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CONTENT & TRIGGER
WARNINGS

As much as Leather & Lark is a dark romantic comedy and will hopefully
make you laugh through the madness, it’s still dark! Please read
responsibly. If you have any questions about this list, please don’t hesitate
to contact me at brynneweaverbooks.com or on one of my social media
platforms (I’m most active on Instagram and TikTok).

» Eyeballs but not eye sockets, so you’re welcome

o Teeth and tooth byproducts

| might have ruined pizza and beer. Also smoothies. Still not sorry

e Snow globes

e Autocannibalism ...? Welcome to a debate you never thought
you’d have

 Numerous weapons and sharp objects, including darts, scissors,
guns, saws, knives, grinders, an edger, and a little implement
called an enucleation spoon

» Severed fingers

e You might have new thoughts about crafting with epoxy resin

e \ehicular collisions

e Drowning in various forms

e Terminal illness of a loved one

o Detailed sex scenes, which include (but are not limited to) adult
toys, choking, rough sex, mild degradation, sexual acts in public,
pegging, praise kink

» References to parental neglect and child abuse (not depicted)

» References to child sexual assault (not depicted)

» Religious references/trauma



e Explicit and colorful language, including a lot of “blasphemy.”
Don’t say | didn’t warn you!

e Injured dog (cause of injury not depicted, and he’s okay, |
promise!)

e There is a lot of death ... it’s a book about a contract killer and a
serial killer falling in love, so | feel like that’s probably a given



For those of you who came here after the B&B ice cream and just
read the L&L triggers and thought, “She’s not really serious about
the pizza ... right ...?”
This one’s for you.
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PROLOGUE

IGNITE

Lark

“This is called the consequences of your actions, sweetie,” I say as I unravel
the fuse to the fireworks strapped between Andrew’s thighs.

His cries reach a fever pitch only to die in the tape strapped across his
mouth.

You wouldn’t look at me and think it, but it’s true ...

I love the sound of his distress.

Andrew sobs and thrashes in his chair. I give him a bright grin and
continue backing away through the meadow and toward the tree line, close
enough that I can see the fear in his eyes, just far enough that I’ll be
protected by thick trunks when I leave him alone in the clearing. His
muffled pleas are desperate. His rapid breaths billow from his nose in
plumes of fog that reach toward the starlit sky.

“Do you know why you’re there with fireworks strapped to your dick
and I’'m over here with a fuse?” I shout.

He shakes his head, then nods as though he can’t decide which answer
will stop this torture. The truth is, it doesn’t matter what answer he lands
on.

“If I ripped that tape off your mouth, you’d probably tell me you’re oh-
so-very-sorry about fucking Savannah in our bed while I was away,
wouldn’t you?”

He nods wildly, his predictable bullshit caught in the glue. I'm sorry, so
fucking sorry, I'll never do it again, I love you I swear ... blah, blah, blah.

“I’m afraid that’s not really why we’re here.”



Andrew blinks at me, trying to decipher what I might mean as my grin
turns feral, and when it does, his true panic sets in. Maybe it’s my words, or
perhaps it’s the delighted gleam in my eyes. Maybe it’s the way I watch
him, unblinking. Or maybe it’s the way I laugh as my thumb strikes the flint
wheel of the lighter clutched in my hand. Maybe it’s all of these things
combined that make him piss himself. The urine shines in moonlit rivulets
as it streams down his naked, shivering legs.

“That’s right, sweetie. | know your secrets. All of them.”

My eyes stay locked on Andrew’s as I slowly bring the fire closer to the
fuse.

“Oh fuck—I almost forgot.” I let the flame extinguish. Andrew’s body
sags with hope and relief.

Hope. 1t’s cute, really.

I guess I can’t judge so harshly—I had hope once too. Hope for us.

But I was naive to think Andrew was right for me with his hint of a bad
boy edge. Those two well-placed tattoos seemed hot. That perpetually
disheveled hair gave off a no-shits-given attitude. Even his inability to stick
to a job seemed legit, though I don’t know why. Somehow, I’d convinced
myself that he was a real-deal rebel.

Then he fucked our friend Savannah while I was out of town and I
realized, he’s not a rebel.

He’s a loser.

And not only that. Once I discovered he’d cheated, I stole his phone, and
I learned just how wrong I’d been all along about my so-called boyfriend. 1
found messages to girls, some of whom were too young to know better than
to trust a hot drummer who called them beautiful and promised them all his
attention. I found more than just a bad boy.

I found a fucking predator.

One who had slipped right under my defenses. And years ago, |
promised myself one thing:

Never again.

When I lift my gaze to the night sky, it’s not really this moment that I’'m
seeing. It’s not even memories of the anger and disgust I felt when I looked
through Andrew’s phone. It’s a memory of the gray stone spires of the
prestigious Ashborne Collegiate Institute, their copper-capped points taking
aim at the stars. Even now, years later, I can still summon the sense of dread



that lurked beneath every breath I took there. It was a palace of shadowed
rooms and sickening secrets. A castle of regret.

Predators like Andrew abound on this beautiful earth like a fucking
locust invasion. Sometimes it seems like no place is free of infestation, even
fortresses that are meant to be sacred, like Ashborne. Beautiful and grand.
Secluded. Safe. Just like in nature, the prettiest things are often the most
poisonous.

And Mr. Laurent Verdon, the artistic director of Ashborne? Well, he
made some very pretty promises.

Regret washes over me. Regret about the death of Mr. Verdon. But not in
the way you might think.

I should have been the one to kill him.

And now my best friend, Sloane, will carry that burden and its
repercussions on her shoulders for the rest of her life.

I see glittering flecks of white light as I press my eyes closed, tighter and
tighter. When I open them again, the past is safely stored away. Back then |
had no power. But things are different now.

Predators might make beautiful promises, but mine is simple and
unfussy.

Never.

Again.

It might not make for a pretty vow, but I do my best to make the
execution of my promise fucking spectacular.

I take a deep, cleansing breath of the autumn air. Then I grin at Andrew
and rummage in my bag until I find the portable speaker and connect my
phone.

“Atmosphere is so important in these moments, don’t you think?” T ask
as I bring up “Firework” by Katy Perry and turn it up to full volume.

Predictable? Yes.

Perfection? Also yes.

I sing along and don’t bother to hide my broad smile. There might be no
chance for Andrew like Katy suggests, but he’s definitely gonna have a
spark inside.

“Well, I guess it’s time to get this show on the road. And you know what
you did. So do I. We both know I can’t let you go. Like I said, baby,” I call
to him over the music with a shrug. “Consequences.”



I light the fuse to the sound of Andrew’s renewed desperation.

“Ciao, sweetie. It’s been ... something,” I call over my shoulder as |
duck into the safety of the forest.

Andrew’s screams are a delightful harmony to the crescendo of music
and the percussion of fireworks that crack and burst in the night. His
suffering 1s a grand show of colorful sparks, a salvo of bright light and
thunderous sound. Honestly, it’s more majestic of an exit than he deserves.
Everyone should be so lucky.

It’s fucking magnificent.

I can’t be sure when Andrew’s wailing stops, not once the Triple
Whistler bottle rockets start to go off. Those things are /oud.

When the eruption dies and the last sparks are little more than falling
stars, I step into the clearing. The scent of saltpeter and sulfur and singed
flesh wafts from the blackened, smoking form in the center of the meadow.

With careful steps, I walk over to him. I can’t tell if he’s still breathing,
and I’m not about to check for a pulse. It won’t make a difference for him
anyway. Even so, | watch for a long moment, music still blaring behind us
from where I left the speaker in the tall grass. Maybe I’m looking for signs
of life. Or maybe I’m waiting for signs of life in me. A normal person
would feel guilt or sadness, wouldn’t they? I mean, I loved him for two
years. I thought I did, anyway. But the only regret I feel is that I didn’t see
the real Andrew sooner.

Even that tinge of remorse is dulled beneath a feeling of
accomplishment. One of relief. There’s power in finding secrets and
blowing them up in a beautiful, bright light. And I’ve kept my promise. No
one else suffers but the ones who deserve it. I took care of it myself. If a
soul will be marked for this life taken, no one will carry that mark but me.

Never again.

A low moan pierces through the music. At first, I don’t believe it, but
then it rises again in a puff of smoke.

“Holy shit, baby,” I say on the heels of an incredulous laugh. My heart
sings beneath my bones. “I can’t believe you’re still alive.”

Andrew doesn’t answer. I don’t know if he can even hear me. His eyes
are sealed shut, his skin charred and raw, blood seeping from warped edges
of seared flesh. I don’t take my eyes from the fog that spills from his parted
lips as I rummage in the depths of my bag until I find what I’m looking for.



“I hope you enjoyed the show. It was a great performance,” I say as |
unholster the gun and press the muzzle to his forehead. Another quiet moan
escapes into the night. “But I didn’t bring enough fireworks for an encore,
so you’ll just have to use your imagination.”

I squeeze the trigger, and with a final explosion, there’s one less locust in
the world.

And there’s only one thing I feel.
Fucking invincible.



SUBMERGED

Lark

“Don’t hold your breath,” | yell to the man in the sinking car as he pounds
on the window and begs for my mercy. “Get it?”

| don’t think he heard me. But that’s okay. | just smile as | wave with one
hand, my gun trained on him with the other in case the window budges and
he manages to slither his way out.

Fortunately, the pressure of the climbing water makes it nearly
impossible for him to escape, and in mere moments, the vehicle is
submerged. Bubbles burst in the black water as the car slides beneath the
gentle waves of Scituate Reservoir. The headlights point to the stars,
flickering as the electrical connections succumb to the flood.

“Well, shit.”

This isn’t good.

Actually, it’s kind of amazing. But it’s also a giant pain in the ass.

| chew my lip and watch until the lights blink out and the surface goes
still. When I’'m sure everything will stay silent, | pull out my phone and
open the contacts. My thumb hovers over Ethel’s number. She’s always
been the one I’ve called when things have gone tits up. Admittedly, a car
casket at the bottom of a lake might be a little beyond the usual definition of
tits up, even if the timing wasn’t already making it impossible to ask for
Ethel’s help.

With a sigh, | select the number just above hers instead.

Two rings and he picks up.

“Meadowlark,” my stepdad chimes on the other end. I roll my eyes and
smile at his use of my childhood nickname.



My wary tone is his first indication that something might be amiss when
| say, “Hi, Daddy.”

“What’s wrong, sweetheart? Is everything okay?”

“Sure ...”

“Did someone puke on the carpet?” he asks. It’s safe to assume he’s had
a few drinks at his own Halloween party if he hasn’t already clocked that
there’s no thumping bass or raucous voices in the background from my end
of the line. “I’ll have Margaret arrange some cleaners for you first thing.
Don’t worry about it, honey.”

A final, damning bubble erupts from the lake like an exclamation point.
“Umm, those aren’t really the cleaners that | need ...”

The line goes silent.

| swallow. “Dad ...? You still there?”

A door closes in the background on his end of the line, muffling the
laughter and voices and music. My stepdad’s unsteady exhalation is the
next thing | hear. | can almost picture the way he’s probably rubbing his
fingers across his forehead in a futile attempt to channel some chill energy.
“Lark, what the fuck? Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m totally fine,” | say, as though this is just a minor
inconvenience despite the balled-up, bloody T-shirt | press against my
hairline where a deep gash throbs. My smile must be bordering on
deranged. The Harley Quinn costume and twenty layers of makeup I’'m
wearing probably don’t help either, so | guess there’s more than one reason
to be grateful that no one is around. “I can sort it out if you just give me the
number.”

“Where are you? Did Sloane do something?”

“No, not at all,” | say, my voice firm, my smile instantly gone. Though I
hate that he would jump to the conclusion that my best friend is at fault, |
swallow my irritation rather than unleash it. “Sloane is probably holed up in
her house with a smutty book and her demonic cat. | went away for the
weekend. I’m not in Raleigh.”

“Then where are you?”

“Rhode Island.”

“Goddammit.”

| know what he’s thinking, that I’m too close to home for a fuck-up of
this nature. “I’m sorry, truly. The car just ...” | reach for the right words to



explain, but only one surfaces. “... sank.”

“Your car?”

“No. Mine is ...” | glance over my shoulder toward my Escalade, the
smashed headlights glaring back at me. “Mine has seen brighter days.”

“Lark—"

“Dad, | can sort it out. | really just need the number for a cleaner. Ideally
one with a tow truck. And maybe some scuba gear.”

His laugh is hollow. “You’ve got to be joking.”

“About what part?”

“All of it, hopefully.”

“Well,” | say as | lean over the rocky drop to peer down at the water, “we
might be able to get away with someone who can snorkel. | don’t think it’s
that deep.”

“Jesus Christ, Lark.” A long-suffering sigh permeates the line. | loathe
the feeling of disappointment. It’s as though he’s standing right next to me
with that look I’ve seen so many times before, the one that says he wishes |
could do better but he just can’t bear to break my heart by saying it out
loud. “Fine,” he finally says. “I’ll give you the number for a company
called Leviathan. You’ll need to give them an account code. But do not give
them your name. Not over the phone, not when they arrive. They might be
professionals but they’re dangerous people, honey. | want you to send me a
text every thirty minutes to let me know you’re okay until you get home,
understand?”

“Of course.”

“And no names.”

“Got it. Thank you, Dad.”

A long silence stretches between us before he finally speaks again.
Maybe he wants to say more, to call me out, ask some uncomfortable
guestions. But he doesn’t. “I love you, sweetheart. Be careful.”

“Love you too. And I will.”

As soon as we hang up, | receive a text from my stepdad with a phone
number and a six-digit code. When | call, a polite, efficient woman answers
and takes down my details. Her queries are direct and my answers are
minimal. Are you injured? Not really. How many dead? One. Any special
requests to facilitate cleanup? Scuba gear.



When she’s relayed all the terms and conditions and payment details, |
hang up, then turn back to my Escalade where the cooling engine ticks
beneath the crumpled hood. | could wait inside the vehicle, where it’s
warm, but | don’t. This crash is going to take a toll on my already fucked-
up sleep schedule, so it’s not like | need to sit in the wreckage and conjure
more nightmares. Even still, it was worth the consequences to watch that
piece-of-shit predator sink to the bottom of the reservaoir.

Another locust exterminated.

When a friend from back home in Providence mentioned rumors of a
pervy teacher at her little sister’s high school, it didn’t take long for said
pervert to take the bait on my fake social media accounts. Before long, he
was asking for photos and begging for a meetup with “Gemma,” my
teenage alter ego. And | thought, Hell, why not? | can come home for a
visit, party for Halloween, and get rid of some vermin. Technically, | guess |
was successful, though | hadn’t really intended to run Mr. Jamie Merrick
into the water. | was hoping to force him to the side of the road and shoot
him in the face, find a worthy trophy to take, and then leave him there like
the piece of trash he is. Unfortunately, he seemed to catch on that he was in
trouble and nearly got away. | guess | gave him a big clue with my failed
attempt to shoot out one of his tires when he refused to pull over. Cackling
maniacally as | waved the gun out the window probably didn’t help either.

It might sound surprising, but it’s actually not that hard to get away with
shooting someone on a deserted road and driving away. Problem is, it’s a
little harder to cover your tracks when part of your car is imprinted on part
of theirs.

On the plus side, ramming that asshole’s vehicle into the lake does have
more theatrical flair.

“Everything will work out better in the end,” | whisper as | use a coin to
loosen the screws from my rear license plate. The front plate is a crumpled
sheet of metal—I already picked it up from the road. When I’m finished, |
drag my coat out of the Escalade and pull on a pair of gray sweats over my
tiny shorts and fishnet tights. With my gun safely holstered in my bag, |
gather the paperwork from my glove compartment before | toss the strap
over my shoulder and close the door.

For a moment, | just stand at the steep bank of boulders where Jamie’s
car flipped and catapulted him into the afterlife. His face is so clear in my



mind, illuminated by my headlights in the instant before the crash. Wide,
panicked eyes. Curly blond hair. His mouth agape in a silent scream. He
was terrified. He knew he was about to die and had no idea why.

Shouldn’t | feel bad about it?

Because | don’t. Not at all.

| blink away the determined fury that still lingers in my veins and grin at
the watery grave ahead. “Sometimes karma needs a backup bitch, don’t you
think, Mr. Merrick?”

With a satisfied sigh, | stride toward the rocky shore.

| text my stepdad to let him know I’m okay and set a timer for the next
message. Then | climb the jagged rocks until I find a spot out of view from
the road. With my hood tugged up over my pigtails and my body aching
from the crash, I lie down on one of the granite boulders and stare up at the
sky, a perfect place to wait.

And wait | do.

For almost three hours.

The occasional vehicle passes by during that time, though they can’t see
me where I’m wedged in the shadows of the boulders. None of them stop to
check the Escalade. | managed to park it next to the ditch perpendicular to
the lake before it thoroughly died, and unless you’re on the lesser-used road
and really looking, the damage is hard to see. So when a vintage car with a
rumbling engine approaches slowly and rolls to a halt next to my SUV, |
notice right away. My heart thunders beneath my bones as | remain
crouched between the rocks to watch.

My phone buzzes with a text from an unknown sender.

Here.

“Short and to the point,” | say to myself before pushing to my feet. My
head spins a little and my legs seem wobbly at first, but | manage to keep
my shit together as | approach the car.

The engine cuts out. | hold my bag to my body with one hand inside, my
fingertips resting on the cold handle of the gun.

When | hesitate in the center of the road, the door creaks open and a man
steps out, his muscular body sheathed in a black wet suit. A mask covers his



face so that only his eyes and mouth are visible. His build is powerful but
every movement is graceful as he approaches.

My hand tightens around the gun.

“Code,” he growls.

| rub my head with my free hand as | try to remember the numerical
sequence that I’ve repeated to myself several times since my stepfather
gave it to me. With this strange guy staring me down, it takes a moment
longer to remember than it probably should. “Four, nine, seven, zero, six,
two.”

| can barely see the man’s eyes in the moonless night, but | can feel them
as they slide from my face to my toes and back again.

“Injured,” he half-whispers, as though he’s purposely trying to make it
sound as though he’s swallowed gravel.

“What ...?”

He strides closer. | back away but | don’t make it more than three steps
before he’s caught my wrist. Thoughts of my gun evaporate as his palm
warms my cool skin, his touch unyielding yet gentle as he flicks a flashlight
on and points it at my hairline.

“Stitches,” is all he says.

“Okay ... well, those weren’t readily available,” | reply.

This earns me a grunt, as though it’s my problem that | haven’t stitched
up my own head wound.

| give my arm a swift tug but he holds on. My attempt to twist free of his
grip is futile too—he only holds my wrist tighter before he shines the light
in my left eye, then my right, then back again.

“Unconscious?” he asks.

When | narrow my eyes and crinkle my nose in an unvoiced question, he
taps me on the head with his flashlight.

“Ouch—"

“Unconscious?” he says again, his tone commanding even though it’s
barely more than a whisper.

“You mean, did | pass out? No.”

“Nauseous?”

“Alittle.”

“Concussed,” he declares, his voice a gritty stamp of two syllables. He
drops my wrist as though I’m contagious and then turns away, striding



toward the intersection where | sped through a stop sign to T-bone Jamie
Merrick’s car.

| wobble after the man as he keeps the light pointed to the asphalt. He
doesn’t tell me what he seems to be looking for, but | assume it’s pieces of
the vehicles left behind from the impact.

“I’ve never had a concussion before. Could | fall into a coma?” | ask as |
catch up to him, following close on his heels.

“No.”

“Do you think I have a brain bleed?”

“No.”

“But how do you know for sure? Are you a doctor?”

“No.”

“Oh good, because your bedside manner sucks.”

The man scoffs but doesn’t turn around. When he lurches to an abrupt
stop, | nearly face-plant into his back. I’'m so close that | can smell the
lingering scent of the sea on his wet suit. It doesn’t take much effort to
imagine the broad span of muscle hiding beneath the thin layer of synthetic
rubber that separates us. Should | be wondering if he also surfs, or what he
might look like peeling off the saturated fabric at the beach? Probably not.
But | am.

| pull my imagination away from picturing his irritatingly athletic body
and focus instead on the slow sweep of his flashlight as it pans across the
road from one ditch to the other and back again.

He points the light toward his feet and goes still, as though he’s been
snared by a thought that won’t let him go.

And the longer he stands there, the easier it is to remember that he’s kind
of a dick.

My mind might be a little disjointed and slow right now, but all too soon
| come back around to the facts—this guy is a single-word asshole who’s
dropped some unqualified, grunted diagnosis on me as though it’s totally
nothing to worry about.

Concussed, he’d said.

“What if—”

“Drunk?” he snarls as he whirls on me.

| blink at him. Rage kindles in my chest. “Excuse me?”

“Drunk?”



He leans forward. Our faces are inches from each other. My simmering
fury becomes fucking pyroclastic when he sucks in a deep breath through
his nose.

| shove him with both hands. Christ, it’s like trying to topple a marble
statue. He leans back from my personal bubble but only because he wants
to, not because | made him.

“No, I’m not drunk, you one-word asshole. | haven’t had any alcohol at
all.”

He huffs.
“Well? Did you smell any when you were all up in my face sniffing my
breath like a fucking psycho?”

That earns me a snort.

“Exactly. So thank you for your totally unnecessary judgments, Budget
Batman,” | say as | flick a dismissive hand toward his neoprene unitard,
“but | would never drink and drive. I’m not much of a drinker, actually.”

He rumbles what might just be a relieved growl. “Right.”

“And I’ll have you know that I’m an adorable drunk. Not an accident-
inducing drunk.”

“Accident,” he grunts, and though it’s only one word, the sarcasm in his
tone is undeniable. He gestures around us with the flashlight. “No skid
marks.”

| snicker. “Wh ... what marks ...?”

A frustrated sigh spills from his lips. “Skid. Marks,” he snarls, and |
clear my throat in a failed attempt to contain my amusement. “There should
be skid marks from where you tried to stop.”

This time | can’t hold it in—I laugh out loud. And even though Budget
Batman is wearing a mask, | can feel his flat glare on my skin.

“lI know you’ve probably been living under a rock with all your other
salamander kin, but it’s from a movie. Hot Fuzz. Skid marks. You know, the
one with Simon Pegg and Nick Frost ...? Timothy Dalton ends up impaled
on the church spire in the miniature village? So funny.”

There’s a long beat of silence.

“Come on. The longest sentence you string together in your whisper-
growl Budget Batman impression is about skid marks and you expect me
not to laugh?”

“He’s not big on talking,” another voice calls out in the night.



There’s a flash of movement to my right. Before | can even turn,
Batman’s arm wraps around my waist, pulling me behind him. My bag
drops to the ground and my face smacks into the neoprene-coated brick
wall that is Batman’s back.

“Motherfucker—"

“Put the gun down, bro. It’s just me,” the new voice says, interrupting
the barrage of expletives | was about to unleash. New guy chuckles and
Batman loosens his grip on me. Now that my head has stopped spinning, |
make sense of what just happened. As though on instinct, he put himself
between me and danger, keeping me out of sight.

| peer around Batman’s shoulder to see another masked man standing a
few feet away. His hands are raised in surrender and his stance is
nonchalant despite the gun my protector points at his chest.

My gun.

“You fucker, that’s mine. Give it back.”

Budget Batman scoffs when | tap his bicep as the gun lowers to his side.

“No,” he says, then walks away.

He leaves me in the dark as he approaches the new guy, my bag
discarded at my feet, the contents of my unzipped makeup pouch strewn
across the asphalt. The two men speak in hushed tones and | catch the
occasional sentence as | gather my belongings in the dim light. Tow her
vehicle ... Body’s in the lake ... Was probably on her phone. Just a dumb
accident ...

A dumb accident.

My cheeks heat beneath the cake of white makeup. The urge to snap
back with the truth is so strong it chokes up my throat, but | swallow it
down and drop to the ground to gather the contents of my spilled bag,
shoving everything inside as | shoot glares toward the two men that they
don’t see.

And would it really matter if | set them straight? These guys are
professional cleaners. They fix messes for people much more creepy and
dangerous than me. I’m sure they’ve seen it all, from legit accidents to
torture to everything in between. What harm would it do if they knew the
truth?

But it’s a confession | can’t risk getting back to my family. They might
not be the squeakiest and cleanest of people, but I have a role to play, and



while chaos agent might fit the bill, murderer definitely does not.

So | plaster on a sunshine smile, hoist my bag up my shoulder, and stride
over to them.

“I’d hate to interrupt this little budget superhero whisper party, but we
should probably get this show on the road, don’t you think? It’s four hours
and twenty-two minutes to sunrise,” | say with a flick of my focus to my
watch. When | look up, the new guy’s head tilts as though he’s surprised by
my quick calculation. Probably justified, given the dubious first impression.
When | shift my gaze to Batman, his eyes are a narrow slash behind his
mask. But | square my shoulders and raise my chin beneath, armoring
myself against his judgment. “Well? The sooner we fix this, the sooner we
never see each other again.”

“Works for me, Blunder Barbie,” my wet-suited Dark Knight snaps. |
catch the cadence of an accent despite his attempt to hide it, though | can’t
place its origin.

“Don’t drown, Budget Batman. What would Rhode Island do without
your exemplary customer service skills and your empathetic medical
diagnoses?”

The new guy snorts as | cross my arms and engage in a staring contest
with Batman that feels about six years long. He finally relents and shoves
my holstered gun at his sidekick with strict instructions to not give it to me.
Then he turns on his heel with a huff and stalks toward his car to retrieve
his scuba gear.

The new guy and | watch in silence as our disgruntled companion checks
his tanks, hauls the gear to the shore, exchanges boots for flippers, and
descends into the black water.

“I’m Conor,” my new companion says, not taking his eyes from the lake
as he extends a hand in my direction.

“Badass Barbie,” | reply, accepting the handshake. “Also known as
Harley Quinn, here for one night only.”

“I figured. Cool makeup.”

“Thanks. Not sure your friend would agree. Is he always such a dick?”

“Most of the time. Yes.”

“Great.”

“Usually he’s more of a piss-taking, button-pushing kind of dick.
Tonight he’s just more of a dick-dick.”



“Multifaceted in his ability to be a dick. Good to know.”

Conor snickers and passes me the gun, but he holds it until I meet his
eyes. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

“Cross my heart.”

“And if anyone gives you trouble, shoot them,” Conor says. | nod and he
relinquishes his hold on the weapon. | pull it from his grasp with a slow and
careful hand. With a final, assessing look, he turns to stride away down the
deserted road.

“What about if it’s your friend who gives me trouble?” | call after him.

“Definitely shoot him. Just aim for the kneecaps. The rest of him might
still be useful.”

| smile and slip the gun into my bag before | turn my attention to the
lake. | can see the soft glow from a waterproof flashlight beneath the
rippling surface. It’s not long before the sound of an engine approaches and
a tow truck pulls up to my Escalade. Conor works efficiently to get it
hooked up, and as soon as he finishes, he heads to the shore to wait for his
companion.

It’s only a few moments after that when a body rises to the surface,
followed by my disgruntled Dark Knight.

My heart rate spikes as he spits out his regulator and folds an arm around
the corpse to tow it to shore. | find myself fiddling with the strap of my bag
as | watch his progress. In this brief meeting, the scrutiny in his eyes has
been like a brand on my skin. Even now, though | can’t track his gaze from
this distance in the night, | can still feel it carving me up, a slice from an
unseen blade.

Why should | care how he looks at me? What he thinks? He knows
nothing about me or what this is or why it had to be done. He doesn’t know
about the promise | have to keep.

“He’s a fucking stranger,” | tell myself out loud when my thoughts just
aren’t enough. “After tonight, you’ll never see him again.”

| take a few steps forward to watch as Conor helps to heave the body
ashore while Batman climbs out of the water to ditch his gear on the rocks.
When he’s done, they hoist Merrick’s corpse into their arms, Conor
grabbing hold of the limp legs while Batman takes the arms. With a few
grunts and minor stumbles, they make it to the road, dropping the body at
my feet.



For a long moment, there’s only the sound of their panting breaths.

The two men watch me. | watch them back. A thick curtain of silence
descends. It’s as though they’re waiting for me to break out in a song and
dance routine, but I’ve forgotten all the lyrics. | can’t remember this
choreography or what I’m supposed to do.

Conor’s head tilts, and the epiphany strikes me in the face.

| press a hand over my heart and gesture toward the body sprawled
across the road.

“Oh ... my God ... that’s so horrible ... what have | done ...”

More silence. An owl hoots from the shadows of the forest.

“Such a tragedy ...” | continue as | dab at my dry eyelashes. “So sad ... |
will never forgive myself.”

“Feckin’ Christ Jesus,” Batman whisper-growls. “Typical.”

“Excuse me?”

“Typical,” he says again, striding forward to stare down at me. “You’re
somebody’s perfect little princess who gives literally no shits about some
innocent guy who got caught in your path of destruction.”

The protest | start making about Merrick’s “innocence” is lost as Conor
slides a hand across Batman’s chest in an attempt to diffuse him. “Hey man,
come on—"

“Always depending on someone to come and clean up your feckin’
messes for you,” Batman continues, growling his way through Conor’s
wary protests, his accent surfacing once again. “Sailing through life with
barely a mark, no matter who gets in your way.”

| surge forward and eliminate the distance between us, stopping so close
that | can smell the sweet mint of his breath above the scent of the lake
water. My expression is nothing short of lethal as | glare into his masked
face. “Would this be a good time to remind you that | am your client? Or
later? This is your job, remember?”

“No, it’s not.”

“But | thought you were a fucking cleaner.”

“You thought wrong, Blunder Barbie.”

“Then why are you here?”

“I have no feckin’ choice.”

Batman gives me his back as he bends to pick up Jamie’s slack arm,
hoisting the corpse onto his shoulder with a grunt. When he draws close to



me with a glare, | don’t flinch, though my heart etches my bones with every
hammered beat.

“You don’t know me,” | hiss.

His glare sears my skin. “And | don’t want to,” he says.

| watch him walk to the tow truck with the body slung across his
shoulder. My eyes never stray from his form as it slips into shadow, not
even when Conor stops at my side.

“I’m sorry about him,” Conor says, his voice low and quiet as he
clutches the back of his neck with a gloved hand. “He’s just ... yeah. It’s
not been a good night for him. | know it’s probably hard to believe, but it’s
nothing personal. And he’s just been doing this too long, | guess.”

| nod and peel my gaze away from the tow truck where Batman is busy
wrapping the body in plastic and then a blanket. Though | hear his labored
grunt as he hoists Merrick into the back of the vehicle, | keep my attention
on the forest. The trees beckon me to find a quiet place where | can sit with
my thoughts. Maybe | could find some peace, if the world fell silent, just
for a little while—

“We’ll come back with the boom truck tomorrow night and get the car
out of the lake. I’ll clean up anything left on the road tonight,” Conor says,
interrupting my fleeting fantasy. | can feel his eyes on the side of my face,
but | don’t look his way. “Batman there ... he can be rough around the
edges, but he’s as solid as they come. We’ll get it done. We’ll make sure
nothing links you to this place. No records. No evidence. Soon it will be
like the whole accident never even happened.”

“Right,” | whisper, but my smile is fleeting. If it was supposed to
reassure him that I’m totally fine, it failed. When | glance in Conor’s
direction, | can see the concern flicker in his eyes, even though the rest of
his features are obscured by his mask. I try a little harder with that smile of
mine. “What accident, right?”

“That’s right,” he says with a laugh. He probably thinks it’s just a half-
hearted, lame joke when he walks away to help the disgruntled Dark Knight
fetch his scuba gear from the rocks and place it in the car. And though a
faint trace of a smile lingers on my face, waiting for when they both pass
by, | feel more alone than ever beneath it.

Budget Batman tosses the wet suit into the open trunk of his vintage
Dodge Charger. He’s gotten changed into a pair of black jeans that hug his



muscular thighs, a long-sleeved black shirt, and a fresh ski mask. He pulls
on a fresh set of leather gloves and strides toward me as | resist the urge to
clutch the gun that hides in the confines of my bag.

“Time to go,” he grits out as he draws close to where | plant my feet in
the center of the road.

| cross my arms. “How about, “Time to go, please.’ Or, ‘Shall we depart?
My Batmobile awaits, fair maiden.’”

There’s a steady rumble on the cool breeze. For a moment | think it’s a
distant vehicle approaching. Maybe one with a shitty muffler.

But no.

It’s him. Growling.

| back away but he plows into me. In a nausea-inducing flash of
movement, he tosses me over his shoulder and spins, and then my guts are
bouncing against his bone and muscle as he stalks toward the vehicles. |
catch my belongings before they fall, and the urge to shoot him in the ass is
nearly as irresistible as the one to vomit down his back.

“Let me the fuck down.” My efforts to whack him are just as futile as
everything else | try, from squirming to swearing to attempting to trip him
with my giant bag.

“Sure thing, you feckin’ catastrophe.”

In one swift motion, I’m plopped down hard on my ass with my legs
dangling out of the trunk of his car.

“Absolutely not,” | snarl. I try to shimmy out of the trunk but it feels like
my brain has been sucked out of my head and replaced with soup.
Everything sloshes. My thoughts. The world. The contents of my stomach.
It takes too long to remember how to make my limbs work. By the time |
do, Batman has me caged, his gloved hands braced against the base of the
trunk on either side of my legs. The edges of his thumbs touch my thighs.
He takes up all the space around me, and even though | close my eyes, his
presence is everywhere. | smell him, mint and lake water. | feel the warmth
of his breath on my face. When | meet his gaze his marine-blue eyes are the
first thing I lock on to, their intensity amplified by the black ski mask that
frames them.

A lump lodges in my throat. The tremor starts in my arms and creeps
toward my hands. “Please, you don’t understand,” | say.

“In.”



“No.”

“Now.”

“Please,” | whisper. “Not in here. I’ll go with the tow truck.”

“No, you won’t. Not with the mountain of evidence my colleague will be
taking out of here. And I’m not going to risk you being seen sitting up
front,” Batman grits out.

“That sounds extreme and more like you just don’t want to sit next to
me.”

Batman shrugs and leans an inch closer. There’s barely a thread of space
between us. His eyes drop to my lips, which are smeared with thick
makeup, painted crimson and black. “I guess you’ll never know,” he says,
his voice a low rumble. “But there is no other option.”

My nose stings but | refuse the sudden temptation of frustrated tears. I’'m
not going to cry, not in front of this asshole. If he feels my knees shaking,
he doesn’t acknowledge it. He just leans closer, his eyes hooked to mine. |
know he won’t back down. And he can see it too, the moment the
realization truly settles in my veins.

My shoulders drop. “I’m begging you,” | whisper.

“You’re not doing a very good job of it, I’m afraid.”

“You really are a dick.”

“And you want to get out of here as much as I do. This is your only ride
out, so you’d better keep quiet,” he says, and then his hand is on my head,
pushing me down with gentle pressure as the other guides the lid down
behind me, forcing me into darkness until | squeeze my eyes shut. “When
we get to Providence, I’ll let you out and you can cause havoc on your own
time. Until then, try to behave yourself.”

The trunk clicks closed. My eyes open to the total darkness. My
heartbeat thunders in my ears. The tears | hid from him come full force now
as | curl my body into a tight ball and hug my bag to my chest, Batman’s
discarded wet suit damp against the top of my head. | pull the arm of it
down to rest across my forehead where a film of congealed blood and white
makeup and sweat begs to be scraped from my skin.

You’re okay. You’re okay, you’re okay, you’re okay. You know what to do.

| repeat my mantra until my panicking breaths slow just enough to pick
up the sound of the muffled words exchanged between Batman and Conor.
It’s a clipped and pragmatic conversation. My hope that Conor will talk



some sense into his friend is a fleeting one, because a moment later the
driver’s door creaks open and slams shut. The engine starts with a growl,
and then we’re rolling away.

| need a new plan.

| harness my fury to stay focused as we maneuver around a couple of
gentle turns and settle into a steady speed. When I’m sure Batman must feel
confident that I’ll behave myself, I bang my fist on the roof of the trunk in a
riot of flesh against metal.

“Not sure if you’ve heard this before, but you’re a total asshole,” | yell,
tears still leaking from my eyes. My banging becomes a percussion to
punctuate my chant. “Ass-hole, ass-hole, ass-hole.”

“Pipe down,” he snarls before applying more pressure on the accelerator.

“Come make me, | fucking dare you.” | bang again, and he finally turns
the music up to drown me out. The moment it’s on, | soften my blows and
protests, and then | let them fade away.

When I’m satisfied he thinks he’s won this round, | turn on my phone’s
flashlight and rummage in my bag.

My maniacal cackle is drowned out by the engine and music as | pull out
the screw-in whammy bar for my Jackson guitar with my sweaty, shaking
hand. | may have been born a Montague, which comes with its own set of
batshit-crazy history, but I’m a Covaci too, and my stepdad taught me all
kinds of useful tricks, like how to break free of cable ties. How to tie a
hangman’s knot. How to load a gun.

And how to escape the trunk of a vehicle.

The vintage latch is a little tricky, but on the plus side there’s probably
no warning light on the mechanical dashboard to tip my crusty chauffeur off
when | manage to pop it free on the third try. | hold on to the mechanism to
keep the trunk’s lid open just enough that I can watch the road fall away
behind us. We’re still in the middle of nowhere—no traffic, no pedestrians,
hardly any houses. It’s just the forest. Me and the dark and the red taillights
that bleed into the black night.

The car slows. The driveshaft disengages as Batman shifts gears and
brakes. The taillights brighten. One blinks, signaling a right-hand turn.

| pop the lid just enough to slip free of the trunk before we’ve rolled to a
stop. It’s not a graceful dismount. | smash a knee on the asphalt and tear a
hole in my sweats. The exhaust fumes spill across my face when | kneel



behind the bumper. I gently hold the lid down so that he won’t notice it in
the rearview. The old hinges are stiff enough that it doesn’t spring open
when | lessen the pressure. | can’t close it completely, but if Batman doesn’t
spot me as he turns, I might have enough time to disappear.

The lights dim as he takes his foot off the brake. With a growl and a puff
of gray smoke, the engine revs. The car coasts around the turn and rolls
away.

| linger for just a breath of time, crouched on the empty road. And then |
rise, wipe the cooling tears off my face, and walk away in the opposite
direction.

You don’t know me, | think when | cast a final glance to the car before it
disappears around a bend.

And he’s right.

He doesn’t want to.



BULL'S-EYE

Lachlan

... ONE YEAR LATER

“We haven’t had a happy hour like this in years,” Leander says as he tosses
a dart. An instant later, a garbled cry bounces off the concrete walls as the
metal point lands in Robbie Usher’s cheek. A few more darts quiver in his
face as he shakes with fear and pain. His sobs escape from the gag that
stretches back the corners of his mouth to reveal his swollen, bloodied
gums. His top and bottom teeth are gone all the way to his molars. Bleeding
gums aside, the dart hanging from his lower lip looks especially painful.
Naturally, that one is Leander’s favorite.

So far.

Can’t say this is the life I imagined for myself, pulling teeth with pliers
and playing darts with some guy’s face in my boss’s basement on a Friday
night. Who does, I guess? Come to think of it, I probably didn’t spend much
of my childhood imagining what I wanted to be when I grew up. I was too
busy figuring out how to survive. I don’t remember dreams of being a
firefighter or a police officer or a teacher or anything at all. The most vivid
daydreams I can recall were how to get away with murder. I even wished
for it on my thirteenth birthday, when my brothers cobbled together enough
money to buy ingredients to make me a cake.

And we all know what they say about wishes.

Leander offers me a fresh dart on his upturned palm. I stare at it.
Swallow my distaste. Catch an irritated sigh in my chest. Try to keep my
apathetic mask from slipping. But Leander Mayes has known me since |
was seventeen, when he appeared like an angel in my darkest hour.



Little did I know that angel would turn out to be the devil in disguise.

“Come on now, Lachlan. You know how much I love darts.”

“Right ...” I say, taking my time to raise my glass to my lips and down a
long sip of water. Goddammit. 1 wish it was something stronger, but I
learned the hard way to not indulge in Leander’s extensive supply of thirty-
year-aged whiskey on a Friday night when he’s in the mood for a “happy
hour.” Last time that happened, I came to three days later, stuffing my face
with watermelon as | sat on a curb in Carlsbad, New Mexico, with literally
no recollection of how I got there. New Mexico. Motherfucker.

Leander grins like he’s crawled into my feckin’ brain as I pick up the
dart and toss it in Robbie’s general direction without taking my eyes from
my boss. Judging by the clatter of metal against concrete, I’ve missed and
hit the wall.

Leander sighs and drags a hand through his silver hair. His eyes twinkle
with amusement even though he tries to look disappointed.

“You know,” he says as he lays another dart on his open palm, “I’ve
always kept my promise to you. I’ve never given you an innocent person to
kill. And you know as well as I do that Robbie is no saint.”

He’s right. I do know. I’ve heard Robbie Usher’s name pop up over the
years. My brother Rowan even brought him up once as someone he wanted
to kill before the reckless little shit started his annual murder competition
with Sloane and lost interest in drug dealer assholes like Robbie.

“Yeah, I just prefer to get these things done and over with. Cleanly. Not
like ... this,” I say, waving a hand in Robbie’s direction. When I glance his
way, he tries to beg for freedom. Tears and snot collect blood in their
rivulets as they streak down his pale skin. “My job is a contract killer. Not a
cleaner. Not a torturer.”

“Your job is whatever I need it to be.”

When I meet Leander’s gaze once more, the amusement in his mossy
eyes has burned away. Only a warning remains.

“As I recall, the last time you forgot your job and your manners, it ran
you into a little bit of trouble. I definitely don’t recall instructing you to piss
off one of our most valuable customers, did 1?”

Though I often think I should be impervious to emotions like shame or
embarrassment, sometimes they sneak up on me and burn in my cheeks.
Just like now, when I remember the aftermath of the cleanup job he sent me



to do last year on Halloween night. That particular contract shriveled up
after that night, along with my hopes of getting out from under Leander’s
thumb.

And the part that annoys me the most? I’m not even sure why I acted like
such a prick to that woman whose mess I was sent to fix.

Maybe 1 was already annoyed that I had to leave Fionn behind at that
goddamn party when he was a blubbering mess to do cleanup when that
isn’t my job. Maybe it was the way she acted like the death and chaos she’d
just caused were no big deal. Maybe it was even the fact that she was
clearly injured when I’d been told she was fine. She was definitely not fine.
And that inexplicably made me almost as irate as being called out to scuba
dive in dark and frigid waters on Halloween night. I’'m not really sure what
it was that tipped me over the edge. I just know that Blunder Barbie slipped
right under my skin. And I fucking let her. Worse still, she slipped away and
I don’t even know how.

I shake my head.

We stare at each other for a long moment before Leander’s expression
softens. He lays a hand on my shoulder, the other still holding the dart aloft
like a precious offering.

“Robbie’s the one behind that latest batch of rainbow fentanyl that the
cops discovered in a raid last week. Rainbow fucking fentanyl. He made his
drugs look like candy,” Leander whispers, a dark melody that rings in my
ears. Leander’s brows raise as Robbie squeals his protests from across the
room. “He’s purposely targeting kids, Lachlan. And this time, he just
happened to reach kids whose parents can hire the kind of people who will
actually deliver justice where it’s needed the most. People like you.”

I turn my attention to Robbie as he struggles against the cable ties that
trap his wrists and ankles to a metal chair. His wide eyes are not innocent.
His muffled protests are selfish pleas, not words of remorse. Though I
didn’t bother looking up the details on Robbie’s latest escapades before we
grabbed him, I know Leander isn’t lying. He never does.

My eyes don’t stray from Robbie as I pluck the dart from Leander’s
palm. There’s no need to turn and look at my boss to gauge his reaction. I
can feel it. His smile is a breath against my skin before he steps back.

I take my shot. Robbie cries out as the dart hits his forehead and
ricochets off bone to land in his lap.



“Oof, good try. Almost a bull’s-eye. But I’'m winning,” Leander declares
as he lines up to take his next shot. He’s about to let the dart fly when a
security alert dings through the speakers. We turn in unison to the screen
hanging behind the bar. A rugby game is on mute and the security feed in
the upper right-hand corner shows the front gate of Leander’s estate.
There’s an old Honda Civic waiting to be let in.

A second later, a call comes through to Leander’s mobile. “Let him in,”
he says in lieu of a greeting. He hangs up without a goodbye and I watch
the screen as the gates open. The car rolls forward on the driveway, which
snakes through pines.

I exchange my glass for my gun and stride toward the fortified basement
door as Leander lets another dart fly. “Be right back,” I grumble. Robbie’s
shrill cry snaps at my heels as the heavy steel slams shut behind me.

The silence in the rest of the house is a balm, soothing and sweet after
suffering. The October sun is already so low behind the woods surrounding
the house that all the expensive furniture and curated decorations are coated
in shadow. Leander’s wife and teenage kids are gone for the weekend. Even
the security guards are keeping their distance. Sometimes, the boss wants to
pretend he’s just a simple guy with an uncomplicated life. The kind of guy
who has a few beers on a Friday night. Has fun with his tools. Orders some
takeout. Maybe plays a round or two of darts.

But in his typical high-functioning psychopath style, Leander puts a
bloody spin on pretty much everything he does.

I open the front door and keep my gun hidden behind the thick
mahogany, the muzzle pointed toward the kid. At Leander’s house, one can
never be too careful.

“One pepperoni and one meat lover’s?” he asks as he checks the receipt.

My stomach flips uncomfortably. Pizza is never a good sign. Leander is
always better behaved when it’s Thai—he doesn’t like to waste the good
food. “Sounds about right.”

When I’ve tipped the kid and locked the door behind me, I holster my
gun and take the boxes back down to the basement, casting a longing glance
at the wall clock as I go. Nearly five-thirty. Thank fuck I have an excuse to
get the hell out of here tonight.

Robbie has three more darts stuck in his skin when I enter the room.



“Fuck yeah. I’'m starving. This is a sport, you know,” Leander says as he
tosses a dart in a high arc, probably in the hopes of getting it stuck in the
top of Robbie’s head like a little flag. It lands in his thigh instead, the metal
point lodged deep, the sound of our captive’s distress a grating
accompaniment to the music that plays through the speakers mounted on
the walls.

A headache surges behind my eyes. “Mmhmm.”

“Hard work.”

“Yeah, you’re really breaking a feckin’ sweat there.”

Leander grins and follows me to the counter of his copper bar where I set
the boxes down next to the blood-spattered pliers and discarded incisors.
“Hungry?”

“Shockingly, not at all.”

“Just one slice?”

I shake my head. “Saving myself for tonight.”

“Ah yes. Is Rowan all set for the grand opening of his new Butcher &
Blackbird place?” Leander opens the box of pepperoni and pulls a slice
free. My molars clamp together like they do every time he mentions my
brothers by name. Leander’s never been anything but kind to them on the
rare occasions when he’s come face-to-face with my boys. But kindness is
an insidious mask. A lure in the dark. I’ve seen the grotesque creature that
lies behind the pretty light.

“As ready as he’ll ever be.”

“Wish him luck for me, yeah?” His grin is luminous as he takes another
bite of pizza and washes it down with a long sip of beer. “7Two restaurants.
Who’d have thought you’d all be where you are now. Rowan a successful
chef. Fionn a fucking doctor. And you with your own studio. Bet you never
could have imagined it that first day I found you boys.”

“Yeah,” 1 say, my voice thin as the haze of memory descends to battle
with the present.

“I still remember it like it was yesterday—Rowan some gawky teenager
with blood running down his chin. Looked like something from a zombie
film. At first I thought he’d bitten a chunk out of Fionn until I realized
Fionn was stitching up Rowan’s lip with a fucking sewing needle.”

I nod, or at least I think I do. Leander keeps talking, but I don’t really
hear him.



The memory is untarnished. It’s like I’ve stepped into that moment.
Every image is so sharp. So clear. I can recall every detail, from the minute
to the monumental. I still feel the phantom throbbing beat in my fingertip
that had been sliced off. I can see the precise shade of crimson that poured
from a deep slice through Rowan’s upper lip. I picture Fionn’s face as he
pulled the thread through the torn flesh, the concentration in his eyes. I
remember the way the moonlight poured through the window and reflected
off the broken shards of glass and the last of my mother’s porcelain plates
scattered on the floor.

And most vividly, I recall my father’s lifeless body lying at my feet, my
belt wrapped around his neck, one end still curled around my sticky,
shaking fist.

Rowan had turned to me, the thread pulled taut between his split lip and
the needle clutched in Fionn’s fingers. His eyes were soft, so soft that |
realized that maybe it was the first time I’d ever seen him relaxed. “You can
let go, Lachlan,” he’d said as his gaze flicked down to my hand.

It was only a moment later when Leander strode in and changed
everything, even the things that had already been irrevocably changed. That
belt was still wrapped around my fist. And when Leander looked down at
me, he grinned.

“ ... and then Rowan said, ‘I swear it was almost an accident,” and I
thought, yeah, these kids are all right,” Leander says with a low chuckle. 1
blink away the memory, realizing I missed part of what he was saying ...

... and all of what he was doing.

“What in the feckin’ hell are you making?”

Leander takes a slice of meat lover’s pizza and stuffs it into the blender
where a first slice is already folded, grease and condensation smeared
across the glass. “Smoothies.”

I look from the pizza box to the blender and back again. “What?”

“Smoothies. You know, drinkable food.”

“A ... pizza smoothie ...?”

Leander simply grins as he pours half a can of beer into the blender.

“Why?”

“Robbie doesn’t really have teeth anymore. How else is he going to have
a last meal?” Leander shifts his attention to Robbie, who cries in his chair.



“Didn’t anyone tell you that candy will rot your teeth out, dickhead?
Speaking of which ...”

Leander slides the teeth off the counter and onto his waiting palm before
he plops them into the blender and turns it on. The beer froths. The melted
cheese sticks to the glass. It takes a few stops and starts, but eventually he
gets the mixture whipped into a thick, bubbly brown paste.

“Feckin’ Christ Jesus. That is truly horrific.”

Leander shrugs. “Still just pizza and beer, but with extra calcium.”

“Didn’t he have a gold cap on one of them?”

Leander sloshes the mixture around and peers into the jug, but there’s
not much to see in the brown sludge. “Yeah, he did. So, it’s got fancy
calcium. Anyway, I’m sure it tastes pretty much the same.”

“Doubtful. You should try it. Test your theory and let me know.”

“Fuck no,” he says on the heels of a barked laugh as he pours the
mixture into a pint glass. “I have a thing about teeth.”

I groan and Leander cackles again, clearly delighted with himself. He
runs a hand through his silver hair and then rummages in drawers behind
the bar until he pulls out the funnel with a sound of triumph. “Christ Jesus,
man. ’'m leaving.”

I turn on my heel but don’t make it even a step away before his words
stop me dead.

“You know, kid, I could make you stay.”

I stare at the door for a long, unblinking moment before I pivot to face
Leander. He’s still smiling as he walks past me with the funnel in one hand
and the full glass in the other. But there’s always a threat beneath his
bleached smile and the creases that fan from the corners of his eyes. There’s
a predatory edge to Leander that cuts through that mask like a razor.

Leander jerks his head toward Robbie in a bid for me to follow, and I do.
“Good thing I’m all benevolent and shit. I wouldn’t want you to miss your
little brother’s special night. And I definitely wouldn’t want him spitting in
my meal the next time I pop in for a visit. Word is that while he might have
scaled back on his Boston Butcher theatrics around town, he’s still a bit
unhinged. I understand he was recently up to no good in Texas with that
girlfriend of his. That’s where they went, right? Texas? And ... oh, where
was it before that ...? I remember now. California. Calabasas, specifically.
And West Virginia—"



“What do you want from me?” I snap.

Leander grins. “Just hold him steady.”

With a flash of a lightless glare, I step behind Robbie and press my
palms to either side of his head. He trembles in my grip.

“Open wide, fucker.” Leander pushes the end of the funnel past Robbie’s
gag. Robbie tries to thrash free of my grip, but there’s no escape. “Last meal
down the pipe. Did you know the Nelsons’ kid had to be tube-fed after he
OD’d on your fentanyl candy? This is kinda the same thing,” he says as he
pours the first thick dollops of pizza smoothie into the funnel.

“Not really the same at all,” I grumble over the sound of Robbie’s
gurgling cough.

“Close enough.” Leander pours more mixture in, but it only ends up
dribbling from the corners of Robbie’s mouth. A frustrated sigh leaves my
psychotic boss’s lips. “He’s not swallowing it.”

“Can’t imagine why.”

“It’s just pizza and beer, Robbie.”

“And teeth.”

“Just imagine it’s protein powder. Come on, man. Down the hatch,”
Leander says as he tries again. Robbie whimpers and whines, but still
doesn’t swallow. A petulant sigh leaves my boss’s lips as his shoulders fall.
“Pinch his nose.”

“Hard pass.”

“That wasn’t a question, kid.”

“Leander—”

“Do it, Lachlan, and then I’ll let you head off to your party.”

Our eyes lock for a moment that feels endless.

I could snap Leander’s neck. With one punch to his throat, I could crush
his trachea. I could shove the heel of my palm into the base of his nose with
a satisfying crunch. Or I could take the easy way out and shoot him. Leave
him to bleed across the floor like so many others before him who have
found themselves in his basement on a Friday night.

But revenge for my betrayal would be swift and merciless. His equally
batshit brothers would hunt me to the ends of the earth, just like I would do
for mine. And their vengeance wouldn’t start or end with me.

My fingers curl around Robbie’s nose and pinch it tight.



“The Nelsons wanted him to suffer like they have suffered. This is not
torture, Lachlan. It’s not murder. This is justice,” Leander says, his eyes not
straying from mine as he fills the funnel.

This time, Robbie has no choice but to swallow. Not all of the liquid
makes it down his throat, of course. But Leander doesn’t stop, not until the
pint glass is empty. And even then, he keeps his unwavering stare on me.

When he’s satisfied, Leander gives a single nod.

I release Robbie from my grip, whip my gun from its holster, and shoot
Robbie in the head.

The pressure and pain behind my eyes subsides now that Robbie’s
gurgles and sobs and pleas no longer drone on around us. It’s just the music,
and now the steady drip, drip, drip of blood that falls to the floor.

I slide my gun back into its holster. There can be no threat when I let my
next words loose between us. “I want to retire.”

A slow, predatory grin creeps across Leander’s face. “You don’t say,” he
says, turning his back to me. “I’m totally shocked.”

“Leander, I’'m grateful for everything you’ve done for me and the boys.
Covering our asses back in Sligo. Bringing us here, setting us up. You know
how much I appreciate it. I’ve put in the years to pay it back, you know I
have. But this ...” I say, trailing off as I cast a glance down to the slumped
body next to me. “I don’t think I can do this anymore.”

Leander lets out a deep sigh as he sets the glass and funnel next to the
sink and turns to face me. “I’'m going to be straight with you, kid. I always
am.”

I nod when he raises a single brow.

“When you pissed off Damian Covaci last year, that didn’t just kill our
contract with him. It had ripple effects on other contracts as well when
gossip spread in certain circles. And you know what, kid? That pissed me
off.”

Blush crawls into my cheeks. “So I acted like a feckin’ eejit one time.
This seems extreme.”

“You put a Covaci in a fucking trunk, Lachlan.”

Shit. I really did.

Leander leans against the counter and folds his arms across his chest. He
might be closing in on sixty, but he’s still built like a brute, and his thick
biceps strain against the confines of his black sweater. “We talked about



this. Like it or not, we’re in the customer service business. You should
know what that means, you do it every single day at your studio. If some
client comes into Kane Atelier to buy leather saddlebags for their
motorcycle or some shit and they piss you off, are you gonna lock them in
the fucking closet? Chrissakes, I hope not. Because that would be terrible
customer service.”

“So, what, I’ve gotta keep doing this indefinitely?”

Leander shrugs. “Unless you magically find a way to fix the damage you
caused, yeah. I guess s0.”

A suspended moment lingers between us. Leander might feign
disappointment in me, but sometimes I wonder if this mistake of mine
worked out to his benefit, even if the jobs tapered off like he claims. As
though he can see these thoughts turning over in my mind, Leander pivots
away before I can read too much into his expression.

“Go on, get out of here,” he says as he cracks open a fresh beer. “Say hi
to the boys for me.”

I wait for him to meet my eyes, but he doesn’t.

Without another word, I stride away. The steel door slams shut behind
me with a reverberant thud.

I leave Leander behind.

But I know I’ll never really get away.



GUILLOTINE

Lachlan

| buzz the intercom for my brother Rowan’s apartment for the second time
and take a step back from the panel to stare up at the brick building toward
the third floor. My grip is tight around the bottle of Athrd Keshcorran
whiskey as | tamp down the urge to hurtle it at the window. With a curse, |
surge forward to jam my finger down on the little black button when a voice
crackles over the speaker.

“If you’re selling farts in a jar, | don’t want them.”

My eyes narrow. Fionn. | love our younger brother dearly, but he’s a
right little shit.

“You and | both know you order them on the internet in bulk. Let me up,
ya gobshite,” | say, pulling the neck of the bottle free of the brown paper
bag as | hold it toward the camera above the door. “Unless you don’t want
any of this.”

The door buzzes and | step inside.

When | arrive at the third-floor landing, Fionn is there with a devious
grin, leaning against the threshold of the open door as he picks at a bag of
trail mix. | can hear music, bits of conversation, and laughter trickling out
of the apartment.

“Good to see you, ya little shit,” | say as | wrap my arms around him.
He’s an inch taller than me, built of lean, powerful muscle that’s solid
beneath my arms. He claps me hard twice on the back as though proving his
strength. “How long will you be gracing us with your presence in Boston?”

“Just until Monday.”

“Or you could just stay permanently.”

“Hard pass.”



We part enough to press our foreheads together, something we’ve done
since the very first moment | held him in my arms in the hospital room back
in Sligo the day he was born. When he takes a step back, Fionn scrutinizes
the details of my face with clinical intensity. “You look miserable.”

“And you look like a dickhead with your feckin’ bag of birdseed.”

“Omega fatty acids decrease inflammation and LDL cholesterol,” he
says as | pass by to enter Rowan’s apartment, a space that takes up the
entirety of the third floor in the narrow building.

“I’m sure they do. They also increase your chance of looking like a
dickhead, Dr. Kane.”

Fionn chatters on about fatty acids and brain inflammation as he trails
behind me down the hallway that opens to the living space of exposed brick
and industrial windows. Our friend Anna casts me a wave from the kitchen,
where she’s making a pair of martinis. There’s a small but fierce-looking
woman sitting on the couch with a broken leg propped on the coffee table,
her black cast adorned with a single gold star sticker. | realize she’s the one
Rowan has been texting me about, the injured motorcycle circus performer
who’s somehow found herself staying at Fionn’s place in Nebraska and who
he says Sloane befriended after a crutch-wielding incident. Fionn introduces
her as Rose but seems unwilling to provide any context for their
relationship, which | file away for later so | can take the piss out of him.
Judging by the snarky smirk on Rose’s lips, she’s thinking the same. Rowan
and Sloane’s demonic cat, Winston, sits next to her raised foot, his tail
flopping from one side to the other as though he’s contemplating how
quickly he could bite off one of her exposed toes. My attention lands next
on Sloane, who rises from her chair to approach me with a wary smile.

And then she moves aside and my breath catches as the most beautiful
woman |I’ve ever seen steps into view. Her bright-blue eyes lock on me, her
plump lips curved in a sly but warm smile, her glossy, honey-colored waves
cascading across her shoulder. | think | should say something, or do
something, but | can’t seem to do anything but stare.

“Lachlan,” Sloane says.

| swallow and replace my shock with a forced smirk as | tear my
attention away from the unfamiliar woman and focus on Sloane. “Spider
Lady. How are your crafting hobbies going these days? Made any new
projects?”



Her eyes narrow. Even though she could pry my eyeballs out of my
head, she’s still so fun to antagonize.

“What about sketches? Leave any more bird drawings behind for my
lovesick little brother?”

Sloane’s cheeks flame crimson and my smile spreads as | hold the bottle
of whiskey out for her to take, but before she can grab it, Fionn whips it
from my hand as he passes between us. She doesn’t so much as glance at
Fionn, her attention locked on me as though she’s trying to communicate a
warning in her lightless glare. “Lachlan, this is my friend Lark.”

| shift my focus to Lark and hold out a hand. When she takes a step
closer, the details of her face blur and I curse myself for leaving my glasses
in the car. I might not be able to see the finest features of her smile at this
distance, but | can feel it, her energy a lick of warmth on my skin. My gaze
drops to our hands. An electric hum zings through my flesh at her touch.

“Lark Montague. Pleased to meet you,” she says. There’s a devious edge
in her, like a vibration that slips between our palms. “So, you’re the
notorious Lachlan Kane.”

“Notorious?” | say, raising my eyebrows.

“Indeed. I’ve heard ... things.”

“Oh, you’ve heard things, have you? What kinds of ... things?”

She giggles and slips her hand free of mine as she says, “Well, | think the
word ‘broody’ might have been tossed around.”

“Now, now,” Fionn chides as he brings me a glass of whiskey on ice.
“Don’t mischaracterize my poor brother. | said he’s a broody asshole.”

“Asshat,” Rose pipes up. “You said he’s a ‘broody asshat whose only
hobby is scowling.””

Sloane snorts. “Accurate.”

“Hey, | do more than just scowl.” | lean closer to Lark and give her a
lopsided, rakish smile. “I have hobbies.”

She laughs when | give her a wink. “Oh yeah? Like what, crochet? |
could see you being a big crochet guy. | bet you make a mean doily.”

Rose cackles, her eyes dancing from one person to the next. “Nah, that’s
doc’s forte—"

My brother chokes on a sip of whiskey. “Rose—"

“He’s in a club, actually—"

“Fucksakes, Rose—"



“They meet every Sunday. It’s called the Suture Sisters, and he’s the—”
Rose’s next words are lost to the palm my brother clamps over her mouth,
her diabolical laugh replacing whatever would have come next. The look
that Fionn gives me is both horrified and pleading.

“Don’t tell Rowan,” he begs. “l finally got the upper hand by
resurrecting his Shitflicker nickname when he came to Nebraska.”

| bellow a laugh and shake my head. “My sweet, adorable, naive baby
brother. Of course I’m going to tell Rowan. It’s my job to promote the
maximum amount of conflict between you two. That’s the only way | can
get any peace.” | clap a hand to his shoulder and slip past him to take a seat
on one of the leather armchairs. “Hate to break it to you, kid, but you’re still
in your peak Sadman Cinderwhatever era with this doily shit. Rowan is
going to love this.”

Fionn tosses out some nonsensical explanation, something about a flyer
and a simple misunderstanding, but | don’t really pay much attention. Not
when Lark follows to sit across from me on the end of the couch. Sloane’s
psycho cat curls in her lap the moment she’s settled.

| can see her much clearer at this distance, from the mole on the edge of
her upper lip to the ripple in the skin near her hairline, a cut that must have
been left unmended and healed with jagged edges. But even though |
couldn’t see her clearly, she’d be impossible to miss. All the energy in the
room seems to siphon through her and concentrate before it radiates through
her bright blue eyes and her glowing skin and her easy smile. It pours
through her laugh and warms the notes of her voice. And even though I’'m
not listening to the good-natured argument between Fionn and Rose, she is.
She interjects just frequently enough to bolster the person she seems to
think is losing in a given moment, which is mostly Fionn. Do you take
commissions? Or, | bet you could make a killing on Etsy. She focuses every
ounce of her attention on the person talking while her hand trails through
Winston’s fur, his purr rumbling beneath the conversation. It’s as though
nothing and no one else in the world exists, even me. If she can feel the
weight of my gaze on her face, she never lets on.

Lark Montague is beautiful.

And | have to stop staring like a feckin’ creep.

| look down at the drink in my hands. Scars hidden beneath ink. The
missing tip of my index finger. Tattoos on my knuckles. Silver rings. | tap



one against the glass before I raise it to my lips. My hands would look so
good on her perfect skin. Folded around her soft thighs. The image of my
tattooed fingers gripped around her smooth flesh has me shifting in my seat
in a failed attempt to alleviate the strain of my hard cock against my zipper.
Someone like me with someone like her? Even imagining it feels wrong.

Yet so deliciously right.

When | look up again, the doily argument is still going, but Lark’s eyes
connect with mine, her smile conspiratorial. It’s just a flash of camaraderie
before she turns her attention back to Fionn and Rose, but there’s something
in that brief grin that sticks with me. A silent conversation. A familiarity |
can’t explain.

Even after the conversation takes other turns, that feeling stays with me.
It’s like there’s a thin thread binding us together. And as Lark seizes the
opportunity to slip away to the balcony when she seems to think her
absence won’t be noticed, that connection tugs at my chest. Though | spend
a few minutes trying to snip it free, it still pulls, and it doesn’t loosen even
after | follow.

When | slide the balcony door open, Lark doesn’t move from where she
leans against the railing, as though she’s been expecting me.

“Hey.” It’s not my most slick opening line, | know. But Lark still smiles
when she glances over her shoulder at me.

“Hey. You’re not coming out here to be an asshat, are you?”

| chuckle, shutting the door behind me. “No, that’s only weekdays from
nine to five. The rest of the time | just brood.”

“That just sounds so wrong,” she says through a tinkling laugh. “It’s like
you spend your evenings in a chicken coop sitting on a clutch of eggs. But
somehow it kinda makes sense with your brother’s doily vibe.”

“You’re right, scratch that.”

She snorts. “Scratch? You’re really wedded to the chicken puns, aren’t
you.”

“Oh my dear Christ. This is the least smooth opening I’ve ever had. Let
me start again.” | turn around and head inside. | can hear her laughing
through the glass as | open the door again and step back out onto the
balcony. “What a lovely evening. Mind if | join you? | know nothing about
chickens, by the way.”

“That’s good. The last guy was way too into poultry.”



“He sounds like a feckin’ asshat. Feather fetishes aren’t really my thing.”

“Such a shame, | do love a bit of feather play—"

| turn around again, opening and closing the door for a third time before
she’s even finished laughing. “Hi. My name’s Lachlan and | don’t know
anything about chickens but | do like feathers under the right
circumstances.”

Lark is still giggling, her eyes shining and bright in the ambient glow of
the city lights. “Well, you sound like my kind of guy. The first dude had a
chicken obsession and the next guy hated feathers. I’m batting oh for two
here. But you’re welcome to share my little perch.”

| step just close enough to catch the scent of perfume on the autumn
breeze, the fragrance of sweet citrus. Lark studies the drop below us and |
follow her gaze even though I’ve stood out here many times before. It’s not
the greatest view from here. Just a dark alley, a brick apartment building
next door that feels too close on the other side of a black chasm. But
somehow she makes even this seem like more than a narrow wedge of
space suspended over darkness. Her keen interest in everything she
observes makes me want to pay more attention, like maybe I’ve been
missing something in the details.

“First time in Boston?” | ask when she lifts her focus to sweep across the
buildings in the distance.

Lark smiles and shifts her golden hair over her shoulder so she can get a
better look at me. “Not exactly. | grew up not too far away.”

“Whereabouts?”

“Rhode Island.”

| hum a note and nod, then take a sip of my drink. “Sloane says you’ve
been friends a long time.”

“Yeah,” Lark says. Her smile wanes, but only for a moment. With a
blink, she reins in the blip of emotion beneath a brighter smile. “We met at
boarding school, actually. Took me a while to wear her down, but now
we’re best friends.”

“That doesn’t take much imagination.”

Lark shrugs and twists her interlaced fingers. “Sloane’s not as sketchy as
she seems. She might have a crusty exterior but she’s gooey in the middle.”

“I meant you,” | say, giving her a smirk as a chuckle escapes me. A
crease flickers between Lark’s brows as her gaze lands on my lingering,



lopsided smile. “I could see you wearing her down. Doubt she could have
withstood you for long.”

Lark rolls her eyes and turns to face me, leaning her weight on the
wrought iron railing. She tries to look fierce but she can’t help the smile
that stretches across her lips. “And why is that, exactly? You’re going to say
my sparkling personality? My happy-go-lucky charm?”

“Pretty much, yep,” | admit, and this earns me a breath of a laugh. “It’s
working on me.”

“Working toward what, exactly?”

| hold her gaze. She seems so endearing and sweet that 1’d expect a
woman like Lark to back down the longer | stare. At least give me a blush.
A nervous nibble of her full lips. An unsteady breath. But she doesn’t do
any of those things. Her half-smile remains unchanged.

| lean closer. If anything, her eyes glitter with amusement.

“Maybe toward me kissing you. Or, more accurately, you asking me to.”

“How bold,” she says with a tsk, but I can tell by the bright glimmer in
her eyes that she likes it. “You think I’d want that?”

| grin and look down into my glass as | swirl the liquor across the ice.
The image of my hands on her skin returns, my tattooed fingers gripped
tight around her flesh. | take just a moment to indulge in that fantasy before
| lift my gaze to hers and shrug. “I do own an impressive collection of
feathers.”

Lark laughs and | take a long sip of my drink, my eyes soldered to hers
over the lip of my glass. She glances away, but her attention returns as
though drawn back to me despite her best efforts to sever the energy that
crackles between us. | hear the moment she gives in to it, the way she sighs.
| even see it in the fog that escapes her lips and rises on the cooling breeze.

“Despite the rumors, you don’t seem like too much of an asshat,” Lark
says as she unlaces her fingers to grip the railing.

“I might be a little bit. Sometimes.”

“That’s probably not a bad thing.”

“You think?”

Lark lifts a shoulder. “Sure. If you’re too nice, you might get roped into
making doilies on Sundays.”

“Feckin’ Fionn,” | say, my lip curled in a derisive grin. “What | wouldn’t
give to find out what Rose was about to say before he cut her off. He’s



probably the treasurer of their little club. It’s definitely the kind of thing
he’d find himself sucked into. He’s always been a sweet kid. Too feckin’
sweet for his own good.” Lark smiles but her brows flicker as though she’s
working out a complex problem. “What is it?”

“Nothing,” she replies as she shakes her head, her expression smoothing
as her gaze bounds between mine. “I just ... I dunno. Something about you
seems familiar. It’s probably just because I’m getting to know Rowan and |
see the likeness in you.”

| chuckle and nudge her elbow before | take another sip of my drink.
“Now there’s an asshat. Don’t compare me to that reckless little shit.”

“Oh stop,” she chides, giving me a gentle backhanded whack on my arm.
“He’s great. So perfect for Sloane. Don’t be an asshat.”

| grin, my eyes locked to her full lips. “Whatever you say, ma’am.”

She snorts. “*Ma’am.’ Please don’t.”

“Miss?”

Her nose scrunches.

“Madam?” | offer. Lark shakes her head. “Yeah, that’s not much better
than ‘ma’am,’ | guess. Wait, I’ve got it. Duchess.”

“Ooh | like it. Somehow it works with the feather thing. Regal, yet
saucy.”

Saucy. | don’t know why that word does something to my blood when
she says it, as though she’s plugged herself into my veins and hit them with
a jolt of electricity. Images fly through my mind of Lark in all kinds of
regal, yet saucy scenarios, and even the ones that inexplicably involve
Marie Antoinette wigs are sexy as fuck.

“You okay there?” Lark’s voice is soft but the amusement still colors
every note. “You look like you’ve gone full brood mode.”

“Yeah,” | say as | clear my throat and force my hand to relax around my
glass before I crush it. “I, um ... I’m good.”

“You sure ...? Maybe you’re not so bold after all.”

The heat of Lark’s body creeps into mine as she steps closer. When | turn
to face her fully, a faint smile plays on her lips. Even though I can’t see the
details of her features clearly at this near distance, the crystalline shade of
her eyes is still piercing, cutting through the dimmest light.

“Seems like something | said has you a bit ... flustered,” she whispers.
Her head tilts as she regards me, her gaze falling from mine to fix on my



mouth. “Was it the ‘regal’ comment | made? Maybe you have a thing for
corsets and tulle to go with the feather fetish.”

Christ Jesus. Now corsets. “Not really—"

“Shame, that would have been super hot.”

“I mean, not really just corsets and tulle. Also wigs.”

Her rich, melodic laugh surrounds me.

Lark Montague crawls right into my brain and injects unexpected, wild
fantasies into my thoughts every time she opens her feckin’ mouth. She’s
taken control of some part of my mind I’m not sure | even knew existed,
and | have no idea where she’s going to send me next. | just know I’'m
going to follow whatever trail she lays down. It’s unnerving. But it’s also
irresistible.

“I think you could pull off a waistcoat and breeches,” Lark says with a
grin as she takes a final step, closing any space between us. Her fingers curl
into my shirt, one after the next, each touch a gentle rasp against my chest
until she’s balled the black fabric in her delicate fist. “Those tattoos on your
neck would look pretty hot peeking out from beneath a cravat.”

| swallow, my breath caught in my lungs as Lark rises on her toes, her
eyes locked to my lips, my heart a hammer beneath her hand. Every one of
her exhalations pours an electric warmth into my flesh. “Rakish, yet
debonair,” | finally say on a gravelly whisper.

“Goes pretty well with ‘regal, yet saucy,” don’t you think?” Her head
tilts, and it feels like the whole world distills to this moment. “Maybe
you’re not the bold one after all.”

Any clever reply I’'m about to attempt is lost the moment Lark’s lips
press to mine.

My brain is a black void behind my shuttered eyelids. Lark’s citrus scent
floods my nostrils. She runs the tip of her tongue across the seam of my lips
and | taste the echo of the orange soda she was drinking. The softest moan
vibrates from her mouth to mine.

And | come undone.

My tongue plunders her mouth. Lark’s fist tightens in my shirt. The glass
clutched in my hand is in danger of being crushed to dust or thrown over
the balcony. I’m desperate to mold her flesh in my palms, but | settle for
laying one hand to the side of her neck instead. The second my palm



touches her skin, she whimpers with need. My erection is painful against
my zipper as she presses her body against mine.

Our teeth clash. The kiss grows brutal. Within seconds, Lark has ripped
through any restraint I thought | had. She kisses me with the kind of fevered
desperation that makes me feel not just wanted. Or needed. It’s as though
she craves me. She grips onto the back of my neck as though she’ll fall
apart if she doesn’t hold on. When she sucks in a breath, she dives deeper,
towing me into the dark with her. Every time | think I’ve gotten control of
the Kkiss, she tears it from me. With a touch. With a bite or a suck or a moan.

Lark’s tongue sweeps over mine and then she pulls away, taking my
bottom lip with her before she lets it slide from between her teeth, her bite
the perfect balance between pain and pleasure.

“Lark ...”

Her breathy laugh eradicates any thoughts of whatever plea | was about
to make. She trails a line of open-mouthed kisses along my jaw. My fingers
thread into her golden waves when she nips at my earlobe hard enough that
| hiss. | tighten my hold on the strands in my grasp and she moans, her
mouth dropping to my neck where she sucks on my inked flesh.

A growl rips free of my chest as | grip her hair. “Feckin’ Christ Jesus,” |
groan.

Her lips go still on my pulse.

... Shit.

| immediately loosen the fist tangled in her locks. Did | do something
wrong? Something definitely seems wrong. It’s obvious in the way she
stiffens.

“What did you say?” she whispers, her breath hot on my skin.

Fuck. Fuck.

What did | do? Was it the whole thou shalt not use the Lord’s name in
vain business? Maybe Lark is super religious. | can’t remember if she or
Sloane mentioned if the boarding school was some strict Catholic thing.
Nuns. Were there nuns?

| swallow. “Uh, I said “feckin’ Christ Jesus.

“Growlier,” Lark snaps.

“Feckin’ Christ Jesus.”

There’s a single heartbeat of stillness in the world.



And then Lark has backed away out of reach, the heat of her body gone,
a chill left behind on my skin. Both of her hands cover her mouth but they
can’t mask the shock in her eyes.

Shock and ... fury.

“Oh my fucking God,” she hisses into her fingers.

“What ...? Was it the Jesus?”

“No. No, it was not ‘the Jesus,’” she says with air quotes and a sneer as
she leans close enough to jab a single finger into my chest. “It was ‘the
Batman.” The Budget Batman.”

Lark takes a step back. Crosses her arms. Raises a single brow.

My eyes narrow to thin slits. The words come out as a venomous hiss
when | say, “Blunder Barbie.”

“Oh. My. God. Ohmygodohmygodohmygod,” Lark says, flapping her
hands like she’s trying to get any residue of me off of her. “You had your
tongue in my mouth.”

“I’d hate to remind us both, Blunder Barbie, but you kissed me.”

“And you let me. You fucking knew it was me.”

“Clearly, | did not, or I would have taken my chances with the fire
escape.”

“There is no fire escape.”

“Pre-feckin’-cisely.”

Lark rolls her eyes before they sharpen on me in a lethal glare. “You are
such a liar. You were all up in my face that night. With a flashlight. One that
you smacked on my head.”

“Your face was plastered with makeup. And I didn’t smack—"

“My concussed head. Where | needed fucking stitches which | never got
because | had to walk home, thankyouverymuch. And then you growled at
me like some rabid trash panda that was about to gnaw my leg off and
tossed me in the trunk of your car, you fucking psycho.”

“Oh I’m a feckin’ psycho, am 1? You’re the one who jumped from a
moving vehicle after you rammed some poor bloke into a lake and then fake
teared up when | dropped his blimmin’ body at your feet. And they weren’t
even good fake tears. They were sarcasm tears,” | snarl. | take a step closer
and bend to meet her eye level, dabbing my eyes as | clear my throat for my
best candy-sweet vocal impression. “Boo-hoo, I’'m Blunder Barbie and |



just feckin’ killed a man. My bad. But don’t worry, I’ll just get someone else
to fix it so | can toddle on back to my perfect little life.”

“That is the biggest pile of hypocritical bullshit I’ve ever heard. How’s
the contract killer gig going, by the way? Raking in some good cash with
your murder-scuba skills, Batman?” Lark snorts and steps toward me,
drawing a giant circle in front of my face with a dainty finger. “What you
think you know about me, or anything, frankly, is this,” she says as she
continues the circle. “But what you actually know is this.” She stops
abruptly to hold her finger and thumb close together, only a whisper of
space between them.

“What | actually know is that you’re a huge pain in the arse.”

“And what | actually know is that you’re a monumental douchebag.” She
lets out an exasperated sigh. “Is this some kind of cruel joke? Why would
you let me kiss you, you fucking nutcase?”

“Like | said, | didn’t feckin’ recognize you. It was Halloween, for
Chrissakes. You were in a costume. With makeup. Thick makeup.”

Her jaw drops. Then closes. Then drops again. “Seriously?” When |
don’t reply, she balls her fists at her sides, and | find myself wishing she
would try to throw a punch just so | could have the satisfaction of catching
all her fury in my calloused palm. “You are unbelievable. You were wearing
a full-on mask and | recognized you by your grumble whisper and ass-
backwards Christ Jesus—ing. All | had on that night was some white face
paint and colored eye shadow. Hardly the same thing as your thrifted
superhero disguise.”

Deciding it’s time to throw her off-kilter, | shrug and lean against the
railing. My sudden nonchalance seems to infuriate her as much as I’d
hoped, so | take a long sip of my drink before I give her the truth. “It was
dark. I wasn’t wearing my glasses.”

“Your glasses,” she parrots after an incredulous snort. “Forgive me,
dickhead, but that sounds like complete bullshit.”

“Forgiven. Well, for that, anyway.”

“You’re not wearing them now.”

“Highly observant of you, duchess. It’s probably all well and good too. |
imagine you’d be ripping them off my face to smash them underfoot, am |
right?” When | narrow my glare at her, Lark smirks, unable to hide her
agreement. “Maybe now is a good time to inform you that you got me into



so much shit at work. Or have you forgotten the part where you managed to
single-handedly decimate a very important contract for my employer? You
have no idea the shit my boss has put me through.”

“Me? You think it was me who fucked your contract?” she shrieks. “First
of all, I did no such thing. But | can’t help it if rumors of your abysmal
customer service skills worked their way back to your employer. Deserved.
You were being a dick. Even your friend Conor agreed.”

Goddammit, Conor. He should know better than to give out his name. A
low growl escapes my throat and a feckin’ demonic little grin creeps across
Lark’s face. Oh, her dart hit the target and she knows it.

My foreboding expression doesn’t seem to scare her, not even when |
lean a little closer. “This is not the kind of industry where you demand to
see the manager and leave a shitty review, princess.”

One perfect brow flies up. Her smile stretches and her eyes glitter in the
dim light. “Oh, it’s not?” she says, her voice saccharine. She saunters closer,
one slow step after the next. “Because it certainly sounds like that’s exactly
how your industry works, and you’re butthurt about being called out for
acting like a prick. You’ve decided to take it out on me under the erroneous
assumption that I’m the one who got you into trouble, instead of you
looking in the mirror and giving yourself a stern talking-to.”

Lark stops so close to me that my chest will touch hers if | take a deep
breath. Her eyes drop to my lips and linger there. Heat tingles on my flesh. |
can still taste her kiss, the sweetness of soda on her lips. | don’t take my
eyes from her face as she touches my sternum and walks two fingers toward
my neck.

“Erroneous assumptions are kind of your forte, aren’t they? But this time
| guess it’s just the consequences of your actions coming back to haunt you,
sweetie.”

| catch her hand in a tight grip and guffaw a laugh. Even with its vicious
edge, this still feels like the first true moment of delight that I’ve had in a
long while. Well, at least since the Kkiss we just shared, though that
particular event now seems like it happened to another man. “That is
precisely the kind of oblivious, hypocritical horse shite | expected to come
from someone like you.”

There’s a flash of hurt in her blue eyes, more fleeting than a lightning
strike. “*Someone like me’? You have no fucking idea who | am or what |



know about consequences.”

The rage on her face is fuel. | want to find every one of her buttons and
hammer them until she blows, just to see what she’ll do next. But this time,
she doesn’t push back. Instead, her spine straightens. Her chin tips up. She
slips her fingers free of my fist with a swift tug. | fight the strange urge to
pull her back closer to me. I’m unsteady. Unmoored. Like I’ve been hit by a
rogue wave and lost my balance. But | shove the feeling away.

Lark gestures to the glass door. “That is my best friend in there,” she
says, her voice low and menacing, her eyes pinned on me. “And she
deserves to celebrate with the love of her life. Your brother.” Lark’s face
scrunches as though she just tasted something bitter. In an instant, she’s
smoothed her mask out again and takes a step closer. “So I’m going to be
nice to you. For her. And you can continue being whatever scowling,
smirking, asshat jerkoff you want, but you’re not getting anything more
from me.”

Without so much as a blink, she whips the drink from my hand and
downs it. Her eyes water as soon as the liquor hits her tongue.

“Thought you didn’t drink, duchess,” | say with a smirk.

“l guess your stimulating company has that effect,” Lark retorts before
shoving the glass against my chest, nothing more than chips of ice left
behind. “And fuck off with the ‘duchess’ shit. That bitch has met the
guillotine.”

“Whatever you say,” | snarl after her, but she’s already slid the glass
door open and stepped over the threshold. She doesn’t even acknowledge
the way | close the door after me with a thud that’s just a little too abrupt, a
little too loud.

Lark is striding toward the kitchen when Sloane intercepts her from the
corridor that leads to the home office. “Hey, | was about to come find you.”
Her faint smile disappears as she scans the details of Lark’s face. “You
okay?”

Lark wraps an arm around Sloane’s shoulders, not breaking her stride.
“Yeah, of course. You look so beautiful, by the way. Have | told you that?”

“You might have said that once or twice when you tried to put gold star
stickers on my tits.”

“They deserve it. That dress is smokin’ hot.”

“Uh, thanks.”



“l could really use a glass of wine, or like, maybe a bathtub of tequila so
let’s get to the restaurant tout suite, we’re running late. | don’t want Rowan
to be worried about you.”

“Okay ...” Sloane glances over her shoulder at me, her eyes narrowed in
scrutiny. | raise my hands and saunter after them with a smirk tugging on
one corner of my lips, something about my forced grin seems off this time,
and with the way a crease flickers between Sloane’s brows, | think I’m not
the only one who can sense it.

And that feeling of being pushed off my axis? Well, it doesn’t leave. Not
as we arrange for two Ubers to the restaurant, Lark ensuring she doesn’t
ride in mine. Not as we eat our meal and celebrate the opening night of
Butcher & Blackbird, and she spends the whole time beaming her smile
everywhere but on me. Not even when she slips away shortly after Rowan
and Sloane. Much like the first night we met, she disappears, only an
unfamiliar void left behind.

Even after she’s gone, that feeling remains, like something has shifted in
the world that surrounds me. Like I’ve been displaced.

Like I’m standing in the shade.



GERMINATE

The Phantom

| slide the tension tool into the bottom of the keyhole. Next, the needle of
the snap gun. When it’s positioned beneath the pins in the lock, | strike the
trigger until they give way. Five quiet ticks of metal friction. A moment
later, I’m standing in the home of my adversaries.

Behold, I am coming soon, bringing my recompense with me, to repay
everyone for what he has done.

Pocketing my tools, | close the door behind me and check my notebook.
I’ve memorized the details already. | checked it again just before | walked
here. But there must be no room for errors.

August 2nd. 13:00. Tattoo appointment, Prism Tattoo Parlor. Estimated time of
absence: two hours.

| put the notebook away and cast my eyes across the details of the room.

The interior is familiar to me. I’ve seen it many times through the
windows. | know where the Orb Weaver sits to do her work. What times she
has recurring phone calls. What time she enjoys a morning coffee. The
Boston Butcher’s habits were initially more difficult to track. Easier now
that 1’ve obtained access to the restaurant schedules. But | have observed
long enough that patterns have emerged.

A growl emanates from beneath the coffee table. | bend at the waist until
| meet the eyes of the cat.

“Ah yes,” | say with a slow smile. “Hello, you.”

The feline hisses at me, and | fold my gloved hand into a fist. My heart
rate spikes as dark urges threaten to take over. The memory of my mother’s
anger calms them.



Let the wicked change their ways and banish the very thought of doing
wrong. Let them turn to the Lord so that he may have mercy on them. Yes,
turn to our God, for he will forgive generously.

| turn away from the animal and walk to the sliding door leading to the
balcony. | open it and step outside. Many times, I’ve seen the Butcher and
the Spider here. They share coffee in warm weather. A glass of wine in the
evening. They commit lewd acts, as though no one else can see them.

But I do. | have been watching.

For my suffering and servitude, my Lord has rewarded my dedication.
One evening, he showed me my true prize here, standing right where | stand
now. The brother. The assassin. The eye for an eye.

But he gave me an even more precious gift. He showed me the best
friend. The one so close to the Spider that they could be sisters. The singer.

The tooth for a tooth.

| reenter the apartment and slide the door closed behind me. The hand of
the Lord guides me. His voice whispers and I follow.

| stop at the sideboard in the dining room, where framed photographs
face away from the window. The Boston Butcher and the Orb Weaver.
Faces | recognize. Faces | don’t. Among the pictures, there’s one at the
restaurant in a booth. Rowan Kane and Sloane Sutherland sitting next to
each other. Lark Montague smiling at the camera. Lachlan Kane, killer for
hire, the deadliest serpent in a nest of snakes. His gaze is caught on Miss
Montague. Hate and desire are often indistinguishable to me. But | know
what | saw on the balcony the same night that the restaurant opened. | know
what | heard. There was anger between them. But beneath it, there was
need. It burned in Kane’s eyes like twin flames as he watched her walk
away.

My focus returns to Lark Montague. The cherished daughter of two
empires of sin. The beloved friend of the Orb Weaver. The coveted object of
Lachlan Kane’s desire. And divine inspiration strikes. A new idea. The
seeds of a magnificent plan. A plan to not only avenge, but to debride their
rotting souls with the cleansing, righteous fire of pain. Of suffering.

The worst suffering is not death. It is in living, day after day, knowing
you’ve forever lost that which you most cherished. Most loved. Most
desired. It’s being forced to continue existing in a world indifferent to your
pain. To realize how powerless you are against the tide of God’s wrath.



So | will bring them pain. The Butcher. The Spider. Lark Montague. And
what is the worst fate for a man like Lachlan Kane?

To ensure anyone left behind believes he is the cause of Lark
Montague’s destruction.

With the pure you will show yourself pure. And with the devious you will
show yourself shrewd.

Step one. Destabilize.

| smile and turn to leave, the cat taking a swipe at my leg as | go.

But know this: in the last days, there will be suffering.

For he shall then repay each person according to what he has done.

An eye for an eye.

And a tooth for a tooth.



THREADS

Lark

... ONE YEAR LATER

I let myself into my great aunt Ethel’s sprawling home, the familiar rhythm
of waves following on my heels from the nearby rocky shore until I close
the door behind me. The scent of lavender and roses greets me in the foyer
from the large bouquets that line either side of the entryway. There’s a
framed photo of Ethel and my great uncle Thomas resting between two of
the vases, a picture I took at their wedding anniversary party six months
ago. I’m staring down at the photo when my older sister, Ava, appears from
the direction of the kitchen, the cadence of her footsteps so familiar that 1
don’t need to look up to know it’s her.

“That was a great party, wasn’t it?” [ say when she stops at my side to
admire the warmth of our aunt and uncle’s wrinkled faces, their smiles
forever frozen as they dance against the backdrop of friends and family.

“Yeah, it was. Aside from that jellied carrot salad. What the fuck.”

“It’s Ethel. She likes what she likes.”

“Apparently, she likes making the rest of us gag at the table. How she
can be so good at muffins and so horrible at literally everything else, I’ll
never know.” Ava shudders in my peripheral vision before turning to
embrace me. “Hey, Meadowlark.”

“I missed you,” I reply, and she squeezes tighter before letting me go.
“Are you still good to drive Ethel to the venue this weekend if everything
with Sloane’s surprise elopement goes to plan?”

Ava sighs, my biceps gripped in her hands as she appraises me.
Something about her expression seems drawn now that I have the chance to



really look at her. Maybe it’s just the stress of recent travel from California.
She’s not the type to chill, and it’s probably starting to catch up to her along
with everything she’s been organizing here. I give her a bright smile and
hum a few bars of the “Wedding March,” but it doesn’t crack her stoic
mask.

“Sure, I can get her there, but I can’t stay for the wedding, unfortunately.
You’ll have to give Sloane my best if she ends up saying yes to this crazy
elopement plan,” Ava finally says as she lets go of my arms.

“Where is Auntie Ethel anyway? She wanted me here at eleven o’clock
exactly, for some reason,” I say as my gaze pans across the living room.
Normally, when my aunt demands a specific time, she’s already at the door,
ready to bark her orders.

“She’s upstairs. Mom and Dad were in the sitting room with Tremblay
the last time I saw them. I’ll be in the office going through the eighty
million pieces of fucking paper that are still left. If you don’t see me, I’ve
chosen to end things by paper cut rather than read through another ledger of
flour and sugar orders.”

“I know what will cheer you up.”

“Margaritas?”

“Jellied salad.”

“In the most loving way possible, fuck off.”

My sister gives me a sardonic grin before she presses a kiss to my cheek
and then marches away, disappearing down the corridor past the boxes of
paperwork she’s set out in the hallway. A sense of unease settles in my chest
like a thick syrup that sticks to my bones.

My watch buzzes with an incoming text from my aunt.

You’re not late, are you?

I roll my eyes but smile as I pull out my phone to tap a reply.
Right on time, Auntie. Just arrived.

Good. Take the rear steps. And bring me the hand lotion from the
bathroom down there, would you? Take your time.

My face scrunches. I’'m not unfamiliar with my aunt’s strange demands.
Hurry up. Then take your time. Bring me a random thing. Even still, it’s a



little odd.

I shrug it off and send her a simple “okay” before I head toward the
bathroom next to the stairway that leads to the wing where my aunt’s
bedroom looks across the sea. I'm nearly there when I hear tense voices
floating out into the corridor. It’s the familiar tone and cadence of my
stepfather speaking, followed by another man’s voice I recognize to be Stan
Tremblay’s. His deep baritone summons goose bumps on my skin.

Normally, I would leave my mom and stepdad to their secrets and plans
and the never-ending machinations that keep their respective businesses
running and their family happy. I’ve overheard meetings like this for as
long as I can remember. They’re part of the murk rippling beneath the
pristine surface that gives the appearance of a flawless life.

“ ... the name of the one who worked for Leviathan?”

My steps falter. My mother’s voice evokes memories of the night I
crashed Merrick’s vehicle into the reservoir. I mean to grab my aunt’s lotion
and keep walking like I can simply ignore this is part of my life. This is
none of my concern, this constant scheming, these endless battles. But it’s
the next two words that root me to the floor.

“Lachlan Kane.”

I look toward the sitting room at the end of the corridor. One of the
double doors is ajar. With just a moment’s hesitation, I follow the flow of
voices, slinking into the empty office across the hall.

“The fact 1s, there could be a hundred different people who want a pound
of flesh from either one of us. We can’t go around killing everyone who
does.” My stepfather lets out a sardonic laugh. “There would be no one left
in Rhode Island.”

My mother’s irritated huff escapes the room. I imagine her silvery-blue
eyes are likely sharp enough to flay the skin right off my stepfather’s face.
She might love him with every beat of her steely heart, but when it comes
to work, there are lines they don’t cross, even if their businesses bleed into
each other more and more as time goes on. “Damian, we’re not just talking
about someone wanting to fuck up a factory and make your life miserable
for a few months. We’re talking about someone deliberately targeting both
of us. Kelly Ellis was on my board. Cristian was your fucking cousin. Every
month there’s another murder. It’s clockwork. Forty days. It’s not some
coincidence.”



“And every forty days we’re right back at square one. We have no
witnesses and no evidence. Certainly nothing that points concretely to
someone from Leviathan.”

“Kane has the skill,” Tremblay says as | hear the sound of thick paper
slapping a wooden surface. “He worked for Leviathan for sixteen years.
Perhaps he’s taking revenge for being cut loose.”

Pages rustle. A thoughtful hum resonates in my stepfather’s warm tone.
“Are we sure he was even fired? For all we know, they kept him on. |
scrapped their whole contract—it’s not like I told them to get rid of Kane.”

“All the more reason for him to be going after us if the wrong people are
taking advantage of the situation. How do we know Leviathan hasn’t been
hired by a competitor?”

“We don’t. Because this is all just conjecture. We have no proof that
points to anyone or anything specific.” A heavy sigh escapes from my
stepfather and I hear him shift in his chair. “Look, I agree it’s possible that
Kane or perhaps Leviathan have something to do with this ... pattern. They
certainly have the means. But it could just as likely be a competitor like
Bob Foster—”

My mom snorts.

“—or someone paid by one of our competitors or a hundred other
options. I don’t believe it’s prudent to go after an organization like
Leviathan or one of their maybe-employees without being completely
sure.”

“And if we don’t remove the most likely threats, we invite harm to our
doorstep,” Tremblay says, another paper slapped down on a table. “Kane
has two brothers. One appears to be ... normal. A doctor, living in
Nebraska. But the other ...” Papers shuffle. “Rowan Kane. He’s volatile. He
will back up his brother and has done it before.”

No. No, no, no.

My hand covers my mouth to trap the desperate sound that begs to
escape. It feels as though the world has flipped over, like I'm falling off the
edge.

My mother sounds just as shocked as I feel when she says, “Rowan Kane
...? The same Rowan that Sloane is marrying?”’

“Yes. I’ve been digging into him, asking around. He had a history of
violence, some juvenile citations shortly after immigrating to Boston but the



details appear to be missing from police records and nothing ever resulted
in charges. And there was something in his early twenties as well, a fight at
a bar that put Lachlan in the hospital. Word from my connection is that
Rowan beat the man who injured his brother and left him in the alley.
There’s record of Lachlan’s medical treatment, record of the other man who
ended up dead in the hospital, but nothing on Rowan.”

My blood rushes in deafening waves in my head, dulling the hushed
conversation between my parents as pages rustle. But I catch their brief
questions. Is Sloane safe? What about Lark? We need proof. But can we
take the risk to wait ...? Every word feels like a sharp blow.

“What you’re suggesting, Stan ...” my stepfather says, letting his
thoughts trail away. I can picture the stress on his face, the way he’s
probably shaking his head. “We could eliminate the Kanes and still not
solve the problem and then what? Then we’ve got Leviathan breathing
down our necks for real, that’s what. We need proof.”

“We cannot sit back and wait for proof to drop into our laps. If we do,
more of our people will die. You’re telling me you’ve not done worse for
Covaci Enterprises?”

“Stan—" my mother barks.

“And this 1s why not everything should be outsourced,” Tremblay says.
Pages shuffle and then slap against the wood. “Nina, we should discuss this
with Ethel, look at handling this kind of thing the way the Montagues
always have—"

“No,” my mother interrupts, her tone firm. “Leave her out of it. She’s got
enough to worry about right now. Damian and I will sort this out. Give us a
week and we’ll let you know what we want to do. Thank you, Stan.”

Standing in the shadows, I watch through the crack between the hinges
as Stan Tremblay leaves the sitting room. He doesn’t glance in my direction
as he strides away with sure and powerful steps, his head bent, papers
tucked beneath his arm. He might be nearing his seventies, but he’s still one
of the most formidable people I know. A specter of my childhood.

My parents leave a few moments later, talking about mundane things.
Lunch and liquor. Where they might go for dinner. Things that seem so far
removed from the conversation they just finished, and yet this is the way
it’s always been. Deals in dark corners. Life in the light.



I let them pass by and wait until my heart calms enough that I can hear
clearly before I leave my hiding place and grab the bottle of lotion from the
bathroom, then take the stairs by twos.

Hands trembling, I make it only a few feet down the hall before I set the
lotion down and press my palms to one of the decorative tables lining the
corridor and stare at my reflection in the gilded mirror. My cheeks are
flushed as waves of adrenaline wash through my veins.

I can’t let them take Rowan from Sloane. I need to find a way to stop
them. I must.

But I don’t know how.

I don’t have some family enforcer on my side. No one who can rally for
my position. I’ve always been the one to protect, not the one to scrap with
the other apex predators for a slice of prey or territory.

“I don’t know how to do this,” I whisper to my reflection as tears well in
my eyes.

My watch vibrates against my wrist and I look down to see Rose’s name
flash up on the screen.

Hello Boss Hostler! I'll be ready to make a dukey run soon!

My nose scrunches and I wipe my eyes as I try to decode Rose’s circus
lingo, pulling out my phone to blink down at her message as though it
might help to see it on a larger screen. It doesn’t.

Boss Hustler ...?

Boss HOSTLER. The dude in charge of the show. That dude is
you.

Okay ... And I'm supposed to make what now?

A dukey run, you know? To Leytonstone Inn to take all the
wedding shit to the venue? How about we meet at 3pm at your
place. Got the dress? | can’t wait to see it!

I glance down the hallway toward my aunt’s favorite wing of the house
and bite down on the inner edge of my lip until blood washes over my
tongue. Though I might not know how to fix this situation that seems as
inevitable as an avalanche, I can’t let Sloane down on the most important
day of her life either. We’ve still got a handful of days until the surprise



elopement that Rowan has been planning for the last few weeks. Maybe 1
can convince her and Rowan to run. They could get out of Boston. Get out
of the country. Live some other paradise life far away from here. But as fast
as these ideas come up, so too do the thoughts that whisper about how this
will never work. Because families like mine, we don’t get to where we are
by letting shit go, or by allowing such simple things as borders and
geography to stand in our way. Not when we have every resource at our
fingertips to do what we want.

I need to find another way.

I clamp down on my panic. I just need to get the dress and get the fuck
out of here so I can find a safe, quiet place to figure it out. Breathe. Plan the
next steps and then take them one at a time, just like I’ve practiced.

With a single deep breath that fills every crevice in my lungs, I wipe my
eyes a final time.

I'll be there.

I slide my phone into my pocket and turn my attention back to the
mirror. | take another deep breath.

Smile, I tell myself.

Keep smiling.

I smile and smile and smile until it looks just right, until everything
beneath it is stored away. Only when I’'m sure I look just the way I’'m
supposed to do I take a step back from the mirror and head down the
corridor.

I find Ethel not in bed, where she often is just before lunch, but in her
craft room, where paints and threads and yarn and canvases line the white
shelves and tables, everything laid out with impeccable precision and kept
clean despite frequent use. She’s sitting at her favorite wingback chair,
which faces a window overlooking the sea, her hair a cloud of white curls
resting on her hunched shoulders, her focus honed on the needlepoint in her
hands. With a sudden swear and a hiss, she puts a finger in her mouth and
for a second my smile is genuine.

“You should take a break from stabbing yourself so you can visit with
your favorite niece,” I say with manufactured brightness as I enter the
room.



Ethel gives a sharp, startled inhale that spills out with a rumbling cough.
“Sweet baby Jesus, girl. You’ll scare me to death before I make it to the
nursing home.”

“That’s one way to piss Mom and Ava off. They’ve been packing for
days.”

I set the bottle down on her table and press a gentle kiss to my aunt’s
cheek, her wrinkled skin dusted with powder and blush, the scent evoking
my childhood memories of sitting at her vanity as I played with her
makeup. The comfort of those moments isn’t enough to mask the worry that
burns in my chest and threatens to ignite into panic.

“Ava should go back to California. She’s got enough to worry about at
home, she doesn’t need to be here,” Ethel says as | turn away and face the
black garment bag that hangs from the top edge of the closet door.

“You know she won’t, not until she’s got everything packed up at least.
She’s stubborn. Wonder where she got that from.”

“Not me, if that’s what you’re implying, my girl.”

“No,” I deadpan. “I would never, Auntie.”

My aunt glances up and I flash her a bright, fleeting smile. I take a step
closer to the closet, but I can feel her scrutiny on me, Ethel’s watchful gaze
sharp enough to cut through any armor I try to put between us. I should
have known better than to try to fool the woman who built an empire out of
flour and sugar—details are kind of Ethel’s forte. It’s better to grab the
dress and get out of here so I can figure out what the hell I should do.

The only problem is, I’m just a little bit too late.

“What’s wrong?”” Ethel asks, no hesitation in her tone. “Are you unsure
about Sloane’s wedding?”

My eyes don’t stray from the garment bag, even though I feel my aunt’s
gaze drilling into my head. I have the most powerful urge to rescue the
dress from its black cocoon, as though Sloane’s happiness will suffocate in
there if [ don’t let it out.

I shake my head as I walk toward the bag and grab the hanger. “No,
Auntie. Absolutely not.”

I’m unzipping the first few inches of the garment bag when Ethel says,
“Well, that’s a bit of a shame, dear, because it would make solving the Kane
problem a little easier if she were to suddenly dislike those boys.”



When I spin to face her, my aunt is pulling a thread through her canvas, a
devious grin on her lips. “How do you know about the Kanes?” My eyes
narrow. “You set me up to overhear Mom and Damian.”

“Maybe.”

“Why didn’t you just tell me?”

My aunt shrugs. “Better for you to hear it from the horse’s mouth. Your
sister thinks I’m senile. Who knows what I’m making up?”

Fair point. I know as well as anyone not to trust half the shit Ethel
Montague comes out with. It’s part of her power, to always keep you
guessing. “How do you even know about all that?”

“Meadowlark,” she says with a cluck of her tongue as she pins me with a
flat glare above the acetate rims of her glasses, “this is still my house. And
this family’s business is still my concern, whether your parents think it
should be or not.”

My throat tightens as | take a few steps closer to my aunt, the partially
opened garment bag draped across my raised arms like an offering. I open
my mouth to say something, but words die on my tongue when my aunt
smiles and turns her attention back to the embroidery hoop clutched in her
hand.

“Have a seat, my girl.”

I do as she commands and sit across from her as she pushes the needle
through the canvas to create stitches of crimson. “I don’t think the Kanes
are involved in whatever is going on,” I say. She keeps her eyes down on
her work but nods. “Definitely not Fionn. Rowan would never do anything
to inadvertently hurt me by harming people I know, no matter how thin
those connections might be.”

“And Lachlan?”

Would he? Is this retaliation on behalf of his boss like my parents and
Tremblay were saying downstairs? Could Lachlan be the type to take
revenge on us for dropping the contract? For him being sucked deeper into
a life he never asked for? He’s certainly sharp around the edges with a giant
and jagged chip on his shoulder. But it just doesn’t sit right. “I don’t think
he would take a risk that would jeopardize his brothers’ health or happiness.
No.”

“I don’t either. Personally, I think Bob Foster is finally making his move,
that slimy little shit. Leave it to him to kick a dying dog when it’s down.



But Tremblay has a different opinion, and your mother is leaning in his
direction.” Ethel looks up at me as she pulls the thread taut. “Damian
doesn’t seem wedded to the idea that Lachlan is involved in these murders,
no pun intended,” she says as she momentarily drops her gaze to the dress
spread across my lap. “But it’s one of the reasons I love her as much as if
she had been born a Montague. She’s just as bossy and conniving as me.”

A deep sigh fills my lungs. “Maybe there’s some way to prove it, like a
solid alibi that would take Lachlan out of consideration.”

I know as much as Ethel does that there’s no such thing as a solid alibi
when people like Lachlan are involved. “He is a professional. People like
him with access to the right resources can make up any excuse, fabricate
any believable story and evidence.”

“What if I just talk to Mom and Dad, convince them he wouldn’t do it

“It’s going to take more than a conversation to sell that story, Lark.”

“But I can’t just let this happen to Sloane. I cant. Not after everything
that happened when we were at Ashborne—"

My aunt’s hand darts out and catches mine, squeezing with surprising
strength. “I know where you’re going with this, Lark. But you cannot blame
yourself for the things that happened at that school. None of it was your
fault, you hear me?”

Though I nod, the tears still blur my vision with a watery film. Although
I know that what Mr. Verdon did was not my fault, I can never seem to
shake the guilt I still feel. It’s a sense of shame that drapes across me like a
veil. I’ve questioned myself thousands of times, blamed myself for being
strung up in the fear he injected into my thoughts with his whispered threats
and promises. And just as I’ve questioned myself over and over, ’ve
reassured myself too. It wasn t my fault.

But maybe if I’d acted sooner ...

“You can’t second-guess the decisions you made to survive.” Ethel lets
go of my hand and coughs, a rumble of discomfort that creases her face
with pain. When I reach out to lay a comforting hand on her arm, she waves
me off.

“We could get nurses here for you. Get a room set up just the way you
want it. You don’t have to go to a care home,” I say as her cough continues
and her face pinks with strain. My heart squeezes as Ethel raises a tissue to



her mouth and wipes away a smear of bloody saliva from her lips. “I can
arrange it all for you. I don’t mind.”

“I mind,” she wheezes out. It takes her a moment, but she regains her
composure, though her cloudy eyes are still glassed with a thin film of tears
from the mere effort to breathe. “I won’t have you all scurrying around this
house like deranged little hamsters while I slowly wither away into the
afterlife.”

“Well that’s ... bleak. And kind of weird.”

“Maybe it’s time you learn that power can be found in unexpected
decisions.” Ethel picks up the hoop with one hand, her needle with the
other, and levels me with a serious look. “I’m the one who decided to go to
Shoreview. No one will watch me deteriorate in my own home. It won’t
stop it from happening, of course. But it’s even worse to fall apart in full
view in the symbolic heart of the empire I built. Besides, I’ll be closer to
you. And you never know,” she says with a wink before her eyes finally
drop to her work, “I might need to hang on to a little power for a final
scheme or two.”

My head tilts, but Ethel doesn’t look up, not even when we descend into
an extended moment of silence. “Scheme ...?”

“Indeed. You know,” Ethel says as she pierces the taut canvas to pull a
red vein of thread through the fabric, “something I love about your mother
and Damian is that they are so steadfast in their beliefs. Family first.
Promises made must be kept. Vows, honored.”

My gaze drifts out the window toward the sea as I nod. I expect my aunt
will say something about how it’s our shared duty in this family to make
hard decisions to look out for one another. There’s a lesson in this, she’ll
say. Sometimes, we all need to sacrifice a little happiness to protect the ones
we love and keep our promises to look after one another. And nothing is
more important than that. But the hollow pit in my stomach will only grow
deeper. More desolate. More insatiable.

“Back at the school, when Sloane protected you, did you promise to look
after her in return?”

I blink at Ethel, only now realizing my cheeks are damp. “Yes.”

“Yes,” my aunt echoes. “You did. And you can keep that promise by
making another. The kind of promise that your parents would not interfere
with. At least, not if they were ... convinced.”



“I don’t understand ...”

Ethel lets my confusion linger in the air as she pulls her thread through
the fabric. Pierce and pull. Pierce and pull. Maybe she’s waiting for me to
find a solution myself, or to divine her thoughts from her simple motion,
but I don’t. “Do you know what my favorite thing is about your mother and
stepdad?”

“Their ability to obliterate their competition and take out their opponents
while maintaining the image of a perfect, happy family?”

“That too,” Ethel says. “Mostly, though, it’s their loyalty. Their deep
love of each other. Their deep love of you girls.” Ethel pulls a final crimson
stitch through the canvas before she knots the thread and clips it with
scissors. “Their unwillingness to break promises to the ones they love.”

She’s right, of course. I know that for all the darkness in their lives, my
mom and stepfather love us deeply. Just like my mother loved my dad,
Sam. And long before she met my dad, she loved Damian. Her childhood
sweetheart. A young love that burned bright but couldn’t survive the
demands of time. Or so they must have thought, until my dad passed away
and those embers slowly came back to life.

“So you think I can talk them out of killing Lachlan because, what ...
my parents love their family ...? That doesn’t make any sense, Auntie.”

Ethel turns to me, and I meet her eyes, the color of fog, a mist over the
sharp mind that grinds away beneath the gray film. “Do you remember
going to Damian’s father’s funeral when you were little?” I shake my head.
“You were about five. It was the first time your mom and stepfather saw
each other after so many years apart. I’'m sure I’m not the only one who
could feel that electric charge between them. But your mother had you girls.
She had Sam. Life had moved on. And no matter how much love Damian
and Nina still had for each other, they would never break your mother’s
vows or wound your dad. Had we not lost Sam, that never would have
changed.”

I swallow, trying to conjure a memory of the funeral, but it doesn’t
come. Neither does the meaning of what Ethel is trying to tell me, though
she watches my reactions closely as though imploring me to catch on. “I
really don’t understand. Are you saying you think they won’t make a move
against Rowan once he and Sloane are married, because they won’t
interfere with her vows ...?”



Ethel chuckles and shakes her head. “No. They care about Sloane, of
course. But they care because you do. They took Sloane in because of what
she did for you at Ashborne. But it’s your happiness that is their priority.
Your heart they can’t bear to break.”

“So, what ... if it was me getting married ...?”

Notes that felt discordant suddenly blend together. A chord that rises
from chaos.

“Look down at your lap again, girl,” my aunt says, and I drop my gaze to
the wedding dress draped across my legs. “And tell me more about Lachlan
Kane.”



LEYTONSTONE

Lachlan

The doors of Leytonstone Inn swing open to reveal the ocean and a curving
walkway lined with flowers. An angelic melody of piano and guitar rolls
toward us along with the scent of the sea.

Sloane’s grip on my arm tightens and | glance down at her from the
corner of my eye. Her black hair is pulled away from her face in loose
waves that lift on the breeze entering the room. A blush creeps into her
cheeks as she smiles, her dimple deepening next to her lips.

She glances up at me with sharp hazel eyes. “Are you staring at my tits?”

| sputter and choke on the sea air.

“Christ Jesus,” | hiss as she tosses me a devious grin and takes a step
forward, prompting me to match her stride. “Just when | thought my brother
was the biggest pain in my arse, you came along.”

“I’'m trying to keep you humble, Lachlan. An impossible job, quite
honestly,” she says, her smile only widening when | mutter a weak protest.
“But in all seriousness, don’t forget what | said.”

A groan works its way up my throat. | remember.

Don’t be a dick. Dance with the maid of honor.

| take a breath to ask why it matters or to make another attempt to get out
of it, but Sloane cuts me off.

“Bride’s orders,” Sloane whispers as though she’s crawled right into my
brain. “Or I’ll take an eye.”

“I’d like to see you try.”

“What did | say about threatening me with a good time?” When Sloane
looks up, a little tremor quivers in her lip and the grumbles | want to shoot



back at her evaporate. Her teasing bravado falters and she knows | can see
it, the nerves beneath the mask, the glassy sheen at her lash line.

“Hey,” | say, patting her hand. “You remember when you came into the
restaurant that first time and | was there?”

Sloane nods as she keeps her gaze trained away from me.

“l whispered something to my brother. Want to know what | said?”

She pauses, then nods again.

“l said, “That girl is too good for you, asshat, but she loves you anyway.
Don’t fuck it up.” And he won’t. One thing | know for sure, Spider Lady.
You and Rowan are meant for each other.”

Sloane’s face crinkles as she fights her hardest to hold back tears. With a
few deep breaths and a pass of a tissue beneath her lashes, she composes
herself. “Thank you.”

“Sure. Just keep my brother out of the whiskey. He’ll start singing ‘The
Rocky Road to Dublin” and it’s bad. It’s so feckin’ bad. He’s got a voice
that’ll make Satan weep.”

“Give Rowan all the whiskey. Got it.”

“Christ Jesus.”

An anxious giggle bubbles from Sloane. By the time we reach the open
door she’s vibrating, her arm unsteady against mine.

And then we pass the threshold.

| can feel the exact moment when she sees my brother waiting at the end
of the long aisle beneath an arch of flowers, the sea a shimmering backdrop
lit with the morning sun. Sloane’s talon grip on my arm relaxes. The
tremors fade. Her smile grows bright.

And as for Rowan?

He’s a feckin’ blubbering mess.

Rowan presses a handkerchief to his eyes, but it doesn’t stop more tears
from replacing the ones he catches. He shifts his weight from one foot to
another until Fionn claps a hand on his shoulder and whispers something in
his ear. Whatever it is earns Fionn a backhanded smack to the side of his
head, but Rowan never takes his eyes off Sloane.

“Do you boys ever leave one another alone?” Sloane whispers to me as
Fionn grins and Rowan returns to his state of crumbling disarray.

“Not usually. No.”

“Of course you don’t.”



We fall into silence as we draw close to the limited seating. There are
only a handful of guests, mostly Rowan’s friends and a few of Sloane’s
closest work colleagues and Lark’s elderly aunt, all of whom stand to watch
our progress with warm and encouraging smiles. They block our view of
the musicians seated somewhere to the left near the flower arch, but even
without seeing them, | recognize the singer’s voice.

My eyes narrow. My smile feels more like a grimace.

| try to resist the urge to glance in the direction of the guitarist and
pianist, nodding to the few guests | recognize as we near the archway. But
it’s futile.

My gaze slices to the musicians. To the source of the voice that crawls
into my chest and twists like barbed wire beneath my bones.

To Lark Montague.

Her sparkling blue eyes connect with mine for only an instant, just long
enough for us to glare at each other and look away. An electric charge
surges through my heart. | want a thousand things. To leave. To stay. To
pick up where we left off on that balcony. But which moment would |
choose? The one where | pressed my lips to Lark’s, her hair gripped tight in
my fist? Or the argument that still feels unfinished, one | want to reopen
like a festering wound, a cut across my memories that refuses to heal? No
matter how many times | try to ignore it, that conversation still bleeds into
my thoughts. My stomach twists when | remember that brief moment where
my sharp words struck a mark. I can still see the flash of hurt in her eyes.

You have no fucking idea who | am or what | know about consequences,
she’d said as she submerged her pain beneath fury.

Her words echo through my mind as Sloane and | slow to a halt and
stand before my disintegrating younger brother. The music fades into the
final bars of the song.

“You okay, pretty boy?” Sloane whispers to Rowan as he replaces his
damp handkerchief with a fresh one.

“You look ...” Rowan trails off and clears his throat to try again. It’s an
admirable attempt, but his voice remains little more than a gravelly whisper
when he says, “You look so beautiful, Blackbird.”

“You kind of cleaned up okay yourself. Though I’m a bit disappointed
you’re not in a velveteen dragon onesie.”

“It could use a wash,” he squeaks out.



Rose cackles off to the side and buries her grin in her bouquet. Fionn
grumbles something unintelligible about sports as a blush creeps from
beneath his collar. Lark joins the bridal party now that the song has
finished. She’s beaming. Tears dampen her cheeks as she takes Sloane’s
flowers alongside her own. And by Christ it takes me a long moment to
realize that Conor just asked who was giving the bride away and it’s up to
me to respond. Sloane catches the delay, of course. Her pinch on my arm is
what pulls me away from trying to decode Lark, a woman who can ram
some poor bloke into a lake with zero remorse, yet cries so hard at her best
friend’s wedding that one of her fake lash clusters falls off. Seriously. That
fucker slides right down her cheek and she swipes it into her hand, not
giving two shits about anything but Sloane and Rowan.

| set Sloane’s hand in Rowan’s and try to keep my attention on my
brother as he sniffles his way through his vows. Maybe there’s a sting in my
nose when Conor declares them legally wed by the laws of Massachusetts.
Maybe it burns a little in my throat when Rowan frames Sloane’s face
between his palms and just stares at her, making sure she knows this is the
most monumental event in his life.

“You’d better kiss me, pretty boy. You’re not my husband until you do,”
Sloane whispers as a single tear breaches her lashes and slides toward her
lips.

Rowan does kiss her, of course. He slides an arm across her back and
dips her as the small audience cheers. Lark is the loudest of all.

We have a few drinks at Leytonstone Inn, where Lark’s aunt Ethel has
arranged for canapés and cases of champagne, far more food and alcohol
than could ever be consumed by such a small group of people, even with
three rowdy Irish brothers in the mix. When everyone is sufficiently
buzzed, we file into chauffeured vans and head to town. We wind up at a
tavern down the road, an unfussy place filled with seaside knickknacks and
wood paneling and jovial locals. A dinner of barbecue ribs and fries and
beer is served with napkins printed with a logo of a melting ice cream cone
and the words BUTCHER & BLACKBIRD ANNUAL AUGUST SHOWDOWN. The
surprise detail makes Sloane first laugh and then cry as Rowan presses a
kiss to her cheek. When the DJ starts the music and declares it’s time for a
first dance, we surround my brother and his wife, and though | try not to let
it show, I marvel at how far he’s come from the reckless kid who was



always on my heels or making trouble for me to fix. Somehow, watching
Rowan now, with his life right where it needs to be, mine feels a little
empty, even though | couldn’t be happier for him. And though | mull that
over as | watch, | can’t settle on a reason why.

“Asshat,” Fionn says, interrupting my thoughts as he stops next to me at
the edge of the dance floor, which is filled with a combination of our little
wedding party and locals who have been swept along in our celebrations.

“Doctor Doily.” | smirk when he shoots me a side-eye that’s equal parts
menacing and pleading. | give a nod toward the small crowd. “Nice craic
this, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. Though you might have more fun if you weren’t such a dick and
asked the maid of honor for a little spin on the dance floor.”

“Ahh. The bride put you up to this?”

Fionn scoffs. Rolls his eyes. “I’m a doctor, you wanker. Observational
skills are kind of my thing.”

“So are crochet and a shocking inability to say no to dumb shit.”

“Stop deflecting from the issue at hand.”

“Oh, so you mean there’s a point to this conversation?”

“Damn straight there is. And the point is this: What the fuck is your
problem with Lark Montague?”

Something unnamed and unexpected tightens in my chest. “What do you
mean?”

Fionn grins and lets my question linger as he pulls a long sip of his beer.
It takes more concentration than it should to not look to where | last saw
Lark talking to the DJ and flipping through his music options. She was
splashing her sunlit smile all over him, and the fucker was basking in it like
he was trying to catch a feckin’ tan. Not that | was paying that much
attention.

“You think you’d have learned how to be a bit smoother, seeing as how
you’ve spent the last decade going through the women of Boston faster than
you change your fucking socks,” Fionn finally says.

My blood heats and | tap one of my rings on my glass as | take a drink,
resisting the urge to swallow the whole lot, ice and all. “I don’t know what
you’re feckin’ on about.”

“I’ve been watching you look at her all day. One minute you’re
glowering, the next you’re staring at her like a lost kitten, then you’re



glaring at her like she ripped the head off your teddy bear.”

“Fuck you,” I snarl. “And leave Mr. Buttons out of it.”

Fionn chuckles, nonplussed. We turn our attention back to the dance
floor and though I don’t look over, | can feel the amusement fade from my
youngest brother. Honestly, 1’d rather it stay, because the jabs I can take and
give back tenfold. It’s what comes after that | can’t navigate.

“Seriously though. You all right, brother?” Fionn finally asks. I can feel
his eyes on me, but | keep mine focused on the dancers. “It’s not like you to
be so miserable about a woman. Or to a woman, for that matter.”

“I’m not feckin’ miserable, you bellend.”

“What’s gotten into you?”

“Nothing. Absolutely nothing.”

“Then why are you being an arse? Like, more of an arse than usual?”

“I’m not being an arse.”

“No. You’re right, you seem perfectly charming. I’m sure she finds it
endearing.”

| growl and turn enough to pin Fionn with a menacing frown. He looks
straight back at me but his eyebrows knit together with worry. “I’m just
standing here, having a drink, trying to survive my overanalyzing little
brother, minding my own business. | have no clue what the hell you’re
talking about.”

“Right. Well you’d better figure it out soon, because | have a feeling the
bride noticed you trying your best to avoid Lark all day. Kinda hard to miss
your shittier-than-usual attitude, brother. And if there’s anyone in this room
scarier than you,” Fionn says as he claps me on the shoulder, “it’s her.”

He gives me a gruff laugh and walks away.

Fuck.

Though | try to keep my attention on his back, | can feel it, the weight of
Sloane’s murderous stare on the side of my face.

With a heavy sigh, | finally meet her eyes across the dance floor.

Sloane jabs a pointed finger in my direction.

Me? | mouth, my palm pressed to my chest, my expression one of sweet
innocence even though my guts twist in my belly.

Sloane points at me again and nods her head in Lark’s direction, though |
don’t dare look that way. Dance, she mouths in a silent command.

| pretend to be confused.



She does not pretend to be infuriated.

Sloane mimes the saddest little choreography I’ve ever seen as she
makes another voiceless demand. Dance with Lark. Right the fuck now.

| point to my ear and shake my head. Can’t hear you.

Sloane rolls her eyes, then pivots on her heel and marches away, her
glare not breaking from mine until she arrives at the bar. When the
bartender leans across the polished wood to take her order, a sense of dread
sneaks into my veins.

“Ah shit,” I whisper as he passes her a full bottle of Teeling whiskey.
She tosses me a dark and devious grin. My hands raise in a truce. “Okay,
okay.”

Sloane shakes her head and points to her ear before her expression shifts
into a sarcastic pout. Can’t hear you, she mouths.

“Feckin’ pain in the arse.” I’m about to stride across the dance floor and
beg her not to give the bottle to Rowan when Sloane’s face transforms. A
slow smile plays on her lips and her eyes move to something just over my
shoulder.

Tap, tap, tap.

Three gentle taps land on my shoulder and | turn just enough to find
Lark’s crystalline eyes latched to mine. They’re still beautiful and bright.
But cutting.

“Dance with me.”

Whatever she feels about this demand she’s just made, | have no feckin’
clue. Her voice is nearly monotone, her expression a neutral patina. It’s
unnerving. This isn’t the vibrant woman | kissed on Rowan’s balcony, nor is
it the fiery one | argued with moments later. It’s not the one I’ve met a
handful of times since, who might have been displeased to see me, but who
still held warmth within her, as though she can’t stop its radiant heat. This
version of Lark is none of those things. This woman before me is cold, her
edges jagged.

| glance toward Sloane as though she might be able to shed some light
on the situation, but | don’t think she’s even blinked.

“Sloane will just stand there staring until you dance with me,” Lark says.

“Christ. You’re probably right.” A heavy sigh passes my lips as |
continue waiting for Sloane to at least blink, but she doesn’t. “I guess we
might as well.”



“That’s the spirit. Just the enthusiasm every woman is dying for.”

| hold out my hand. “Ready, duchess?” | ask. She doesn’t answer, just
stares at my palm like she has to work herself up to touch me. Maybe it’s
my missing fingertip? Does it freak her out? Maybe she never noticed the
first time we met and shook hands. She doesn’t seem like the type of person
that would be put off, but the longer she hesitates, the more | grow unsure.
“It’s not that bad,” | grumble.

She cocks her head to the side. “What isn’t? Dancing with someone who
hates you?”

Lark watches as | swallow and try to smooth my surprise beneath an
apathetic mask. “I ... | meant the finger.”

Confusion deepens the crease between Lark’s brows until | change the
angle of my hand so she can better see the missing end of the digit. Now
she just looks ... insulted. She scoffs and slides her palm onto mine, not
taking her attention from my face when I curl my inked fingers around her
hand. “I’m sorry for whatever happened to you,” she says as we face each
other, “but you really are a dumbass.”

“Just the compliment every man is dying for.”

With a wink that earns me an eye roll, we start dancing, just a slow sway
of movement in a gentle arc across the polished parquet floor. Though we
don’t talk, I sense there’s something Lark is eager to say. It’s as though she
doesn’t know how to start, so she presses her lips together and hums
instead. At first, it’s so quiet that I’m not sure if I’ve imagined it, but then it
grows louder. Soon she can’t seem to help but sing the occasional word, her
gaze trapped somewhere beyond my shoulder as she loses her focus to the
melody.

“l don’t hate you,” | finally say in the hope the tension between us will
break, my tone low and quiet, barely more than a whisper. Her eyes snap to
mine and her cold edge is back.

“Sure you do. And | don’t think I like you either.”

“Would you really give a shit if | did?”

“Yes, but not because 1I’m desperate for some dickhead guy to like me.”

“Thanks.”

“It’s just weird. So yes, | do give a shit.” There’s no hint of hesitation in
Lark’s voice. Her honesty isn’t just surprising, it’s refreshing. She must
notice that she’s caught me off guard with her reply, because she lets her



eyes rest on me for a moment before she looks away and shrugs. “Despite
what you think, I’m pretty nice, most of the time. People like me. Even the
ones who betray me.”

“Betray you? That’s dramatic,” | scoff, though an irrational spike of
anger still flares and dissolves in my chest. “They can’t like you that much
if they turn on you.”

“l said they like me. I didn’t say they respect me. There’s a difference.”

| turn her words over in my mind, reflecting on my interactions with
people in my past and the times I’ve felt betrayed and disrespected. “Maybe
you’re on to something there, duchess. I’m not sure how many people like
me, but most respect me, | think.”

“Most people don’t like you? What a shocking revelation.”

Lark’s hand leaves my shoulder and | glance down to catch her bright
smile and her flicker of a wave in Sloane’s direction. In just an instant, she’s
transformed, from cold and cutting to bright and blinding. | can actually feel
it, her love and adoration for Sloane, like rays of sunlight that slice through
a cloud. But it doesn’t feel forced or disingenuous. Her warmth seems just
as real as the icy unease that descends as soon as she faces away from
Sloane and back to me.

“How’s work? Still going swimmingly?” she asks. “Many glowing
reviews?”

A mirthless chuckle escapes and | scan the patrons around us. Her words
a trigger for an automatic response to check my surroundings. “It’s feckin’
fantastic,” | deadpan. “I get all the fun jobs, thanks to a certain former client
of mine.”

| glance down to watch the pulse pound in Lark’s neck where the skin
blotches with a deep crimson flush. She glances at me but can’t seem to
hold my gaze. “What if | told you | could fix that?”

| bark a laugh. Glare at her. Laugh again. “Fix it?”

“That’s right. And since your sense of intuition is about as functional as
tits on a rock, I’'ll tell you this plan makes me fucking miserable, if that’s
any consolation.”

“Well, that does hold a certain appeal. Do continue.”

Lark chews her lip for a long moment, and | remain silent this time,
determined to wait her out. “I’ve heard you’re looking to retire from your
... freelance ... escapades.”



“You mean my contract killer side gig and all the other bollocks that |
get roped into on a regular basis for my psycho boss?”

“Yeah,” Lark says after an audible swallow. “That.”

“Sure, retirement would be the goal, but | don’t think that’s ever gonna
happen.”

“You’re right, it won’t. Not unless you have a little help.”

“And you think you can help me?”

Lark’s ice-blue eyes would slice into me if they could.
person who can.”

My snort becomes a barked laugh as silence rolls on between us, Lark’s
hard stare unblemished by my dismissive huff. “l highly doubt that,
duchess. Besides, why would you want to? You don’t like me, remember?”

She lifts one shoulder. “True. But | need your help as much as you need
mine. And if | get it, I can make sure your boss wins the Covaci contract
back. Plus, I’ll get him the Montague contract too.”

My brow creases as | consume every micro-expression that flickers
across Lark’s face. “Your family had a contract? Never heard of it.”

“The Montague side didn’t. We’ve always handled our own shit. But
things are changing.” She looks up at me, then glances at something over
my shoulder. When | turn to follow her line of sight, | watch Sloane gather
the skirt of her wedding dress so she can sit on Rowan’s lap. His arm wraps
around her waist, the sleeves of his dress shirt rolled to the elbows, his
recent tattoo a burst of black and color across healed scars. They whisper to
each other as they pass the bottle of whiskey between them. “The Montague
side of the family is going to need to outsource soon,” Lark says, drawing
my attention back to her. “Protection. Fixing. Cleaning. It won’t be as much
work as my stepdad’s contract, but still enough to be of interest to your
boss, I’m sure.”

“What’s the business? If it’s drug smuggling, | won’t do it.”

Lark rolls her eyes. “It’s not drug smuggling.”

“What then, weapons? Shipping logistics? Investments?”

Lark takes a deep breath and squares her shoulders. “Muffins.”

“Muffins ...? Your family’s big bad business is feckin’ muffins?”

Lark jabs a finger into my chest. “Do you not know the mass market
food industry is full of sociopaths and murderers and dodgy-as-fuck
behavior?” Lark hisses as | dissolve into laughter. “Have you never heard of
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the history of literally any food and beverage franchise or producer?
Montague Muffins can psycho with the best of them.”

“And you need contracts. For your muffin business.”

“It’s a highly competitive industry. Don’t you know Bob’s Banoffees?
That guy’s always riding my aunt’s ass.”

| briefly raise my hand from her waist in a gesture of surrender. “Okay,
okay, | believe you. Anyone who feels the need to argue that point clearly
fits the bill.”

“Fine. Maybe sometimes weapons might get shipped with a batch or
two, but mostly it’s just about the muffins.” Lark rolls her eyes and shifts
her attention to the other couples on the dance floor. Her steps become
smaller as she watches them, her movements stiff. Maybe it’s just nerves
that | sense in her. She’s clearly worried about getting to the point of what
she wants out of this proposed deal. But when her eyes linger on Conor and
his wife, Gabriela, as they dance nearby, it isn’t just anxiety that | see in
Lark. It looks like loss. Like surrender. Like she’s trying to wrap herself in
tight armor, when all she really wants, all she really needs, is just a deep
breath of cool air.

| know what that looks like, because | know what it feels like. “What is it
you want from me? Because I’m not going to gnaw my leg free from one
trap just to find myself caught in another.”

“Spoken like a true trash panda,” Lark says with a fleeting, melancholy
smile. When she tugs her gaze away from Conor and Gabriela, she keeps
her eyes away from mine, her face pale. “It seems as though someone is
killing off my mother and stepfather’s business associates. It’s spilling into
my extended family. And this isn’t really the kind of thing where we want
the police nosing around in our shit. I’m sure you can understand wanting
to keep law officials away from the people you love, right?”

“Right,” | reply, my voice grim. | automatically scan the room to find my
brothers. “Do you have anything to go on?”

“Nothing concrete yet aside from a set schedule. The killer seems to be
targeting the victims when they’re alone and leaves nothing behind. But I’'m
hoping you’ll be able to help me put the pieces together. From what |
understand, that kind of thing is in your skill set.” Lark nods in Rowan and
Sloane’s direction. “You know how to investigate crime as much as you



know how to cause it. | know you’ve put together information for their
annual game.”

“I guess | shouldn’t be surprised that you know about that.”

“Let’s just assume from now on that | know more about you than you do
about me, shall we?”

Lark’s snide little glare isn’t just a swipe at me, it’s a warning. And
though | try to keep my expression neutral, we both know she’s right. Ever
since the night we met, I’ve done my best to avoid anything that has to do
with her, mostly out of sheer shame and stubbornness. The consequence?
Lark Montague now has the upper hand.

“So my boss gets the two contracts, you get the murderer, and | get my
freedom. Everybody wins. Does that sum it up?”

Fine lines crinkle at the corners of her eyes as Lark’s face scrunches in a
cringe. “Almost.”

“What do you mean, almost?”

“There’s a slight catch.”

“Can’t wait to hear this.”

“We need to get married.”

“Bollocks.” | snort a laugh, but nothing in Lark’s expression changes. |
laugh again and it’s a derisive, mirthless sound, but she doesn’t flinch. “Oh
my feckin’ Christ, you’re bloody serious.”

“Sadly.”

“Why ...? Why the hell would we need to do that?”

“Because it’s the only way | can guarantee your safety. My family sees
you as a likely suspect.”

“Me.”

“Disgruntled assassin with the means to exact precise revenge on the
people who fucked up his contract killer gig? Kinda fits the bill, don’t you
think?”

| see what she means but | don’t want to give it to her. “No,” | say.

Lark sighs, exasperated. “Does it even matter if it’s not you? You’re a
strong contender as a potential threat, so to them it’s better just to put you
down and see if that solves the problem. And me vouching for you won’t
fix it. My parents won’t care if they think we’re friends. They won’t care if
| tell them | h