uneven, and then his mouth.

I cry out when he licks my folds, then immediately clap my hand over my own mouth.

He pulls back half an inch and grabs my wrist. “Hands down.”

“Someone will hear!”

“I said hands down, Jillian.”

I drop my hand to my side and ball it into a fist. He rewards me by dragging his tongue flat and slow from bottom to top, and my head cracks back against the wooden panel hard enough to hurt.

“Be quiet,” he murmurs against me. “Or, actually, don’t. I really don’t care.”

He seals his mouth over my clit and sucks. My hips jerk forward and he pins them back with one forearm banded across my pelvis. The strength in that single arm is staggering. I can’t move at all. I can only sit here with my back against wood that’s heard decades of whispered sins and take what he’s giving me.

He’s not gentle about it. He eats me with his whole mouth—lips, tongue, teeth—sloppy and ruthless. He knows exactly what I need, but when I try to grind against his face, he pulls back.

“Ask.”

“No.”

“Then I stop.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

He pulls his mouth away entirely and rests his chin on my hip, looking up at me with wet lips and zero mercy. “Try me.”

I last about four seconds before caving. “Please.”

“Please what?”

“Please don’t stop.”

“Good girl.”

He dives back in with a vengeance, and this time, two fingers push inside me. I bite my fist. My other hand finds the top of his head and grabs a handful of his hair. The wet sounds his mouth is making are filthy and amplified in this tiny wooden box, and through the lattice screen, I can see the flickering glow of prayer candles and the shadow of the crucifix on the far wall.

Kir’s fingers curl as he eats me out. “You taste like you’ve been thinking about me all night,” he purrs against my pussy.

I yank his hair hard. I want it to hurt. He growls with pleasure and sucks harder, and my knees buckle for real. He catches me with both hands on my ass and holds me up, his face buried between my thighs, and I’m essentially sitting on his hands while his mouth destroys me.

The orgasm tears through me. A strangled sound escapes around my knuckles, high and desperate, but Kir still doesn’t stop. He works me through the entire thing, slower now, softer, drawing it out until I’m twitching and oversensitive.

He presses one last kiss to the inside of my thigh. Then he stands.

In this space, standing means his body is flush against mine from knee to chest. His belt buckle digs into my bare hip. His hands are on the wall behind my head again, and his face is close enough that when he exhales, I breathe it in.

“Turn around,” he orders.

There isn’t much room, but I do it anyway, shuffling in the narrow space and grinding against him in the process, until my chest is pressed against the back panel and my cheek rests against the wood. Behind me, I hear his belt, then the slide of a zipper, and then his hand is on the back of my neck, firm, holding me in place.

“Hands on the wall,” he instructs. “Flat.”

I press both palms against the panel. The wood is worn smooth by decades of hands doing exactly this—pressing flat, gripping, bracing for whatever comes next. Same posture. Very different context.

He kicks my feet apart as far as the bunched jeans at my knees will allow. Then he pushes into me from behind.

I squeak in shock.

“Shh,” he breathes against my ear, but there’s a smile in it.

“Then go slow.”

“Not a fucking chance.”

He pulls back and thrusts in again, harder, and my forehead knocks against the wood. He fists a hand in my hair and pulls my head back, keeping my spine arched, while the other hand grips my hip to hold me in place.

“This is what you get,” he says, “for kneeling in a pew with your hands folded like a saint, when we both know you’re anything but.”

“I’m a better person than you.”

He slams forward and I choke on whatever I was going to say next. “You’re a brat,” he corrects, tightening his fist in my hair. “A gorgeous, insufferable, stubborn little brat who can’t go five minutes without mouthing off. And I love every fucking second of it.”

Love—that’s a word we will not be exploring tonight. I shove back against him, hard, taking him deeper, and he splutters in surprise as I bear down around him. I grin savagely. If I’m going to lose my mind in a confessional, he’s coming with me.

“Is that the best you’ve got?” I breathe.

It’s bait, pure and simple. He takes it. His hand leaves my hair and wraps around my throat from behind. The other hand snakes around my front, finds my clit, and starts working it in a flickering blur while he keeps pounding me with his thick cock. It’s all too much.

“Say my name,” he orders.

“Fuck you,” I pant.

“Say it.”

“I’m not going to⁠—”

He pinches my clit lightly and pulls out halfway. “You said it to the camera,” he reminds me. “Just the other night, remember? You moaned it to an empty room. You can say it now.”

I did scream it to an empty room and a blinking red light. It felt safe because he wasn’t there. But he’s here now, his chest against my back and his hand on my pulse and his cock inside me in a church, and saying his name means admitting this is real. This isn’t a mask or a screen or a camera.

This is a man.

This is him.

He thrusts once, deep and devastating. “Say it, Jillian.”

I’m shaking all over. He tightens his grip on my throat by a fraction and resumes his rhythm, slow at first and then building, and the pressure in my core ratchets up and up and I know I’m close and he knows I’m close and he won’t let me get there until I give him what he wants.

I whisper something.

“Louder.”

“… Kir.”

“Again.”

“Kir—”

“Again.”

“Kir!”

“Again.”

“KIR!”

And then the orgasm rips through me so hard my arms give out. I collapse forward against the panel and he follows, pressing me flat, his hips driving into me through the aftershocks while his fingers keep working and his other hand gentles on my throat. He says something against my hair, but I can’t hear it over the roaring in my ears. I feel his rhythm falter, then break, and he buries himself deep one final time and his whole body locks up behind me. I feel the heat of him inside me with no lattice, condom, or mask between us.

When we’ve both finished cumming, we stay there for a long time. Pressed together against the back panel of the confessional, breathing the same heated air. His forehead rests against the back of my skull.

Eventually, he pulls out. I feel him tuck himself back in and zip up. Then his hands find my hips and he tugs my underwear and jeans back up, buttoning them for me tenderly.

I turn around in the narrow space. Face to face. Chest to chest. His forehead drops against mine. I can feel his heartbeat through his sweater. It’s fast. Faster than mine, maybe.

“You said my name,” he says quietly.

“I did.”

“How did it feel?”

I think about lying. The habit is so ingrained that the deflection forms automatically: It was just a name, don’t flatter yourself, it slipped out. But the lie won’t come. Not here, not in this cramped wooden box that will tolerate no lie.

“It felt real,” I tell him.

His hands find mine in the dark and he holds them, fingers laced together between our chests. I pull back enough to look at him.

“We should go,” I mumble. “Before the early mass crowd shows up and we have to explain ourselves.”

The corner of his mouth twitches. “What would we say?”

“That we were praying.”

“That’s one word for it.”

I almost laugh. Turning, he pushes the door open and steps out first, checking the aisle. The cathedral is empty now. The old woman is gone, the priest nowhere in sight. Kir reaches back and takes my hand, pulls me out. My legs are rubber. I grip the edge of the confessional doorframe until they remember how to work.

We walk down the aisle side by side, not touching now, two people in a church at dawn who could be anyone. At the front doors, he stops. I stop beside him.

First light is breaking over the city as Kir turns to face me. His hair is a wreck but his eyes are level and clear. “Next Wednesday,” he says. “Eight o’clock.”

I blink. “Huh?”

He laughs. “I’m taking you out. A real date. Not your kitchen floor, not an alley, not a—” He glances back at the confessional. “Not that.”

“You’re asking me on a date?” I say, still confused.

Kir nods. “Corner of W 28th and 10th Ave. I’ll be there at eight.”

“And if I don’t show up?”

He doesn’t even begin to consider the question. “You will.”

I want to argue, but he’s probably right. “What should I wear?”

“Something that makes you feel dangerous.” He steps closer, tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “I want every man we cross paths with to wonder what they did wrong in a past life to not have a woman like you on their arm.”

Then he pushes through the heavy doors and disappears into the morning.
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“Me and the Devil / Walking side by side / And I’m gonna see my man / Until I get satisfied”

— “Me and the Devil” by Soap&Skin

Five days is a long time to argue with yourself and lose.

When I woke up on Sunday after the cathedral sacrilege, I was sure I wasn’t going.

Monday, I changed my mind.

Tuesday, yes.

Wednesday morning, no.

But now that it’s Wednesday night and I’ve flip-flopped enough times and with enough violence to concern every chiropractor in the five boroughs, I’ve finally decided to concede what should’ve been obvious from the start:

I’m going on the date.

But first, I have to decide what to wear. Which is how I find myself standing in front of my closet in a towel, dripping on the hardwood, staring at my options and gnawing at my lip.

I pull out a black dress first. I bought it for a work event in my first year at The Times and haven’t worn it since. It’s nice, though—fitted, knee-length, with a high neckline in front but open in the back almost to the waist. Rae called it my “secret weapon dress” because it looks conservative from the front and then you turn around and it’s a whole different situation. I hold it up against my body and look in the mirror.

It occurs to me that I have never dressed up for Kir. He’s seen me in flannel pajamas and inside-out blouses, in jeans I pulled on in the dark. He’s seen me in nothing at all. But he’s never seen me try. The idea of trying—of wanting to look good for him, specifically, on purpose—makes me extremely nervous.

I wish I could call Rae. I’ve picked up the phone a billion times today to text her about this, and every time, I’ve put it back down. Because calling Rae means explaining the situation, and explaining the situation means telling my best friend that I’ve been sleeping with the son of the man who bought her at a charity auction for five million dollars and is currently in the process of consuming her whole. That conversation will not go well for either of us. Besides, she’s got enough going on.

So Rae stays in the dark, and I stay in my towel.

I survey my other options, but I keep coming back to the first over and over again. Eventually, the black dress wins.

I drop the towel and pull on underwear first. Black lace, not red, just to keep Kir on his toes. I step into the dress and zip up the side, then turn to check the back in the mirror. The open panel shows the knobs of my spine, the two dimples at the base of my back, and, worst of all, a fading bite mark just below my left shoulder blade that I forgot was still there. I touch it with my fingertips. It doesn’t hurt anymore. It just exists, a little souvenir from the man in the mask.

I sit at the vanity and start on my face. Foundation first, then concealer under my eyes to keep these bags out of the public view, because ain’t nobody needs that. Blush, just enough to look alive. For eyeliner, I go heavier than usual, a thick wing that makes my green eyes sharper. Mascara next. Lipstick: a deep berry that Jillian-from-five-years-ago used to wear every single day and Jillian-from-now hasn’t touched in ages.

I uncap it and apply it slowly, watching the color transform my mouth into a wicked slash of crimson.

Something that makes you feel dangerous. That was the assignment.

I’d say this look meets the criteria.

The earrings from Bloomingdale’s are gold, simple, and elegant. My hair is half-dry, so I scrunch it with some product and let it do its chaotic red thing because there’s no taming it. More importantly, the chaos feels right tonight.

I spray Lost Cherry along my collarbones and wrists. The cherry and almond hit first, then the deeper notes underneath. Tonka, sandalwood. It smells expensive and reckless, which is exactly how I want to feel.

My heels are black with a pointed toe. They’re high enough to make my calves look good, but low enough that I can sprint away if the date goes sideways and I need to flee on foot. I’m nothing if not practical.

When my battle armor is fully assembled, I stand in front of the full-length mirror and take stock. It’s the unabashed openness of it all that shocks me most. I look like I want something and I’m not afraid to show it.

I’m nervous on the inside, though. My palms are damp and my pulse is racing. The men I’ve gone on dates with over the past five years were safe bets, low stakes. I chose them because I knew I’d leave before dessert. They didn’t matter.

Kir does matter. I wish he didn’t, but he does, and I can no longer pretend otherwise. We’re both far too gone for that.

I grab my coat and my clutch and check the time. 7:32. If I leave now, I’ll get to Chelsea right on time.

I lock the door behind me and head for the stairs.
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The corner of West 28th and 10th Avenue is dark, industrial, and worryingly empty. For a second, I think I have the wrong address. Then I spot him.

Kir is leaning against a brick wall under a dim awning, wearing a dark wool coat over a black button-down shirt. His hair is pushed back and his jaw is clean and gleaming in the low light. He looks like a dark dream—not a nightmare, but a sexy, twisting void full of shadows. A seductive kind of darkness.

He sees me coming from half a block away and pushes off the wall. I come to a stop in front of him. His eyes move down my body and then back up, slow, and his mouth opens just a fraction and then closes again. It’s a tiny gesture, but it makes me feel flushed and giddy all over.

“Hi,” I squeak.

“Hello, little fox.” He reaches into his coat pocket and pulls out something white. He holds it out to me. It’s a mask. Not a ski mask, like the one he wears—this is a white, Venetian-style mask, the kind that covers the top half of your face and leaves the mouth exposed. Blank, featureless, and weirdly beautiful.

I take it and turn it over in my hands. “What is this?”

“Put it on.”

“Hold your horses, buster. Not until you tell me what⁠—”

He nods upward. I follow his gaze to the building behind him. Above the entrance, partially hidden by scaffolding and shadow, a sign I hadn’t clocked yet bears three words in blocky white letters:

SLEEP NO MORE

My brain goes blank for a second and then catches up all at once. “Wait. This is— Are you serious?”

“Dead serious.”

“Sleep No More?!”

“You know it?”

“Know it? I’ve wanted to see this for years!” I’m holding the mask against my chest now, and I can hear the excitement in my own voice. I sound like a gleeful little girl on a field trip. “It’s an immersive theater production based on Macbeth. You wear masks and wander through a massive warehouse and the actors perform all around you and you follow whoever you want. It’s been running since, what, 2011? Rae and I have talked about going a hundred times, but something always came up.”

Kir is watching me with a look I haven’t seen before. Soft, almost. Amused, but also quietly pleased. “I know what it is.”

“The whole thing is nonverbal,” I say anyway. “The actors don’t speak. It’s all choreography and set design and—” I stop myself. “You already know all of this. You bought the tickets.”

“I did.”

“This is incredibly thoughtful.”

“Don’t sound so surprised.”

“Given the history of our relationship, I’d say my expectations were calibrated accordingly.”

He laughs. “I suppose that’s fair.”

I look down at the mask in my hands. The irony is so thick I could saw it with a steak knife. This man wore a mask to terrify me, to control me, to fuck me in the dark. And now, he’s handing me one so we can walk into a building hand in hand—on a date, no less—and lose ourselves in a beautiful tragedy.

“Ready?” he asks.

I fit the mask over my face and adjust the elastic. It sits snug across my cheekbones, cool against my skin.

“Ready.”

Kir pulls a matching mask from his other pocket and fits it over his face. It covers him from forehead to cheekbone, leaving his mouth and jaw bare. He looks like a villain at a masquerade ball, which is kinda exactly what he is.

He takes my hand. His fingers lace through mine and squeeze once, and then he leads me through the entrance.

Inside, it’s dark in a spooky, mood-setting way. We’re funneled down a narrow corridor lined with heavy velvet curtains as aromas of dried lavender and burning wood spiral around us. A woman in a 1930s nurse’s uniform and a blank white mask materializes in front of us, presses a finger to her lips, and gestures us forward without a word.

Then the corridor opens up and I lose my breath.

It’s designed like a hotel. The whole production takes place here, in this sprawling set spread across what looks like five or six floors connected by staircases and hallways and elevators. Every room is fully furnished with eerie decor. I can see a bedroom through one doorway, a ballroom through another, a hospital ward through a third. There are desks with papers on them, bathtubs filled with water, and bars stocked with actual bottles. The level of detail is mind-blowing.

And everywhere you look, people in masks.

Dozens and dozens of them. Maybe a hundred. All wearing the same white masks we are, wandering silently through these rooms and brushing past each other without speaking. Actors weave through the crowd. They’re the only ones who are unmasked. Their faces are painted, costumes period-perfect. A woman in a bloodstained nightgown tears past us on bare feet, crying black tears, and disappears down a staircase. A man in a dinner jacket waltzes alone in an empty ballroom, his eyes focused intently on a partner only he can see as a ghostly white spotlight follows him around.

I grip Kir’s hand tighter. “This is amazing,” I whisper.

He pulls me closer and puts his mouth against my ear. “Rule of the house. No talking.”

“Since when do you follow rules?”

“Every now and then. Come on.”

We move through the hotel together, room by room. In the first one, a study with a massive oak desk and bookshelves crammed with leather-bound volumes, an actor is hunched over the desk, scribbling frantically by candlelight. When he looks up, his face is anguished, but his eyes look straight through me.

He doesn’t see us. We’re ghosts here. We’re all ghosts.

Kir leads us onward. His hand doesn’t leave mine.

We climb a staircase and find a bedroom where a woman in a white slip is tearing apart a vanity, throwing perfume bottles and hairbrushes to the floor. The violence and terror of it is gut-level unsettling. A cluster of masked audience members stand against the wall, watching. The actress catches sight of herself in the broken mirror and freezes, then reaches out to touch her own reflection, looking horrified by what she sees.

More. Down a hallway lined with flickering sconces, through an eerie shop full of mounted animal heads and glass eyes that catch the low light. Through a candy shop with jars of real sweets on the shelves. Into a graveyard, fog-strewn, moaning.

Everywhere we go, I feel like I’m sinking deeper and deeper into our own dark story—and I’m fucking loving it. Nobody here knows or cares who we are. My mask has taken away everything that’s ever hurt me, and the masks everyone else is wearing means they are phantoms, too.

No one is tracking whether the CEO of Lazarev Global is touching a New York Times reporter. No one is connecting my face to his face.

We’re just two people in the dark.

The same as everyone else.

When I spy a chance, I pull Kir sideways into an alcove behind a heavy curtain. The fabric falls shut behind us. It’s a tiny space, barely enough for two bodies, and he looks down at me through the white mask. I can see his mouth and the hard line of his jaw.

I rise up on my toes and kiss him, mask to mask. His free hand finds the bare skin of my back through the open panel of the dress and his palm spreads wide between my shoulder blades, grounding me.

Our tongues clash briefly. When I pull back, he chases me for half a second before stopping himself.

“What was that for?” he asks.

“It was a thank you,” I explain shyly. “This is the best date of my life.”
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KIR


“Choke this love ‘til the veins start to shiver / One last breath ‘til the tears start to wither”

— “River” by Bishop Briggs

“This is the best date of my life.”

One little sentence is all it takes to gut me.

It’s the surprise in her voice that gets me most of all. She’s almost awed by the concept itself. Not just a date, not just a good date, but the best date? That’s something for other women, she seems to think. Not for Jillian Pierce.

I wish I had something smooth and aloof to say, because smooth and aloof is the only mode of operation that keeps this from spiraling even further out of control than it already has. But that shit went out the window a long time ago. Right about the same time I came in her window. Pun intended.

So instead of smooth and aloof, I just give her the truth:

“Mine, too.”

Jillian grins. It’s fleeting, but fuck, is it beautiful.

Then she grabs my hand and drags me back through the curtain into the chaos.

I lose track after that. Not of her—never of her. I could find Jillian in a windowless room with my eyes sewn shut; the pull of her is gravitational. But I lose track of everything else that ought to matter. The assignment. The article. The kill order and Lukas’s ultimatum looming over our heads. Afon, the body in the folding chair in Brooklyn… All of it dissolves the moment she tightens her fingers around mine and pulls me toward the next room.

The mask hides half her face from me, but the grin remains. I can see that, her pearly teeth in the dark, and then her wide, surprised, delighted eyes when we stumble down a hall and emerge into a fog-choked ballroom.

As we find a place to watch along the wall, one thought runs through my head on endless legs:

I could do this every day for the rest of my fucking life.

In the center of the ballroom is a bed. It’s a four-poster draped in dark linen with a single lamp burning amber in the corner. The pinpoint spotlights and the swirling smoke make the whole space seem smaller than it is, borderline claustrophobic. Around us, the audience has formed a loose circle along the walls. Their white masks float in the gloom like a jury of the dead.

Two actors occupy the center. One is asleep. He lies on the bed with his arms at his sides, chest rising and falling gently. The other stands over him. The standing man is shirtless, his torso gleaming with sweat or oil, and in the half-light, his musculature looks carved from rock. He stares down at the sleeping man with an expression I recognize immediately, because I wore it myself in a Brooklyn alleyway just a few nights ago.

It’s not just anger, though it’s partly that.

It’s not just hatred, though it’s partly that, too.

It’s not bloodlust, or fear, or psychopathy.

It’s resignation.

Acceptance that what happens next is what was always fated to happen.

Then, with a long, dragged-out sigh, the standing man places both hands around the sleeper’s throat and starts to choke.

I know what happens next because I know the play. Duncan dies in his bed at the hands of a man he trusted. Macbeth murders his king because someone he loved told him it was necessary, and because power makes parasites of us all.

The hands tighten. The sleeping man’s body jerks, once, twice, and then goes still. The killer holds on for much longer than necessary, like he recognizes that letting go means the sin is truly committed. Eventually, though, he releases his grip and steps back to examine what he’s done. His fingers are spread wide, trembling. It’s as though the dead man’s throat left invisible burns on his palms.

Around me, the audience watches without breathing. Jillian’s hand is clamped around mine so tight I can feel the individual bones of her fingers grinding against my knuckles. She’s riveted. Leaning forward on her toes, her lips parted beneath the white mask, completely consumed by the performance.

But me? I’m not here.

I am not watching the performance anymore.

I’m seeing my father’s kitchen. Crushed pills. Applesauce. A boy in a closet.

I’m seeing a piss-soaked alley in Williamsburg and a stranger zip-tied to a folding chair with a hole between his eyebrows.

I’m seeing Jillian’s apartment. The breaker cut. The phone jammed. Her spine against the wall and my hand over her mouth and her body going somewhere I couldn’t follow.

Kill the reporter by the end of the month…

… Or I’ll send someone who will.

On the bed, the dead actor lies perfectly still. The killer’s hands hang at his sides. He turns in a slow circle, surveying the ring of masked faces as if searching for one that will absolve him.

His gaze passes over me. Hesitates. Shakes his head. Moves on.

Jillian must think I’m enthralled. She has no idea that the temperature of my blood just plummeted, because the scene on that stage is not a metaphor. It’s a fucking fortune telling session. It’s exactly what my father has been asking me to do for weeks, and the only difference between Macbeth and me is that Macbeth actually went through with it.

Well, that’s the only difference for now.

Who knows what the future will hold?

Jillian turns to whisper something. But before she can even get the first syllable past her lips, she sees something in my eyes, and the sentence dies faster than Duncan did.

I don’t know exactly what she sees there. I only know what I feel, which is the cold, marrow-deep certainty that the universe just held up a mirror and I looked directly into it. What’s that thing Nietzsche says? Stare long enough into the abyss and the abyss will stare back at you? This is what that looks like. The abyss has seen me and it has deemed me unworthy.

As for how that looks on the architecture of my face, I don’t know. It’s bad enough that I can see what happens to hers. The light in her eyes is immediately snuffed out, cold, dead. Her lily-white grin collapses. Her lips quiver and her fingers tighten in concern around mine as she whispers, “Kir…? Are you⁠—”

I rip my hand away.

Her fingers grasp at empty air for a fraction of a second before dropping to her side, and I see the confusion register across the exposed lower half of her face. She rocks backwards on her heels, almost like I shoved her from me.

“Stay here,” I growl. “I need air.”

“Kir, what’s wr⁠—”

I don’t stay to hear the end of her question or answer it. Instead, I slip between two masked audience members and rush into the corridor beyond the ballroom. The dreary fog eddies and curls in my wake like it’s clinging to me.

The hallway is narrow, dimly lit, lined with peeling wallpaper and eerie portraits. A woman in a filthy wedding dress rounds the corner ahead of me and reaches out toward my throat with pale fingers. I shudder, then sidestep her without breaking stride and keep charging on.

I need air. Fuck, I need air. I can’t breathe in this goddamn place. This graveyard chill is seeping into my lungs and sealing them up like cement.

I find a stairwell and take it down, two steps at a time, past a landing decorated with taxidermied birds suspended from the ceiling on invisible wire. Their glass eyes track me as I pass. Like the actor who played the killer Macbeth, they see me for what I am and they do not approve.

At the bottom is a fire exit. I slam the push bar and stumble out into a service alley behind the building. It’s the city in December, which means it’s brutally cold. I’m thankful for that. Cold is the only thing that can clear this shit out of me. I rip the mask off and gulp oxygen until my lungs start reluctantly pumping again.

My back finds a brick wall. I slide down it until I’m sitting on dirty asphalt with my knees drawn up and the white mask dangling from one hand, staring up at the thin, measly strip of starless black sky visible between the buildings.

Above me somewhere, Jillian is standing alone, wondering what the fuck just happened.

I wish I knew how to tell her:

I’m falling in love with you, little fox.

I have to kill you before that happens.
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JILLIAN


“How unfair, it’s just our love / Found something real that’s out of touch / But if you’d search the whole wide world / Would you dare to let it go?”

— “Not About Angels” by Birdy

There’s a Kir-shaped hole in the fog. He was there a second ago, and now, he’s gone, and there’s an empty outline in my heart to match the one he left behind.

What the hell happened? We were having a good time! I want so badly to chase him down, grab him by the collar, and demand an explanation. Why do you have to ruin everything just when it’s getting nice? Why can’t we just be fucking normal for once? Don’t I deserve that? Don’t you? Don’t we?

It’s the look I saw on his face that stops me from following in his footsteps. Whatever that haunted daze, it wasn’t about me. There was something behind his eyes that I couldn’t reach. And chasing a man into the dark when he looks at you with that much dread in his face is a surefire way to make everything worse.

So I don’t go after him right away.

I look back out through the eyeholes of my mask at the ongoing scene. The actor on the bed is still dead, obviously. That’s how that tends to work, in my experience. The killer has dropped to his knees beside the body and is now cradling the dead man’s hand, nuzzling it against his own cheek. Grief, guilt, horror—all of it is written across his painted face in perfect, wordless agony.

My hand is still warm where Kir was holding it.

I curl my fingers into a fist and press it against my cheek, just like the actor on stage. Kir’s scent and heat are there, as reassuring as ever. If this is the last time I ever see Kir Lazarev, I know that I’ll still have this gut-level pang of attraction and guilt whenever I so much as smell a stick of Big Red for the rest of my life. Cinnamon has become my one and only aphrodisiac. The scent of dreams and nightmares alike.

The lights fade to black and the four-poster bed falls into shadow. Around me, a few audience members drift toward the exits, following other actors into other rooms, other stories. The ballroom thins out. The fog machine hisses from above the bed, pumping more gray vapor into a room that already has too much of it.

I replay the last sixty seconds. We were fine. We were better than fine. I was holding his hand and watching the performance and everything felt easy for once. Just two people on a date—what a concept. And then the actor put his hands around the sleeping man’s throat and Kir went somewhere else entirely.

I know what that looks like. I’ve done it myself. Checked out, vacated, left the building while my body stayed behind. It usually means something in the present just collided with something from the past, and the collision knocked everything offline.

What did he see up there on that stage that I didn’t?

A man killing another man in his bed. Hands around a throat. A body going limp.

I think about what Kir told me in my kitchen. His mother. The pills. His father walking past with her body in his arms.

Oh. Can’t say that doesn’t make perfect sense.

I stand there for another ten seconds, fist pressed to my cheek, breathing in the remnants of him. Then I drop my hand, and one word fills up my head like a billboard in bright neon.

No.

No, he doesn’t get to do this.

He doesn’t get to hold my hand through five floors of this haunted hotel, kiss me behind a curtain, look at me the way he looked at me when I told him this was the best date of my life, and then bolt the second it gets hard. That’s not how this works. And yeah, I know the irony of me being the one to say that, because I’ve been running from hard things since I was nineteen years old. I have a black belt in Avoid-Kwon-Do. I could teach a fucking masterclass.

But I’m here, aren’t I? Me, the woman who hasn’t let a man get past a second drink in five years. I still sleep with the lights on, for God’s sake, but I came here, despite the fear and the memories that haunt me day in and day out. I showed the fuck up for something that terrified me, on the mere sliver of a chance that there might still be a happy-ever-after hidden in the shadows.

If I can do it, he can damn well do it, too.

His father murdered his mother in cold blood and then buried her in an unmarked grave, and their son saw it all, and yeah, that’s about as horrible as things get. But a stranger stole my body and my innocence from me, and in a sick fucking way, stole the greatest blessing of my life from me, too, so it’s not as if I’m not speaking from experience here. We both arrived at the beginning of this nightmare with baggage aplenty.

But when Kir killed the lights in my house, pushed me to my knees, and told me to stay, I fucking stayed, didn’t I? I did. I know I did. I stayed for everything that came after, too, all the uncertainty and fear. I stayed not because he is safe—he is categorically the least safe person I have ever met—but because he didn’t let me float away. He grabbed me by the chin, pulled me back into my own skin, and made me feel every single second of it. That mattered more than safety ever has.

So now, it’s my turn.

He’s out there somewhere, shivering in the dark with his father’s metaphorical hand wrapped around his throat, convincing himself he’s a monster.

And maybe he is. Maybe we both are.

But monsters don’t get to quit on each other. Not when we’re on the verge of finding our way out of the darkness.

I rip my mask off, tuck it into my clutch, and start running for the nearest exit sign.

I push through the curtain and back out into the corridor. The hallway is cramped and dark, and there are masked bodies everywhere, drifting in that slow, dreamlike way the show demands. I don’t bother excuse me-ing my way through the bewitched herd; I just start to shove. A guy in a peacoat stumbles sideways as I clip his shoulder and complains, but I pay him no mind.

As I bump through, I’m scanning every silhouette for the one that’s his. He’s impossible to miss. It’s not like I need to see his face to know it’s him; I’ve known his smell and his shape for far longer than I’ve known what his face looks like. That tall, proud posture, looming over everyone even when he’s falling the fuck apart.

But none of them are him. It’s just a sea of white ovals floating in the dim light, all identical and all wrong.

I keep moving anyway, because there’s this feeling that’s building in my chest. Like every step I take in his direction is a step closer to a version of us that could actually survive past tonight.

I’ve spent five years running from.

This is running toward.

I round a corner and nearly collide with an actress in a blood-soaked wedding dress. She reaches for me with outstretched fingers and I duck under her arm and keep going.

Another staircase. I grab the railing and race down the steps. I feel like a hunting dog, because I could almost swear that it’s Kir’s cinnamon scent I catch on the drafty breeze wafting in my face. Overhead, taxidermied birds have their wings spread wide like they were frozen in the middle of swooping down to peck out my eyeballs.

The cinnamon is getting stronger. He’s this way; I know he is. I redouble my pace even though my feet are aching and protesting.

He doesn’t have to carry this alone. Neither of us do. That’s the whole point of whatever this is. The right two broken pieces can make something whole if you just take the time to line up the jagged edges.

So if I can just find him, if I can get my hands on him before the spiral drags him under, I can show him that. I’ll press my palm against his chest the way I did in the confessional and say, I’m here, I see it all, and I’m not leaving. That might not fix a single thing. After all, his father will still be a monster and the kill order will still be hanging over both our heads and the article will still be inching its way closer to front page news.

But we’ll face those things together, shoulder to shoulder, and together is not nothing.

Together is, in fact, everything.

So fuck the fear. I’m going to find my masked man, grab him by that ridiculous jaw, and tell him that whatever he saw on that stage is not our future. The darkness only gets the last word if you let it.

There’s a fire door waiting at the bottom of the stairs. The push bar is crooked, not seated flush in its housing, the way it would be if someone had just hit it hard. I slam into it without breaking stride.

I burst into an alley. It’s cold enough to shock tears into my eyes, but when I blink them away, I see a huddled mass at the foot of the wall, and I see that he’s…

… not here.

It’s a bag of trash, nothing more. I walk up to it unsteadily, my vision still blurry from the cold. I don’t know what I’m looking for until my gaze falls to my feet and I see it.

Kir’s mask is on the ground, right at the base of the wall, sitting on the concrete where he left it behind. It’s staring up through empty eyeholes at the equally empty sky above. The elastic strap is stretched and twisted, like it was yanked off in a hurry.

I pick it up. It’s still warm, but somehow, I know he’s gone.

I want to scream, but then that word flares bright in my head again.

No.

Fuck no!

I won’t let him run. No, goddammit, no, no, no.

I spin on my heel and yank the fire door back open, plunging into the stairwell. I flash a double-bird to the taxidermied birds just because I don’t like the way they’re looking at me.

Back on the main floor, the fog is thicker than before. A new scene must be starting somewhere, because most of the masked audience members have migrated toward the far end of the building, leaving this corridor half-empty. I scan every figure I pass. Too short. Too stocky. Wrong coat.

Then I see him.

Two rooms ahead, moving through a doorway. It’s him, it has to be. He’s walking fast, head down, and he’s about to disappear around the corner.

I break into a run. My heels snag on a cable taped to the floor and I stumble, catch myself on a doorframe, then keep going. Through the first room, some kind of apothecary, shelves lined with brown glass bottles and murky, indescribable contents, and into the second, a grim detective’s office with typewriters and fedoras hanging from hooks on the wall.

He’s right there. Ten feet away, his back to me, about to disappear again.

I lunge forward and grab his hand. He stops.

And I know immediately:

It’s not Kir.

The hand is wrong. The fingers are too thick, the palm too wide, the skin too soft. Kir’s hands are large but lean, long-fingered, and I know every ridge and knuckle of them by now. This hand belongs to someone else entirely.

I pull back as fast as I can, but I can’t help feeling like I let something loose that should’ve been kept caged for as long as possible.

The man turns around. The white mask covers him from forehead to cheekbone, but below it, the jaw is heavier, squarer, and more stubbled, with a grim mouth set in a flat line.

He looks down at me. The flickering lamplight catches the edge of his jaw and throws the rest of his face into shadow.

“Ah. You must be the girl.”

There’s nothing friendly in his voice, and in no way is it a question. He knows exactly who I am.

And the spark of violent pleasure in his black eyes says I’m just the woman he was looking for.
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JILLIAN


“You are my sweetest downfall / I loved you first, I loved you first”

— “Samson” by Regina Spektor

The stranger’s hand releases mine, but only so it can close around my upper arm instead. He steers me sideways through a skinny gap between two shelving units and into another small alcove tucked behind a velvet curtain. A wall sconce throws pale, weak light across his jaw and throat.

I yank my arm free. “Get your hands off me.”

He lets me go and doesn’t reach for me again. He just stands there, blocking the only way out. The mask makes it impossible to read anything above the mouth, and the mouth isn’t giving me much.

“Who are you?” I demand.

“A friend of Kir’s.”

“Kir doesn’t have friends.”

“He has one.”

“Then he should’ve mentioned you,” I say, pressing my back against the shelf behind me. “Because I’ve spent a lot of time with Kir lately and your name has never come up.”

“Do you want to know my name, or do you want to know what I came to tell you?”

My stomach drops, but I keep my face blank. Reporter Face, Reporter Face, Reporter Face, I chant inwardly. I gotta put my masks back on, all of them that matter, because I’m starting to get a very nasty feeling about what this man found me to share. “I don’t know what you’re⁠—”

“Stop.” He holds up one hand, palm out. “I didn’t come here to play games with you, Ms. Pierce, and I don’t have time for the part where you pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about.”

I shut my mouth.

“If you keep going like this, you’re going to get yourself and him killed.” The man edges closer. He smells cool and fragrant, aquamarine and forest. The stubble on his face is black as night over snow-white skin beneath.

“Kir was given an assignment,” he continues. “You know what it was. He hasn’t done it. You know that, too.” His mouth tightens. “What you don’t know is what happens on the other end of that failure. What his father does when patience runs out.”

“And what does his father do?”

“He stops delegating.”

I swallow. The air in the alcove is thick and dusty. I’m finding it harder and harder to breathe.

“Kir is lying to Lukas,” the man continues. “Telling him the job is almost done, complications have slowed things, blah fucking blah. He’s been trying to buy time, but it’s not working anymore. And the consequences will be severe. For both of you.”

“Both of us,” I repeat.

“Both of you.” He says it again, slower, like I’m hard of hearing. “Go ahead—tell me you’ll take the risk, you don’t care, you’re not afraid. But what about him? You think you’re the only one at risk here? Kir is putting his own neck on the line just to keep you breathing. And he’s doing it badly. So let me repeat myself: Get out before you’re both slaughtered and scattered.”

I open my mouth to tell him something—I haven’t quite decided what, exactly—but I never get the chance.

Before I can, a hand shoots past my shoulder and snares the man by the front of his shirt. Kir materializes behind me so fast it’s as if the fog itself spat him out.

“Get the fuck away from her.”

Kir has changed. Everything about him—eyes, hands, posture—is different than it was ten minutes ago. The man who froze and ran from me is gone. This version of Kir is locked in and lethal, and the grip he has on the man’s shirt promises danger.

The man doesn’t seem too concerned, though. He raises both hands slowly, palms out, fingers spread. I’m not armed, it says. I mean no harm. He holds Kir’s gaze for a beat and something passes between them that I can’t decode. Strangely, it feels like they really do know each other. That’s odd. I thought the man was bullshitting, but I’m starting to second-guess myself.

Then Kir lets go. The man steps backward, out of Kir’s reach, and straightens his shirt where Kir bunched it. He doesn’t say a word. He turns to look at me again, and his eyes are a silent reminder of what he just told me. Then he turns and slips out through the gap in the curtain, leaving us alone.

I look up at Kir, but he isn’t returning my eye contact. He’s watching where the darkness swallowed up his maybe-friend, and he’s scowling deeply.

Then he turns to look at me. “What did he tell you?”

I’m inclined to fill him in on the whole strange, unsettling conversation, but for some reason, I hesitate. It was sort of implied that the stranger didn’t want to have that little chat in front of Kir, so I wonder if I’m supposed to keep it secret, too. If the man wanted me to leave Kir because I’m distracting him, am I allowed to tell Kir that’s what’s happening? Am I allowed to ask who the hell that was?

Another part of me is seeing the growing anguish in Kir’s face and wondering what the hell is happening in his head.

“I…”

“Let me guess.” Kir’s jaw works. “He told you to run from me before we both end up chopped into fucking bits.” I don’t say anything. He drags a hand down his face. “Meddling fucking mudak.”

I touch his elbow. “Kir, who was that? Why’d he tell me that? Why does it seem like something’s about to happen if we don’t⁠—”

Kir’s hand closes around my upper arm and shuts me up. It’s not as hard as the stranger’s grip, but it’s not exactly the softest touch he’s ever done, either. “We’re leaving.”

“Kir—”

“Now.”

He drags me out of the alcove and into the corridor, moving fast. I have to half-jog to keep up in my heels, and the cable I tripped over earlier catches my toe again. Kir grabs me before I stumble and throws me over his shoulder. I scream in shock, but he doesn’t set me down until we’ve gone back down the staircase decorated with the stuffed birds, out of the exit door, and into the night.

The cold hurts when I suck in a breath. The street is wet from a rain that must have started while we were inside. Puddles catch the glow of passing headlights. Kir drops my wrist, shrugs off his coat, and drapes it over my bare shoulders without asking.

He still hasn’t looked at me.

“Kir,” I beg, “talk to me. Please.”

Kir starts walking. I run after him again, asking, “Kir, who was that? How did you know him? He said he was your friend! Kir!”

He refuses to answer any of my questions, so with an angry huff, I stop walking.

He makes it a few more strides before he realizes I’m not beside him anymore. The rain is picking up. It’s cold on my bare legs and it’s ruining my hair, but I don’t care about any of that.

“He said I’m going to get us both killed,” I call after him. My heels are planted on the wet sidewalk and I’m not moving. “That seems worthy of a discussion.”

Kir turns around. His shirt is soaked through and his hair is plastered to his forehead. There’s a wildness in his face that I’ve only seen in brief, terrifying flashes before. I brace myself, because I’m sure he’s about to yell at me, or grab me, or tell me to mind my own goddamn business.

Instead, he exhales. Rain trickles down the bridge of his nose. “Yeah, well, he’s right.”

I pull his coat tighter around my shoulders and close the distance between us, stopping when we’re a foot apart. “Then explain it to me,” I plead.

Kir looks at me for a long time. “My father gave me until the end of the month,” he says, “to kill you. And I decided I’m not going to do it. Because death has already claimed enough of the people I love.”

My breath catches at one particular part of that. Kir sees it and nods. Knowingly, sadly.

“Yeah, I know. Love. That’s the part that fucks everything up. If I just couldn’t do it, if it was just some moral hang-up, I’d figure a way out. But I can’t think straight anymore. All I can do is think about you, and that makes me sloppy. In my world, sloppy gets people buried.”

I reach up and wipe the rain off his cheek with my thumb. He flinches at the tenderness but doesn’t pull away.

“That man in there was right,” Kir says. “If this keeps going, it can only end one way. It’s not happy. So if you’re in this for a happy ending, start fucking running and don’t stop until you can’t see me anymore, little fox.”

I scoff. “If I said okay, would you even let me go?”

Kir frowns. “I mean…”

“You’re a masked stalker,” I remind him. “You’re not exactly the ‘let her go’ type.”

There’s almost a smile there, hidden under the rain and the exhaustion. “No. I’m not.”

“So it’s death for both of us, then.”

“Yeah,” he agrees. “Yeah, it probably is.”

I nod. “Then let’s enjoy this while it lasts. Because I’m not going fucking anywhere.”

A beat.

A pause.

A cold, foggy, lonely, rain-soaked silence.

Then he’s kissing me, and I’m kissing him. We’re grabbing fistfuls of each other because close is not close enough. It’s the heat of our bodies against the chill of an uncaring world, but here in the darkness, we’ve found a place that’s safe.

“Take me home,” I pant between kisses. “I need you.”

He flags a cab down and we fall into it, kissing like teenagers, nestled close, tangled, torn up, tortured, totally lost in one another. We get out of the cab the same way, and we race up the stairs to my apartment, stumble through the door already half-undressed and find ourselves tumbling into my bed, still trapped in what’s left of our drenched clothing.

We manage to shuck it all off somehow, never separating our mouths for longer than is absolutely necessary. My skin has gone from goosebumps to flushed, and Kir’s is the same, hotter than ever. I’m surprised that the rain isn’t sizzling and boiling off of us.

But when we’re naked and he’s touching me and his hardness rises up as the perfect match for what I need so, so badly, I stop him for a second. I reach into my clutch where it landed beside my bed and pull something out of it.

Kir looks down at what I’m holding, then back up at me.

“Old habits,” I explain with a shy grin.

He takes the white mask he left behind in the alley and pulls it on. As soon as he does, this aching, delicious easing steals through my core. A deadbolt opening. A thrown-wide door beckoning for him to enter.

“Sometimes,” I whisper, “I can’t believe you’re real.”

“Likewise,” he agrees, and then he’s inside me, and we take each other somewhere way beyond where death or threats or rain could ever possibly touch us.
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I jolt awake gasping, but the nightmare that woke me is already gone. The room smells like rain. Petrichor—that’s what that scent is called. I remember an English literature professor in college telling me how much they loved that word. I like it, too. Petrichor, cinnamon, and sex. It soothes me like nothing else in my life ever has.

But what soothes me even more is what happens next.

I reach out…

… and he’s there.

He’s never stayed the night before, but here he is, real and in the flesh. My fingers graze his chest first, then travel up to his jaw, and I almost laugh, because the idiot fell asleep with the mask still on. It’s crooked now, twisted to one side, the elastic digging into the skin behind his ear. He shows no sign of it bothering him in his sleep.

I ease the mask off him as carefully as I can so I don’t wake him up. His face underneath is slack and young, unguarded in a way I’ve never seen it. The ever-present boiling rage is gone.

I press butterfly-light kisses to each of his closed eyelids, then I set the mask on the nightstand and watch him for a while. The bruise under his left eye. The faint scar near his lip. The long lashes fanned out against his cheekbones.

Love.

That’s one hell of a word.
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KIR


“I will burn your kingdom down if you try to conquer me and mine”

— “Kingdom Come” by The Civil Wars

I feel reborn.

It’s been four days since the baptism in the rain, and I feel like a new fucking man. Words like “peace,” “happiness,” “contentment”—I used to raise my nose and scoff at that shit. If those concepts were even real, which I highly doubted, they were never meant for people like me. The Lazarevs were cursed; I knew that, my father knew that, and my mother learned it the hard way.

Turns out I was wrong. They’re at my fingertips. Those fingertips aren’t clean by any stretch of the imagination, but my little fox lets me touch her with them anyway.

It’s Saturday morning now. I’m sprawled across the couch in my penthouse with my phone balanced on my chest. Outside the windows, the East River is gunmetal gray under a low December sky, and a tugboat is puffing its way toward the harbor. Normally, I’d say this week-long storm is a fitting reflection of my internal state.

Not today.

Today, I’m texting Jillian Pierce like a lovesick fucking teenager. I don’t even have the decency to be embarrassed about it.

LITTLE FOX


Tell me something nice. I need to purge the image of Doug eating that rotisserie chicken with his bare hands from my head




Surely it wasn’t that bad.




He was wearing a bib, for fuck’s sake.




I respect a man who comes prepared.




Spoken like someone who once broke into my apartment with a backpack full of zip ties and duct tape.




You say that as if you don’t like being tied up.




She sends an emoji of a monkey covering its eyes in embarrassment.

Sue me.




What are you wearing?




It’s 9 A.M. on a Saturday, Kir. I’m wearing some very ratty pajamas




So not a bib?




I can almost hear her laughing on her end of the text thread, two miles downtown.

No, you horny bastard, not a bib.




Pity. I had a nice mental image going. I’ll pivot to imagining everything you’re not wearing underneath the gray NYU shirt.




How did you know I was— Oh, wait. Camera. You sick fuck.




I turned the camera off.




Since when?!




Since you started putting on shows for it. Took all the fun out of spying.




You’re impossible.




I’d rather be that than safe. Safe bores you.




(un)fortunately, “safe” has never been an option with you. The best I can hope for is “probably won’t kill me today.”




Today, I can guarantee your safety.




As for tomorrow?




Tomorrow is tomorrow.




Swoon. Be still, my heart.




She starts typing again, but while I’m waiting for the three bubbles to disappear, the intercom buzzes. I ignore it, because nobody I want to talk to would be using the intercom right now. The list of people I care to see is one person long, and I’m texting her as we speak.

But then, to my irritation, it buzzes again. Then a third time, a fifth, a tenth, all rapid-fire. Someone knows I’m home and ignoring them, so they’re leaning on the buzzer.

I tap the speaker. “What.”

“Open the door, asshole. It’s freezing out here.”

It’s Mat.

I buzz him up and unlock the door, then flop back on the couch. Jillian’s next text came while I was at the door.

By the way, you should turn the camera back on later today. I was planning a thing.




My dick stiffens immediately.

That’s a lovely thought, but hold it. Something came up.




Is that code for “I have to go do crimes”?




Not today. Just a pest at my door that needs exterminating.




The elevator dings in the hall. Mat lets himself in without knocking and pauses in the doorway to survey me with a critical eye. He’s wearing a black peacoat over a black turtleneck, his dark hair damp from the rain, and he’s carrying two paper cups of coffee from the Turkish place on Second Avenue.

He sets one cup on the counter, peels off his coat, and drops onto the armchair across from me with a breathy, melancholic sigh that suggests he wants me to ask how he’s doing. I don’t.

“Your little stunt at Sleep No More was unnecessary,” I inform him.

Mat sips his coffee. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Mat.”

“Kir.”

“Did you really think cornering Jillian and whispering vague threats in her ear would spook her enough to make her run? I don’t know who should be more insulted, her or me.”

He scowls. “She needed to hear it.”

“She needed to hear it from me. On my terms. Not from some masked stranger grabbing her in the dark—she’s had enough of that for one lifetime.”

“I was trying to⁠—”

“I know what you were trying to do. And I’m telling you it wasn’t your call to make.” I sit up, swinging my legs off the couch. “Stay away from her.”

Mat sighs again and lifts both hands in surrender. “Fine. Message received. But that’s not what I came here to⁠—”

“Frankly, man, I don’t give a fuck why you came here. Not if it has anything to do with that subject.” I clear my throat. “What I want to know is, where do we stand on the board of directors?”

Mat’s posture morphs in a millisecond. He wears that lawyer mask well, this old friend of mine. Sometimes, I almost forget he has the same violent blood in his veins that I do. “I’ve got five of nine locked,” he tells me. “You, obviously. Plus Lambert, Fernandez, Carillo, and McCormick.”

“That’s one short of a two-thirds majority.”

“I’m aware of that, thank you.” He taps his thumb against his coffee cup. “The remaining four are your father, Mays, Blanchard, and Solomon. Safe to say your father votes against the motion to make him look like an incompetent asshole. Mays is Lukas’s man down to the marrow—he’s a surefire no. Blanchard is a weather vane; she’ll vote with whoever she thinks is winning five minutes before the motion reaches the floor. Which leaves Solomon.”

“And where does Solomon stand?”

Mat grimaces. “Solomon is nervous. He doesn’t like the optics of a son deposing his father. Old-school loyalty bullshit, and he’s as old-school as they come. But he also doesn’t like what he’s been hearing about Astoria, and he really doesn’t like the idea of a New York Times investigation landing while his name is still on the letterhead. I’m working on him. But it’ll be close.”

“The vote is in two days,” I remind him. “There’s ‘close’ and then there’s ‘close.’”

“Do I look like I need that fucking explained to me?” he snarls. “For God’s sake, you selfish asshole, I’m doing this shit for you even though I swore I wanted nothing to do with it. Gratitude wouldn’t be so out of place.”

“Spare me the bitching,” I grunt. “You wouldn’t know what to do with a fucking ‘thank you’ anyway.”

He’s still grumbling, though. “Wouldn’t kill you to acknowledge the hard work, goddammit.”

Mat drains half his coffee in one pull, and when he sets the cup down, I notice his hand isn’t quite steady. That’s new. I don’t like it.

“I talked to Afon last night,” he says ominously.

That makes me sit up straight. Mat doesn’t speak to his uncle unless he absolutely has to. Not since the night he cut ties with the family business and struck out on his own. Which means whatever dragged him back to Afon’s orbit was bad enough to override every principle he’s spent the last decade constructing.

“On purpose?” I ask, still unsure.

“He called me.” Mat’s jaw tightens. “And before you say anything—yes, I know. I know what I said. I know what I said I wanted. But you need to hear this.”

I wait.

“Your father contracted someone to kill Jillian.”

“I know.”

Mat blinks. “You know?”

“Afon told me. Last week, after the thing in Brooklyn.”

“Then why the fuck are you sitting here instead of—” He stops himself, pinches the bridge of his nose, and recalibrates. “Kir, man, listen to me very fucking carefully. This isn’t a threat anymore. This shit is literally in motion. Lukas has moved past the part where he trusts you to handle it. Someone else has the contract. The window where you could’ve gotten in front of this⁠—”

“Is closed,” I finish.

“Firmly,” Mat reiterates. “Which means you are operating on borrowed time that just got a whole lot shorter.”

A sickening feeling is starting to inch up my throat. “How much shorter?”

“I don’t know the full scope of details,” he warns with a spread of his hands. “I just know that, as of midnight last night, the kill contract had been published, and Lukas’s new guy is out on the prowl.”

Fuck.

That’s all I need to hear. I’m leaping off the couch, scooping my keys off the foyer table and shrugging into my jacket. Mat moves fast for a lawyer. He’s between me and the door before I’ve reached it. “Don’t do what I think you’re about to do,” he advises.

“Move,” I grunt.

“Kir, if you put yourself in the line of fire, this killer can and will shoot right fucking through you to get to her. Don’t be a goddamn⁠—”

I grab his shoulder, twist, and judo flip him neatly and efficiently onto his back on the floor. He lands with a groan and a wheeze. Once upon a time, he never would’ve let me manhandle him so easy, but life as a lawyer is making him a little slow and a little soft.

I leave him lying there, spluttering, as I charge out into the world.

This mercenary motherfucker wants to shoot through me to get to Jillian? Let him try.

I dare him to fucking try.
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JILLIAN


“And there’s a storm you’re starting now”

— “Hurricane” by Halsey

Rae picks me up early on Saturday morning so we can drive upstate to go visit her brother at his rehab facility. The Honda’s heat is cranked to the max and still barely winning against the December cold seeping through the windows. I take control of the aux, obviously—Rae’s taste in music is notoriously awful.

“I’m just saying, if there are that many deer, maybe we should be worried,” I remark, squinting at another yellow animal crossing sign as I slurp the last watery dregs of my iced coffee.

“Think they’re plotting something?” Rae teases. “Rebellion?”

“Don’t mock,” I warn her, keeping my face dead serious. “You’ll be the first one against the wall when the deer uprising comes.”

She giggles. It’s the first real laugh I’ve heard out of her in weeks, which is a pleasant surprise. She’s being really tight-lipped about everything that’s happening in her life, but I’m glad to see I haven’t lost her completely.

“There she is,” I say, giving her a warm look. “I was starting to worry my bubbly best friend had been body-snatched.”

“I’m just tired,” she promises. “Late night at work.”

“Did he do something new?” “He” meaning Lukas, of course, the bane of both our existences, albeit in very different ways.

“No, no, no. I was just stuck on a… a hard project.” She swallows and looks away toward the passenger window. “Nothing untoward.”

“Mhmm.”

I don’t push. I want to. God, do I want to. Every instinct I have is screaming at me to pull this car over and shake the truth out of her about whatever Lukas Lazarev is doing to my best friend. But Rae has that look in her eye and a death grip on the steering wheel, and I know from long experience that poking at that particular dam right now will only make it crack in a way neither of us is prepared for.

So I give her space. I’m good at that. I’ve had a lot of practice needing it myself.

My phone lights up on my thigh. I glance down. Kir again.

I press my lips together to keep from grinning and/or word-vomiting about how disgustingly happy I am. I don’t want to believe in this good thing, because good things and I have a complicated history. It feels like a mirage in the corner of my eye: If I don’t look at it too hard, it’ll stay right where it is, just how I want it.

“Speaking of distant and distracted,” Rae says, glancing over at me, “you’ve been kind of out of it lately.”

My fingers tighten around my iced coffee. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that you, Miss I Never Set My Phone Down For Longer Than I Can Help It, have been taking for-freaking-ever to respond to my texts this week. And now, this morning, you keep looking at your phone like you think you’re gonna get news that you won the lottery.”

I pretend to puff out a weary exhale. “Work stuff” is the vague non-answer I offer up.

“Still can’t talk about it, I’m guessing?” asks Rae.

“No.” I shake my head, thankful that she bought the lie. “Soon, but not yet. It’s sensitive. And honestly, the less you know right now, the better.”

That’s true in a multitude of ways.

Things are good. Since Wednesday night’s post-date kiss in the rain, I’ve been living on Cloud 9. When I’m not texting Kir incessantly, I’m flying through work, and I can finally see the light at the end of this Elena Lazareva tunnel. I know the core of the story, thanks to Kir, so what it comes down to at this point is just verification, proof, evidence, all that stuff that’s part and parcel of my job.

But I can’t tell Rae any of it. Not the Kir stuff or the article stuff. She’s drowning in her own Lazarev mess and barely keeping her head above water. Even with Kir promising he’ll keep me safe, I can still hear that stranger’s warning from Sleep No More rattling around in my skull. People close to me are targets. By definition, that includes Rae.

So I keep my mouth shut and change the song.

Thankfully, we get to Westgate Recovery Center before she has the chance to ask any follow-up questions. It’s a good visit with her brother. Since their parents died, Gideon has had more than his fair share of troubles, but speaking of lights at the ends of various tunnels, it feels like he’s about to enter his happiness era. He’s gained weight, filled out, and there’s life in his eyes again. We hang out in the common room for a while, laughing like old times until visiting hours are over and it’s time to head back home.

We push through the double doors into the parking lot, and I’m mid-sentence about grabbing dinner on the way home when Rae stops walking.

I follow her gaze… and then I freeze, too.

Kir Lazarev is leaning against a black sedan, scrolling on his phone.

Rae pales beside me. Her hand finds my forearm and squeezes.

I know why she’s confused. Kir is her boss. Or was. Then is again? I’m actually not clear on the details. More to the point, he’s the son of the man who bought her at auction and is slowly dismantling her life. Kir showing up at her brother’s rehab facility, unannounced, is a violation of every boundary she has left.

But my stomach is dropping for an entirely different reason.

Because I know without having to ask that Kir isn’t here for Rae. He’s here for me.

Something happened after we were texting this morning. Something bad enough to make him drive two hours north and track my location to a recovery center in Saugerties.

Kir pockets his phone as we approach. He looks at Rae first.

“Kir,” Rae blurts. “What are you doing here?”

“Visiting a friend,” he says.

It’s a terrible lie. He’s not even trying. His attention is already sliding off Rae and landing on me, and the difference between the two looks is so obvious that I’m surprised Rae doesn’t notice right away.

What he gave Rae was flat, polite, and meaningless.

What he’s giving me is a flashing red alarm.

My pulse kicks up hard.

“Jillian Pierce, right?” Kir extends his hand. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

I intentionally refuse to shake it. “Who are you?” I ask, keeping my tone blunt and flat, because Rae is standing right next to me and she cannot know that I’ve had this man’s belt around my throat and his penis inside me.

“Kir Lazarev. Rae’s boss. Well—” He grins. “One of them, anyway.”

He pockets his hand. We all stand there. The wind picks up and sends a gust of dead leaves skittering across the asphalt. I can feel Rae beside me, panicking, confused, trying to figure out what she’s looking at. And I’m glaring at Kir, and Kir is glaring at me, and to Rae it probably reads as mutual hostility. Hate at first sight.

That’s not quite what’s going on.

What happened? my eyes ask.

Not here, his eyes say back.

“We should get going,” Rae interjects, her hand finding my elbow. “Long drive back.”

“Of course.” Kir steps aside and gestures toward Rae’s beat-up Honda with an air of mock gallantry. “Drive safe, ladies.” His gaze locks onto mine. “Highly dangerous roads out here.”

Then he’s folding himself into the black sedan, and the engine comes to life, and he pulls away through the bare winter trees.

Rae’s breath fogs in the cold. “What the fuck was that?”

I watch the empty road where Kir’s car was a second ago. My heart is going a mile a minute. Whatever spooked him enough to show up here was something he couldn’t say in front of Rae, which means it’s bad. Really bad.

“… Jilly?”

I blink. Rae is looking at me, waiting for an answer.

“No idea,” I say. “Your boss is a weirdo.”

Rae doesn’t laugh. She doesn’t seem remotely reassured. But she unlocks the car and we get in. I crank the heat and the music and pretend everything is fine.

I get the feeling everything is not fine, though.

Not fine at all.
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JILLIAN


“When the violence causes silence / We must be mistaken”

— “Zombie” by The Cranberries

I was so sure he’d text me. All the way home from Westgate, while Rae drove and I pretended to nap in the passenger seat, I kept my phone in my hand under Kir’s coat, waiting for the buzz. But it never came.

Rae dropped me off outside my building with a hug and a worried look, then drove off to return the rental car. I trudged upstairs, changed, went to the gym, worked out, came back home, showered, made dinner, and… still nothing.

Now, it’s Sunday morning, and I’m starting to get concerned. I can’t get rid of the man for weeks, but now that I want to know what’s going on, he’s suddenly nowhere to be found. That’s the opposite of a good sign.

I keep going over and over the interaction in my head. It’s frustratingly sparse. Highly dangerous roads out here. What the hell kind of message is that? I’m about to start counting letters and doing Biblical numerology on what he said to find hidden meanings.

And then there’s the other thing. The L-word thing. We haven’t discussed that and there are no signs that any such discussion is in our future. He just casually dropped that bombshell in the pouring, frigid rain and then left it to explode in my head.

Love. That’s the part that fucks everything up.

Understatement of the damn year. That fucks up everything. If this was all some sort of insane but theoretically defensible form of sex exposure therapy, it’d be easy to say, Nice, mission accomplished, and then never have to see Kir again. Dr. Masked Stalker pronounces the patient cured.

But it’s so much more than that.

How much more? That remains to be seen.

I’ve given up pretending I’m going to have a normal Sunday. I shower, dress, and take the R train to the office. The only alternative to weekend work is sitting in my apartment refreshing a text thread that refuses to update, and I have no interest in that particular torture. Ergo, work it is.

The newsroom is unsurprisingly dull. It’s just a handful of weekend desk editors and one guy from Sports asleep at his keyboard. I slide into my cubicle, open my laptop, and pull up every document I have on Lazarev Global.

If Kir won’t talk to me, fine. I’ll work.

The forensic tech’s lab report is still in my bag. I spread it on the desk next to my notes from Kir’s background interview. There’s the autopsy report on Elena Lazareva, positively identified by dental records, and the new document confirming traces of phenobarbital in the bone marrow. I’ve got it all in front of me, laid bare and obvious. The bottom line: A woman wanted to leave her tyrannical billionaire husband and ended up under a construction site in Astoria for eighteen years.

L-word or not, maybe running is the right move after all. There’s a very good argument to be made that the smartest thing I can do is finish this article, hand it to Doug, and cut myself loose from every thread connecting me to the Lazarev family.

Get the story out. Then get myself out. Clean, irreversible break.

But how can I do that, when it means leaving Kir behind?

I type for hours without stopping. By the time I’m done, it’s almost dark out. I save the draft, lock my laptop, and grab my coat. I’m the last one left. Even the Sports guy woke up and left at some point. I take the elevator down alone and step out into a cold Manhattan evening.

I decide to walk home despite the cold, mostly to keep my mind occupied. I regret the choice almost immediately, but Mama Pierce didn’t raise a quitter, so I grit my teeth and force myself to keep putting one foot in front of the other. By the time I get to my building, I’m chilled to the bone. I start mounting the stairs, eagerly awaiting a hot shower and a thick, fuzzy blanket.

Which, of course, is when the power in the building predictably takes a shit.

I’m halfway to my floor when the lights go out. All of them, every single one. The stairwell goes pitch black.

Goddammit. Not again.

The last time the power went out in this building, a man in a mask was waiting for me in my apartment with a gun.

My hand finds the railing and I stop moving. My heart is rampaging in my chest. I stand there for maybe ten seconds, breathing through my nose, listening hard. But I hear nothing. No footsteps, no breathing. No sound at all except the distant hum of the city outside.

Then, scared, I climb the rest of the stairs by feel, one hand on the railing, the other holding my fist out in front of me with my keys sticking through the gaps between my fingers. I reach my floor, but oddly, not even the emergency lights are on.

I find my door by counting steps from the stairwell, slot the key into the deadbolt, and turn.

It swings open… and I stop breathing.

The first thing I see in my unit is candles. Everywhere. On the kitchen counter, on the windowsill, on the coffee table, on the bookshelves, on the floor along the baseboards. Tea lights, pillars, tapers stuck into coffee mugs and old wine bottles. There have to be five hundred of them, maybe more. The whole apartment is glowing warm and gold, and there’s a smell in the air that is not candle wax. It’s garlic and butter, something roasted and herby, and underneath all of that is… cinnamon.

I should’ve known.

My kitchen table is set for two. Wine is already poured into two glasses. There’s a bowl of salad, a dish of roasted chicken with vegetables, and bread on a cutting board.

Kir is standing at the counter with his sleeves rolled up to his elbows. There’s a dish towel slung over his shoulder. His hair is pushed back from his forehead and he looks focused and domestic.

I open my mouth to tell him that, if he’s trying to get into my pants tonight, this is very effective, but also a whole lot of effort. He knows I’m not that hard to convince when it comes to getting horizontal with him these days.

He raises a finger without looking at me, still sawing the bread into pieces. “Don’t ask questions tonight,” he interrupts. “Just sit down.”

I look at the table. I look at the candles. I look at this man who broke into my apartment to kill me five weeks ago and is now serving me roasted chicken with a side salad.

Then, smiling, I sit down.

“Where did you learn to cook?” I ask, stealing a piece of bread from his cutting board.

“YouTube,” Kir admits as he joins me. “About four hours ago.”

I almost choke on my wine. “You learned to make this today?”

“I had motivation.” He takes a sip from his own glass. “Also, I burned the first attempt. And the second. Your smoke detector battery is dead, by the way. You should fix that.”

“I’ll add it to the list. Right under change the window locks and stop sleeping with men who break into my apartment.”

He gives me an amused look. Then we eat.

It’s strange, how normal this feels. The candlelight, the wine. Forks scraping quietly against plates. If I squint and ignore a few minor details, we could be any couple in any apartment on any Sunday night in New York. He refills my glass without me asking and passes the bread before I reach for it. He eats with his left hand, which I’ve never noticed before. I file it away with all the other small, useless, precious details I’ve been collecting about him.

“I hope you don’t mind that I’m maskless tonight,” Kir says, dabbing his mouth with a napkin. “It would be difficult to eat with it on.”

I laugh. But the joke opens a door I wasn’t expecting, and the laughter fades quicker than it should. I push a piece of chicken around my plate with my fork.

“It matters to me,” I say. “The mask. I should probably explain why.”

Kir sets his fork down and waits patiently for me to go on in my own time.

I take a long drink of wine. Then I put the glass down and wrap both hands around the base of it because I need something to hold.

“When I was nineteen,” I start, “I was in my sophomore year at college. I went to a party. Drank too much. I went back to my dorm room with a guy because he seemed nice and I was drunk and stupid.” I swallow. “He wasn’t nice. He wasn’t nice at all.”

The candlelight flickers across Kir’s face. He’s looking at me steadfastly. But I don’t dare meet his eyes.

“I don’t remember all of it. Just bits and pieces. The ceiling had a crack in it. There was a sock by the door I’d been looking for all week. It’s funny that that’s what I remember, but it’s like my brain just left and went somewhere else. Somewhere safer than my own body.”

I realize I’m clutching the wine glass hard enough that the stem could snap. I force myself to loosen my grip, one finger at a time.

“I didn’t tell anyone. I went back to my dorm and took a shower and went to class the next morning and just… kept going. That’s what you do, I thought. If you reported it, that meant that you… that he… like, won.”

I stop and breathe.

“I haven’t been with anyone since then. For five years, not one person. Until you.”

Finally, I risk looking at him. Kir is completely still. His hands are flat on the table on either side of his plate, his food long forgotten. He is looking at me with the most careful, controlled attention I have ever seen from him, and I realize he is holding himself very, very still on purpose, because whatever he’s feeling right now, he doesn’t want it to spill out and make this about him.

“Which brings me to the mask,” I continue. “When you had the mask on, you weren’t… you weren’t a person. You weren’t a man with a face and a name and a history. You were just something in the dark. And something in the dark couldn’t hurt me, because it wasn’t real. Does that make sense?”

He nods, but doesn’t speak.

“It gave me permission to want something again. I found myself able to let someone touch me without every brain cell screaming at me to run. And that was enough to let me stay in my body for the first time in five years.”

I’m done. There’s more—there’s so much more, a whole chapter I skipped over, a hospital room and a baby’s scream and a bracelet on a tiny wrist—but that part stays locked. That part stays mine. What I gave him is enough for now. It’s the most I’ve ever given anyone.

The hundreds of candles basking us in heat waver as Kir reaches across the table and takes my hand. “I would have killed him if I’d known you then,” he says succinctly.

A normal person might have offered up an I’m sorry that happened to you. Maybe a Have you thought about therapy?

Kir Lazarev offers up cold-blooded murder.

And you know what’s funny? Not just that I believe him, because God knows that I do. It’s funny that I feel strangely reassured by the offer.

What does it mean that the thought of vengeance heals something in me? How fucked-up have I become? Was I always this way? Or did Kir make me this? Did my rapist? Am I happier in the darkness than I am in the light? Is a murderous masked stalker the only man I could ever love and let love me in return? Is love even a word that works for us?

All I have are questions, questions, questions. There’s an obvious reporter joke in there somewhere, but if we’re being real, I wouldn’t mind some actual answers at some point.

For now, though, all I get is this: hot gray eyes on mine, fingers intertwined, candles all around us as we burn up together. Somehow, the fire makes the darkness seem darker.

I kinda think I like it that way.

Then there’s a sound.

Something between a scrape and a shuffle, right outside my front door.

Kir’s hand releases mine. His spine straightens. His chin drops. His eyes go flat and cold, absolutely empty of anything I recognize. He reaches under the table with his left hand and pulls out a gun. He doesn’t look surprised in the least, and I’m realizing suddenly that that’s because he isn’t surprised at all.

Whatever this is, he was expecting it.

“Go to the bathroom,” Kir orders in a calm, level voice. “Lock the door. Don’t come out until you hear me say your name.”

I don’t move right away. My hands are still wrapped around the wine glass. The candles are still flickering. The bread is still on the cutting board. Everything looks the same as it did ten seconds ago, but none of it makes sense anymore.

“Jillian.” He’s not looking at me. He’s looking at the front door. “Go. Now.”

I go.

I don’t think about it. My body just obeys, legs carrying me down the short hallway to the bathroom before my brain has time to form an opinion. I step inside, shut the door, and twist the flimsy little push-button lock on the knob. It’s nothing. It would hold for about half a second against anyone who actually wanted in. But it’s all I have, so I make do.

Then I press my back against the door and put both hands over my mouth.

I hear Kir’s footsteps cross the apartment. The creak of the front door easing open.

Then an eruption of noise. Grunt, crash, slam, shatter.

Scrape, scrape, scrape.

Then something I will never un-hear.

It’s wet. That’s the only word for it. Wet, dense, and final, and I hear it a second time before it all goes as silent as the grave.

After that, there’s nothing.
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KIR


“I will burn for you / Feel pain for you / I will twist the knife and bleed my aching heart”

— #1 Crush by Garbage

I’ve been listening for the motherfucker all night.

But right at the crucial moment, I’d almost forgotten.

I got too absorbed in the shit that was only ever meant to be a decoy. Candles, chicken and wine, the easy pleasures of Jillian’s company… All the things that have slowly but surely lured me way out into deep waters, psychologically speaking. Far past the boundaries of where I was supposed to stop a long fucking time ago.

The blackout was my doing in the first place. I severed the main breaker in the basement utility closet before I ever slipped into her apartment. A building without power is a building without cameras, or lights, or alarms. It’s an invitation, a sitting duck that practically screams, Quack quack, come slay me to a would-be murderer.

That was very intentional. I wanted Lukas’s mercenary to feel comfortable. That way, he’d waltz right up to Jillian’s door thinking he had the advantage.

I wanted to be the last thing he saw when he realized he never stood a chance.

So the blackout was real, yes. But somewhere along the way, the rest of it became real, too. When she started talking about the things that fucking rapist did to her that robbed her of the sanctity of the one place that was always supposed to be sacred and safe to her—her own body, her own mind—I saw red, and all thoughts of the logistics of my evening and the assassination prevention projection were instantly set aside.

Another man’s hands on her… Shoving her down onto a dank mattress… A lone gray sock her as her only companion…

There aren’t words for what I’d do to that bastard. I’d fillet him. I’d carve every inch of skin from his body. I’d embrace my family’s heritage of violence just to make him hurt, and hurt, and hurt some more. Maybe one day, I’ll get the chance to do exactly that. He can’t have run far. Not far enough to hide from me, at least.

Part of my mind went down that rabbit hole. The rest of me, every other neuron I have, was across that table with her, trying to lend her strength she shouldn’t have to lean on, because it never should have happened to her in the first place. The whole time she spoke, I sat riveted, thinking again and again, This woman is braver than I will ever be.

I got lost in that. In this surge of feeling for her that has no name and knows no end. If the scrape had come thirty seconds earlier, while I was still holding her hand across the table with my pulse roaring in my ears and revenge murder fantasies playing on a loop behind my eyes, I might have been slow.

A quarter-second slow. That’s all it takes in this life.

But I heard it, thank fuck. The scrape of a boot sole on the hallway tile, followed by the faintest metallic click of a suppressor being threaded onto a barrel. Amateurish sounds, really. A professional would have been quieter. Lukas hired cheap, which tells me Lukas is getting desperate.

That’s good. I’ll get to him next.

First, I dismantle his hired killer.

Once Jillian is in the bathroom, I check that the safety is off on my gun. Then I creep across the living room on silent feet, flatten myself against the wall beside the front door, breathing through my mouth, and start counting heartbeats.

One.

Two.

Three.

Four.

Five.

He comes through on six, fast, intended to surprise and stun whoever might be inside.

The door explodes inward and the man rushes the threshold low, suppressed pistol sweeping left where the kitchen table is, where Jillian was sitting thirty seconds ago until I told her to go hide. He’s compact, maybe five-ten, wearing all black with a balaclava pulled down. His form is decent. Elbows tucked, muzzle discipline, kept his entry quick and decisive. But he’s scanning the wrong direction, because he expected to find a woman alone.

He found me instead.

I grab his suppressor with my left hand and wrench the barrel toward the ceiling. His shot goes into the plaster above the doorframe, a muffled thwap that sends a puff of white dust raining down on both of us. Before he can adjust, I drive the butt of my Makarov into the bridge of his nose. Cartilage crunches. He staggers. I rip the gun out of his grip and toss it behind me down the hall.

He recovers faster than I expected. Credit where it’s due, I suppose, though it won’t save him in the end. He throws a short elbow that catches me across the mouth, splitting the inside of my cheek against my teeth. I feel blood burst on my tongue. He follows it with a knee aimed at my groin that I barely turn in time to catch on the muscle of my thigh.

Fine. We’ll do it this way.

I drop my own gun. I want my bare fucking hands for this.

I slip his next reckless punch, grab his wrist, twist his arm behind his back, and slam him chest-first into the hallway wall. A framed photo of the Manhattan skyline crashes to the floor. He bucks and tries to headbutt me, smacking the back of his skull against my chin hard enough to make my teeth clack together. I answer by driving his face into the wall once, twice, and on the second impact, I feel bone give way under the plaster.

Fuck, that feels good. I can’t get my hands on Jillian’s rapist—not yet, at least—so this piece of shit will have to act as an involuntary stand-in for now. Beating his face to a fucking pulp is a hot and savage pleasure.

This is for her, I think grimly. My father thought he could touch her. He was wrong, but I am not yet close enough to pay the price, so you get to bear his pain instead. You get this, and this, and this.

On every this, I break another one of his fingers. They snap like matchsticks. So fucking easy. I barely have to try.

By the third mangled finger, all the fight is gone from him. He drops to his knees. Blood is pouring from his nose and a gash across his forehead where the drywall split his skin open. He’s done and he knows it. The eyes are huge and afraid as the end of his pitiful life hurtles closer.

I crouch down, grab a fistful of the balaclava, and yank it off. Underneath is a face I don’t recognize. Blond-haired, beard stubbled. Forgettable. Just some hapless contractor Lukas found and pointed at the woman I love.

“Who sent you?” I ask, even though I already know. I want to hear the name from his mouth.

His bloodied lip wobbles as drool and snot dribble down onto Jillian’s hardwood. “Lazarev.”

“Which one?”

His eyes find mine. Whatever he sees there, it tells him everything. “The old man,” he rasps.

I nod. “That’s what I thought. Well, this Lazarev is here to tell you that your services are no longer required.” I stoop down to snatch his silenced pistol off the floor.

He opens his mouth to scream, but he gets no further than “N—!” before a bullet in his brain stem snuffs out all that’s left of him.

The body crumples sideways onto Jillian’s hallway floor. One leg twitches. Then nothing.

I stand over him, breathing hard, the suppressed pistol still warm in my hand. Blood is soaking through the front of my shirt. It’s his, not mine, though I can taste my own where he split the inside of my cheek.

“… Kir?”

Jillian’s voice comes floating through the bathroom door, small and steady, but perhaps a bit less afraid than she might’ve been otherwise. I like to think that that’s my doing. That I made her feel safe, despite the chaos storm swirling all around her.

I don’t answer her right away, though.

I’m looking at my hands. They’re more like my father’s hands than I ever realized before. The same broad knuckles, the same long fingers. Scars and tattoos like his. As for what’s on the inside… Well, I always swore it was the polar opposite of Lukas Lazarev. I’m not so sure anymore, though. Ten minutes ago, my little fox sat across from me and told me what a violent man did to her. How he pinned her down and took something that wasn’t his to take. How her brain left her body to survive it. How she spent five years struggling simply to exist inside her own skin again.

And then, in the very next room, I became exactly that.

A violent man with blood on his hands and a body at his feet.

Maybe Lukas was right about me. Maybe I am his son, through and through.

But as long as it’s for her sake…

… maybe that’s okay.
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JILLIAN


“I found peace in your violence / Can’t tell me there’s no point in trying / I’m at one and I’ve been quiet for too long”

— “Silence” by Marshmello ft. Khalid

The knob on the bathroom door turns. I rise from where I’ve been sitting on the lip of the tub, one hand planted on the wall for support, the other raised to my mouth so I can nervously chew on my fingernails.

It swings out. I stop breathing.

Kir is standing in the frame. Blood is splashed across the front of his shirt and both hands red to the wrist. His face, though, is completely blank.

“Jillian,” he croaks.

I drop my hands from my mouth. My fingers are numb and the nails are chomped down to the quick.

Before I do anything, I take stock of him. His mouth is swelling slightly, and the redness on the side of his cheek matches the shape of a fist. A smear of plaster dust speckles his hair like salt-and-pepper grays, giving me a sudden and unexpected glimpse of what he’ll look like thirty years from now. Unsurprisingly, he makes it look good.

Then I look past him, down the hallway.

There’s a dead man on my floor.

He’s facedown. One arm is bent at an angle that arms don’t bend at. A balaclava lies crumpled at his side. The blood underneath him is dark and spreading in a slow, uneven pool that’s already reached the baseboard.

He’s not moving. He’s not going to move ever again.

I haven’t seen a dead body since Rae’s parents’ funerals, and even then, that was a brief glimpse at the casket before I looked away, unable to bear it. Even though the mortician did a good job restoring their good looks, there was no denying the deadness of them. Since then, the closest I’ve come is crime scene photos for work, and it’s easy to convince yourself that those aren’t real.

This? This is not that. This is very fucking real. This is three-dimensional and warm and close enough to smell, and it’s on the floor of my apartment, surrounded on all sides by merrily flickering candles.

I wait for the scream to tear out of me, but it doesn’t come. My legs stay strong, the floor doesn’t rush up to meet me, and in no way does my body shut down or fail. Nothing happens at all, actually.

Then I look at Kir.

“Was he here for me?” I ask.

Kir nods once.

“Is that why you made dinner?”

Kir sighs. He looks down at his bloody hands, then back at me. “I knew he was coming,” he explains. “I didn’t know exactly when, though. So I needed you here, in a controlled environment, where I could stash you somewhere safe the second it started.”

Just like that, the whole evening reshuffles in my head. He did this. Cut the lights, lit the candles, hid the gun, cooked the meal. It’s good-bad-good-bad, so whiplashy that I feel sick just thinking about it. I know people contain multitudes and all that, but how can one man contain so many?

He’s a white knight and a cold-blooded killer. He’s a hero and a horror show. He’s a stalker and a savior, a lover and a lunatic, and the thought of those bloody hands touching me makes me want to squirm and squeal and implode in ways that I’ve never wanted to do before. He’s changing me, little by little.

And I’m letting him.

I’m loving the process of letting him.

What’s most baffling of all is the lack of action in the mental space where the horror should be. I keep waiting for it to show up and slug me in the gut. Any second now, surely. Just a few more ticks of the clock and I’ll look at the body on my floor and feel the appropriate amount of revulsion. I mean, Kir staged a date around a murder, and then gave this intruder not an ounce of mercy.

I would have killed him, he said about my rapist. What is this but proof of just how much he meant that?

“You can’t stay here tonight,” Kir declares.

I look at the hallway behind him. The body. The blood. The candles still going, all five hundred of them, cheerful, warm, and completely incongruous next to the dead man on the floor.

“No,” I agree. “I guess not.”

He holds out his hand.

There’s blood on it. Dried into the creases of his knuckles, caked under his fingernails, smeared across his palm. Another man’s blood. A man who came here to kill me and instead got killed himself.

I take it.

Kir’s fingers close around mine and we step over the body together.
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He takes me to his apartment. I step out onto dark hardwood floors and stand there for a second, taking it in.

It goes without saying that it’s enormous. Frameless windows run the entire length of the far wall, and the view is absurd. I can see frothy wave caps on the East River, individual pedestrians on the Queensboro Bridge, the whole glittering skyline laid out like a diorama.

The furniture is as expected, too. No shortage of clean lines and dark, gleaming leather. There’s a marble coffee table with a crack running down the center. It’s not quite artistic enough to be intentional, which makes me think he broke it, which makes me wonder how and why he felt the urge to ruin his own furniture, which makes me remember the violence he carries inside him, which makes me flush and shiver all over.

I turn my back on it and walk past. The kitchen is as spotless as the rest of the place, carved out of black marble with such seamless handiwork that it looks like the whole room is one single, flowing piece of rock. That being said, I’d bet my next three paychecks that nobody has ever cooked in it.

I wander through the living room while Kir locks up behind me. A built-in shelf looms against the far wall, but there’s nothing on it, not a single book or knickknack. No photos anywhere. Not one. And no art on the walls. I wouldn’t be surprised if he told me he just moved in yesterday.

“It’s cold in here,” I say. I don’t mean the temperature.

Kir is now leaning against the kitchen island with his arms crossed, watching me explore. “I know.”

“Do you actually live here? Or do you just store yourself here like an out-of-use vacuum cleaner between public appearances?”

He thinks about that. “Didn’t see the point in decorating. It’s just where I sleep.”

I run my hand along the back of the leather couch. It’s cold and smooth, perfect and sad. This whole place is sad. Ten million dollars’ worth of sad, if I had to guess.

“I’m going to go shower,” he tells me. “Try not to get yourself killed while I’m gone.”

I roll my eyes. “That’s really not funny, all things considered.”

That doesn’t stop him from chuckling dryly as he turns and strides down the darkened hallway. Shortly afterward, I hear the gush of water starting to run.

I go sit on the couch, but that only lasts for about thirty seconds before I find myself leaping up again. Sitting alone in this museum of a living room feels wrong.

I drift down the hall, following in Kir’s footsteps, toward the sound of the shower. His bedroom door is wide open, but the en-suite bathroom door is closed almost all the way, just enough to let a thin sliver of light shine through.

I go sit on the edge of his bed. It’s as predictably huge as everything else, and every bit as lifeless. The sheets are gray and pulled so tight they almost look hard to the touch. Guiltily, I bend down and inhale them. No trace of Kir’s cinnamon, though. Nothing but laundry detergent and silk. Disappointing.

I still feel as fidgety as I did in the living room, for some reason. Steam curls through the gap in the bathroom door and winds around my feet like a kitten. I can hear the water cracking against tile, and every now and then, the softer sound of it hitting skin.

It occurs to me that I could go in there.

I could stand up, pull my sweater over my head, step out of my jeans and underwear, then push that door open and climb into whatever ridiculous rainfall shower a man with this much money undoubtedly has. I could press my forehead against his chest and let the hot water run over both of us. He could put his arms around me and hold on and tell me that everything is going to be okay. That the body on my hallway floor doesn’t change anything. What I told him at dinner doesn’t change anything. That we’re going to figure this out, together, because that’s what people do when they⁠—

When they what, exactly?

I pull my knees up onto the mattress and wrap my arms around them, suddenly cold. That’s the fantasy, isn’t it? The real one. Not the kinky ones—this one doesn’t need masks or belts or hard, bruising welts to make me crave what it offers. Those things are easy, because that’s the point of them. They take me out of my head and let me occupy a body that decided a long time ago what it craves from Kir Lazarev.

But the fantasy I’m imagining, the fantasy of being seen and held and loved…

That’s much, much harder. That one requires all of me. Not just body, but heart and mind, too.

I don’t think I’m ready to bare those to him just yet.

So I stay where I am. Knees drawn up, arms wrapped around them, perched on the edge of his bed in my jeans and sweater while the shower runs and the steam keeps curling under the door.

Soon, the water cuts off. Not long after, the bathroom door opens and Kir steps out with a towel knotted low around his hips, still dripping. His hair is dark and slicked back, water trailing down his neck and across his collarbones in thin rivulets that glow in the light from behind him. I let myself look, because why pretend I’m not going to? This thing of ours has been shameless and carnal from the start. This is one of the perks.

He’s lean everywhere, but the leanness is deceptive, because he’s also ripped. His shoulders and arms are corded with muscle. His stomach is flat and hard and there’s a trail of dark hair below his navel that I have to forcibly drag my attention away from.

He sees me on the bed and stops in the doorframe, venturing no closer. One hand grips the doorjamb above his head, while the other hangs at his side. He stays right there, ten feet away. It’s like he drew a line on the floor and won’t let himself cross it.

“I have guys on their way to your apartment,” he informs me in a husky voice, looking at a space somewhere above my head. “It’ll take them a few hours, but when they’re done, you can⁠—”

I stand up.

Kir goes quiet. His hand tightens on the doorjamb as I close the distance between us, and I can see the exact moment he registers what I’m doing, because his whole body locks up.

I stop right in front of him. Close enough to feel the warmth still radiating off his shower-damp skin, to smell his soap and, underneath it, always, that faint cinnamon.

I reach for his right hand where it hangs by his side. He lets me take it, though his fingers stay stiff, like he’s not sure what I’m going to do with it. I raise it to my eyes and examine. His knuckles are wrecked. The skin is split across the first two, and the third is already turning a deep, angry purple. I look him in the eye, then I lift his hand to my mouth and press my lips against the torn skin, one knuckle at a time.

It’s intensely intimate. I could lock eyes with him while giving him a blowjob and I don’t think it would be quite like this. Neither of us blink nor breathe. There’s only the soft press of my kiss on his ruined hand and the plinks of the last droplets of water falling from the showerhead.

Kiss.

Plink.

Kiss.

Plink.

Kiss.

Then I let his hand go and drop my gaze to his torso. There’s a bruise blooming across his left side, just below the ribcage. It’s fresh and livid, red fading to purple at the edges, ugly.

I sink slowly onto my knees. My pulse is borderline painful where it throbs in my throat. Then, with my hands on his torso, I put my mouth on it. Gently. My lips against the hot, swollen skin, holding there, breathing against him. His stomach contracts under my cheek and his hand comes up to hover near the back of my head without quite touching, as if he’s afraid that the weight of his palm might break something fragile.

I straighten up and look at him. “I’m not afraid of you anymore,” I tell him.

Shockingly, it both feels and sounds true. I’m not afraid of Kir Lazarev. I haven’t been for a while now, if I’m honest.

Kir’s hand finally settles properly on the back of my head. “You shouldn’t have been afraid of me in the first place,” he growls. “I’m not a danger to you, Jillian. I never will be.” His thumb traces a slow path behind my ear. “But anyone who tries to hurt you? Them, I’m very fucking dangerous to.”

He bends down and cups my chin in his huge hand. Tilting my face up toward his, he kisses me delicately. Then he pulls me to my feet with one hand and undoes the knot in his towel with the other.

I’m naked shortly after, though I don’t fully realize it until my bare back lands on his cool-to-the-touch bedsheets. He’s crawling over me, limbs endless in every direction, his erection hard but patient between my thighs.

“I’m going to go slow with you tonight,” he whispers in my ear as I trail my fingernails along the old, familiar grooves in his spine. “For once, we have all the time in the world.”

I nod eagerly. He does as he promised. First, fingers, then tongue, then, when I’m finally ready to take him, the scary plunge of him inside me. I groan and stretch my legs as wide as they’ll go so he can settle in.

“Okay?” he asks.

“Yeah. I’m perfect.”

In the half-dark, we move together, slow at first, then faster and faster. His shower-damp skin and hair leach onto mine, so that by the time we’re both almost there, we’re each as wet, hot, and soap-scented as the other. He’s an urgent mass on top of me and I’m a writhing mess beneath him. I’m moaning, he’s grunting, and then it all swallows us up so beautifully that everything that’s not this ceases to matter.

When it’s all finally finished, I close my eyes.

For the first time in five years, I fall asleep in a man’s arms. There isn’t a sock on the floor or a crack in the ceiling. I’m safe here.

I know I’m safe here.
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JILLIAN


“We found love in a hopeless place”

— “We Found Love (DJ Dark Cover Remix)” by Rihanna ft. Calvin Harris

I wake up to the sound of a buckle. Kir is already dressed, standing at the foot of the bed in a black suit, threading the leather of his belt through the last loop. His hair is damp from a second shower I slept through entirely.

“What time is it?” I mumble.

“Early.” He rounds the bed and leaves a clean-shaven kiss on my temple. “Go back to sleep.”

I ignore him and prop myself up on one elbow. “Where are you going?”

“Board meeting.” He pulls the belt tight and fastens it. “It’s going to be a long one. I won’t be able to text or call today. Don’t read into it.”

“Who, me? I never read into anything.”

He gives me a look that says he knows that’s bullshit, then bends down to give me a proper kiss. This one is slow and careful, his hand warm on my jaw. He tastes like toothpaste and coffee.

“Stay here,” he instructs against my mouth. “I want you just like this when I get home.” He hesitates, then even adds, “Please.”

I grin as little spring-loaded spirals of joy go bouncing around in my abdomen. “Okay. But only because you asked so nicely.”

He winks. Then he straightens, grabs his coat off the chair, and is gone.

I lie there for another few minutes listening to the silence of his apartment. Being a kept woman wouldn’t be so bad, I don’t think. Sleep in, wake up to a beautiful man giving you sweet kisses, maybe grab a matcha latte and hit Pilates with the other hot kept women sometime around noon.

Then I remember that I am Jillian Motherfucking Pierce, and I do not need anyone to keep me. I keep myself. So, paying homage to the feminist icons who shaped me, I roll out of bed, pull on Kir’s discarded T-shirt from last night and a pair of his sweatpants that I have to roll about a billion times at the waist, and pad barefoot to the kitchen.

This isn’t my usual office, but it’ll do.

I grab my laptop and notes from my bag and spread everything out across the black marble counter. Even though I’ve done it so many times I can basically see the words etched on the backs of my eyelids, I once again go through exactly what I know. It’s this, more or less:

Elena Sergeeva Lazareva, wife of Lukas Lazarev, officially died of a prolonged illness eighteen years ago. Closed casket, no outsiders, no public cause of death. Contrary to that cover story, her remains were recovered from a construction dig site in Astoria seven weeks ago and positively identified through dental records by the Queens medical examiner’s office. Toxicology on preserved bone marrow showed lethal levels of phenobarbital. Sleeping pills killed her, not illness. Giovanni Ochoa, the morgue attendant who first flagged the discrepancy, reached out to me on Signal and then vanished before we could meet. He’s been missing for over a month now.

That is, as we say in the newspaper biz, “juicy.”

Now comes the hard part: actually writing the damn article. For some reason, this always gives me nervous butterflies. I’ve done all the work that can be done, but doing the work and informing the world about the work are two completely different things. Unfortunately for me, hemming and hawing about the placement of every last little comma in my article is not an option. Doug has made it very clear that numerous sources both within and outside of the paper are sniffing around this whole mess from various angles, so it’s in my best interest to get it done sooner rather than later. And even if I was the only one with the scoop, his end-of-the-year timeline remains a giant hoop to jump through before he takes my golden goose and passes it off to someone else.

Can’t have that happen. I’ve come way too damn far.

So with a big breath, I dive in.

I write for three hours straight, barely looking up. The words come easier than I expected once I stop overthinking and just lay it out. It’s like day one of J-school all over again: Who, what, where, when, how, and most hauntingly of all, why? That last question is mostly left as an exercise for the reader, but it’s not exactly hard to draw the darts here. If only I could get Kir to go on record talking about what he saw the night his mother died. That would blow up newsstands around the planet.

For now, though, this is a start. There’ll be more articles to come, I’m sure of it. We’ve only just scratched the tip of the iceberg, or whatever the expression is. I was always terrible with similes.

Around noon, I stretch my arms over my head and grab my phone off the counter. I haven’t heard from Rae in a concerningly long time, so I decide to give her a buzz.

Weirdly, it rings five times and then abruptly cuts off, not even sending me to voicemail. That’s strange. But when I try again, I only get two rings before the dead air comes rushing back in.

I hang up, make myself a cup of coffee in Kir’s espresso machine, and try again a little while later. This time, no rings at all. It’s like I’m being warned to stay away.

To hell with that, though. Frowning, I text her: Call me when you can, just want to hear your voice.

The message delivers, but there’s no read receipt and no typing bubble. I set the phone on the counter and chew my lip. This isn’t like her. Rae always picks up for me. Always.

Surely Lukas hasn’t…?

No. I can’t think like that. We’re on the verge of good things here. Rae is probably perfectly fine, my article is almost done, and I’m falling in— God, “falling in lust” doesn’t really cut it anymore, does it?

I mean, let’s be honest with ourselves here. Let’s call it what it is.

I’m falling in love with Kir Lazarev.

There. I said it. Even if it was only in my head, and nobody heard it but me and the espresso machine, it’s out now. Can’t unsay it. Can’t stuff it back into the locked-and-barred room in my heart I’ve been keeping it in.

The scarier question is whether he feels the same. I know he said it, but so what? He could be misguided. So I keep turning it over, poking at it from different angles, trying to find the version of events where this is all just obsession or possession or some dark, twisted fixation that has nothing whatsoever to do with love.

But then I think about last night. Not the violence—though that’s certainly part of it, and I’ll unpack that in therapy someday if I do ever go back. I think about the dinner and the candles, about his hand in mine. The man killed someone for me and then kissed my forehead and told me to go back to sleep.

That’s a man who’s committed, whether he knows it or not.

So fuck it then. I love Kir Lazarev, and he loves me. Saying that to each other’s faces is another level-up that Future Jillian and Future Kir will have to deal with. For now, I cuddle this private little truth close to my chest and let it warm me up.

I love Kir.

He loves me.

Loves.

Loves.

What a wild world this is.

Smiling, I pull the laptop back toward me and get to work.

The afternoon dissolves as I lose myself in the rhythm of the job I’ve loved since before I could remember. By 4:30 P.M., it’s done.

I sit back and read the whole thing through from top to bottom without stopping. It’s good. It’s really good, actually. Tight, clean, sourced as well as it can be given the constraints. Doug will have notes, since he always does, but the bones are solid.

I save the document, open my email, and start a new message. I type Doug’s address in the To field, attach the file, and write a subject line: Lazarev draft - PLEASE READ.

My finger hovers over the send button. But I don’t click it.

Not yet. I’m not quite ready. Soon, but not yet.

Instead, I close the laptop and pour myself another coffee. But it’s still only halfway on its journey to my lips when the front door flies open without warning.

The first thing I register is Kir’s face. Something is wrong with it. His jaw is set hard, his eyes are burning, and when he rakes a hand through his hair, I see that his fingers are shaking.

My stomach flips. I set the mug down too hard and coffee sloshes onto the marble. “What happened?” I ask, bracing for the worst and dreaming up scenarios, each more harrowing than the last. Is someone else coming to hurt us?

Kir stops in the middle of the kitchen. Looks at me. His mouth is a jagged slash.

Then it splits into the widest, most unguarded grin I have ever seen on a human face.

“It’s done,” he announces.

I blink. The emotional see-sawing of this relationship is really gonna be the death of me. “What’s done?”

“The vote. The board. All of it.” He tosses his coat onto the counter and it knocks over the salt shaker. “Lukas is out as chairman, effective immediately.” He runs both hands through his hair this time and laughs, this freeing, full-throated cackle that bounces off all the hard surfaces in his kitchen. “He’s out, Jillian. He’s fucking out.”

I’m on my feet before I realize I stood up. “You’re serious.”

“I’m dead serious. Matvei swayed Solomon at the last second. The old bastard flipped and brought Blanchard with him.” Kir grabs me by the waist and lifts me clean off the ground, spinning me once before setting me back on the cold hardwood. “I’m leading the charge now. It’s mine. All of it. Fucking all of it!”

I put my hands on his chest. His heart is going crazy under my palms, hammering away in there at a rate that can’t possibly be healthy. But he looks lighter. That’s the only word for it. The thing he’s been hauling around on his shoulders since the first night he climbed through my window, the invisible, crushing, ever-present weight of his father’s expectations and threats and orders, it’s just... not there anymore. He looks five years younger. He looks like a person who might actually sleep tonight.

“And Lukas? Where is he now?”

“Fuck if I know!” he crows. “He just left before the vote was even finished. As soon as he saw what was coming, he made a big speech, I barely heard a damn word he said, but who gives a shit? It’s over. I can’t believe this.”

I don’t know what to do with that image. Lukas Lazarev, infamous titan of New York City, silent and diminished, slinking out of the building that bears his name with his tail between his legs. For us to be free… I learned a long time ago that if something sounds too good to be true, it absolutely is.

For now, though, I let him have this.

“What about the—” I wave my hand in the direction of my apartment. “The other stuff. The kill order. The contract on me. All of that.”

Kir cups my face in both hands. His thumbs brush my cheekbones and his eyes are clear and bright for the first time in weeks. “All done. Without Lukas running the company, the Bratva loses its corporate cover. The chairman’s office is the pakhan’s office, and now, it’s my office. I decide what happens, and I say you’re safe.” He presses his forehead against mine. “You’re safe, little fox. It’s over.”

I let that sink in. Nobody is coming through my window tonight. Nobody is going to corner me in an alley or a theater or a bathroom. There is no more list with my name on it. There is no more ticking clock.

Which means…

… that Kir and I don’t need our arrangement anymore.

The realization moves through me slowly. Every reason we gave ourselves for doing this just evaporated. If I stay now, it’s not because I have to, or because the man who was supposed to kill me became the man who keeps me alive instead.

If I stay, it’s because I want to. That’s it. No masks. No excuses. Completely voluntary.

Am I ready for that?

“Kir.”

“Hm?”

“Does this mean I can publish the article?”

His thumbs stop moving on my cheeks. The grin doesn’t disappear entirely, but it loses some wattage. I can see the gears shifting behind his eyes as a question he hasn’t considered yet lands square in his lap. “Let’s, uh.” He drops his hands and takes a small step back. “Let’s not worry about that right now.”

“But—”

“Just for tonight.” He takes my hand and brings it to his mouth, grazing his lips against my knuckles. “Let’s just enjoy our freedom for five minutes before we start setting fire to things. Okay?”

I look at him, then at my laptop on the counter behind me, where the draft still waits in an unsent email to Doug. “Okay,” I say. “Five minutes.”

He pulls me into him and holds on.
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JILLIAN


“I know you care / I know it has always been there / But there’s trouble ahead, I can feel it”

— “I Know You Care” by Ellie Goulding

Five minutes of freedom turns into Kir grabbing his car keys and telling me to put on real shoes.

“Where are we going?” I ask, confused.

“Does it matter?”

I pause, consider the question, and decide that it doesn’t. Besides, what girl in her right mind doesn’t like being swept off her feet and carried unknowingly into a fun day out with the man of her dreams? Kir’s giddiness is infectious, and I find myself smiling for no reason at all.

I swap his sweatpants for my jeans from last night, keep his T-shirt because it smells like him and I’m not giving it back ever ever never you’ll have to kill me first, then shove my feet into my boots. Cut to ten minutes later, and we’re on the Belt Parkway heading south in his black sedan with the windows cracked and the December air whipping through the car.

Kir drives fast for the sheer hell of it. His left hand is on the wheel. His right is on my thigh.

I tip my head back against the headrest and close my eyes. The wind is pleasantly cold on my face and Kir’s hand is warm and heavy. The radio is burbling happily, the city is peeling away behind us, and I find myself realizing that I’m actually happy, goddammit.

There’s no asterisk or but to mar this happiness. It’s just plain, dumb, ordinary happiness, sans complications of any kind. It boggles me that other people get to be like this all the time without even thinking about it. I didn’t know I still had the capacity.

What if I’m not as broken as I think I am?

“Coney Island,” I say when I spot the sign. My confusion deepens. “Are we aware that it’s the dead of winter?”

Kir’s lips quirk in a half-smile. “Keenly.”

“I’m going to freeze my tits off.”

“And what a loss that would be,” he says. “I’m a big fan of them.”

I scowl over at him. He’s watching the road, but there’s a looseness in his jaw and shoulders that I’ve never seen before. The permanent tension is gone. He looks like a guy driving his girlfriend to the beach on a whim. Nothing more, nothing less.

We park and get out. The boardwalk stretches out in front of us, gray and deserted, the wooden planks dark with salt spray. Everything is shuttered. The rides are still, the game booths are boarded up, and the only sound is the wind off the Atlantic and the distant cry of a gull circling over nothing.

It’s bleak, cold, and utterly perfect.

Kir gets out first and comes around to open my door, which makes me snort. “Oh, so you’re a gentleman now?”

“Not even a little bit.”

We walk side by side down the boardwalk. There’s not a mask in sight, but I’ve never felt safer or more at ease. I have Kir with me. That’s enough.

He takes my hand. His fingers are cold and his knuckles are still scabbed and swollen from last night. I hold on tight enough that he glances down at me.

“What?” he asks.

“Nothing,” I mumble. “Sometimes, I just like to make sure you’re real.”

He leans over and kisses the top of my head, then pulls me in close to his side. I burrow into the warmth and sigh gratefully.

The wind is brutal. It comes off the ocean in sharp, salty gusts that turn my nose red and make my eyes water. The sky is the color of wet concrete and the ocean is dark, choppy, and angry beneath it.

“This is the ugliest beach I’ve ever seen,” I inform him.

“Yeah,” he agrees. “Isn’t it great?”

We walk until the wind gets so bad I can’t feel my fingers anymore. My teeth are chattering and I’ve got Kir’s T-shirt pulled up over my nose like a highway bandit, which is doing absolutely nothing to keep me from looking like Rudolph the Reindeer.

“Okay,” I manage through the fabric. “I’m dying. I’m literally dying. You can use my frozen body as a statue.”

Kir looks around, scanning the shuttered rides and empty stalls, and then nods toward the Ferris wheel looming at the end of the boardwalk. It’s enormous and still, the gondolas swaying just barely in the wind, creaking on their hinges.

“Come on,” he says. Before I can ask what he means, he’s hopping the chain-link fence around the base. He lands on the other side and turns around, holding his hands out to me.

“You’re kidding,” I say.

“I don’t kid. Get over here.”

I look left, then right. Not a soul in sight. “If I get arrested and I have a drippy nose in my mugshot, I want you to know I will never forgive you.”

“Noted. Up you go.”

I climb. Gracelessly, but upward nonetheless. My boot snags on the top and Kir has to catch me on the other side, which he does with zero effort and a smirk that I want to slap off his face. Sometimes, I forget just how much stronger than me he is. It would be annoying if it wasn’t so hot to be manhandled.

He sets me down, grabs the door of the nearest gondola, and pries it open. The hinges scream in protest.

“After you,” he says, bowing like a Victorian footservant.

I duck inside. It’s not warm, per se, but the second the door closes behind us, the wind drops to almost nothing. The gondola rocks gently under our weight. There’s a bench on each side, the paint peeling, the safety bar rusted in the up position. I drop onto one bench and Kir drops onto the one across from me. For a second, we just sit there, knees touching, catching our breath.

“Better?” he asks.

“Marginally.” I tuck my hands between my thighs. “My fingers might be permanently done for.”

“I can fix that.” Kir reaches over, takes both my hands, and sandwiches them between his. I let him hold them there, rubbing slowly, until feeling starts to prickle back into my fingertips.

Through the scratched plexiglass window, I can see the whole beach laid out below us. The dark sand, the white churn of the surf, the deserted lifeguard stands. A woman in a parka is walking near the waterline with a little girl in a red jacket. The girl is holding a balloon. It’s brightly red against a world that’s otherwise devoid of all color.

Kir sees them, too. We both watch as the girl lifts her arm high, maybe showing her mom, maybe just testing gravity, and the balloon rips free. It shoots upward, fast, tumbling and spinning, and the girl screams in delight as she jumps up and down pointing at it. The balloon rises past the boardwalk, past the shuttered concession stands, past us. Wind buffets its path until it zooms right outside our window. I get one last glimpse of bright red against gray sky, and then the clouds devour it.

Kir watches it disappear. His thumbs have stopped moving on my hands.

“You know, I was never one of those people who assumed they’d have kids one day,” he murmurs out of nowhere.

I look at him in surprise. He’s still staring out the window, at the space where the balloon was. This conversation came out of left field, but the way he says it, it’s obvious that this is something that has kept him up on many sleepless nights.

“Didn’t trust myself with it,” he continues. “Given my role model, you know.” A pause. “It’s hard to picture yourself raising a kid when the only example you had threw your mom’s body in an unmarked grave.”

I don’t say anything. I just let him talk, because he so rarely does this: opens up without being crowbarred.

“Being with you has changed something, though.” He finally looks at me. His gray eyes are quiet and clear. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m getting ahead of myself.”

“Maybe,” I tease weakly. My throat feels dry.

“You’d be a good mother, Jillian.”

I thought I was cold before, but I was wrong. Now, I feel cold, cold, cold. Colder than any December day could ever make me. I turn my head toward the ocean. The woman and the girl are walking away now, getting smaller, their shapes blurring together against the wet sand. I focus on them because I cannot bear to focus on Kir right now. I can’t let him see what’s happening on my face, because what’s happening on my face would raise questions I am not equipped to answer.

Not today.

Probably not ever.

Not as long as there’s a folder of photos on my phone with a hospital bracelet wrapped around a pink, chubby little wrist.

“Hey.” His hand tightens on mine. “What did I say wrong?”

I shake my head. Then I keep shaking it while I blink hard, twice, three times, until my eyes are clear and my mouth can do what I need it to do.

Then I turn back to him, grab the front of his jacket with both fists, and kiss him. It’s floundering and desperate in a way that I hope he reads as passion and not as the thing it actually is, which is a dam holding back a flood that will destroy everything we both hold dear.

When I pull back, his forehead is against mine.

“Nothing,” I promise him. “You said everything right.”

He smiles. He believes me.

I smile back and pray he can’t feel me shaking.
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KIR


“Will you still be there for me, once I’m yours to obtain? / Once my fruits are for taking and you flow through my veins?”

— “holy terrain” by FKA twigs

We’re driving home. Jillian is asleep against the passenger window with my jacket balled up between her cheek and the glass. Her breath keeps fogging a small circle on the window, then it fades, then it fogs again. Her boots are kicked off into the footwell and her socked feet are pulled up onto the seat beneath her.

She fell asleep somewhere around Bath Beach. She was telling me a story, but her sentences got further and further apart until they stopped altogether. I glanced over and she was out. Mouth open. Hair everywhere.

I turned the radio down and haven’t touched it since.

The highway curves along the water. The last of the daylight is a thin orange band on the horizon behind us, already losing to the dark. Manhattan is up ahead. I keep my speed even. No reason to rush. I could live in this moment forever.

This is what it could be. This exact thing. A car, a highway, a woman sleeping next to me because she trusts me enough to close her eyes. I could drive her home every night and wake up next to her every morning. I could learn how she takes her coffee when she’s not at the office and what she watches on TV when she knows she won’t be judged for her choices. I could find out what she looks like sunburned in August, lounging on a rocky Italian beach, or sick with a cold in February, bundled up on the couch with used tissues piled on the coffee table. I could fight with her about stupid stuff. God, the stupid, petty squabbles, and the laughing make-up sex. I’m still angry. No, you’re not. Okay, fine, I’m not. Not as long as you— Oh, yes. Yes. Yes. Do that again, please.

I fell first. I know that. I’ve known it for a while now. It wasn’t the kitchen floor, or the alley, or any of the dozen times I’ve buried myself inside her and forgotten my own name. Those were merely symptoms. The disease started earlier.

I think it was the playground. Thanksgiving evening, hiding and watching her as she stood at that chain-link fence and cried over something I didn’t understand. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and kept standing there anyway, and I thought, This woman carries something enormous, and she carries it alone, and she has never once asked anyone to help.

How could I not fall for her?

That’s when it happened. Nothing slow or gradual about it. Snap went the solid ground beneath me, and I fell and fell and fell. Completely and utterly done for. Obsessed. Fucking obsessed.

The thing about loving Jillian is that it hasn’t made me softer. I thought it would. Worried it would, really. Lukas always said feeling too much would be my undoing, and I spent thirty years assuming he was right. But Jillian didn’t undo me. Not in that way, at least.

The violence is still there. We both know that. For fuck’s sake, I murdered the assassin viciously and I enjoyed it. That darkness isn’t going anywhere. It’s baked in. Lukas made sure of that.

But before my little fox, the darkness was all there was. In my heart lived rage and duty and the cold harshness of being a Lazarev. Now, there’s something else running alongside it. A river of new heat. Fresh light in a dark, locked room.

She didn’t kill the monster. It’s still alive and well.

She just gave it something worth protecting.

She stirs when I take the exit off the highway. Her head lifts from the window and she blinks, disoriented, rubbing one eye with her palm. “Where are we?” she mumbles.

“Almost home.”

She sits up and stretches, rolling her neck side to side with a wince. The jacket falls from her shoulder. She catches it and holds it in her lap, reluctant to let it go.

“How long was I out?”

“Forty minutes or so.”

“Mm.” She yawns. “I was having the weirdest dream. There was a balloon, but it was shaped like Doug’s head. And it was yelling at me about missing my deadline.”

I almost laugh. But I’ve been thinking for forty minutes in the quiet, turning something over and over while she slept, and the weight of it has settled into my bones.

“Jillian.”

“Yeah?”

“We need to talk about the article.”

She goes still. Not dramatically. Just a small pause, her hand stopping mid-way through raking her hair off her forehead. “What about it?”

“About the fact that we need to kill it.”

She turns to look at me. “Excuse me?”

“Don’t publish it. Pull it, delete it, whatever you need to do. But it can’t go out.”

“You’re joking.”

“No, I’m not.”

She’s quiet for a beat. Then: “Explain.”

I signal, merge right, and exhale through my nose. “The article exposes a company I now run. My name is on the line. Anything that comes out about Lazarev Global doesn’t hit Lukas anymore—it hurts me and me alone. I just got my hands on the controls. If something derails that, it might make room for him to come back in.”

“Kir—”

“Hear me out. Beyond the company, there’s the other thing. The Bratva doesn’t just go away because Lukas got voted off a board. These people are still out there, and they have both lots of weapons and very long memories. You publish an article tying Lazarev Global to organized crime, every one of those people is going to want to know who talked. And they’re going to start looking. At me. At you.”

She doesn’t interrupt this time.

“And then there’s the feds,” I continue. “The second your article hits the front page, every three-letter agency in Washington opens a file. FBI, DOJ, IRS, the whole alphabet soup. They’ll launch investigations aimed at everyone, including and especially the current CEO.”

I pull up to a red light and finally look at her. She’s watching me with her lips pressed together and her arms crossed over her chest.

“We already won,” I tell her. “Lukas is out. The kill order is dead. You’re safe. I’m safe. We can just be happy now. That’s an option, Jillian. That’s actually an option for us. Why would we set fire to it?”

She doesn’t say anything for a long time. The light turns green. I pull through the intersection and take the left onto my block, and she still hasn’t spoken. I can hear the heater blowing and the tick of the turn signal and the low murmur of whatever’s on the radio, but none of it fills the space her silence is occupying.

I park in the garage beneath my building and kill the engine.

Then, quietly, without looking at me, she says, “Okay. I’ll kill it.”

Everything in my chest unclenches at once. I didn’t realize how tight I was wound until the tension lets go, and the relief is so total that I have to close my eyes for a second.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” She unbuckles her seatbelt and reaches down into the footwell for her boots. “You’re right. It’s not worth the risk. Not after everything we just survived. We can be happy. So let’s be happy.”

She pulls one boot on, then the other. Her face is calm. She looks tired, mostly. Understandable, given everything that’s happened in the last few days.

“Thank you,” I say. I tilt her chin up toward me and kiss her gently. “Let’s go upstairs and be happy.”


PART IV



KILL THE STORY
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KIR


“Oh, my life / Is changin’ every day / In every possible way / And oh, my dreams”

— “Dreams” by The Cranberries

The next morning, I wake to the sound of typing. My bedroom is flooded with limp, gray morning light, barely enough to see. It must still be early. I look around and see that Jillian is cross-legged on the bed beside me, laptop balanced on her knees, hair piled into a messy knot on top of her head. She’s still wearing my T-shirt, with lacy lilac panties underneath. Her fingers are flying fast across the keyboard, her brow furrowed in concentration, and she’s got that look she gets when she’s deep inside something and the rest of the world has been temporarily evicted from her consciousness.

I watch her for a few seconds without moving. She must feel me looking, because her fingers freeze mid-keystroke. She glances down at me, and in one smooth motion, she folds the laptop shut.

“Morning,” she chirps.

“Morning.” My voice is rough with sleep. “What are you working on?”

“Just boring stuff. Fluff pieces.”

“At—” I check the clock on the nightstand. “6:14 in the morning?”

“News doesn’t sleep, Lazarev.” She sets the laptop on the floor on her side of the bed, then scoots over and inserts herself under my arm. “Now, cuddle me; it’s cold as balls in this stupid city.”

I pull her in close. She’s inhumanly cold, her feet like ice against my shins, and she hisses when I flinch.

“Warned you,” she says.

“You didn’t warn me about anything. You just shoved your frozen feet on me.”

“Must’ve said it in my head.”

I wrap both arms around her and tuck her under my chin. Her hair smells like my shampoo. It’s crazy how feral that makes me, all these little marks of my claim on her. My shampoo, my shirt, the nips and nicks and bruises that I’ve given her. Every small domestic act feels enormous, because I’ve never had any of this before. Not once. Not with anyone.

“You’re very warm,” she mumbles into my chest. “It’s unfair. You’re like a furnace.”

“Genetic.”

“They do come in handy from time to time.” She hooks one leg over my hip and presses closer. The grind of her against my crotch wakes me up the rest of the way. “Jillian.”

“Hmf?”

“If you keep doing that, this is going to stop being a cuddle and start being something very different indeed.”

She tilts her face up. Those green eyes are wide and mischievous and completely awake despite the hour. “Who said I wanted a cuddle?”

That’s all the invitation I need. I kiss her. I take my time with it, one hand in her hair, the other sliding down her spine to the small of her back. She arches into me and makes a sound against my mouth that goes straight to my groin.

We take it slow. Slower than we’ve ever been, because there’s nowhere to be and nobody to hide from. I pull the shirt over her head and she kicks her underwear off under the sheets, and then it’s just skin on skin, warm and unhurried. She pushes me onto my back and climbs on top. I let her set the pace, watching her move above me with her eyes closed and her lips parted, her hair falling out of its knot strand by strand.

When we’re done, I carry her into the shower. I’ve always thought this thing was designed too big for one person, but as it turns out, it’s exactly right for two. She stands under the spray with her head tipped back and water running down her freckled shoulders and sighs happily.

We don’t make it out of the shower before I’m inside her again. We leave behind some very interesting marks on the glass.

“Like modern art,” I suggest as I wrap her in a huge, thick towel.

She eyes the smudges from multiple angles. “Are you saying my boobs belong in a museum?”

“Where everyone else can see them? Fuck no.” I bend down and close my teeth lightly around one nipple. Jillian yelps and smacks me on the back of the head, but her hand keeps my mouth fasted around her breast so I can’t quite let go. “These,” I declare with a mouthful of boob, “are for my viewing eyes only.”

“That means this is mine, too,” she warns as she palms my already-stiffening cock.

“Yours,” I agree.

For the third time, we decide to fall right onto the shower mat and rut like animals there.

When will enough be enough, I wonder? Will there ever be a time I don’t see her and get hard immediately? Will this She’s mine fire ever fade, or even cool off a degree or two? It’s as all-consuming as it was from the start. More so now, even, after all that we’ve been through and all that I’ve learned about her. Jillian Pierce has both surprised me and also confirmed everything I ever suspected about her, and she somehow did it at the same fucking time.

She’s a wonder. A goddamn wonder. There’s no other word for her.

Or, wait, yes there is.

Mine.

That’s the best word of all.

After a second, highly necessary shower, we end up back in bed. Jillian is sprawled on her stomach with the sheets bunched around her waist, chin propped on her folded arms, and I’m lying next to her, tracing abstract shapes on the soft skin between her shoulder blades.

“I decided something,” I tell her.

“When you were going down on me?” she asks with a lifted brow.

“Shortly before,” I say, chuckling. “I’m going to start restructuring the company.”

She turns her head on her arms to look at me. “Restructuring how?”

“Severing the financial pipelines. All of them. The Bratva has been this, like, parasite leeching on the ass of Lazarev Global. So I’m going to pluck it off and crush it.” I press my thumb against a freckle on her spine. “We’re going legitimate. It’s time.”

Jillian is quiet as she contemplates what I just said. “What does that mean for your safety?” she asks at last.

That’s a question I haven’t considered. “What do you mean?”

She rolls onto her side, facing me, and props her head up on one hand. “You’re about to cut off a lot of very dangerous people from a lot of money. What happens when they notice?”

I keep my eyes on the freckle. “I assume they’ll be unhappy about it.”

“Kir.”

“What?”

“Look at me.”

I do. Her green eyes are focused and unblinking and she has that reporter face on, the one that means she’s not going to let me slide past the hard part with charm or deflection or sex.

“You’ve made it very clear what kind of people they are,” she says sternly. “I don’t think they’re just going to shrug and update their LinkedIn to ‘looking for new work,’ you know?”

She’s not wrong. Afon has been my father’s right hand for longer than I’ve been alive. The man has spent a lifetime building a set of skills that are useful to exactly one type of organization, and I’m about to dismantle that organization from the inside. He will be less than pleased. And there are dozens of others just like him.

“With Lukas neutralized, the structure collapses,” I tell her. “The Bratva is a top-down hierarchy, and the top just got lopped off. If there’s no pakhan issuing orders and no corporate apparatus moving money, the lieutenants have nothing to organize around. They’ll scatter.”

“You sound very confident about that.”

“I grew up in this world and I know how it works. These guys are cold-blooded mercenaries, Jillian. They follow power and money. When both dry up, they find a new source or they disappear. That’s how it’s always been.”

She chews on her bottom lip, then her nails, then her lip again. The gears grinding in her head are almost audible.

“Hey.” I reach over and tuck a strand of red hair behind her ear. “I’ve spent my entire life preparing for this. I know where every dollar goes, I know where every body is buried—some of them literally—and I know who’s loyal and who’s just been too scared of Lukas to step out of line. The scared ones will come around. The loyal ones will leave. And the ones who want to fight about it will find out very quickly that I’m not the soft target they think I am.”

She looks at me. Her eyes are still worried, but there’s trust there, too. Not blind trust; Jillian doesn’t do blind anything. This trust is earned.

“I love you,” I tell her. “And I will keep you safe.”

She holds my gaze for a long beat. Then: “You love me?”

“Yeah,” I say calmly. “I fucking love you.”

She nods. Then she scoots forward, tucks herself against my chest, and presses her somehow-still-cold nose into the hollow of my throat. “I love you, too,” she mumbles against the skin there. “Glad we got that settled.”

We lie there for a while, her frozen toes slowly thawing against my calves, and I realize I have no idea what comes next. Not in the big, existential sense, but in a very literal one. I’ve never had a day with nothing hanging over it.

“What do you want to do today?” I ask.

She thinks about it for maybe two seconds. Then she smiles. “I want to go outside,” she declares. “Together. Just us. Can we do that?”

I look down at her and grin. “I’d love nothing more.”
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JILLIAN


“This could be the end of everything / So why don’t we go somewhere only we know?”

— “Somewhere Only We Know” by Keane

We end up at a tiny Italian place on Bleecker Street with a half-dozen bistro tables crammed onto the sidewalk. It’s too cold for outdoor seating by any reasonable standard, but the sun is out and there are heat lamps and I am with a walking, talking furnace who seems intent on keeping his arm looped around my shoulders, so I don’t mind the chill in the air so much. The hostess gives us a wobbly two-top wedged between a potted boxwood and the building’s brick facade. Kir holds my chair out and kisses me on the top of the head once I’m seated.

We order cappuccinos and pastries, then sit and talk for a while with the sun on our faces. “You have foam on your chin,” I tell him. “No, your other chin. No, your other other— Look, just…” I lick my thumb, lean forward, and wipe it off for him.

“I feel like a puppy being tongue-bathed,” he complains.

“Don’t act like you don’t like it.”

He catches my wrist before I can pull it back and sinks his teeth gently into the meat of my palm. When I yelp in surprise, he grins and kisses the spot he just bit. His eyes stay fixed on mine the entire time.

“Stop that,” I scold, even as that by-now-familiar squiggly heat ignites in my belly. “Stop looking at me like that. In public, no less. Have you no decency?”

“How would you say I’m looking at you?” he purrs.

“Like I’m… I dunno. Like you’re a lion and I’m a steak.”

“From puppy to lion, hm? I’ll take it.” He releases my wrist and leans back in his chair, stretching his legs out until his ankle hooks around mine under the table. “I’ll take this, too.” He steals a piece of my croissant, then grins wolfishly in a way that defies me to keep pretending like I’m irritated with him.

“You’d be very annoying if you weren’t so cute, you know.”

He arches a brow. “So I’m cute?”

“Mhmm. Cute like a puppy. A squirming, helpless, teeny-tiny widdle⁠—”

“If you finish that sentence, little fox, I assure you you will regret it.”

I’m grinning just as wildly as he is when Kir’s phone buzzes against the table. He glances down, sees it, and frowns. “I need to take this,” he sighs, standing and pushing his chair back. “Two minutes.”

I wave him off, happy to sit here and photosynthesize. “No worries. Take your time.”

He stands, kisses the top of my head once more as he passes behind me, and walks toward the corner of Bleecker and Perry with the phone to his ear. I watch him go, and then I pick up my coffee and take a sip and tip my face toward the sun, eyes closed.

This is nice. This is so, so nice. Too nice? No. Just the right amount of nice. I could deal with the rest of my life being exactly this nice.

That, of course, is what should’ve told me that it couldn’t possibly last.

“Jillian?”

My eyes snap open.

Doug is standing on the sidewalk four feet away, holding a brown paper bag from Murray’s Cheese and a large coffee. He’s wearing a beat-up khaki jacket with the collar popped wrong and his reading glasses are pushed up on top of his head. He looks like he always looks, which is to say rumpled and vaguely irritated at the world for daring to exist.

But his eyes aren’t on me. They’re tracking something down the block, toward the corner where Kir just disappeared with his phone.

Then they come back to me.

Then they go back to the corner.

Then back to me.

I watch in mute horror as Doug’s brain connect the dots. Even if he weren’t a reporter with forty years of experience, it’s not a hard puzzle to solve. I’m still wearing Kir’s shirt, for God’s sake. I might as well have GUILTY henna-tattooed on my forehead.

He knows I’ve been sleeping with the enemy.

“Hi, Doug,” I say weakly. “Fancy seeing you here.”

He shifts the cheese bag to his other hand and takes a step closer to the table. “Was that Kir Lazarev?”

Like a good reporter, he already knows the answer to his question. He’s just waiting for me to confirm it on the record.

“I… plead the Fifth?”

“Jillian.”

“Doug, it’s not⁠—”

“Stop right there.” He holds up one finger. “Because whatever comes after ‘it’s not’ is going to be a lie, and you and I both know I can’t unhear a lie once you’ve told it.”

I grip my coffee cup, but it’s suddenly gone so, so cold. The sun is still bright on my face but I can’t feel its warmth anymore. Any heat that once lived in this world has been sucked out into the void.

Doug pulls out Kir’s empty chair and sits down across from me. He sets his coffee and the cheese bag on the table between our plates, folds his hands, and looks at me with the saddest disappointment he’s ever worn.

“Alright,” he commands. “Start talking.”
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JILLIAN


“I wanna tell you, but I don’t know how / I’m only honest when it rains / An open book with a torn out page / And my ink’s run out / I wanna love you, but I don’t know how”

— “Sleeping At Last” by Neptune

“It’s not what you think,” I try.

He shakes his head. “I told you not to do that.”

“Okay, fine. It’s exactly what you think,” I hurry to say. “But it’s also—it’s so fucking complicated, Doug.”

“Uncomplicate it for me.” He takes the lid off his coffee, blows on it, and takes a sip. “How long?”

I blink at him stupidly. It’s not that I don’t know what he’s asking; it’s just that my brain has been scrambled by sex and surprise and little girls letting red balloons fly off into the air. “How long what?”

His nose wrinkles up and I know immediately that I said the wrong thing. “Don’t insult my intelligence, Jillian. How long have you been sleeping with the CEO of the company you’re supposed to be investigating?”

Sleeping with. That’s such a bizarrely banal word for what’s been happening. So chaste and cute. It belongs in a PG-13 rom-com, not the dark, depraved, fucked-up mess I’ve been mired in.

“A few weeks,” I say helplessly. “Give or take.”

“I see.” He sets his coffee down, lips pursed. “And during these few weeks, ‘give or take,’ were you also actively building a story about his family?”

“I… Er… Well, yes.”

“And you don’t see the problem here?”

I lean across the table, feeling the desperate lies using my mouth like a puppet but completely unable to stop it. “Doug, he’s a source. This is access! Direct, unprecedented access to the inner workings of⁠—”

“Again, I beg you to stop.” The flat of his hand raised up to me stings every bit as bad as if he’d slapped me right across the face with it. “Is that what you’re telling yourself? Jillian… do you really think you have the upper hand here?”

“I know what I’m doing,” I whimper.

“Do you?” Doug looks skeptical, to say the least. “From where I’m sitting, it looks like a thirty-year-old billionaire with a legal team the size of a small country has gotten his hooks into my best reporter, and she’s sitting here in his T-shirt telling me it’s just about access.”

My face goes hot. I glance down at the shirt. It was such a nice thing to put it on this morning and feel swaddled in him. Now, I wish I’d burned it and flung the ashes into the East River instead.

“Men like Kir Lazarev have tools, Jillian. Not just money and muscle. I’m talking stuff that’s way, way more intrusive than that macho man shit.” Doug’s voice is sad, not angry, and there isn’t a thesaurus or dictionary alive that contains enough words to explain how low that makes me feel. “Charm. Exclusivity. The illusion of intimacy. I bet he made you feel like you’re the only person who really gets him, yeah?” He doesn’t need me to nod, but I do anyway. “It’s a playbook, Pierce. Old as me. As dirt. I always thought you were too smart to fall for something like that.”

He pauses.

“Now, though, I gotta ask… Was I wrong?”

I don’t answer him. I can’t.

Because he isn’t wrong at all.

The seconds expand into an endless pit of centuries as I trace the whole ugly timeline backward. A few weeks ago, I was a reporter with a story, a source, and a deadline. What have I become since then? It’s like I blinked and suddenly, I’m now a woman who let a man climb through her window and put a gun to her spine and then ended up on her kitchen floor underneath him. The rules I made got broken as fast as I could make them. Hidden cameras and sweaty confessional booths, alleys, photo darkrooms—the list of sins goes on and on.

Maybe that would’ve been okay, if there’d been at least one line in the sand that I refused to cross. But as of this morning, even that is gone.

Because when Kir asked me to kill the story, I folded right away. Okay. Consider it done. It’s as buried as your mother was. I didn’t even have the guts to feel guilty for longer than a few seconds, because I wanted to be happy so badly that I let it all go.

Every rule I’ve ever lived by, every single one: Gone.

I look up to see Doug watching me over the rims of his glasses. He might as well have a stethoscope pressed to my forehead that can read every last one of my thoughts down to the comma. It’s all there, obvious, undeniable, shameful, true.

“You know what I remember?” he says as he sighs and stands. “Two years ago, a redhead kid walks into my office with a cold-case pitch about a contractor burying asbestos in a school gymnasium. She was green as hell, but damn was she eager. Didn’t have a source or a single shred of proof. Hell, she didn’t have nothing more than a silly little hunch. But she looked me dead in the eye and said, ‘Give me three weeks and I’ll give you a front page,’ and fucking hell, my cold, dead, black, shriveled little husk of a heart actually believed her. And then I’ll be damned—she did it. In two weeks, not three.” He picks up his coffee and his to-go bag. “That kid had a fire in her chest that I haven’t seen in thirty years of doing this. I hired her on the spot because I knew she was going to be something. And she was. She is.”

I want so badly to tell him that I’m still that person. Nothing has changed; I can still do what I do. But the words won’t come because we both know they’d be bullshit.

Doug reaches into his back pocket, pulls out his wallet, and drops a twenty on the table next to my half-eaten croissant. “That fire in your chest, Jillian?” He tucks the wallet away. “He didn’t light it; you did. But he sure as hell didn’t say no when he came along to snuff it out.”

Then he turns and walks away down Bleecker Street. Not once does he stop to look back.

Kir rounds the corner thirty seconds later, saying something I don’t catch as he drops into his seat.

“… Jillian?”

I look up at him. The sun is painfully bright in my eyes now. I wish it would go away. “Huh? I mean, sorry, what did you say?”

“I asked if you missed me.” He smiles, beautiful and terrible all at once.

“Y-yeah,” I say, picking up my menu and holding it in front of my face while I pretend to read. “Tons.”

Kir’s finger snakes over the top of the menu and pulls it down. “Everything okay?” he asks. He’s frowning now.

“Peachy,” I assure him with the fakest smile I’ve ever mustered. “Just hungry all the sudden.”

He scrutinizes me for a second longer before he shrugs and leans back in his seat, unconcerned.

And all I can think is that, in my pocket, my phone holds a draft email to Doug with a finished article attached. It sits there.

Unsent.

Waiting.
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JILLIAN


“You’ll never know, dear / How much I love you / Please don’t take my sunshine away”

— “You Are My Sunshine” (traditional folk song)

Have you ever fucked your love goodbye?

Night has fallen. I’m on top of Kir, hands flat on his chest. I’m moving slow on purpose. His penthouse is dark except for the city through the windows. All those little lights scattered across the water. His hands are on my hips but he’s letting me lead, and I’m taking my time because I need to remember this.

The flat plane of his stomach.

The press of his thumbs into the divots above my hip bones.

That little sigh that leaves his lips when I sink all the way down onto him.

So many things I want to catalog to last me through the days and weeks and months ahead, because they’ll be sad and lonely and I’ll need some fire to keep me warm.

He doesn’t know any of that, of course. He thinks this is just us. A good night after a good day. Cappuccinos and croissants. The rest of our lives stretching out ahead of us, uncomplicated and bright.

I know better. Doug’s face on Bleecker Street is burned into my brain, and no amount of sex, sunshine, or I-love-yous is going to scorch it out.

So I move slow. Accumulate more little details like snowflakes landing on my tongue and dissolving to become part of me. Gray eyes in the gloom. Beard stubble. That mountain ridge line of his nose.

No one has ever looked at me like this. I can’t believe I’m throwing it all away. I wonder again, for the millionth, billionth, trillionth time, if I’m doing the right thing.

When it’s done, he pulls me against his side, both of us sweaty, heaving, and glistening with each other’s juices, and he starts to talk. He paints a picture so vivid I feel like I could step right into it.

He talks about a house upstate. Nothing crazy, he promises. Simple stone and wood, set back from the road, with a porch that wraps around the whole thing. A kitchen big enough to cook in. Candles on every surface and YouTube chicken every night, forever. A yard with old trees and maybe a garden if I want one. He talks about mornings where neither of us has anywhere to be. Coffee on that porch. Snow in winter. He talks about a dog. He’s never had one but always wanted one, and he wants one with me especially.

He talks about a wedding. A white dress, somewhere sunny and warm, no one else but us. Who needs others? Slow dancing, cake frosting in a kiss, running straight into the ocean once the vows are exchanged, still dressed in our finest. A veil floating in gentle waves.

He talks, worst of all, about a baby. How he’d dote, and dote, and dote, and dote. A squalling, bright-eyed bundle of blankets on a mother’s tired chest. A chubby wrist with a hospital bracelet. Ours. Ours. Ours. Ours. Ours.

I listen and I can’t help but mournfully weigh the distance between the woman he’s describing and the woman he’s actually holding. I had a child and I gave her away. I have a love and I’m about to do the same thing to that. I ruin things because I myself was ruined. I know no other way.

Maybe once upon a time, he made me believe that I could get past the scars that shape me, but I don’t believe that fantasy anymore. There’s no happy-ever-after here. There’s only An Exclusive Investigation by Jillian Pierce, and a window that stays closed, and a long, solitary life to follow.

That’s all there’s ever been. Anything else was simply delusion.

Little by little, the spaces between his sentences grow. He pulls me closer and mumbles something into my hair, and then his breathing goes deep and even. Just like that, he’s out cold. He sleeps so easily now. He didn’t used to. I remember the first night he stayed over, how he jerked awake over and over before dawn, hand already reaching for a weapon that wasn’t there. Now, he just holds on to me and drops.

I wait. Five minutes. Ten. His arm gets heavier as sleep takes him all the way down.

When I’m sure he’s out, I lift his arm off my waist, one centimeter at a time, and set it down on the warm sheet where my body was. He groans but doesn’t stir.

My phone is on the nightstand. I pick it up, open the drafts folder, and there it is. The email to Doug. Subject line, attachment, everything.

My thumb hovers for a long, long time.

Then I press Send.

The little whoosh as it vanishes into the ether, final and irretrievable, is the saddest thing I’ve ever heard.
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KIR


“Ooh, baby, don’t you know I suffer? / Ooh, baby, can’t you hear me moan? / You caught me under false pretenses / How long before you let me go?”

— “Supermassive Black Hole” by Muse

For three days, the world stays perfect. Jillian and I sleep and fuck like rabid animals and sleep some more. We work separately during the days and come home at night to each other, and every time I see her face for the first time after hours apart, I wonder if perhaps I’m not as broken as I always thought I was.

I check in with Mat on Thursday afternoon. The board transition is proceeding far smoother than anyone expected. Lukas hasn’t contested the vote or filed any legal challenge. Turns out that’s because no one has seen hide nor hair of Lukas since the board vote. He and Rae vanished into thin air. I’m too love-drunk to give a fuck.

On Friday morning, I’m walking into the office late when my assistant, Madison, runs up to me. “Mr. Lazarev? I have Richard Thornton on line one. Editor-in-chief of the New York Times. He says it’s urgent.”

I shrug. “Sure. Put him through.”

These newspaper types and their “urgency.” The entire Lazarev Global PR team has been working around the clock to spin the news of Lukas’s “departure” in a positive light. They do good work, so I’m not overly concerned about it. Times are changing around here. It’s long overdue.

I step into my office and drop into my chair, feet kicked up on my desk. The light for Line 1 is flashing on my desk phone. I pick it up.

“Kir,” Thornton says. “Thanks for taking my call.”

“Of course, Rick. Always a pleasure.” I reach for the espresso Madison left on my desk. “What can I do for you?”

There’s a pause. Not a long one, but long enough that I stop halfway to the coffee.

“I’m calling as a friend,” Thornton warns. “Not as an editor. I want to be clear about that upfront.”

I pull my feet off the desk. Something in his tone is starting to unsettle me. “Okay. Sure. I’m listening.”

“We’re running a piece tomorrow morning. Front page, above the fold. It concerns your family. Your father, specifically, and the company.” Another pause. “It’s... significant, Kir. It’s a full investigative feature. Your mother’s name is in it.”

Only offices can be this quiet. Something about the combination of coffee pots and printers, of fluorescent lights and carpets and cubicles, sucks away the silence like nothing else in this world.

“My mother,” I echo.

“I’m sorry, Kir. It’s… Fuck, I hate even saying this, but it’s going to make things ugly.”

“Who wrote it?” I ask in a numb, deadened voice, even though I already know.

He clears his throat. “I can’t get into specifics. The piece has been through Legal, it’s been fact-checked, and it’s going to print tonight. There is nothing I can do to stop it at this point, even if I wanted to. I know you and I go way back and⁠—”

“Rick.”

“Yeah?”

“Who wrote the fucking article?”

He sighs. “A reporter named Jillian Pierce.”

I don’t say anything. I’m looking at the wall across from my desk, the one that still bears a mark from when she hurled my laptop at the wall. I’m looking at the dent in the plaster where it hit. I told Maintenance not to patch it. I like it there, same as I like when I look at my back in the bathroom mirror and see the faint traces from where she’s clawed me bloody every time we make love.

I like that she’s made herself known in my life.

I like that I’ve made myself known in hers.

“I’m telling you this because I consider you a friend,” Thornton continues, “and because you deserve time to prepare. Get your legal team together, get your PR people on the phone, do whatever you need to do.”

“Thank you, Rick,” I hear myself say. “I appreciate the call.”

I hang up.

Then I run.
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I don’t remember the elevator. I don’t remember the lobby or the street or the cab or whether I ran the whole way or flew. The next thing that exists after Thornton’s voice is my hand on the penthouse door, shoving it open so hard the handle cracks into the wall behind it.

I know at once that she’s gone.

My heart supplies that message and then my brain goes rummaging for details to prove it. I find them easily.

There’s a space at the door where her shoes were that’s no longer filled. When I race into the bedroom, I see no laptop on the bedside table, no bag looped over the armchair. The bathroom counter has no toothbrush or Tom Ford perfume bottle. The air itself is screaming at me that she’s gone, gone, gone. It smells like lemon cleaning solution and nothing else.

No bergamot. No cherry. No Jillian.

I turn back out of the bedroom and charge up the hall. A woman is in the kitchen, but it’s not her. It’s the maid. She’s wearing earbuds and humming softly to herself as she scrubs the sink basin, her back to me, completely oblivious to the fact that I just blew through the front door like a fucking wrecking ball.

“Get out,” I spit.

She stops, half-turns, and frowns, then pulls out one earbud, unsure if she heard something or not. When she finally turns fully around to see me looming there like a specter of death, though, she screams.

“Ahh—!”

A soapy sponge falls from her yellow-gloved hand and lands on the floor with a wet smack. “Sir, I’m so sorry! You scared the daylights of me. I was almost done with⁠—”

“I said get the fuck out of my fucking apartment!” I roar.

My voice doesn’t sound like mine. It sounds like his. Lukas’s voice coming out of my mouth. I hear it and I hate it, but I am powerless to stop it.

The woman flinches at my wrath. She fumbles in her apron pocket for something and hurls it at me in terror. She mumbles something about “found this under the couch” as she flees past me. The door clicks shut behind her.

And then I’m alone. More alone than I’ve been since my father carried my mother’s poisoned corpse out of our home for the last time.

I stand in the kitchen, staring at the sudsy puddle spreading on the floor from beneath the sponge. It reminds me of the blood seeping out of the hitter I killed to keep Jillian safe.

I almost can’t believe this is happening. She wrote it. She wrote the article. She looked me in the eye on the way home from Coney Island and said, Okay, I’ll kill it—and then she published it anyway.

I told her I loved her.

And she fucking stabbed me in the throat.

Did she love me back? She said the words; that much is certain. But people say all kinds of things when they’re naked and warm, being held by someone who would do terrible things on their behalf. So did she ever love me? Or was I just the story?

Every conversation replays at once. All her many questions. I thought she was curious because she cared, because she wanted to understand me.

But maybe she was just doing her job.

Maybe I was the source she was fucking and nothing more.

I look down at the thing that the maid threw at me on her way out. It’s an envelope. Small, aqua-colored, and slightly crumpled. The maid’s words come back to me—found this under the couch—and a dim memory surfaces through the rage: the night I flipped the marble coffee table and Jillian’s stolen mail went everywhere. I recovered all of it except one piece.

This piece.

The one with the handwritten return address from Montclair, New Jersey.

I’d set it aside that night because I wanted to savor it. Then the table tumbled over and the vodka shattered and the envelope disappeared and I forgot about it entirely, because everything after that night was Jillian, Jillian, Jillian.

My thumb runs along the sealed flap. I tear it open.

Inside is a single sheet of cream-colored stationery with a letterhead printed in navy blue: Briarwood Family Services, Montclair, NJ. Below the letterhead, a date from three and a half weeks ago, and then:

Dear Ms. Pierce,

We are writing to inform you that the adoptive family of your biological daughter (Case File #JRP-0619-A) has expressed interest in initiating contact. Per the terms of your original adoption agreement, this letter serves as formal notification that the adoptive parents have filed an Authorization to Share form with our office, consenting to the release of identifying information to the birth mother.

Should you wish to proceed with contact, please reach out to our family reunification coordinator, Liana Lynch, at the number below. There is no obligation and no timeline. This is entirely at your discretion.

With warmth and care,

Adriana Fleming

Director of Post-Placement Services

Briarwood Family Services

I read it so many times and yet it still doesn’t make sense. Until, like an optical illusion snapping into place, suddenly, it all makes sense.

Jillian has a daughter.

Jillian has a daughter, and she gave her up for adoption, and she never told me.

That explains so much. The playground. Jillian standing at the chain-link fence in the cold, watching other people’s children until the park emptied and the streetlights came on. Crying. Dragging the back of her hand across her eyes and walking away alone.

The Coney Island gondola. The little girl in the red jacket with the balloon. The way Jillian’s entire body locked up when I said, You’d be a good mother. She turned away from me so fast and so completely that I thought I’d said something stupid without knowing what.

She had a child. She carried a child and delivered a child and handed that child to strangers and walked away and never said a single word about it.

As I stand there, dumbstruck, I feel our love has become like a little red balloon of its own. It’s out of my hands now, and out of hers, too. The difference is that she chose that. She let it go. She opened up her fingers and it took off, flying higher and higher.

Going.

Going.

Gone.
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“If you wanna break these walls down, you’re gonna get bruised”

— “Castle” by Halsey

Whatever crew Kir sent to deal with the body in my apartment did a thorough job. The hallway wall where the man died has been repainted to perfection. The floorboards are spotless. If I didn’t know better, I’d think I imagined the whole thing.

Too bad I know better. Much, much better.

I’m shoving clothes into a duffel bag on my bed without bothering to see what exactly I’m grabbing. I’ll go to my cousin’s place in Jersey to hide out from the storm that’s about to engulf this city whole. It’s better that way for all involved.

Just when I finish stuffing the bag as full as it will go and wrenching the zipper closed, I hear the front door of my unit open. I didn’t lock it. I don’t know why. Maybe I forgot. Maybe I didn’t.

I don’t turn around, though. What’s the point? I already know who’s here.

Cinnamon and sandalwood fill the room before Kir says a word. My hands stop moving, but still, I stare down at the closed zipper. It would’ve been better if I’d done this with everything, I think. If I’d kept it all closed—my doors and windows, my mouth, my legs, my past, the locked room where I shoved everything that’s ever hurt me—then we wouldn’t be in this mess right now.

But we are.

Oh, God, how we are.

He’s in the doorway. I can feel him behind me the same way I felt him that very first night, when the lights went out and a gloved hand covered my mouth. My body knows his proximity before my brain confirms it.

“Look at me,” he orders.

Reluctantly, with the acid taste of dread in my mouth, I turn around.

He’s different. That’s the first thing I register. The Kir I know runs hot, explosive, volcanic. This isn’t that man. This man is cold as an unmarked grave. He looks more like his father than I ever noticed before. Their eyes are the same. Two distant, silver moons. Untouchable. Inhospitable.

He reaches past me, careful not to make any physical contact whatsoever, and sets two items on top of my duffel bag. The first is his phone, screen up, a text thread visible, bearing Richard Thornton’s name at the top. The last message: Article runs tomorrow, front page. Legal cleared it. Nothing I can do.

The second is an aqua-colored envelope. The name on the return address cements the blood in my veins. Briarwood Family Services. The flap has been torn open.

“Read it,” he says as he steps back to resume his position in the doorway of my bedroom.

With trembling fingers, I pull out the letter from the envelope. I read quickly. My eyes flit left, right, left, right, and the dread taste in my mouth doubles and triples.

“This was in the mail I took from your apartment the first night,” he says emotionlessly. “You remember. The night I told you I was there to kill you.”

I can’t move. I can’t look away from this letter and what it means. My daughter wants to know me.

“So.” He folds his arms across his chest. “Which one do you want to explain first? The article or the letter?”

This room is too small for a conversation this big. The walls, the ceiling, the bed with my stupid overstuffed duffel bag—all of it is pressing in on me, shrinking, compacting around the two objects sitting on that zipper.

His phone and that letter.

My career and my daughter.

The two grenades I’ve been juggling for weeks… and Kir just pulled both pins at once.

I don’t even have the strength to open my mouth, much less start talking and explain a damn bit of anything. But the only thing worse than my meager explanations would be to stay silent. Unfortunately, that’s all I can do.

“That’s about what I thought you’d say,” he snarls cruelly.

He unfolds his arms and takes one step into the room. Just one. He stops at the foot of the bed, hands at his sides, and I can see the veins standing out stark on the backs of them.

“That’s fine. I can do the reporting for once. Headline one: You had a child. You carried a baby, you delivered her, and then you handed her off to strangers. You gave your daughter away. An innocent soul who needed a mother, and you abandoned her.”

I press the letter against my stomach with both hands. My lips part but there’s nothing behind them. Abandoned—has there ever been a more vicious word in the English language? For all my degrees and all the books stacked up on my nightstand, I can’t think of one. Especially not the way he says it. It’s a hateful word. Ugly and barbed.

“I said you’d be a good mother.” He rubs at his jaw and laughs mockingly. “I don’t think it’s possible to be more fucking wrong.”

My eyes fall to the ground. If I could laugh, I’d laugh at what I see there. Because there’s a gray sock on the floor. It must have fallen from the duffel when I was cramming everything in. How sick and wrong. The last time my world caved in, there was a gray sock on the floor just like this. Different sock, different room, and a very different man standing over me, but my eyes found it the same way. They latched onto the smallest, stupidest thing in the room because everything else was too enormous to look at.

I keep my gaze on it now. Safe little sock. Can’t hurt me. Can’t call me a bad mother. Can’t break my heart.

“You know what happened to me,” Kir continues. “You know what my father did to my mother. You sat at that table and you listened to me tell you about a boy who woke up one morning and his mother was just gone. And the whole time, I was telling you that story, you were carrying the exact same one inside you and you said nothing.”

The comparison is so unfair and yet so accurate that it splits me open. I want to scream that it’s not the same. I was nineteen and terrified. I did it for her, not to her.

But I can’t even say for sure if that matters anymore. If anything does.

“You disgust me,” he spits.

With that, he turns and leaves. I look down at the sock again as the door slams closed and Kir’s footsteps fade away. This apartment has now seen both the birth and the death of the strangest, most terrible, most wonderful thing that’s ever happened to me. Sex and joy, sorrow and heartbreak… All of it happened within these four walls.

Now, it’s just me alone again. Me and the sock, I suppose. Each without our matching pair.

I sink onto the floor and cry.


PART V



DEADLINE
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JILLIAN


“Hello, darkness, my old friend / I’ve come to talk with you again”

— “The Sound of Silence” by Simon & Garfunkel

I don’t sleep that night, not even a little.

My cousin’s pull-out couch has a pokey spring that digs into my lower back no matter which way I turn, and the sheets reek like mothballs. It’s a little quieter here than it is in Manhattan, but not by much, and every little sound feels like an icepick to my eardrums.

Macy went to bed at eleven with a sympathetic squeeze of my shoulder and a “help yourself to anything in the fridge, hon.” I’ve been lying here in the dark ever since, phone balanced on my chest, refreshing the same webpage over and over.

At 5:12 A.M., the page changes.

nytimes.com

LAZAREV PATRIARCH WANTED IN CONNECTION WITH WIFE’S DEATH; REMAINS FOUND AFTER 18 YEARS

An Exclusive Investigation by Jillian Pierce

There’s my photo next to the byline. I’m smiling in it, which is kinda amazing, seeing as how I no longer remember ever smiling in my entire life and I’m pretty damn sure I’m never going to smile again. Beneath it sprawls three thousand words of jaw-dropping revelations about Lukas and Elena and the NYPD’s intention to arrest him on suspicion of murder.

It’s the biggest story of my career.

And I feel… nothing.

I should be thrilled. I should be calling people, opening champagne, doing a victory lap around Macy’s cramped living room in my socks. This is what I wanted. This is what I fought for. This is the thing I chose over Kir, over us, over everything.

But nope. There’s nothing. I am the void, and the void is me.

My phone buzzes. It’s a text from Doug.

Congratulations.




Before I can formulate an answer, it buzzes again. And again. From there, it doesn’t stop. Colleagues, press contacts, cable news producers inviting me onto their morning shows, more numbers I don’t recognize.

I ignore all of them.

Instead, I call Rae.

She needs to know about this if she hasn’t seen it already. Like me, she’s in the middle of a shitstorm, but unlike me, she’s innocent and clueless. God, I’ve ruined so many lives in one fell swoop. Was it worth it? Am I the most selfish woman on the planet? Or did I do the right thing, the ethical thing, the thing a murdered woman deserved? Did I bring justice to this world? Or did I just inflict my misery on everyone I share it with?

Whatever the answer, I don’t get to explain anything to Rae. The line rings a few times and goes to voicemail. Her recorded greeting is the same one she’s had since college. “Hey, it’s Rae, leave me a message and I’ll call you back. Probably. Eventually. No promises.”

I hang up and call again. This time, when it sends me to voicemail, I’m a little more ready.

“Rae, I’m sorry.” I pause, sniffle, and swallow. “All I ask is that, when you see it… please don’t hate me, okay? Please don’t. I love you. It’s just… It’s just that there’s so much I haven’t told you. So much I’ve been carrying around for years, and I should’ve let you in, but I didn’t, and I’m sorry for that, too.” I press the phone harder against my ear. “Remember sophomore year, when I disappeared? And how I refused to explain when I got back? I mean, of course you know, but… yeah. The point is, something happened to me before I left. A guy at a party. He⁠—”

I stop to collect myself, then dive in.

“He assaulted me, Rae. I was drunk and stupid, and I went back to his room and he held me down. I couldn’t—I just couldn’t do anything. I went blank. Like somebody pulled the plug on me. I didn’t tell anyone after it happened. Not even you. I wanted to. But every time I’d get close to saying the words, I’d clam up. I just couldn’t handle it. I couldn’t handle being the girl that that happened to.”

I wipe my dripping nose and power on. “It got worse, though. Because I got pregnant. I found out about six weeks after, and I just had to go. I packed a bag and drove upstate until I found a clinic near Poughkeepsie. I waitressed at a diner until I was too big to carry trays. And then I had her.”

Her. I never say that word out loud. Not to anyone.

“A girl. She was a girl, Rae. Red face and balled-up fists and she was screaming. They put her on my chest and she was so warm. I held her and I kissed her head and she smelled like... I don’t know how to describe it. Clean. Brand new. Pure and untainted. And then I gave her away.”

My face crumples. I press my fist against my mouth and wait until the worst of it passes.

“I gave her to a family in New Jersey. A good family. That’s what the agency said, anyway. Good people, stable home, two parents who actually wanted a baby and could give her everything I couldn’t. I was so scared and the person who put her inside me was a monster, so I convinced myself it was the right thing to do. I’ve been telling myself that every single day for five years, but I still don’t know if I believe it.

“After that, I came home and I put on a smile. I begged you not to ask, and you, God bless you, you didn’t. You just hugged me and let me back in, and that was everything, Rae. That was everything.” I suck in a deep, shuddering breath. “I haven’t been with anyone since. Not until recently. Five years of no physical contact. I wanted it so badly it made me crazy. But my body just wouldn’t cooperate. Every time someone got close, I’d bail before it went anywhere. Everybody thinks I’m this sexually liberated woman who dates around and hooks up without apology, and none of it is real. It’s all bullshit. Every single bit of it.

“Or at least, it was. Then I met someone. And I fell in love with him. He’s the worst possible person I could’ve fallen in love with, and you’re going to be furious when you find out who it is, which I more than deserve. Because I fell in love with Kir Lazarev. The same Kir Lazarev whose family I just destroyed. He’s going to hate me forever, just like you, and I earned every ounce of it. So now, I’m left here, all alone, wondering if any single choice I made along the way here was worth it. Or if the path to my personal hell was simply paved with good intentions, but there are no exits on this highway, and I was only ever headed in one direction: down.”

Only when I’m finally out of things to say do I pull the phone away from my ear—and realize that I’ve been talking to no one for minutes now. The voicemail time limit was reached a long time ago.

This was a confession for me and me alone. Me, still trapped in the locked room of my heart.

Guess I’ll be stuck in here forever.
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KIR


“I’ve become so numb / I can’t feel you there / Become so tired / So much more aware”

— “Numb” by Linkin Park

I read the article at my kitchen counter with my coffee going cold beside me.

Every word is sourced and verified. The Astoria unmarked grave, the toxicology report on my mother’s remains. Elena Lazareva, née Sergeeva, dead at forty-two from a lethal dose of phenobarbital.

My own name is limited to a mention of her surviving son. Background, she’d promised. She kept that promise, technically. I don’t appear as a source anywhere. But I can trace the roots of this back to a memory of the two of us at her kitchen table, sipping whiskey, with her recorder sitting between us, switched off.

I want to feel justified. After eighteen years, my mother has been properly avenged. The truth is finally out, printed in black and white for the whole world to read.

Lukas exposed. Balance restored.

But the satisfaction doesn’t come. There is no closure to be found here. Just pain heaped on top of pain. I can’t stop thinking about how alone Jillian must have felt, bearing her child and giving her away. Then I get fucking angry all over again, because how fucking dare she? I had a mother taken from me, and that’s been hell on earth, but she just gave her daughter up?

No. Fuck that. It cannot be forgiven.

I close the laptop in disgust and pick up the remote. White noise. That’s all I need. Something to fill the silence so I stop hearing Jillian’s voice in every corner of this apartment.

The TV pops on to NY1—and my thumb freezes on the button.

It’s a helicopter shot, looking down at a brownstone in Brooklyn I recognize immediately because I spent the first twelve years of my life there. Cop cars line the narrow street, lights spinning red and blue against the brick. Yellow crime scene tape stretches across the front steps.

The chyron reads: BREAKING: LUKAS LAZAREV ARRESTED IN CONNECTION WITH WIFE’S DEATH.

As I watch, two federal agents walk my father down the front steps. His hands are cuffed behind his back. He’s wearing a white dress shirt with no tie, and his silver hair is uncombed, which is how I know they didn’t give him time to prepare.

He doesn’t look at the cameras. Or at anything. His face is perfectly, completely blank.

Fuck. This situation is spiraling. It’s all becoming so much worse than I thought it would be. I expected the article to cause damage, but I pictured lawsuits, board panic, stock drops—things I could control. Not a fucking perp walk on live television.

Then the camera pans left, away from the squad car they’re loading my father into, and finds a woman on the sidewalk. She’s surrounded by reporters shoving microphones and phones in her face. She’s trying to push through them, one arm up to shield her eyes from the camera flashes, and she looks absolutely terrified.

It’s Rae.

Goddammit. Not her. Not another innocent person ground up in the gears of this family. She’s been through enough already.

I’m off the couch before I’ve made a conscious decision. Keys, jacket, door, run. It’s not about Rae. I mean, it is in part. She worked for me, she’s decent, she doesn’t deserve any of this. But if I’m being honest with the one person I can never seem to lie to, which is myself, that’s not why I’m running.

I’m running because Jillian would want me to help her. My little fox would kill me if I sat here on my ass and watched her best friend get eaten alive on live television.

So I’m going. Not for Rae. Not for myself or my father.

But for the woman who destroyed me and who I can’t stop loving anyway.

[image: ]


I take the FDR south and cut across the Brooklyn Bridge doing twenty over the limit. The chaos outside of the brownstone is worse in person than it looked on TV. The reporters are everywhere, like the bloodsucking mosquitos they are.

I spot Rae before I’ve even fully stopped the car. She’s backed against a parked delivery truck, arms wrapped around herself, cameras in her face as they all descend on her.

I screech to a stop, spraying angry media members everywhere as they shout curses in my direction. When I’m close enough, I lean across the center console and shove the passenger door open.

“Get in,” I growl. “Now.”

She doesn’t move at first. She looks at me the way a drowning person looks at a piece of driftwood—not sure if it’ll hold, but sorely lacking for better options.

Then she ducks under a reporter’s outstretched arm and sprints for the car. She throws herself into the passenger seat and yanks the door shut. I’m pulling away before it fully latches, tires screaming against the asphalt.

In the rearview mirror, two cameramen chase us for half a block before giving up.

Rae is shaking from head to toe, teeth clacking, skin pale.

I drive. That’s all I know how to do right now. Just drive.

[image: ]


I take Rae to see her brother at a safehouse apartment. I made arrangements earlier in the day, after Richard called to warn me, to extract him from his rehab facility and keep him somewhere safe, away from the worst of the fallout that’s coming.

Then we go to visit my father in his holding cell. I make Rae sit in the observation room while I go in there and speak to him. It’s better this way, with me as a shield between them. I’m so used to the icy blast of his indifference; he can’t hurt me anymore. But her? She’s vulnerable. Even viewing it through a screen is dangerous enough for her.

When I emerge, I see that she’s learned the lesson she needed to learn: that Lukas Lazarev is incapable of love. She looks ruined by what just happened in there, the things my father said. I hope the scar tissue is enough to keep her safe for the rest of her life, wherever it takes her.

Afterwards, I take her back to her brother. I leave them alone together and retreat to my car. I sit in the dark and think about mothers, fathers, daughters, sons, exes, lovers, futures, pasts.

What does it mean to love someone enough to bring them into this world?

What does it mean to love them enough to carry them out of it?

Can we forgive the people who break us? Or are we all crying endless tears beneath the masks we’re forced to wear?

I don’t know.

I don’t know.

I don’t know.

I don’t know anything anymore.
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JILLIAN


“I spoke the words but never gave a thought / To what they all could mean”

— “Play Crack the Sky” by Brand New

I almost ignore my phone when it rings again. Until I see the caller ID.

F.T.

Forensic Tech.

It’s like being slapped in the face with the cold, dead fish of the past. I haven’t heard from F.T. since he handed me the lab report in that alley behind the crime lab three weeks ago. I assumed he’d gone to ground like everyone else who gets within spitting distance of the Lazarev family.

I snatch up my phone and answer the call.

“They logged something new from the burial site,” he says right away in a hushed mutter. “A journal or, like, diary or some shit. It was sealed in a plastic bag, buried right next to the remains. It’s been in evidence processing, but I got photocopies before it went into the system.”

I sit up. “How soon can you meet?”

“I’m in the parking garage at Queens Municipal right now. You have twenty minutes before my shift starts.”

I’m dressed, in Macy’s borrowed Honda, and hauling ass down the highway in four.
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He’s leaning against a concrete pillar on the third level, smoking. He looks worse than last time. Nails chewed to absolute nothing. Bloody, scabby, ugly. He hands me a manila envelope without making eye contact.

“Photocopies,” he explains gruffly. “That’s the best you’re gonna get. The originals are shut up in an evidence locker and I’m not touching them again.” I start to open it, but he puts his hand over mine. “Read it somewhere else. I don’t want to be standing next to you when you do.”

He drops his cigarette and grinds it under his sneaker. I ask if there’s anything else. He shakes his head once, shoves his hands in his jacket, and walks quickly toward the elevator.

I retreat to the car, then sit in the driver’s seat with the dome light on and the envelope in my lap for a full minute before I open it.

Eventually, I work up the nerve. Then I dive in.

The handwriting starts neat and elegant. Blue ink on what looks like unlined cream paper, photocopied in grayscale.

March 3, 2007

He keeps begging me to try another round of treatment. He doesn’t understand: I’ve already decided. I just need to make him strong enough to do what I’m asking.

I turn the page.

March 9. Elena writes about the Swiss specialist Lukas flew in, and the argument afterward. She describes listening to her husband break down in the shower while pretending she couldn’t hear.

March 14. She writes about Kir. How she watches him do his homework at the kitchen table, the cowlick that won’t stay down no matter how much she licks her thumb and presses it. She’s memorizing him. Storing him up.

My sweet boy. He cannot watch me disappear by degrees. I won’t do that to him. Better a clean wound than a slow rot.

March 15. The last entry. The handwriting has deteriorated. The letters lean and stagger like they’re being written by a different person, or by the same person with very little left.

He finally said yes. I’ve never loved him more.

I set the pages down on the passenger seat and grip the steering wheel with both hands.

My article has been live for fifteen hours, and it’s already reshaping the world we live in.

But, as it turns out, it’s wrong.

Lukas Lazarev didn’t kill his wife. Elena killed herself, in essence; she simply asked her husband to help her do it. Compassionate euthanasia. She made him promise their son would never know how it went. And Lukas kept that promise for eighteen years, through a warrant, an arrest, and humiliation on national television, because that’s what she asked him to do.

What is that if not love?

I pull out my phone and text Rae.

I know you hate me right now. But they found something else with Elena’s remains. You need to see this before anyone else does.




Three dots appear. Disappear. Appear again.

Where




I send her the address of a diner off the turnpike that I passed on the drive here. It’s nowhere either of us has ever been. Nowhere we’re likely to ever go again.
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I don’t have to wait long in the back booth before Rae arrives. I wince when I see her, because the devastation is graffitied all over her face. She walks up and sits down, but she doesn’t look at me right away.

“Before I show you this,” I say, “I need you to know that I didn’t have it when I wrote the article. I got it an hour ago.”

“Okay.”

“And I need you to know that if I’d had it, I would have⁠—”

“Jillian,” she interrupts. “Just show me.”

I push the manila envelope across the table. She opens the flap, pulls out the pages, and starts reading.

I watch her face. For the first page, nothing changes. The second page, her lips part slightly. By the fifth page, her hand is over her mouth. By the eighth, she’s crying without making a sound, tears rolling down her cheeks and dropping onto the photocopied ink.

She reads all of it. Then she goes back and reads the last entry again. When she’s finally done, she looks up. “Elena asked him to do it?”

“Yes.”

“She was dying anyway.”

I nod. “Acute myeloid leukemia. Terminal.”

Rae stares at the pages for a long time. Then she stacks them neatly, slides them back into the envelope, and stands up. She tucks the envelope under her arm. “I have to go.”

“Where?”

She doesn’t answer. She walks out of the diner, and through the window, I watch her cross the parking lot, then disappear.

I’m left all alone in the booth with two untouched coffees and a lifetime of regrets. I might’ve sat there forever if a green in the background didn’t snag my attention.

Squinting, I see, on the muted TV above the counter, a news anchor mouthing words beneath a chyron that reads: LAZAREV TO MAKE PUBLIC STATEMENT WITHIN THE HOUR.

I throw a twenty on the table and run.
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KIR


“We’re just two lost souls swimming in a fishbowl, year after year”

— “Wish You Were Here” by Pink Floyd

I almost didn’t come.

I sat in my car for a long time with the engine running as reporters and camera crews piled onto the courthouse steps, preparing to watch my father sign his own death warrant. In the end, I got out and walked over for one reason and one reason only: the realization that I’ve spent my entire life watching my father from a distance.

From the crack in a closet door. From across a boardroom table. Always removed by a layer of something invisible and impenetrable.

Fuck it. If this is the end of our relationship, might as well watch it from up close and personal.

Now, I’m leaning against a stone pillar at the far edge of the crowd, sunglasses on, collar up. Nobody recognizes me back here, or if they do, they’re too focused on the main event to care. There must be two hundred reporters jammed onto the steps, plus another dozen camera operators and a wall of satellite trucks lining the curb.

Soon, the courthouse doors open.

And Lukas Lazarev emerges.

My father looks thinner and older than the last time I saw him, but no less formidable. His clothes are neat and clean and his face is somber. The cuffs are gone, which means he posted bail.

He steps up to the cluster of microphones, and the crowd goes dead quiet. He opens his mouth to speak—but just before the words emerge, his eyes find mine. Then, like that was the cue he needed, he begins.

“Eighteen years ago,” he says to the hushed, roiling crowd, “I killed my wife.”

The way it goes from there is like a series of stab wounds. My father speaks in simple, short, clipped sentences, and each one of them rips me apart from the inside out.

He tells the world that his wife, the love of his life, was dying. Cancer is a cruel and vicious animal, and it had Elena Lazareva in its jaws. He tried to save her, he swears he did, but some things can’t be slain, not even by the great and powerful Lukas Lazarev.

So she chose a different way out. On her own terms, not cancer’s. She refused to die by inches in front of her son. In front of me.

Lukas tried to convince her otherwise, but my mother was as stubborn as she was beautiful. In the end, he loved her too much to make her suffer for his sake.

She had one other request, and she wore him down until she extracted his promise: that I never know she chose to leave me. She couldn’t bear to think that I’d believe she abandoned her son. I wonder if she knows, wherever she is now, that I’ve spent eighteen years despising the man who helped her go instead.

There it is, then. The full truth revealed, like a body on the autopsy table. My father didn’t kill my mother, and I’ve wasted half my life on hating him for committing the greatest self-sacrifice I’ve ever known.

What does that make me?

All those emotional stab wounds add up, but when I reach a breaking point, it doesn’t go how I imagined. I expected the floor to open up. Some kind of biblical collapse, the pillars cracking and the ceiling caving in. I thought all those little details of hating my father—blood on his shirt, dirt under his nails, cold silences, brutal lessons, every last disappointed glance—would detonate and ruin me.

None of that happens.

It all just goes quiet. As if someone found a hidden switch inside me and turned it off. There is only silence where the hate used to live. I don’t know what is supposed to make me tick instead.

My mother chose to die. She loved me enough to leave before she was forcibly taken. And my father… my father loved her enough to let me hate him for it.

What does that make me?

Who am I now?

And worst of all… What the fuck have I done?
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I’m not sure where the hours go. I wander around the city, dipping in and out of parks and bars, numb, wasted, wild, lost. I go home and see the blank cleanliness of my apartment. The maid must have come back and finished her job after I interrupted her.

I turn around and walk right back out again.

The sun sets, then rises, then sets again. Just like that, a day has passed. Day 1 of this new chapter of my life. The wandering continues. I look up at some point in the half-dark and see where my feet have taken me.

I’m not fully surprised to find out the answer. I’m at the Astoria site where my mother was buried. It’s nothing more than a vacant lot on an unremarkable corner, fenced off with chain-link fences and orange construction netting.

Beyond the fence, there’s nothing. A gaping hole lined with mud.

This is where they found her.

I duck under the tape and step onto the lot. I walk to the center, near the edge of the dig, and look down at the rectangle of disturbed earth where my mother’s bones lay for eighteen years.

There used to be a record store here. That’s what she told me once, when I was seven or eight and we were looking at old photos. She pointed to a faded Polaroid of a storefront with a red awning and said, That’s where I met your father. I tripped while I was dancing and I fell into his arms. Can you believe that?

She chose this spot. She made my father promise to bring her here, to the place where it all started.

I sit down in the dirt. The shame is total. Not for anything I did to Lukas, though. That hatred was built on a lie, and I’ll deal with it eventually, maybe, somehow.

The shame is for Jillian.

How could I have said those things to her? I told her she disgusted me. I called her a bad mother. I looked at a woman who survived something unspeakable at nineteen, who carried a child she didn’t choose, who loved that child enough to give her a better life than she could provide, and I called it abandonment.

Now, I understand that my mother left her child to protect him.

Jillian did the same fucking thing.

I press my palms into the cold dirt and do my best to breathe, but this graveyard-scented mud doesn’t do anything to fill my lungs. I feel miserable. This pit is starting to look like a good place to throw myself and stay forever.

How can I fix this? That’s all I can think about, and I have nothing close to a good answer.

I have to fix it. I know that much. There’s no version of my life going forward that doesn’t include trying. I don’t care if it takes weeks or months or years, or if she slams every door and window in my face. I don’t care if she moves to another city, another country, another fucking continent. I will find her, I will get on my knees, and I will tell her that I was wrong. I was cruel, small, and scared, and I lashed out at the one person who didn’t deserve it because she was the closest thing within reach.

She trusted me with the worst parts of herself. I used them to hurt her. That’s exactly the man I swore I’d never become.

I have to be better.

I have to earn her back.

How, though?

How?

How?!

Footsteps ring out from behind me. I know who they belong to.

“For eighteen fucking years, you let me believe you were a killer,” I say without looking up from the empty pit.

My father stops a few feet behind me. I hear him exhale through his nose. “Yes.”

Silence. Whipping wind. Car engines. Pigeon coos.

“I’ve hated you for so long,” I whisper, still not tearing my eyes away from the blackness at the bottom. “It’s the only thing that made sense. And now, you’re telling me it was all… nothing.”

“No, not nothing.” He sits next to me. “Your mother is gone, son. She’s been gone for eighteen years. But I’m still here. And whether you want me or not, whether you hate me or not, I am your father. I’m not going anywhere.”

I let those words sit for a while. I’m not going anywhere. I’m not surprised. Lukas is like a mountain. An immovable object and an irresistible force all in one.

But I’ve always been different than him. He’s cold stone; I’m hot fire. So if a mountain stays… what does an inferno do?

I’m afraid I know the answer already.

I’m not going anywhere. Is that what Jillian needs from me? For me to show up and refuse to leave, the way my father just did? Do I plant myself in front of her and say I’m here, deal with it, I’m not moving?

Or is that exactly the wrong thing? Maybe loving Jillian doesn’t look like showing up. It could look like stepping back, away, out. Gone forever. Giving her room to breathe without my shadow falling across every doorway she walks through.

She spent five years rebuilding herself after a man ripped her choices away. And then I snuck through her window and started taking them again. I decided when I came and went. I chose. Not her. Me.

What if fires are only born so they can return to ash?

What if the bravest thing I can do for Jillian is let her go?
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JILLIAN


“Every time I close my eyes, it’s like a dark paradise / No one compares to you”

— “Dark Paradise” by Lana Del Rey

I’m at the playground again. It’s too cold for anyone with common sense or love of feeling in their fingertips to be out here, so I have the place all to myself. The swings creak in the wind, chains rubbing against the crossbar. Screeeee. Screeeee.

Unlike the other, smarter people who usually come here, I no longer care if I have sensation in my nose. Let it be numb; that way, it matches the rest of me.

I got to the courthouse too late. By the time I parked and ran up the steps, the microphones were being dismantled and the satellite trucks were packing up. A cameraman told me I’d missed it. Lazarev made a shocking statement and left. That was that.

I sat down on the steps, pulled up Twitter, and watched the whole thing. I felt sick when it was over. Not only was my article wrong and incomplete, it also hurt people needlessly. I’m a myopic bitch, a life-ruiner. Like always, everything bad that’s happened is all my fault.

I push off with my toes and let the swing carry me back and forward. Screeee. Screeee. Only in a massive city can you feel this alone.

You disgust me. That’s what Kir said before he left. No three words have ever been so devastating. Nor has an aqua-colored envelope ever looked so horrible. The fact that it contained a letter saying my daughter wanted to talk to me didn’t really console me, either. Why would she want that? Doesn’t she know how fucked-up I am? Even a masked murderer can see that. It would take her one look at me for her to come to the exact same conclusion: that I’m disgusting.

She’s old enough to see it. She’d be five. That’s plenty old enough for this playground. I bet she’d have a favorite swing and that she could do the monkey bars all by herself now.

You disgust me.

Screeee.

Screeee.

I don’t hear him coming. That’s nothing new. He’s never made a sound unless he chose to. But I feel him coming. A warmth on my back, eyes swallowing me up. The crunch of shoes on the rubberized fake mulch.

Kir stops a few feet from the swing set. He looks like absolute hell. His clothes are pristine, as always, but his face is unshaven and the circles under his eyes are black enough to be bruises.

I don’t say anything.

He doesn’t, either.

Screee. Screee.

My toes drag against the mulch until the swing stops swinging and I’m left just sitting there, hands wrapped around the cold chains, watching him watch me.

“I tracked your phone,” he says. No apology for that part. Not even a little bit. If there was ever a time I’d be mad about that invasion of privacy, it’s long gone now.

Kir looks past me at the empty playground. The slide, the monkey bars, the little climbing wall with the colored handholds. His eyes move across all of it with a slowness that tells me he’s not just seeing what’s here. He’s seeing what I see when I come here.

“I understand now,” he murmurs. “Why you keep coming back.”

I grip the chains tighter. The cold metal burns my palms.

“What I said to you,” he continues, “what I called you…”

I clear my throat. “Please don’t repeat it.”

“I won’t.” He takes a breath. “I was wrong. I was so fucking wrong, Jillian, and I knew it the second I walked out of your apartment, but I was too goddamn proud and too goddamn hurt to turn around.”

I look at the ground. At his shoes, expensive and mud-flecked.

Then Kir drops to his knees in front of me.

Right there in the playground, in his thousand-dollar pants, he drops like someone cut his strings. My breath catches in my throat because I have imagined this so many times since he left. In the shower, in Macy’s borrowed bed, in the back of a cab, in a church pew at five in the morning. I have played this scene in my head a million different ways, but not one of them prepared me for the real thing.

He reaches for my hands. I let him take them, and like always, his fingers are burning hot where mine are so cold and lonely. He heats me up with that single touch. He pulls my hands off the chains and holds them together in both of his, pressing my knuckles against his forehead. His head bows. His shoulders curve inward. I can feel him breathing against my skin in short, ragged bursts.

“I’m sorry,” he says into my hands. “For all of it.”

A tear rolls down his cheek and lands on our knuckles. Then another.

“You changed me,” he explains. “Before you, I was just running my father’s errands and calling it a life. The things I did were… They were horrible, to say the least. And then you bit through my glove, and I was done. Right then. First night. It was a kill shot through the heart, but not the one that was supposed to happen.”

Another tear splashes on our hands. I feel it spread warm across my frozen knuckles.

“I don’t deserve you. I know that. I broke into your home. I terrorized you. I put a gun to your back and made you smile for your neighbor while I stood behind the door. I beat him half to death because he asked you to dinner.” He swallows hard. “I watched you through a camera. I followed you to this playground and I didn’t understand what I was seeing, and when I finally did understand, I used it to hurt you. I took the worst thing you ever went through and I threw it in your face.”

He’s clinging to me hard enough to hurt now, but the pain is a good thing. It grounds us both.

“You are the bravest person I have ever known, Jillian Pierce. You carried a child you didn’t ask for, and you loved her enough to give her a life you couldn’t.” He lifts his head. His eyes are red, wet, and vulnerable. “I love you. I loved you before I knew your name. I’ll love you long after you tell me to go back out the window I came through. Mask or no mask, gun or no gun, it doesn’t matter anymore. I’m here on my knees in front of you to tell you I love you, because this is the only way it feels right to say it.”

My own eyes are leaking now. “Kir, you can’t say that. You can’t love me. How could you? I ruined you. Everything I wrote was wrong, and you told me not to publish, but I did it anyway. I ruin it all, Kir, I’m a fuck-up, I’m a⁠—”

“Stop.”

“No, listen to me!” I insist. “You shouldn’t love me. Don’t. I’m telling you to⁠—”

“I’m telling you to stop.” He pulls my hands down from his forehead and holds them against his chest, right over his heart. “You have nothing to apologize for.”

“Of course I do! I have everything to⁠—”

“You did your job,” he says simply. “You did what you thought was right.”

I’m still torn up with guilt. “But I⁠—”

“My mother made her choices and my father honored them. The responsibility belongs to them, not us.” I shake my head, but he squeezes my hands until I look at him. “You have nothing to apologize for,” he repeats. “Not to me. Not to anyone.”

More arguments are right there on the tip of my tongue, but Kir’s heart is beating under my palms, steady and sure, and his eyes are so open it hurts me to look at them.

“I love you, little fox,” he says again. “I love you and I want the future we’ve dreamed of. I want Sunday mornings where neither of us has anywhere to be. I want to burn dinner and eat cereal instead and fall asleep with you in my arms. I want to drive you to New Jersey, whenever you’re ready. I’ll wait in the car or I’ll hold your hand, but I want to be there when you finally meet her.”

That breaks me. A sob rips out of my chest and I pitch forward off the swing into him. He catches me, steadies me, kisses my temple.

“Okay,” I whisper into his collar. “Okay. Yes. To all of it.”

But there’s a missing moment that follows. This is the part where he kisses me and pulls me to my feet, and we walk toward that happy ending together. It doesn’t happen, though. For a second, nothing does. The swing croaks behind us from the momentum of my fall, Screeee, Screeee, but Kir’s heart pauses and mine follows suit. There’s a hesitation in his breath.

I lean back and look at him. “… Kir?”

“I want those things so fucking badly, Jillian.” Slowly, he unpeels my hands from his and puts them at my sides. “But that’s why I cannot have them.”

“What?” I squeak in confusion. “What do you mean you can’t⁠—”

“I’m stepping down,” he says. “As CEO. Effective immediately.” His eye circles are darker than ever.

“Okay,” I say slowly. “Okay, so you step down. That doesn’t mean⁠—”

“I’m quitting and I’m leaving the country, Jillian.”

The playground goes very still. Even the wind seems to hold its breath.

“Leaving,” I repeat.

“Leaving,” he confirms.

“When are you coming back?”

He looks past me at the empty swing. “I don’t know,” he rasps. “Maybe never.”

This doesn’t make sense. None of it does. My head is spinning in every direction at once and the ground feels unsteady beneath my knees. “Why?” I ask, shrinking back from him. “If you love me—and you just said you do, you just said it—then why are you leaving?”

“Because I do love you. That’s exactly why.”

“That doesn’t make any sense!”

“It’s not about the article, if that’s what you’re thinking,” he says. “And it’s not about your daughter, either.”

“Then what the hell is it about?!”

He’s still on his knees. The grime is soaking through his pants. He looks up at me, and whatever wall he’s been building behind his eyes finishes construction right there in front of me.

“I walked into your life with an order to kill you,” he says hollowly. “And you fell in love with me anyway.”

I want to tear my hair out by the root. Big, red clumps of it. “So?!”

But he’s shaking his head. “I can’t be the kind of man who builds a life on that, Jillian. There’s blood in the foundation of us. There always will be.”

“I don’t care how it started, Kir. All that matters is⁠—”

He stands up and I fall quiet. “That’s exactly the problem. You should care. The fact that you say you don’t tells me I’ve already done too much damage. You should be terrified of a man who did the things I did to you. If you’re not, then…” He stops. His jaw works for a second. “Then it means I broke something in you that I don’t know how to fix. Staying will only break it worse.”

“You didn’t break me,” I sob. “I was already broken.”

“Don’t say that.”

“It’s true!”

“It’s not, but even if it is, I won’t be the man who takes advantage of it. I’ve done enough to you already.”

“You’re not taking advantage of anything,” I whimper as my heart breaks and breaks and breaks. “I chose you. Every single time, I chose you. Those were my choices, Kir. Mine.”

“You chose a mask,” he corrects. “You chose something in the dark that couldn’t hurt you.”

“The mask became you. You know it did!”

He doesn’t argue, but nor does he accept what I’m saying. He just stands there with playground muck on his knees and tears drying on his face, the loneliest man alive. I can see him pulling away even though he hasn’t moved an inch. He’s already gone. He decided this before he came here.

The apology was real. The love is real.

But so is this.

“You mean it. You’re really leaving.”

He nods and looks at me. “Mountains stay, little fox,” he whispers. “Fires just burn themselves out. It’s better for you that way. I’m sorry. I love you so much, and I’m so fucking sorry. Goodbye, Jillian.”

Then he turns and walks away.

I watch him cross the playground, stepping over the low border and onto the sidewalk. His coat catches the wind. He doesn’t look back. He doesn’t slow down. He rounds the corner at the far end of the block and then he’s just gone, swallowed up by the darkness the same way he once appeared out of it.
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KIR


“Goodbye, my almost lover / Goodbye, my hopeless dream”

— “Almost Lover” by A Fine Frenzy

It’s Christmas Eve tonight. Snow falls on Manhattan in fat, lazy flakes. Every brownstone window glows gold with a frosted trim and every fire escape wears a string of lights. Families are pulling chairs up to tables, laughing in matching sweaters. For them, there is hope in the air.

As for me, I’m in the back of a black car heading south on the Van Wyck with one bag and a passport. My phone sits on the seat beside me. The screen lights up with calls and texts again and again. Mat, Rae, Lukas, board members, reporters, all of them asking what I’m doing, where I’m going, begging me to stop.

But the one name I want to see isn’t there.

I pick up the phone and hold it in my palm. I wasn’t expecting her to call. I told her goodbye and I meant it. She knows that. But some stupid, stubborn part of me hoped anyway.

No, it’s better like this. Mountains stay. Fires burn themselves out. That’s why I feel the way I do, like a blacked-out, ashed-over lump of coal. The flame is gone, but it’s best for everyone if I remove myself before innocent lives get burned again.

I hold the power button until the screen goes black. Then I bend the phone in half. The screen yields first, a spiderweb of fractures spreading across the glass. Then the backbone gives way with a snap that sounds too much like a bone breaking. I roll the window down. Cold air and snowflakes rush into the car. The driver glances in the rearview mirror and frowns, but he knows better than to ask questions.

I toss the ruined chunk of technology out of the window. It bounces once on the slick asphalt and then is chewed up by the wheels of a truck one lane over.

The window goes back up. The warmth returns.

We pass the sign for JFK. Terminal 1, International Departures. The driver signals right.

I press my forehead against the cold glass and watch the snow pile up on the airport roof, and I don’t think about anything at all.
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As I expected, the airport is somber. A few disgruntled holiday travelers, mostly alone, sit and stare into nothingness. I seat myself apart from all of them, my single bag between my feet, and wait.

Soon enough, the boarding call comes over the speakers. I stand up and hand my passport to the woman at the podium. She smiles and wishes me a merry Christmas. I nod silently and walk down the jetway.

My seat is by the window. I buckle in, decline the flight attendant’s offer of champagne, and press my head against the oval of cold plastic. It’s not long before the engines spin up and the plane shudders forward.

The runway whirrs past. Then the nose tilts up, and Manhattan appears below me, shrinking fast. I can see the grid of streets, the dark slash of the Hudson, the bridges strung with lights. Somewhere down there is my father. Somewhere down there is my mother.

And somewhere down there is a redheaded girl, spending Christmas Eve alone because of me.


PART VI



OFF THE RECORD


66


JILLIAN
ONE MONTH LATER


“And what difference does it make / When this love is over?”

— Mystery of Love by Sufjan Stevens

I’m standing backstage at the National Press Club holding a glass plaque with my name etched into it. I’m wearing my best Normal Girl smile as a woman from the awards committee pins a lanyard to my lapel and tells me where to stand for photos. I nod and hold the plaque the way she shows me, tilted so the overhead lights don’t bounce off the glass.

I won for the Elena Lazarev story. Not the first version, thank God, because that was a disaster and a half. This award is for the corrected one, which I rewrote in a feverish haze in the forty-eight sleepless hours after Kir left town. It might not have had the lurid tabloid appeal of “Billionaire Slaughters Wife,” but at least it was honest.

I look down at the object in my hand. The plaque says EXCELLENCE IN INVESTIGATIVE JOURNALISM and then my name in smaller letters underneath. Jillian Rose Pierce. The New York Times. I vaguely consider dumping it in the nearest trash can.

Doug finds me after the photographer takes mercy on me and cuts me loose. He’s wearing a tie, which means this is a big deal, though he doesn’t look the least bit happy about it. “I’m proud of you, kid,” he says. “You earned it. Every damn word.”

I wish I could accept the praise, because this is the moment I’ve been working toward since I first took up pen and paper as a bright-eyed, bushy-tailed little girl. Front page reporter. Prestigious award. Career made, lives changed.

But it doesn’t feel like enough.

Nothing does anymore.

Rae and I are talking again. Not the way we used to, though. There’s a carefulness now, a politeness that was never there before, and it makes me want to scream into a pillow. We used to finish each other’s sentences and steal fries off each other’s plates without asking. Now, we text before we call. We ask permission before we show up. We treat each other like people who might break.

We might, yeah—me more so than her—but it still bums me out if I think too long and hard about it.

She knows everything now. I filled her in bit by bit over the course of a few late nights. When I was finally done, she pulled me into a hug so tight my ribs hurt, and she said, “I wish you’d told me sooner.” I reminded her that she had her hands fairly full, which she laughed and acknowledged, but she insisted that she would’ve been there for me. “You’re not alone, Jilly Bean,” she insisted. “You never have been.”

Agree to disagree. Anyway, she and I are getting there. It’s just slow.

The other thing is slower.

I wrote back to Briarwood Family Services three weeks ago. It was a short letter, carefully worded, and even though I’m quite literally a professional writer, it still felt like pulling teeth, every single line. Basically, I said I was open to contact and kept it at that. I didn’t want to sound like a crazy, desperate, frothing-at-the-mouth lady who should not be allowed within five hundred yards of a school. Adoptive services companies tend to frown upon that sort of thing. I can’t imagine that my daughter’s new parents would be so keen on me, either.

The letter wound its way through all the intermediaries, but eventually, the adoptive family wrote back. They seem kind. They said that they’d send pictures if I wanted them, but the mere thought made me want to puke and cry and scream, in no particular order. Worse still was their other offer: An in-person visit.

Come see her, they urged. She’s smart, and brave, and beautiful, and she’d love to meet you.

I haven’t gone.

Why not? That’s the million-dollar question.

I tell myself it’s timing. Or if not timing, then logistics. Or psychology. Just a headspace thing, you know, and I just gotta figure a few things out, get various affairs sorted, settle this, arrange that.

All of which is obviously bullshit. “Cope,” as the kids say.

There was a window of time, brief and bright, when I actually believed I could do it. There was someone who made me feel like the kind of woman who walks into hard rooms and doesn’t flinch. Who bites through leather and fights back, who stays when every nerve is screaming at her to run. For a few weeks, I had borrowed courage. It wasn’t mine, but I wore it well enough to fool myself into thinking it was.

Now, that borrowed courage is gone. Wherever it went, it took the version of me who could’ve made the drive to New Jersey and knocked on that door.

Without that, I’m just regular Jillian again. Regular Jillian doesn’t knock on strangers’ doors. Regular Jillian sleeps with the windows locked and the lights always on.

I get home from the ceremony a little after nine, heels in one hand, plaque in the other. The elevator deposits me on my floor. As I’m awkwardly fishing for my keys with my hands full, Elliot’s door opens halfway down the hall.

He’s got a bag of trash in one hand and his keys in the other. He freezes when he sees me. I freeze right back.

The scar above his left eye has faded to a thin white line. You’d only notice it if you knew to look. Seeing as how I know exactly where to look, I always notice it.

His gaze drops to the plaque. He reads it, or at least pretends to, and then he nods. “Congrats,” he says. His weight edges backward, ready to flee at a moment’s notice.

“Thanks, El,” I say in a lame, bright voice that makes me cringe the second it leaves my lips. “How are you? Haven’t seen you in a while.”

He switches the trash bag to his other hand. “Good. I’m good. Yeah. Good. Yep.”

He’s clearly not good. He’s plastered against the wall and looking at me the way you’d look at a dog that bit you once. I did that to him. Well, Kir did that to him, but the distinction feels pretty thin from where I’m standing. Lie down with the masked man and get the fleas, or however the expression goes. As I’ve said before, I’m no good with metaphors.

At last, the guilt gets to be too much. “Elliot, look, I know we’ve never properly talked about this, but I’m really sorry about⁠—”

“It’s fine.” He cuts me off fast. “All good. Water under the bridge.” His free hand fidgets with his keys, jingling them against his thigh. “I should, uh… Yeah. Trash. Gotta take this down.”

“Right. Of course.”

He turns toward the stairwell, trash bag swinging. Then he stops. His shoulders do this little hitch, like he’s arguing with himself about whether to say the next thing.

“Hey, Jillian?”

“Yeah?”

His eyes are fixed carefully on the fire extinguisher mounted on the wall between our doors, like he won’t be able to voice his thoughts if he’s looking me in the eye. “That, uh… that guy,” he says carefully. “Is he still… around?”

I grip the plaque tighter against my hip. “No,” I say sadly. “He’s gone.”

“And he’s not…?”

“Coming back?” I shake my head, my dangly earrings flopping side to side. “No. I think it’s safe to say he’s never coming back.”

Elliot exhales in obvious relief. “Right. Cool. Yeah. Good.” He clears his throat. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re doing well. You look… you look really pretty in that dress.”

He gives me one last look, and then turns and scurries down the hall toward the trash chute. I stand there for one more second, wallowing in the harsh, specific pain of getting exactly what you deserve. Then I sigh and trudge into my apartment.

I lock the door behind me. Chain, deadbolt, knob. New habit. Every single time I do this, I consider leaving it open. Just to see what might happen. And every single time, I throw all the locks and check them twice.

I set the plaque on the mantel. Then I pick up the aqua envelope from where it’s been sitting on the coffee table for weeks now and lean it against the plaque so they’re side by side. Excellence in Investigative Journalism and a letter from Briarwood Family Services. The two defining artifacts of my life, hanging out together on a dusty shelf.

I change into pajama shorts and a ratty T-shirt and plug my phone in on the nightstand. Then, while it starts to charge, I open Google and tap on the alerts I set up three weeks ago. The results load fast.

Page Six claims he was sighted at a restaurant in Monaco with some whiz kid tech investor. Daily Mail puts him on a yacht off the coast of Antibes. A business blog says he’s been spotted in Nice hobnobbing with the gorgeous princess of some small European country I’ve never heard of.

Monaco, Montenegro, the south of France—it doesn’t really make a difference in the end, does it? Might as well be Mars. What I told Elliot is beyond doubt: Kir is never coming back.

I put the phone face-down on the nightstand and pull the covers up to my chin. The bedroom remains lit by the lamp on the dresser that I leave on every night, same as always. I squint up at the air vent and see the familiar red light, but it doesn’t comfort me anymore. It may or may not be filming, but there’s no one on the other end of the broadcast. Nobody’s watching me anymore. I’m alone now.

And like Kir said…

… maybe it’s better that way.

I close my eyes and try to sleep.
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JILLIAN
SIX MONTHS LATER


“There you are, standing right in front of me / All this fear falls away to leave me naked”

— “Signal Fire” by Snow Patrol

The door cracks open. Rae’s face appears in the gap, eyes already glassy with unshed tears. “Okay. I’m ready.”

I slip inside and close the door behind me. Her wedding dress is hanging from a hook on the wardrobe, ivory silk with a low back that’s going to make Lukas lose his whole damn mind. Rae stands in the middle of the room in a white slip and bare feet, hands clasped in front of her stomach.

“You look like you’re about to faint,” I tell her.

“That’s because I am about to faint.”

“Please don’t,” I beg. “I don’t want to have to carry you down those stairs.”

She laughs and pinches my ass. “With all the Pilates and Barry’s you’ve been doing, that would be a breeze. Have I told you lately that you’re a bombshell?”

“You’re the bombshell,” I insist. I grab her hand and make her do a twirl. “Look at you! A dream come true. Brides across the world hear your name and instantly wither and die of jealousy. If Lukas wasn’t a hell of a lot stronger than me, I’d consider marrying you myself.”

She grins and giggles. The carefulness has mostly faded. We’re not all the way back to stealing fries and finishing sentences, but we’re close. Close enough.

“Now,” I say, “enough chit-chat. You’re stalling. On we go!”

I lift the dress off the hook and hold it open at her feet. She steps in, gripping my shoulder for balance, and I pull it up over her hips. She turns around and gathers her hair to one side. I start on the zipper.

“Suck in,” I order.

“I am!”

“Yeah, well, pretend the dress is Lukas’s dick and suck harder.”

“Jillian Rose Pierce!” She swats my arm.

“Sorry. A little vulgar, I know. Anyway, you’re perfect. The dress is the problem. Aaaand there we go. Voila.”

The zipper glides up the last two inches and settles happily at the top. I fasten the tiny hook-and-eye closure and smooth the fabric across her shoulder blades. Then I step back. Rae turns to face the full-length mirror propped against the wall. Her hand goes to her mouth.

“Oh,” she breathes.

“Yeah,” I agree. “That’s what I’m sayin’.”

She’s stunning. Glowing. Best friends look like this in your dreams, not in real life—except for she really does. She’s proud, posture erect, eyes bright, smile undimmable. God, I love her. I’m so happy for her, too, in the true, from-the-bottom-of-your-heart way you can only be happy for your real ride-or-dies. Despite everything she’s been through, she’s still here. Beautifully so. A few steps away from a happily-ever-after ending that she has more than earned.

My throat gets tight. I press my knuckle against my upper lip and breathe. Rae catches me doing it in the mirror. “Don’t you dare, missy! If you cry, I cry, and then the makeup is done for.”

“I’m not crying,” I lie shamelessly.

She turns from the mirror and takes both my hands. Her fingers are warm. Mine are freezing, per usual. I’m always cold these days. The fire in my life is gone.

“Jill…”

“Nope,” I say, shaking my head. “Don’t do the voice.”

She ignores my request as she squeezes my fingers. “You deserve this, too, you know.”

“Proper circulation in my extremities?”

“A person. Someone who sees you.” Her eyes search my face. “Someone who stays.”

I have to look away. Out the window, the garden below is strung with white lights. Chairs stand in neat rows. Lukas waits at the end of the aisle in a dark suit, hands clasped, looking up at the window like he can sense Rae through the glass.

“I’m good, Sunshine,” I tell her. “I really am.”

She squints at me suspiciously. “Are you?”

“Mhmm. I have my job. I have you. I have my health. What else does a girl really need?” I tuck a stray piece of hair behind her ear. “Not everyone needs a person. Some of us are perfectly fine solo.”

Rae doesn’t argue. But she clearly doesn’t believe me, either.

That’s fair, honestly.

I barely believe me.
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The ceremony is beautiful. Rae floats down the aisle on her brother Gideon’s arm, and Lukas watches her approach with an expression I’ve never seen on any man’s face before. I’ve known for a long time that a Lazarev man is willing to do terrible things to get what he wants and protect what is his.

This is that, yes, but it’s also surrender. Total, willing, grateful surrender.

He’d give her everything.

Including himself.

They wrote their own vows. Lukas goes first. Rae cries through every word of hers. Gideon, seated in the front row, cries harder, that big cupcake. I’m glad he’s doing well now that he’s out of rehab and back on his feet.

But truthfully, my attention is a little divided. I can’t help scanning the garden again and again while they speak. For the most part, it’s a lush green backdrop with a foreground of white. White chairs, white lights, white flowers. Lukas’s people on the left, sparse and stoic. Rae’s side is fuller, lined with coworkers, college friends, and a few of Gideon’s recovery buddies who clean up surprisingly well in borrowed blazers.

But every glance confirms what I already knew.

No dark hair.

No gray eyes.

No cinnamon on the breeze.

He’s not here.

I knew he wouldn’t be, and I didn’t even dare to hope, not truly. But there’s one last little ember that Kir left in me that refuses to die. It hurts when it flickers, but I still don’t want it to go out. Not yet. Not quite yet.

The party moves indoors as the sun drops. I may have gotten a little carried away when Rae put me in charge of choosing floral arrangements for the reception, because now, every single flat surface is covered in a spray of bright summer flowers. It’s like we’re living in a rainbow. A jazz trio jams in the corner, happy and cool, and I’m just as effervescent thanks to some copious champagne consumption.

I’m standing near the bar with one of Rae’s college friends, a sweet woman named Cora who’s telling me about her toddler’s recent obsession with putting grapes up his nose. I laugh at the punchline, or start to, but then my gaze drifts past Cora’s shoulder toward the tall glass doors that open onto the garden. The chairs are still out there, empty now, the white fabric covers ruffling in the evening breeze.

And at the far edge of the garden, just beyond the reach of the string lights, someone is standing.

My laugh dies.

He’s leaning against the stone wall where the garden meets the tree line, hands in the pockets of a dark coat. Thin. Tan. His hair is longer, curling past his ears, and his beard is scruffy in a way I like.

But it’s him.

It’s Kir.

He sees me see him. His mouth twists up in the half-grin that melts my insides every single time.

“Are you alright?” comes a voice from behind me.

I follow Cora’s gaze to see that my champagne glass is shaking and sloshing bubbly all over the rim. I set it down in a hurry. “Sorry,” I blurt to her. “I have to— Er, just, sorry. Excuse me.”

Cora asks again if I’m okay, but I ignore her. I’m walking—no, running—toward the glass doors, weaving between tables and chairs, bumping people on accident, not caring. My hand finds the door handle. Evening air rakes my bare arms. I shiver even though it’s plenty warm, but I keep going, heels sinking into the soft grass, moving toward the edge of the garden.

Toward where he waits.
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KIR


“You and me / Meant to be / Immutable / Impossible / It’s destiny”

— “Stand Inside Your Love” by The Smashing Pumpkins

Through the glass, the reception shines. Flowers everywhere. I suspect Jillian had a hand in that. I bet she chose bright, colorful arrangements and when the florist asked how many she wanted, she said, All of them.

But I see right through that. The flowers are a mask. Happy girls like flowers, and Jillian is pretending to be a happy girl.

Therefore, flowers.

I set that aside for now. I haven’t seen her yet in the ten minutes I’ve been standing here, at the shadowy edge of the garden. Various guests have flitted past the window of the brownstone I grew up in, but I didn’t care about any of them.

That is, until I saw my father dancing with Rae.

I almost didn’t recognize him at first. It’s the smile that makes him look so different than the man I spent my whole life terrified of. Is that a mask, too? Or is it what he looks like when he’s finally not wearing one?

His hands, as scarred and gnarled as they are, are cupping Rae’s hip so delicately. You can’t fake that. I wouldn’t say I’m healed, not in any real kind of way, but there is part of me that’s happy for him.

I wasn’t sure I’d come until I was already on the plane. I bought the ticket in the dead of night, packed nothing, and sat in the terminal for hours arguing with myself. The flight was seven hours of the same argument. Throughout customs, the cab ride, all of it, I asked myself again and again, Is this a good idea? Am I fixed enough for this? Will I ruin their lives if I show up again?

I don’t know the answers. Six months in Europe didn’t fix me. I’m not sure six years would, either. The anger isn’t gone. Neither is the guilt.

As for the love?

Fuck only knows what’s happened to that. I can’t be sure until I see her.

And then, without any warning at all, there she is.

The whole journey here, I imagined this moment. I thought angels would play trumpets to announce her re-arrival in my life. But nothing happens. She’s just not there until she is, and when she appears, all the broken, jagged edges of me settle into place. Every thought in my head goes quiet. I can breathe again.

She’s in a deep green dress that hugs her frame. Her hair is down, loose and red against her bare shoulders. Her freckles are bright against tanned skin, spilled cinnamon, constellations on the bridge of her nose. She’s holding a champagne glass in one hand, and her other hand is pressed flat against her thigh like that’s the only way to stop it from shaking.

To say she’s beautiful is to undersell it to a laughable extent. She’s a mirage, an enigma, a vision, a dream.

But she’s also fucking fake.

The whites of her knuckles tell me everything I need to know. She’s faking her way through it all, laughing loudly, smiling broadly. She’s wearing a mask on a mask on a mask on a mask. Too scared to take off a single damn one of them.

I hurt for her in a way that six months of introspection hasn’t even come close to making sense of. I ache and yearn. I need. I want to throw myself at her feet, kiss one of those pretty ankles, and tell her that I’ve dreamed of her every night I’ve been gone.

But that would be selfish. I didn’t come back to tell her about my problems. I came back for another reason entirely.

I came back because, three weeks ago, Matvei called me. I was sitting on the balcony of a rented apartment overlooking the harbor in Monaco. I’d decided to take up smoking cigarettes that week, but they didn’t make me feel any more alive or dead than any of the other vices I’d tried since I left New York.

I braced myself for the how are you, bro, but Mat skipped right over the pleasantries.

“She still hasn’t gone.”

He didn’t have to say who. He didn’t have to say where. I knew.

He meant that Jillian hadn’t gone to New Jersey. It had been seven months since the initial contact, and she still hadn’t knocked on that door. The adoptive family was still waiting. Her daughter was still waiting. And Jillian was still standing on the wrong side of a chain-link fence, watching other people’s children and going home empty-handed.

I understood why.

She can’t do it alone.

Rae knows now, sure, but she doesn’t know all of it. Not the way I do. Even though Rae loves Jillian more than anyone on this planet, she can’t stand beside her in that doorway in Montclair and comprehend the full weight of what it costs Jillian to walk through it.

Only I can.

But should I? That was the question I didn’t know how to answer. I’ve spent seven months trying to outrun what I am. I crossed oceans and kept going until I found places where nobody knew my name. I thought I could outrun the man I was and the things that that man had done.

But none of it worked. The fire didn’t burn out like I thought it would.

So I came back. Not for me.

For her.

The glass door swings open and she steps out. She’s moving fast, stiletto heels punching holes into the soft grass. The green dress shimmers like a woodland nymph and her hair floats off her shoulders in the breeze.

I don’t move. I stay right where I am, back against the stone wall, hands in my pockets, and I let her come to me.

Because this time, it has to be her choice. Not mine. Not the mask’s. Not the dark’s.

Hers.

She stops ten feet away. Only when a cloud moves and the moon finally comes out to illuminate her face do I see just how pissed she is. Her chest is heaving, her hands are balled into fists at her sides, and her eyes are wet and furious as she searches me for something I hope to God she finds.

“Hello, little fox.”

She looks me up and down and left and right. “I don’t know what to do first,” she announces. “Should I hit you, kiss you, ask you where the fuck you’ve been, or just skip all of that and walk away instead?”

I smile, amused, heart throbbing like an open wound. “All reasonable options. You look beautiful.”

Her scowl deepens. “Spare me. I know you didn’t crawl out of whatever hole you’ve been hiding in just to come pay me half-assed compliments. Besides, I know I look good.”

That makes me laugh. Feisty and confident to the end, my little fox. I’ve missed her so fucking much it kills me. I’ll never get that lost time back. “Fair enough.”

“Why did you, then?”

“Why did I tell you you look good?”

“No, wiseass. Why did you come back?”

I take my hands out of my pockets. The night air is warm and thick with the scent of cut grass and summer flowers, and she’s standing right there, a few feet away, close enough to touch if I crossed the distance between us.

But I don’t.

“I came back because you need someone to drive you to New Jersey,” I say.

Her whole body stiffens. The scowl drops off her face—that’s one mask down—and there’s nothing underneath it except trembling, naked fear.

“Mat told me,” I explain before she can ask. “He called and said you still hadn’t gone.”

“That’s none of his business. Or yours.”

I shrug and push a hand through my messy hair. “But I’m here anyway.”

She shakes her head hard. “Nobody wants you here. I don’t.”

“I know.”

“Did they not have calendars where you went?” she demands. “Or mail? Because you were gone for seven months, Kir. Seven fucking months without so much as a fucking postcard. And now, you waltz in here looking all tan and scruffy and expect me to just swoon into your arms?”

“No,” I tell her honestly. “I expect you to hit me first. You mentioned that was an option. It seemed appropriate.”

Her hand twitches like she’s considering doing exactly that. But in the end, it stays pressed against her thigh. The moonlight illuminates the wet shine in her eyes. She really does look beautiful. I hope she knows it.

Her voice gets softer when she asks, “Why are you really here, Kir?”

I open my mouth to give her the speech. Fuck knows how many times I rehearsed it on the way over here. It’s a good speech. Thorough. Covers all the bases. Acknowledges my failures, makes the case for my return, addresses counterarguments preemptively.

But this is Jillian. And I know beyond any reasonable doubt that she’s ready for it. Like me, she’ll have spent months imagining this moment and planning all the ways to keep it at arm’s distance. If she’s ready for it, she can prevent it from making her be vulnerable. She’ll have a mask prepared to fend it off. Just like me. Therefore, going through the whole exercise would be pointless and change nothing. By the time we’re done, we’d both be exhausted and nothing will have changed.

So I scrap the speech.

Instead, I say, “I came back because you’re a coward.”

Jillian recoils like I’m the one who hit her. “Ex-fucking-scuse me?!” she hisses. “How dare you?”

“You heard me,” I press. “You’re a coward, Jillian Pierce. You’ve had seven months to drive to New Jersey. It’s an hour away. Less, if you take the turnpike. And you haven’t done it.” She opens her mouth, but I lunge forward to grab her and spin her around, so she’s trapped between me and the garden wall. “Your daughter is waiting for you. She’s been waiting. And you’re standing at playgrounds watching other people’s kids because you’re too scared to go meet your own.”

Her face crumples. She tries to recover, but the mask is gone and it’s not coming back. Her chin trembles. She presses her lips together hard.

“You survived something that would’ve destroyed most people,” I tell her. “You carried a child you didn’t ask for, and you loved her enough to give her a shot at a good life. That’s the strongest thing I’ve ever heard of. But not going to see her? Not showing up when she wants you there? That’s bullshit. And you know it.”

She’s breathing fast through her nose, fists still clenched, tears running freely now. She doesn’t wipe them away.

“But here’s the thing: I’m an even bigger coward than you are,” I confess. “Because I had everything I ever wanted, and I ran away from it.”

Jillian blinks. Her fury wavers. Just for a second.

But that’s my chance. That’s my open window.

“I told myself it was noble, what I was doing. I was doing it for you, so how could it be selfish? ‘I’m a bad man and you’re better off without me.’ That’s cowardly. It’s a cover-up for the fact that I was fucking scared.” I swallow hard. “I was terrified that you’d wake up one day and see me clearly and realize I’m not worth any of it. I thought, if I left first, at least I’d get to control how it ended.”

My throat feels thick. I push through the barrier.

“I spent seven months in Europe trying to become somebody else. Or, better yet, to become nobody at all. And you know what I figured out? I’m never going to be that guy. I’m always going to be the man who climbed through your window with a gun and fell in love with you on your kitchen floor. That’s who I am. I’m not clean and I’m not fixed. I’m probably never going to be either of those things.”

I grab her hands in mine. They’re ice-cold, but that’s okay—I have enough fire in me for the both of us.

“But loving you was the one good thing I ever did, Jillian. And I won’t fuck that up a second time.” Her tears are falling unchecked, twin rivers down her face. She’s going to be so pissed when she realizes her makeup is ruined. But I like her this way. She’s never more beautiful than when she cries black tears for me.

She looks down at our joined hands, then back up at me. Her mascara is a disaster. Her nose is red. She’s the most gorgeous thing I’ve ever seen.

“So what happens next?” she whispers.

I pull her hands up and press my lips to her knuckles, one by one, tasting salt and champagne and Jillian. “You’re going to meet your daughter.”

Her breath hitches as she shakes her head. “No, no. I can’t do that. I can’t go there alone.”

I clutch her frozen fingers. “Good thing you won’t have to. I’ll drive.”
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JILLIAN


“I have died every day waiting for you / Darling, don’t be afraid / I have loved you for a thousand years / I’ll love you for a thousand more”

— “A Thousand Years” by Christina Perri

“We can still turn around,” I offer.

Kir doesn’t dignify that with a response. He just pumps my hand and keeps his eyes on the road. He hasn’t told me it’ll be okay, that I’m brave or strong or ready. He hasn’t told me a damn thing, actually. I’m grateful for that, because if he said any of those words right now, I’d probably throw up in his lap.

Exit 153 appears on the green sign overhead. Montclair is eight miles away.

My stomach does cartwheels. I rest my forehead against the window and watch New Jersey zoom past in the dark. Strip malls. Gas stations. A church with a lit-up cross.

Soon, too soon, we’re there. I look down at myself, still wearing the green gown from the wedding. I feel beyond foolish showing up like this, but it’ll have to be okay, because we’re here now, and I know that there’s no turning back.

It’s a pretty, quiet street. Old oaks interlace their fingers overhead to form an emerald canopy that shines bright in the moonlight. We’re parked in front of a blue house with white shutters. A pink tricycle lies on its side in the front yard, glittery tassels wafting in the summer breeze. The porch light is on. Waiting for us.

Kir cuts the engine. The silence is enormous. He looks at me. I look at the house.

“I can’t feel my legs,” I tell him.

“They’re still there, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

I laugh, or try to. My hand is on the door handle but I’m not pulling it.

Kir reaches over and covers my hand with his. “I’ll be right here,” he promises. “Always.”

I nod and he helps me pull the handle. The door swings open and the night air rushes in, warm and fragrant and gentle as a mother’s kiss.

The walkway is six concrete squares from the curb to the porch steps. I count them as I go. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. A handful of wooden steps up. I stop in front of the door, fist raised, knuckles an inch from the painted wood.

Behind me, the car is dark and still. Kir is in there. Watching. I know I’m safe as long as his eyes are on me.

Then, after a deep breath to steel myself, I knock.

Footsteps ring out inside. A woman’s voice follows, muffled but cheery. Then the knob turns and the door swings inward. I look down to see, standing in the warm yellow light of the hallway, barely tall enough to reach the handle, a little girl with shocking red hair and freckles across her nose.

She looks up at me and smiles.

Just like that, another mask disappears forever.


EPILOGUE: JILLIAN
THREE MONTHS LATER — OCTOBER


“Type to risk my life, not afraid to die / Type to make you cry, type to put a price / All up on your head, do just what I said / I’m a straight up villain, straight up villain”

— “Villain” by K/DA, Madison Beer, Kim Petras

Three months later, I’m standing in front of my bathroom mirror trying to glue a pair of fake eyelashes onto my left eye and failing spectacularly. The right one went on fine, but the left one keeps sliding down my cheek like it’s trying to escape my face.

“Come on,” I mutter, pressing it into place as I plead for mercy. “Stay. Stay. Good lash. Very good⁠—”

It drops into the sink.

“… Goddammit.”

I fish it out, wipe it on a towel, and try again.

It’s Halloween. I’m already in my costume with only the makeup to go. I’m meeting Rae and Lukas at the party tonight. Rae is so pregnant that she’s going as an avocado, and she somehow convinced her smitten husband to dress as toast. Unreal.

Kir was supposed to come with me, but he got called away for a last-minute work thing, so I’ll be making the trek there solo. He’s been doing a good job balancing his different priorities lately, so I’m not too mad about it. Hopefully, he’ll get out of his meeting early and be able to join us. He won’t have a costume, technically speaking, but “Rich Hot Guy in a Very Expensive Suit” is a timeless classic that never gets old. The only thing better than seeing him in a suit is helping him get out of one. If I play my cards right, I’ll get both experiences tonight.

Kir being a staple in my life isn’t the only thing that’s changed since he came home. There’s another staple that’s just as important.

I see my daughter every Saturday. Her name is Lily. She’s five and a half, and she has my hair and my freckles and, unfortunately and/or fortunately, depending on how you look at it, my motor mouth. She talks nonstop about everything. Every bug, cloud, cat, person she meets is the most fascinating thing that’s ever existed in the whole recorded history of human civilization, and boy, would she like to share her thoughts on the matter.

She still lives with her adoptive family. I wouldn’t have it any other way. Javi and Arabella Cohen might be the nicest people who’ve ever lived. They’re good, in a pure, bone-deep sort of way. Better than good. They’re the parents I couldn’t be at nineteen, and I love them for it in a way that doesn’t have a name yet.

Saturdays go like this: I drive to Montclair, sometimes alone, sometimes with Kir. Lily and I do whatever she wants. Last week, it was the playground, down the slide again and again until I got burn marks on my ass. The week before that, we made cookies and ate frosting straight out of the jar, and laughed and laughed and laughed together.

It’s not uncomplicated. There are moments where she looks at me with a question in her eyes that she doesn’t know how to phrase yet. Sometimes, I have to go to the bathroom for a moment to compose myself. But I always come back out. That’s the part that matters.

Arabella sends me photos during the week incessantly, but it’s never enough. I always want more. Lily at the breakfast table. Lily in her Halloween costume. Lily asleep on the couch. Every photo goes into a folder on my phone that is no longer hidden inside “Tax Docs 2019.” It’s right there on the home screen, labeled with her name.

Work is good, too. Doug promoted me to senior investigative correspondent, which came with a raise and a desk by the window. I’m covering financial crime full-time now. The Lazarev story opened doors I didn’t even know existed. Sources reach out to me these days instead of the other way around. Doug still wears a permanent frown, but he calls me “kid” slightly more often, which is as close as he’ll ever get to a true expression of affection.

Everything else has mostly settled down into something approaching normal. Kir and Lukas are going to family therapy, if you can believe that, and they’re back to running the company side by side. It’s a legit father-and-son affair, and both the tabloids and the investors are eating it up.

I haven’t been able to bring myself to give up my apartment, even though Kir keeps saying I could move into his whenever I wanted. This place just has memories in it. I’m not ready to let it go. To my surprise, Elliot moved out. He got a girlfriend, a giggly brunette whom he adores and who adores him in return. He was so proud to introduce her to me. I couldn’t have been any happier for him.

But I gotta admit, I do hate the nights when I’m here alone. Kir fills it up with his heat, his smell, his touch. Even, on occasion, his laugh. That’s another shocking thing that happens from time to time these days: The uber-serious, hyper-violent man I fell in love with descends into laughing fits that last for minutes on end, until we’re both teary-eyed and clutching our aching bellies on the floor.

Those are the moments I live for. They make everything we’ve been through feel worthwhile.

This moment, however, is sucking, because this damn eyelash extension just will not behave. “Listen here, you little shit,” I snap. “If you don’t get your ass in line…”

But just as I’m leaning toward the mirror, the lights go out.

Bathroom, hallway, kitchen—black. The whole apartment plunges into darkness so total I can’t see my own hand in front of my face.

My heart goes from resting to full sprint in about half a second. The old programming fires up instantly, muscle memory from a life I thought I’d left behind. My skin prickles. My breath goes shallow. Every sound in the apartment gets louder.

The Fear is never truly gone. It’s hard-wired into me, I think, and there’s no permanent purging of it.

But these days, it always brings its old friend with it.

The Fire.

That heat, that trickle of flame low in my belly. My thighs press together as my mouth begins to water, a fucked-up Pavlovian response to terror that never fails. My nipples pucker up in the cups of my bra, straining and achy already. The grasping, clenching need in my womb roars to life. Fight-or-flight-or-flee—or, preferably, fuck.

Then a leather glove closes over my mouth from behind.

“Hello, little fox,” purrs a dark, toxic voice. “You’re looking especially breakable tonight.”

In response, I bite down on the leather as hard as I can.

The Masked Man laughs and his gloved hand drops from my mouth to the curve of my throat, where he presses his lips to the spot just below my ear. The smell of him floods in. Cinnamon and sandalwood and musk. Home.

I spin around.

He’s in the mask. The real one, the O.G. It’s black and fitted, covering everything from the bridge of his nose to his jaw. For a second, it’s like we’re back on that first night almost a year ago, when he cut my power and pinned me to the wall and told me to kneel.

He’s tall enough that I have to crane my neck even in heels. The suit he’s wearing is dark and exquisitely tailored, hugging shoulders that are too broad for a CEO and more suited to someone who breaks things for a living. Which, to be fair, he used to. His hands are gloved, but in the gap above his cuff, I see tanned skin and the swirling ink of his tattoos.

He’s not for everyone; I get that. He’s got depraved fantasies, and he wants to hurt me, to make me beg and plead and cry. He likes when he locks me up and edges me to the point of sobbing. The more my body twitches and spasms, the brighter the red blooms on my skin where he bites or lashes me, the happier he is.

But that stuff makes me happy, too.

There’s nothing better than the feeling of utter helplessness that consumes you while a man you trust more than life itself looms overhead, masked and untouchable, swearing he’ll make you break and then promising to put you back together again.

And there’s nothing better than when he does exactly that. Shatters you a thousand times over, then unlocks you from your cuffs or collar and pulls you into his arms to whisper tender sweet nothings in your ear until you fall asleep melted against him, with the hot candle wax still cooling on your ass and thighs.

He’s a temptation for all the wrong reasons.

But I love him for all the right ones.

My fingers reach for the fabric stretched across his cheekbone. He catches my wrist before I get there, and guides my hand back down to my side. “Can’t break the rules,” he chides.

I arch a brow. “We don’t have rules anymore.”

“For tonight, we have this one. The mask stays on.”

His thumb traces a slow circle on the inside of my wrist. I can feel his pulse through the leather. Or maybe that’s mine. Hard to tell anymore. The difference no longer seems that important. He is me; I am him; we’re two shadows swallowed up by the same warm, safe darkness.

I can feel the shift in the air as he switches to his dommy voice. “Tonight,” he growls, “I’m not Kir. And you’re not my girlfriend.” His gloved hand tightens on my wrist. “I’m the man who broke into your apartment. And you’re my puppet.”

He reaches into his jacket and pulls out a strip of black silk. He spins me around and ties it over my eyes, knotting it snug at the back of my head. It’s like I’m back in the darkroom at the newspaper. Total nothingness. No shape, no shadow, no anchor point. There is only his hands and his scent and the low rasp of his breathing.

“Here’s how this works,” he murmurs against my ear. “You don’t speak unless I tell you to. You don’t move unless I tell you to.” His gloved thumb drags down the side of my neck. “And you don’t cum until I say you can.”

I open my mouth to respond, but his finger presses against my lips.

“Already breaking the rules,” he tuts. “We haven’t even started.”

I close my mouth. My pulse is hammering everywhere. But I wait.

He takes my hand and leads me out of the bathroom and into the bedroom. I know the layout by heart, but blindfolded, every step feels new.

“Stop,” he says. “Right here. Don’t move.”

I stop. The carpet is soft under my bare feet. Then he lets go of my hand, and I hear him moving around me. His footsteps are slow and heavy. Predatory. I shiver uncontrollably, but I don’t dare make a peep.

Leather fingertips drag across my bare shoulders. Down my right arm to the wrist, then gone. Pause. Breath. Then up my spine, one finger tracing each vertebra through the thin fabric.

The zipper at my back comes down tooth by tooth. He peels the costume off my shoulders, works it down past my ribs, and stops at my waist. Cool air kisses my bare skin. I’m half-dressed and half-not, caught somewhere in between, with a masked monster stripping me at his leisure.

His mouth finds my ear. “Your fear looks so pretty in the dark, little fox.”

I hear a sound of rustling fabric, and then something rough and fibrous loops around my left wrist. Rope, I think. He winds it twice, pulls it snug, then guides both wrists together behind my back. His fingers work fast and sure, threading and cinching, and I feel knot after knot lock into place against the bones of my wrists.

The binding forces my shoulders back and my chest forward. I’m standing blind and bound in my own bedroom, breasts bare, spine arched, and completely unable to cover a single inch of myself.

I am also soaking wet.

But Kir—sorry, the Masked Man—doesn’t touch me where I want. His gloved finger traces the rope instead, following its path from wrist to wrist, pressing into the gap where braided fiber meets skin. He checks the tension against the inside of my wrist, right over my pulse. Two fingers. Measuring. Adjusting.

Then, with no warning, he shoves me forward onto the bed. My cheek smashes into the sheets as I land facedown.

The Fear threatens. Once upon a time, facedown meant gone. Ceiling crack. Gray sock. Lights out, nobody home.

Now, it means here. Right here. I’m present in a way I used to never let myself become. Why wouldn’t I be present? Everything I’ve ever wanted is with me in this room.

He tugs the costume down over my hips, past my thighs, off my ankles, then sets it aside. I’m facedown in nothing but lace underwear and a blindfold, wrists bound behind my back, helpless, alive.

Behind me, I hear him moving. There’s the clink of a buckle and the harsh whisper of leather sliding free from belt loops.

I have to bite my lip to stop from yelping when the belt touches the back of my thigh. He paints it gently down to the crease behind my knee, then back up, slow, letting the leather warm against my skin. Up over the curve of my ass, across to the other thigh, down again. A lazy, patient figure eight that makes every muscle in my body coil tight.

The waiting is the worst part. Or the best part. They’re kind of the same thing.

Until the first strike cracks across my ass. I gasp into the sheet, fingers clawing at nothing but empty air. The sting spreads outward in a hot wave that I feel all the way to my toes.

His mouth presses against the welt he just gave me. Warm lips, then his tongue, flat and slow, tracing the line of heat he just put there. My hips jerk involuntarily. Pain then comfort, punishment then reward. It’s so nice to relax into a world with clear rules.

In the dark, good girls get to cum.

Bad girls are forced to scream.

The second strike comes harder. As before, Kir’s mouth follows immediately to soothe the fiery pain. “Who do you belong to?” he rumbles against my skin. His deep voice oozes up my bared body like liquid fire to reach my ears. He’s so effortlessly seductive, sex incarnate. I want to give him all of me.

But it wouldn’t be fun to do that right away.

So my bratty ass decides to answer, “Gee, I dunno… the mailman?”

Therefore, I guess I shouldn’t be surprised when the third strike nearly takes my ass cheek off. My back bows off the mattress and a moan rips out of me before I can clamp my teeth shut.

His breathing changes behind me. Just barely. A fraction of a hitch, a tiny crack in that ironclad composure, but I savor it like the greedy slut he turns me into. I fucking love this. I love knowing I can make him slip, even for a second, before he pulls himself back together.

“I’m going to give you one more chance,” he snarls. “Who do you belong to?” The belt rests against the back of my thigh like a leather warning.

“You,” I breathe into the sheet. “I belong to you.”

The belt disappears. His gloved hand replaces it, sliding between my legs from behind, pressing flat against the soaked lace at my center. He doesn’t move his fingers; I haven’t earned that yet. He just holds them there, taunting me. I try to grind against his palm, but the angle is wrong and my wrists are bound and I can’t get any leverage at all.

“Good girl,” he murmurs.

Then his hand is gone and I want to scream.

The belt taps my inner thigh twice. Light. Almost gentle. “I have a few more questions. Who’s the only man who gets to see you like this?”

I press my lips together. Not because I don’t know the answer. Because I want to see what happens when I don’t give it to him.

Three seconds pass. Four. Five.

The strike lands on the crease where my ass meets my thigh. I bury my face into the pillows and scream again.

“Try again,” he suggests.

“You! Only you. Nobody else.”

“Mm. Yes. Yes.” His hand comes back. This time, his thumb presses a slow line up the center of the panties. He holds me down with his other hand on the small of my back, pinning me flat while his thumb makes one more pass. Then nothing.

I whimper into the sheets.

“Last question.” His mouth is close to my ear now. I can feel the fabric of the mask brush my cheek. “Who’s going to make you fall apart tonight?”

“You are,” I whisper immediately. I’m out of brattiness faster than usual tonight. Sometimes, I put up a long fight and he’s forced to break me down completely. Tonight, though, I just want him as fast as I can get him. “Please. I need it so bad, baby. You are. Just you.”

The belt clatters to the floor. I hear him reach for something else, there’s a strange shiiiink noise, and then cold metal presses flat against my lower back.

My jaw falls open.

It’s a knife. The flat of it, not the edge, but my body doesn’t seem too concerned about that distinction, especially not when he teases it under the waistband of my underwear. The steel is freezing against my overheated skin.

“Breathe,” he orders.

I do, albeit barely.

He shimmies the flat under the lace at my hip. One quick sawing motion and the fabric gives way with a soft rip. He does the same on the other side, peels the ruined scrap away, and sets it aside.

Then his bare fingers—gloves off now, when did that happen?—touch my needy cunt and I nearly white out. Two fingers push inside and I feel my body suck them in, clutching around them. He puts the other hand on my clit, rubbing a wide orbit. It builds and tightens and spirals, and I’m right there, right at the edge⁠—

He pulls his hand away completely.

I whine wordlessly. The ropes bite into my wrists as I writhe and flop around.

His palm flattens against the small of my back and pins me to the mattress until I get the message and stop moving. “I told you: No cumming until I say so. You weren’t about to cum without permission now, were you?” I feel his eyes boring into the back of my head. “Were you, little fox? Because that would make you a very bad girl. And bad girls don’t get to cum. Don’t you want to be a good girl for me?”

I nod frantically, still facedown.

“I can’t hear you.”

“Yes! Yes, I want to be a good girl. Please. Just… please.” I’m drooling onto the bedsheets now. My center is spasming. It needs something big and hard to bear down on or I’m going to lose my ever-loving mind.

“Very well,” he says. “We’ll see how good you can be. I’ll give you the chance to prove to me you want it.”

Thus begins what has to be at least thirty minutes of edging.

I lose track of what implements are working on me. Whether it’s a knife or a belt, fingers or his hot, slutty mouth, he brings me right to the tipping point and then pulls back, over and over. He waits between rounds until I’m kicking my feet and screaming into the pillows before he starts from the top again.

Every time he pulls away, I die a little.

Every time he comes back, I’m reborn.

By the last round, I’m not a person anymore. I’m a trembling, soaking, sweaty mess, face smashed sideways into the sheets, drool on my chin, mascara far beyond saving. His fingers push inside me again and his thumb finds a good spot and my whole body locks up and I know—I know—if he stops this time, I will actually, literally perish.

“Please,” I gasp. “Please, please, please.”

There’s a note in my voice now that we both recognize. It’s the same desperate, broken surrender I gave him on my kitchen floor almost a year ago, the first time he touched me, when all I had to do was ask.

The Masked Man’s fingers go still inside me. His breathing changes.

Then, so quiet I almost miss it, he says with lusty approval, “That’s the sound of a very good girl.”

He flips me onto my back and slowly takes off my blindfold. It’s dark, but I can see just enough to take my breath away. He’s huge and irresistible above me, a giant, my master. I can feel the weight of him settle between my spread thighs, the smooth wool of his suit pants against my bare skin, the stiff edge of his jacket brushing my stomach. He’s still fully dressed, mask included. I’m naked and bound and pinned. The power imbalance is glaringly obvious.

All I want to see, though, all I need to see, is those eyes on me.

Those eyes tell me everything.

Because that’s what people don’t understand about the fantasies I have, the scenes I act out with my man night in and night out. It’s that he loves me enough to destroy me. He’s a dangerous person with violence in every cell, but he loves me enough to use that violence to take me right where I need to go and not one inch farther. He gives me the power to say when. I give everything to him and he gives it all right back.

That’s the kind of love we have. Dark. Twisted. Jagged. Bloody.

But oh so fucking real.

“Please,” I whimper again. “I need you so bad.”

He reaches between us, tugs down his zipper, and frees his cock. Even in the gloom, I can see how huge and hard he is. The glistening drop of precum at his tip shines in the light through the gap in the window curtains.

He coaxes my knees a bit farther apart, then steps closer. I feel him line up, the blunt head pressing against my opening.

Then he pushes in. Slow. One inch. Stop. Another inch. Stop. Lets me adjust. My bound hands dig into the mattress beneath me as I sputter wordlessly and soundlessly. He feeds himself into my wet greediness with agonizing patience until he’s all the way in, buried to the hilt.

Then he pauses again.

He stays right there. Bottomed out. Full. Heavy. Filling every inch of empty space I have and then some. The sharp flash of stretching pain comes and goes quickly, and when it’s gone, all I can think is how complete I feel with him like this. I’m home. Safe. Cared for. On the verge of my most beautiful oblivion.

His hand finds my throat, but it’s the first thing he’s gotten wrong tonight, because it’s gentle. Too gentle. I want more. I need the squeeze, the blur, the soft cotton edges of the world curling inward. So I tuck my chin down and arch up into his grip.

Take what you want, the gesture says. I’m giving you permission.

His fingers tighten. Not all at once. It’s gradual, degree by degree, until the pressure builds on both sides of my windpipe and the room gets warm, distant, and perfect.

Yes. Yes. That’s right. Kill me, then bring me back to life, baby. I’d say it if I could, but I only have air to whine and nod.

Then he moves.

The first thrust is slow and deep, dragging out and pushing back in until I feel him everywhere. He does it again. Again. Finding the rhythm, letting it build. My legs wrap around his waist and I pull him closer, though closer is never quite close enough with us.

He picks up speed. The bed frame protests. His hips snap harder and the sound of skin hitting skin fills the dark room and I’m gone, I’m just gone.

“Give me everything, little fox,” he growls above me. “I want all of it.”

The dam breaks.

I cum twice in the first two minutes he’s fucking me. Normally, I’d want him to throw me around. I like being manhandled, moved from my knees to my back to on top to my knees again. Bent over this chair or that desk, spread, tortured, worshipped, broken. But tonight, by unspoken agreement, we’ve both decided that we don’t have the patience for anything more than what we’ve already done. Now, we’re in the home stretch, hurtling down to the black hole at the bottom, hand-in-hand.

At some point, he reaches down below the small of my back and undoes the knots. The blood rushes back into my fingertips as the rope comes free. And thank God for that, because I need to touch his hard, hot body or I might just perish.

My freed hands fly to his back, nails digging in, pulling him deeper. He responds by driving harder. I feel every inch of him tonight in a way I haven’t before. He’s so deep it borders on too much. There’s no room in me for anything that isn’t Kir’s thick cock. Not fear, not doubt, not the past.

Just him. Only him. Only ever him.

Then my hands get a new idea, all on their own. They travel up his chest, over the stiff collar of his jacket, along the cords of his neck, until my fingertips find the bottom edge of the mask. Kir freezes. His hips stop mid-thrust. His hand loosens on my throat.

I pull the bottom hem up slowly, past his chin, just far enough to see his mouth and his jaw and the faint scar near his lip. Just enough to make him a person.

“I don’t need it anymore,” I whisper. “I just need you.”

He hesitates for a moment longer. Then his mouth is on mine, and he’s kissing me so deep I taste salty tears, though I’m not sure whose they are. Growling into me, he starts to move again. This is not our normal animalistic fucking now. This is something else. There’s only one thing you can call this, his whole body pressed to mine, forehead to forehead, his breath in my lungs, his heart in tune with my heart.

This is making love.

“Cum inside me,” I beg against his mouth. “Please. I want all of you.”

He drives deep one final time and I convulse around him. His name tears out of me. “Kir!” Not the Masked Man, but Kir, the person, the man, my lover, my king. He buries his face in my neck and groans “Jillian” against my pulse, and I feel him let go, hot and gushing inside me. The orgasms roll through us both in one long, united, devastating wave that leaves me shaking underneath him for a very long time once it’s all finally done.

We might’ve forgotten about the Halloween party altogether and laid there for the rest of time if, at that moment, the lights hadn’t turned on. My whole apartment hums to life, flooding the room with warm glow. I squint against it and find Kir already looking down at me, mask bunched up around his forehead, hair wrecked, pupils blown wide, grinning.

“I set it on a timer,” he explains.

“You are an absolute psycho,” I inform him.

He laughs. Then he pulls out of me, and before I can even register the loss, he’s gathering me against his chest and rolling us both onto our sides. His bare hands find my wrists first. He turns them over, studying the red lines the rope left behind. His thumbs graze over the marks, kneading the tender skin in small circles, working blood back into places that have been squeezed and starved.

He lifts my left wrist to his mouth and kisses the inside of it, right on the rope burn. Then the right one.

“Does this hurt?”

“A little. Few more kisses might fix that, though.”

He nods solemnly and kisses it again.

He checks my thighs next. His palm cups the worst of the welts, the crease where my thigh meets my ass, and he frowns like he wants to kill the man who did this to me. Then his mouth follows in another healing kiss.

“You were so good tonight,” he murmurs against my skin. “So fucking good for me.”

I shiver. It is not cold in here at all anymore. I’ve got my own personal furnace to huddle against. I might never be cold again.

Kir works his way back up, touching me here and there, kissing, stroking, loving. His bare hands are so different from the gloved ones. Tender, not harsh. Kind, not cruel.

“You’re perfect,” he says into the curve of my neck. “Every single part of you.”

I close my eyes and rest my head on his chest. His heartbeat is steady under my ear. Strong and even, the way it always is after. The way it always is, period. The man runs on a rhythm that never wavers, not when he’s furious, not when he’s tender, not when he’s buried inside me. It’s the most reliable sound in my universe.

I press closer and let it fill up all the quiet spaces in my head.

I spent so many years afraid of the dark. I had my heart shoved inside a locked room, dead-bolted and barricaded and sealed shut for five long years.

But there’s a man in the shadows now, and he’s watching over me.

He found a way in through the window.
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