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CHAPTER ONE

Unease
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A warm gust of wind slid through my partially opened window, stirring the sheer curtains and spilling city light across my bedroom. Even at night, there was no escaping the noise—the tenants upstairs screaming and bickering, police and ambulance sirens cutting through the dark, the clock ticking feverishly above my head. But if I had to choose the worst of it, it was the endless rush of cars tearing down the highway.

There was no peace in the city of Boswell.

Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the man from the bar roll onto his side to face me. His arm lay heavy across my bare chest. I stifled a shudder. The darkness hid most of his features, but I could tell he was handsome. Older than me—thirties, maybe—and the wedding ring catching the light told me everything I needed to know.

Scum.

And me?

I shoved the thought away. Not today.

He was still asleep, thank God. At least I wouldn’t have to endure the hollow small talk that always followed bringing strangers home. Carefully, I slipped out from beneath his arm. The mattress squealed as I perched on the edge of the bed. I grabbed my robe from the floor and wrapped it around myself like armor.

I hated being naked. Men always looked—either with hunger or disappointment. Some didn’t bother hiding their judgment. My body was forgettable: slender, no curves worth noting, average breasts, no ass to speak of. I blended easily into the background. The only thing anyone ever noticed was my thick red hair, an untamable mass of curls I inherited from my father, along with pale skin and freckles.

I moved quietly through the apartment, every step a risk. The building was ancient, and the floorboards complained beneath my weight. A stale, musty smell clung to everything, immune to fresh air.

Most of the apartment stayed bright thanks to the windows. The bedroom was the exception—and the only place that ever felt private. Privacy was a luxury in Boswell. Someone was always nearby. Always listening.

Sometimes I wished I could leave. Go home. Back to open fields and the family farm my parents once ran. The town was barely big enough to earn the name; my extended family made up half the population. But there was no money there. And money was the reason I was here.

The bathroom sat just beyond the bedroom, barely larger than a closet. The linoleum floor was stained beyond saving. Yellow wallpaper peeled at the seams, its dated pattern screaming neglect. The toilet and shower were crammed together, the sink across from them temperamental at best.

The smell hit me immediately.

My gaze dropped to the mess around the toilet, and memory surged—kneeling on cold tile, a warm hand steadying me, another holding my hair back as I retched. Sweet cocktails mixed with bile burned my throat.

I gagged.

Why did I keep doing this to myself?

I cleaned in silence, jaw tight. This would be the last time. No more drinking myself into oblivion. If I was going to survive in this city—if I was going to make money—I needed control.

My family was counting on me.

The shower water was scorching, but I welcomed the sting. Steam filled the room as I worked knots from my hair. Then I saw it.

Black ink.

My stomach dropped.

No.

I scrubbed harder. The markings didn’t fade.

Panic crept in as my mother’s voice echoed in my head. Valerie May, you should be ashamed.

I stared at the unfamiliar inscription, pulse roaring in my ears. I’d gotten a tattoo. Blackout drunk. With no memory of it.

I think it was safe to say I’d finally hit bottom.

Later, wrapped in an oversized shirt, I stood before the mirror. I looked too much like my father. Same hair. Same face. My little ruby, he used to call me.

The thought cut deep. When we lost him, we lost everything.

I turned away.

Today mattered. I needed money—about a thousand dollars by week’s end.

Ana was counting on me.

Hunger pushed me into the kitchen. I didn’t have much. Lately, it’s been hard to scrape up enough money just for bills, let alone groceries. But I suppose I did have a few eggs left. I couldn’t attest to how old they were. But beggars can’t be choosers.

I glided to the stove, preparing my breakfast in the usual peaceful silence I’ve grown used to. Surely, my overnight guest would be making a sneaky exit soon. I would pretend that I didn’t notice him leave of course. It made things... less awkward.  

Movement from the bedroom snapped my focus back. Footsteps. A yawn.

“Morning,” a deep voice said easily. “What are you making? Smells good.”

I stiffened but didn’t turn around. 

Are you serious? He is still hanging around? 

“Eggs.” I answered lamely. 

A chair scraped across the floor, taking me even further by surprise. 

He was sitting.

I glanced over my shoulder, mildly annoyed by this situation. 

He wore only black dress pants, sitting easily in his own skin. Broad shoulders. Lean muscle. His dark hair fell carelessly across his forehead, too neat to be accidental, too messy to be intentional. When he lifted his gaze, emerald eyes locked onto mine—bright and intent, holding my attention longer than necessary. The look sent a slow, unwelcomed warmth through me, the kind that settled low and refused to be ignored.

“Not much of a talker,” he said. “You were friendlier last night.”

I ignored him. Hoping that would be enough for him to take the hint and go. Instead, he checked his wallet, then nodded once. “Good. I was hoping you weren’t a thief.”

He’s a jerk too. 

“I’m a lot of things,” I said, turning back to meet his gaze. “I don’t steal.”

A faint smile touched his mouth. “Noted.”

I shut off the burner. “Why are you still here?” I was done being subtle. He clearly wasn’t going to leave on his own accord. 

“Breakfast would be nice.”

“You’re serious.”

“You didn’t need to know me to take me home,” he said, brows lifting slightly. “Figured the rules were flexible.”

The words landed harder than they should have. I swallowed, heat flaring in my chest. He thought I was a whore. Maybe I’d earned the assumption.

He exhaled. “That was a bad joke.”

I grabbed two paper plates and split the eggs. Habit over pride. I slid one plate toward him.

His surprise was brief, but real.

“This is all I have,” I said. “Eat. Then leave.”

We ate in silence. I stole glances when I thought he wasn’t looking. Dark hair, sharp lines softened by shadow. Those green eyes—emerald, vivid—missed nothing. He was beautiful in a way that made it hard to look away. Not gentle, not flashy—just quietly, undeniably magnetic.

“Your name?” he asked.

I hesitated. “Valerie.”

“Liberty Park, right?” Recognition flickered. “You’re the painter. I’ve been looking for you.”

I steadied my expression. Even as shock gripped at my stomach. He is familiar with my work? 

“I used to paint at the park for a hobby, yeah.” I nodded, trying not to let my excitement leak into my voice. 

I’ve never been recognized for my art before. To be honest with myself, it was a dream come true. 

“There’s a painting I want,” he said, voice steady, already certain. “Third in the stack. In your closet. The one you keep behind the others.”

My spine stiffened. “You went through my things.”

My excitement dwindled immediately. Replaced with discomfort. 

“I may have snooped just a little.” He answered with no hesitation, or shame. “I apologize.”

Unease curled low in my gut. I nodded toward the bedroom. “Well, by all means, go ahead and grab it.”

He rose from the table without another word, movements unhurried, chair legs whispering against the floor. I listened as his footsteps crossed the apartment, the faint creak of the bedroom floorboards marking his path. A moment later he came back, the painting held carefully in both hands, as if it mattered. I knew it instantly—a couple near the fountain. Intimate. Unaware.

He didn’t speak at first. His expression didn’t shatter or twist; it went still, like something carefully locked in place. His jaw tightened almost imperceptibly, breath slowing as his gaze traced the familiar lines of the figures on the canvas. There was pain there, yes—but held under control, compressed into something quieter and heavier. If he felt anger, he didn’t let it surface. He simply looked, as if committing the truth to memory.

“Do you know them?” I asked.

“Yes.” His voice went quiet. “That’s my wife. And my best friend.”

My breath caught. “I’m sorry.”

And I thought that I had some terrible luck. This might have become the worst day of his life. I mean, that would explain why he was here. A one-night stand with a random chick, it’s a great way to cheer yourself up. I’m sure that was the intentions here. 

He laughed softly, without humor. “You gave me the answers I was looking for.”

He explained—how suspicion had driven him, how he’d been looking for proof he could no longer deny. Somewhere along the way, he’d heard about a painting—two figures caught in a moment too intimate to misunderstand. An artist who worked in the park.

That trail led him to Bubba’s. I had no recollection of what happened next. Apparently, one conversation turned into another. One drink into the next. Before either of us realized it the night had already tipped past control.

“It wasn’t supposed to happen,” he said. “I never meant to use you,” his tone was gentle.

I believed him. I didn't know why, but he just seemed like the kind of man that was very straightforward and honest. Although, I have been fooled in the past. I wasn't the best judge of character. 

I showed him the tattoo, turning my arm so the black ink caught the light. “Do you know what this is?”

The reaction was immediate.

The calm cracked.

His gaze snapped to my arm, all color draining from his face. The controlled stillness he’d worn since waking faltered—just for a second—but it was enough. His jaw tightened, breath hitching as he stared at the markings like they’d reached out and touched him.

“No,” he said slowly, too carefully. “I didn’t see it last night.”

But the concern in his eyes said something very different.

He studied the tattoo longer than was comfortable, as if committing every line to memory, as if it meant something he wasn’t ready—or willing—to explain.

It was suspicious behavior, but I realized that this man was going through a lot right now. He found concrete proof that his wife had cheated on him. It wasn't worth pushing this subject.  

“I’m Erik,” he said suddenly, offering his hand. Up close, there was something deliberate about him—controlled, self-possessed. It didn’t unsettle me. If anything, it made my pulse quicken in a way I didn’t want to examine too closely.

I shook his hand timidly. 

His grip lingered a fraction longer than necessary—firm, deliberate. His thumb brushed the inside of my wrist, almost absentminded, as if he were grounding himself. The contact sent a strange warmth skittering up my arm, subtle enough that I almost dismissed it as nerves.

Erik’s gaze flicked briefly to my tattoo, then back to my face, expression carefully neutral. Whatever intention lay beneath his touch, he didn’t give it time to show.

When I offered him the painting for free, he refused. The stack of bills he pressed into my hand made my chest tighten.

“Conditions,” he said calmly, as if we were negotiating something ordinary. “No bars. No drinking yourself into nothing. You take care of yourself—properly.” His gaze held mine, steady but not unkind. “You help your sister. You use this to get ahead, not to disappear. And if you paint again, you paint because you want to, not because you’re desperate.”

Tears burned behind my eyes, sharp and sudden, blurring the room as I fought to keep them back. My throat tightened, breath hitching as the heat spread, the kind of sting that comes when gratitude and exhaustion collide and there’s nowhere for it to go.

The bills were warm from his hands, heavier than paper should be. My fingers curled around them before I could stop myself, pulse skidding as the reality settled in. This wasn’t bar money or scraped-together rent—it was relief. Security. Time. For the first time in months, my chest loosened enough to let me breathe. Ana’s face flashed through my mind, followed by my mother’s tired smile, the farm, the debts. Five thousand dollars wasn’t a miracle, but it was a start. It meant choices. It meant I didn’t have to drown just to stay afloat.

I walked him to the door.

Erik paused on the threshold, the city’s noise bleeding in around him. For a moment, he simply stood there, coat in hand, presence filling the small space as if he belonged in it more than the peeling walls ever had. Then he looked back at me—no expectation, no promise, just that steady, unreadable calm.

“Take care,” he said.

The door closed softly behind him. I watched through the narrow window as he crossed the street and disappeared into the wash of headlights and shadow, moving with the same unhurried certainty he’d carried all morning. The apartment felt quieter after that. Emptier. But not hollow.

I went back to the table and counted the money once. Twice.

Five thousand dollars.

I sank into the chair, heart pounding.

Maybe—just maybe—Boswell hadn’t broken me yet.

As the reality of it all finally settled in, I hurried back into the kitchen and grabbed the landline. I had to call my mother. I couldn’t wait to tell her I’d managed to save enough for Ana’s chemotherapy this month.

My hands trembled as I dialed. It rang only once before Uncle Ronnie’s voice answered.

“Henderson residence.”

“Hey, Uncle Ronnie. It’s Valerie.” The excitement leaked through despite my attempt to keep it steady.

“Well I’ll be damned,” he said warmly. “Good to hear from you, lil’ Val. How’s the big city treatin’ you? That scooter still kickin’?” He chuckled softly, pride edging his voice. When I’d first moved to Boswell with nothing but a suitcase and too much hope, Ronnie had scraped together the money himself—said he wasn’t about to let his niece get swallowed by the city on foot.

“It is,” I said. “I was hoping to talk to Mom. Is she around?”

“Sure is. Hang on.” The phone was set down. I paced the length of the cord, heart thudding, rehearsing the words and failing not to blurt them out.

I worried about my mother. The drinking. The weight she carried. But with Ronnie there—for her and for Ana—I’d let myself believe things were holding together.

Footsteps. Then her voice, tired but familiar.

“Valerie. It’s about time you called. I’ve been worried sick, honey.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I’ve been busy—but I have good news.”

“Well, don’t keep me waiting.”

“I’ve got the money. I can send the full amount for Ana’s treatment this month—and a little extra.”

Silence.

My stomach tightened. “Mom?”

She exhaled slowly. “That is wonderful, sweetheart. Truly. But... things’ve changed. We took Ana into town the other day.”

My chest constricted. “What did they say?”

“The cancer isn’t responding the way they hoped. She’ll need more chemotherapy than planned. And surgery.” Her voice broke. “They want to remove both breasts.”

I pressed my free hand to the counter, swallowing hard as she cried. I stayed quiet, letting her have the space. When she finally stopped, I forced the words out.

“If we keep up with the medication... how long?”

“The new drugs are three thousand a month,” she said quietly. “Valerie, I don’t see how we’re gonna manage that. You ought to come home. Spend what time we’ve got.”

“No.” The word came out firm. “I have over five thousand right now. I can do this. Please—trust me.”

She sighed. “Even then, the surgery alone would be nearly forty thousand.”

The number hit hard, but I didn’t let it show. “Then I’ll work harder. Just tell me how long the medication buys us.”

“If it works—five years. If it doesn’t...”

Five years would have to be enough.

“I can do it,” I said. “I promise. Give me five years.”

She hesitated. “You’ve been struggling just to send the old payments.”

“I got a better job,” I lied smoothly.

The lie tasted bitter. I hated lying to my mother—hated how easily it came now—but honesty had never helped her. The truth only weighed her down, fed the guilt, the nights she drank herself numb trying to forget how much she’d failed us. So I learned to soften things, to bend reality into something she could survive. If my lies kept her sober another day, kept her from reaching for the bottle, then I would carry them. I would always carry them.

Another pause. Then, resigned. “Alright. We’ll continue. But if this doesn’t work—you come home.”

“Deal.”

“I’ll send groceries with Ronnie,” she added.

“You don’t have to—”

“Valerie May,” she said gently, slipping into the tone she’d used my whole life. “Let me help.”

I smiled despite myself. “Alright. I love you.”

“I love you too. Be safe.”

When the line went dead, the apartment felt too quiet again. I grabbed a pen and paper and started running the numbers. Three thousand a month. Forty thousand in five years. Rent. Utilities. Groceries.

My head throbbed.

It sounded impossible.

Which meant I couldn’t afford to fail.

I was supposed to be off today, but there was no way I could sit around. I couldn’t afford to. I had a staggering amount of money to make.

I reached into the kitchen drawer and pulled out three envelopes, scribbling labels across the fronts: Ana’s Medication. Ana’s Surgery. Bills & Groceries. It was the only way I knew how to keep money straight—how my mother had always done it. Simple. Tangible.

Still, the thought unsettled me. If someone broke into my apartment, it would all be gone. I shoved the envelopes back into the drawer and told myself I’d find a better hiding place later.

There was no time to waste.

I dialed the diner, pacing as it rang. Eddie answered in his usual irritated bark, but the moment I offered to come in on my day off, his tone flipped. Grateful. Almost cheerful. I’d never heard him thank an employee before, so when he did, it caught me off guard.

Apparently several girls had called off, leaving the diner short-staffed—nothing new. Eddie favored young, part-time college girls. Cheap labor. Unreliable. But he had a soft spot for them, the same way my father once did. Sour exterior. Decent heart.

I dressed fast—my cleanest jeans, unstained and intact, and the diner’s logo T-shirt. My hair went into a ponytail, thick and heavy down my back. It needed cutting. Mom usually handled that when I went home.

A knock sounded at the door.

I ignored it and grabbed my purse, checking for my scooter keys and wallet. The knocking grew louder, followed by an impatient sigh.

Tina.

I quickly counted out her rent from Erik’s cash and stuffed the rest into my wallet. I didn’t like carrying that much on me, but it felt safer than leaving it behind.

“I know you’re in there, Miss Henderson.”

I opened the door with a smile I didn’t feel. Tina stood there in all her glittering irritation—short, sharp-eyed, dripping in jewelry. Wealth worn like armor.

Tina looked at me the way someone looks at trash left on the curb a day too long—annoyed, inconvenienced, offended by its very presence. From the moment I’d signed the lease, she’d made it clear she saw me as a mistake she couldn’t undo. Her eyes swept over my clothes, my face, my posture, tallying every flaw like it was her job.

She always spoke to me slowly, deliberately, as if I were stupid rather than struggling. Every word carried the same unspoken message: you don’t belong here. To Tina, I wasn’t a tenant—I was a risk. Someone she tolerated only because the rent eventually showed up, even if it arrived late, folded too many times, and handed over without pride.

She loved reminding me how lucky I was. Lucky she hadn’t evicted me. Lucky she was willing to be patient. She stood there in her pressed clothes and expensive jewelry, superiority clinging to her like perfume, while I nodded and swallowed the resentment burning the back of my throat. Reacting only ever made things worse. Silence, I’d learned, was safer.

She looked me over like a ledger that didn’t balance. Peach-colored hair twisted into a tight bun, expensive jewelry clinking as she crossed her arms.

“I don’t suppose you have rent?”

“I do.” I handed it over.

She counted it twice, then narrowed her eyes. “Third month late. I’ve been patient, Valerie, but patience doesn’t pay my bills. From now on, every late day costs you fifty dollars extra.”

I nodded. “Understood.”

Her gaze dropped to my clothes. “Working on your day off?”

“Yeah. I need the money.”

She scoffed and walked away.

I locked up and headed for the stairs, relief loosening my chest once she was gone. The building smelled faintly of rot and cleaner, the floors sticky beneath my sneakers. It was a dump—but it was cheap.

I waved to Pete at the lobby desk. He was ancient—white hair, bent spine, glasses always sliding down his nose—and he treated me like I mattered. Since moving to Boswell, he was the only person who’d ever bothered to learn my schedule, ask if I was eating enough, or notice when I looked too tired. He smiled warmly and waved back, the same way he always did, like seeing me made his day a little better. And maybe it did mine too. Lately, though, he’d been coughing more—dry, rattling sounds he waved off with a joke. I told myself not to worry. People like Pete felt permanent.

Outside, I headed for my scooter—the ugliest vehicle in the lot. Old Blue. Faded paint. Duct-taped mirrors. But she started, coughing to life after a few seconds, and that was enough.

The ride to the diner was tense. Traffic roared past me, horns blaring. Boswell wasn’t kind to pedestrians—or scooters. I kept my head down and pushed through.

By the time I pulled into Dale’s Diner, the breakfast rush was already in full swing. People lined the entrance. My stomach knotted.

Eddie met me at the door, sweat-soaked and frantic. “Gear up. It’s just you and two others till noon.” Inside was chaos—noise, heat, bodies everywhere. Eddie shoved my apron and pad into my hands, already drenched in sweat.

“Yes, sir.” I answered. 

This was something I was good at. I smiled. Charmed. Hustled. This wasn't just a job for me. It was all I had. The one thing keeping me from living on the streets. I had to give it my all. 

Smile. Compliment. Make the customers feel seen.

By noon, my cheeks ached from holding a smile in place. 

I worked hard, kept the pace, helped where I could. One girl clung to me nervously, brand-new and overwhelmed. The other—older, bitter, untouchable—refused help entirely. Rumors followed her like smoke. I didn’t care enough to ask.

When more staff finally showed, Eddie shoved a paper bag of expired food into my hands and sent me on break. He wasn't completely aware of my situation, but he wasn't a dumb man, he knew I was struggling. Eddie would give me leftovers periodically. Today, I was thrilled to see some baked goods. Cookies, muffins and a freshly made, grilled cheese. 

I walked to Liberty Park, sinking onto the fountain’s edge, letting the noise blur. There were many others seated around the fountain, all in formal clothing. Possibly businessmen and women. Their elegant clothing put me in mind of the suit Erik had been wearing. 

Erik—his emerald eyes, sharp and unreadable, the way he seemed carved from shadow and intention. There was something about him that refused to settle in my mind, something unfinished. Not just his beauty, though that was undeniable—the dark hair, the controlled strength, the quiet gravity that made rooms bend subtly toward him—but the sense that he moved through the world carrying secrets he neither hid nor offered. I wondered, against my better judgment, what it would feel like to see him again. To stand in that steady presence and learn what lay beneath the calm. The thought lingered longer than it should have, warm and unwelcome, before I forced it aside along with the weight of his money still echoing in my hands.

By the time my shift finally ended, the sun was sinking low. I rode home exhausted, legs aching, shoulders heavy.

Pete was still at his desk when I returned. I pulled a slightly flattened blueberry muffin from my bag—the last one from the diner’s case, slipped in by the girl on register when Eddie wasn’t looking—and handed it to him. His smile made the long day worth it.

“How bad was it?” Pete asked, already peeling back the muffin wrapper.

“Busy,” I said. “Short-staffed. Same as always.”

He snorted. “That place’ll run you into the ground if you let it.”

“I don’t have that luxury.” I leaned against the desk, rolling my shoulders. “How about you? Anyone interesting wander through today?”

“Couple of complaints. One busted light. And Mrs. Halloway tried to convince me her rent was late because of mercury in retrograde.” He took a bite, eyes lighting up. “Worth it though. You didn’t have to do this.”

“I know.” I smiled. “I wanted to.”

He hesitated, muffin paused halfway to his mouth. “Hey... can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“I saw you last night. You came in late—with that man.” His voice stayed gentle, careful. “Tall. Dark hair. Looked like he didn’t belong here.”

My pulse skipped. “Erik.”

Pete nodded. “You were drunk, Val. Could barely keep your balance. I just—” He cleared his throat. “I wondered if you were alright. If he treated you right.”

The concern in his eyes tightened something in my chest.

Heat rushed to my face. “I know,” I said, a little too quickly. “I didn’t realize anyone noticed.”

Pete’s expression softened. “Hard not to. I was worried, that’s all.”

“I’m fine,” I said again, quieter now. Embarrassment curled low in my stomach—being seen like that, sloppy and unguarded. “He didn’t take advantage of me. Nothing like that.”

Pete searched my face for a beat, then nodded, relief loosening his shoulders. “Good. I just wanted to be sure.”

I looked down, brushing invisible lint from my sleeve. “I hope you didn’t think poorly of me.”

He snorted softly. “Kid, if I thought poorly of you, I wouldn’t still be sitting here.”

That eased some of the embarrassment I felt.

“I appreciate it,” I said.

He studied me for a moment, gentler now. “You look tired, kid.”

“I am.” I straightened. “But, I’ll manage.”

“Good.” He nodded once, satisfied. “Get some rest.”

I nodded, letting the quiet settle between us. Then I pushed off the desk, offered a small wave, and turned toward the stairwell. Pete went back to his paperwork as I climbed, the lobby’s low hum fading behind me.

The stairwell greeted me with stale heat and flickering light. I took the first flight slowly, calves already burning, knees protesting with each step. My apron might have been off, but my body hadn’t caught up yet—feet throbbing, shoulders knotted tight from hours of carrying plates and forcing smiles.

By the second flight, my breath came shallow. I dragged a hand along the chipped railing, sweat prickling at my hairline, the day’s exhaustion settling heavy in my bones. Every step felt earned, like my body was tallying the cost of survival.

The third flight was pure stubbornness. My thighs shook, lower back screaming, lungs tight as I pushed upward anyway. There was no elevator, no shortcut—just effort and the promise of a locked door at the top.

Making it back to the apartment felt like crossing a finish line no one else could see. I locked the door behind me and let my forehead rest against it for a moment, breathing through the ache in my legs.

I went through my usual routine on autopilot. Shoes kicked off. Lights dimmed. Normally, I would’ve tried to stay up a while, lose myself in a painting, pretend I still had something extra to give the day. Tonight, there was nothing left.

I showered instead, standing under the hot spray and letting it burn away the grease and stale air that clung to me after hours at the diner. When I finally crawled into bed, my hair was still damp, my body heavy, the sheets cool against my skin and faintly scented with something unfamiliar.

Erik.

I turned onto my side, pulling the sheet tighter around me, willing my thoughts to quiet.

Sleep came anyway—uneasy, threaded with his shadow.
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CHAPTER TWO

Hunger
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These were probably the worst few weeks of my life.

I had pushed myself to the limit every single day for an entire month. On the days I was scheduled to work at the diner, Eddie let me pull doubles—from seven in the morning until closing at eleven at night. On top of that, Tina reluctantly agreed to hire me to clean the apartment building on my days off.

The place wasn’t huge—only four floors, about ten rooms per floor—but doing all the cleaning myself was brutal.

There were muscles in my body that ached that I hadn’t even known existed. I was slowly adapting to the physical strain, but it was the stress that was really eating at me. No matter how hard I tried, Tina always found something to criticize. If it wasn’t dust I’d supposedly missed on the stair railings or complaints about the smell of the cleaner I used on the walls, it was a rant about how long the work took me.

I’d always thought she was a despicable woman, but she was worse than I’d imagined. I could see why none of her marriages had lasted. She was a monster.

Still, it would be worth it.

When she hired me, I signed a new contract: in exchange for two days a week of cleaning, my rent would be reduced by two hundred dollars a month. It would make things easier. I just had to keep telling myself that all this mental anguish would pay off in the end—when my sister could finally afford her surgery.

Today, I decided to actually take my day off and celebrate.

I’d officially reached my goal for the month. I had the full amount needed for Ana’s medication, enough for rent, and just enough left over to head to the bar for a few drinks. I wasn’t sure what I’d do for groceries, but if things got bad, I could always go to the local soup kitchen. Every Sunday morning, a kind group of people opened their doors to anyone in need. Most of the time it was canned fruit or stale bread, but if you got there early enough, sometimes you could snag some meat.

Sitting at Bubba’s Bar, surrounded by loud, reckless fools, I felt a twinge of guilt.

I’d promised myself my drinking days were over. Yet here I was, already on my fourth cocktail.

This time was different. Before, I’d been drinking to escape—to numb my thoughts and feelings. Tonight, I was rewarding myself. I’d been killing myself for weeks. One night of being an idiot wouldn’t hurt... right?

The bar wasn’t very crowded—not like usual. A group of foul-mouthed men huddled around the pool table near the front, stumbling and spilling beer, but the small tables sat empty. Normally, the bar would be packed so tightly people would overflow into the seating area. Tonight, it was just me and four others lined up along the counter.

Bianca was bartending. I knew her well—peppy, chatty, and small in stature, though that never fooled anyone. She was tough, but easy to talk to. She’d watched over me on countless nights, calling cabs and listening while I vented. She probably knew more about me than anyone else in the city.

I tipped my head back and finished my drink. The alcohol burned going down, but the creamy coconut and pineapple flavor made it easy to ignore. I could never remember what it was called.

My body started to sway. My legs had gone numb.

“It’s been a while since I’ve seen you in here,” Bianca said, setting another drink in front of me. “I was starting to get worried.”

“I know,” I said, shaking my head. “I kind of miss it, but I need to save money. You probably won’t see me again until next month.”

She smiled. “I’m proud of you.”

Despite the guilt prickling at me, I kept drinking.

Eventually, the urge to pee forced me off my barstool. I couldn’t feel my legs at all. Shakily, I walked to the back of the room, tripping and shuffling along. I swung my hand out for the doorknob to the restroom but missed it a few times before finally making it inside.

The bathroom wasn’t lit very well and had a strong odor of vomit and urine, which was odd—usually it was kept in pretty good shape. But in the state of mind I was in, it didn’t bother me. I stumbled into the first stall and quickly ripped my pants down, almost missing the toilet completely. I didn’t bother closing the stall door, so when a man came strolling in, I jumped in surprise.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I glared at him.

He froze in the doorway. His eyes—an intense, unmistakable blue—locked onto mine. Amusement flickered across his face as he folded his arms. “I could ask you the same question.”

I hastily shut the stall door and finished before stepping back out. He was still there, watching me, silently chuckling.

“It’s not very gentlemanly to barge into a bathroom while a woman is trying to pee,” I muttered as I washed my hands.

“Maybe so,” he said lightly, “but it’s not very lady-like to use the men’s room either.”

I glanced around, heat rushing to my face as I spotted the urinals lining the wall.

I couldn’t bring myself to look at him again. Keeping my head down, I slipped past him as quickly as I could and got out of the bathroom without saying a word.

Back at the bar, Bianca already had two drinks waiting.

“Sorry,” she said sheepishly. “I was about to stop you, but you made it in before I could.”

“I just wish you’d stopped the guy from coming in after me.”

She frowned, scanning the bar. “What guy? I didn’t see anyone go in.”

“Well, a guy was definitely in there,” I muttered, rubbing my face.

Bianca looked back at me, one brow lifting. “Valerie... how many drinks have you had tonight? Because I definitely didn’t see a man enter the bathroom after you.”

I waved her off without answering and reached for my glass instead, taking another long sip.

Curious now, I kept glancing toward the bathroom, half-convinced I’d imagined him entirely. When the man finally reappeared, my breath caught.

I was dead certain his eyes were blue. It had been the first thing I’d noticed about him. But as he made his way to the bar and took a seat a couple stools away from me, those blue eyes looked darker now—shadowed by the low light, or maybe by the alcohol blurring my vision.

I finished my drinks, stealing glances at him. Up close, he was even more striking than I’d thought. Tall—easily over six feet—with broad shoulders that filled out his tailored suit like it had been made just for him. The expensive fabric shifted when he moved, hinting at muscle beneath.

His dark hair was neatly styled but not stiff, a few strands falling loose in a way that felt effortless. A light dusting of stubble lined his jaw, softening the sharp angles of his face. And when those blue eyes lifted to meet mine, I felt uncomfortably seen.

He looked out of place in Bubba’s Bar—like someone who belonged in an upscale lounge instead of a dim dive—but he seemed completely at ease.

There was something familiar about him.

For reasons I couldn’t explain, he reminded me of Erik.

When Bianca finally reached him, he looked up from his phone and gave her a polite smile.

“I don’t suppose you serve Macallan whiskey here?” he asked, his tone hopeful but controlled.

Bianca let out a short laugh, looking him up and down. “A single bottle of that stuff costs more than this whole bar,” she said, her smile tight, irritation flickering across her face.

Zayne exhaled softly, unfazed. “Fair enough. Then I’ll take whatever whiskey you recommend.”

She studied him for a brief moment before reaching behind the bar and pouring him a glass of bourbon, sliding it across the counter.

“I’ll pay for her drinks for the rest of the night as well,” he added casually, nodding toward me.

I shook my head, a little dizzy. “You don’t have to do that. I can afford my own drinks.”

“I’m sure you can,” he said, finally turning those blue eyes on me. “Think of it as an apology.”

Bianca glanced between us with approval. “Looks like you made a friend, Val.”

We talked at first the way strangers do—carefully, skimming the surface. He asked where I was from, how long I’d lived here. I told him about the diner, about cleaning the apartment building, about my sister without going into too much detail. He listened—really listened—never interrupting, never looking distracted.

I learned his name was Zayne. He told me he traveled often for work. Didn’t say exactly what he did, only that it involved long hours and grand expectations. There was an ease to the way he spoke, a quiet confidence that never tipped into arrogance.

As the drinks kept coming, the space between us seemed to shrink without either of us meaning it to. His knee brushed mine. His hand rested on the bar just close enough that I could feel its warmth. When I laughed, he smiled like he’d caused it on purpose.

At some point, the jukebox switched to slower music. Zayne asked if I wanted to dance.

I laughed at first, unsteady on my feet, but he held me easily—one hand firm at my waist, the other guiding mine. We moved slowly, not really dancing so much as swaying together. My head tipped back against his chest, and for a moment, everything else faded.

When we returned to the bar, he stayed close. His fingers traced idle patterns against my arm. When I spoke, he leaned in, his cheek brushing mine. Each touch lingered a little longer than the last.

By the time Bianca called last round, the bar was nearly empty.

She flipped the lights brighter and gave us a knowing look. “Alright, lovebirds. Time to wrap it up.”

Zayne turned toward me fully then. The air between us felt charged, heavy with everything we hadn’t said.

“You okay?” he asked quietly.

I nodded, unable to keep the grin off my face.

He hesitated—just for a second—then leaned in. His lips met mine slowly at first, testing, before the kiss deepened into something heated and sure. My hands curled into his jacket as the world narrowed to the warmth of his mouth and the steady strength of his body.

When we finally pulled apart, my heart was pounding and my lips tingled. 

Bianca cleared her throat loudly behind the bar. “Alright,” she said, pointing toward the door, “I’m officially closed. You two don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here.”

I laughed softly, still a little breathless, and Zayne smiled at me like he was in on a secret. He slipped his jacket off, then paused, holding it open for me instead. The gesture caught me off guard. I hesitated before letting him drape it over my shoulders. It was warm—still holding his body heat—and smelled faintly of something clean and expensive.

Outside, the air was cool against my overheated skin. Zayne’s jacket settled around my shoulders, heavy with warmth and the faint scent of him. The street was quiet, the earlier noise fading into the distance as we walked. Our steps fell into sync without effort. His presence beside me was steady, grounding, even as my thoughts drifted hazily.

We moved close—not touching at first, then closer still. Our arms brushed. His hand found my back, firm and protective, guiding rather than leading. Each step felt deliberate, like we were both aware that the farther we went, the harder it would be to turn back.

The building came into view sooner than I expected. 

Inside the main entrance, the dim light revealed Pete leaning against the wall near the stairwell. He straightened the moment we stepped in.

His eyes went to Zayne first.

They lingered there—sharp, assessing, openly unwelcoming—before shifting to me. His expression softened slightly, concern replacing the tension in his jaw.

“Valerie,” he said, his voice calm but firm. “I’ll be up late tonight. If you need anything at all, you come get me. You hear?”

He never once acknowledged Zayne’s presence.

I nodded, suddenly feeling very aware of myself, of how close Zayne stood, of the jacket draped around my shoulders.

Pete held my gaze for another second, as if weighing something in his mind, then stepped aside. His attention never returned to Zayne, his body angled protectively toward me even as we passed.

I placed my foot on the first stair and felt Zayne close behind me. As we started up, I didn’t look back—but I could feel Pete watching us climb, his concern heavy in the quiet stairwell, until the curve of the staircase pulled us out of sight.

Only then did I reach for my keys.

Inside my apartment, the door barely had time to close before the air shifted.

The quiet snapped tight between us, charged and sudden. Zayne’s hands were on me without warning, firm and impatient, pulling me against him as my back hit the door. His mouth found mine with a hunger that stole my breath, the kiss rough and unmeasured—nothing careful left between us.

I tugged at his jacket, fingers clumsy, desperate. Fabric slid to the floor. His hands followed suit, pushing, peeling, undoing me as if he’d run out of patience for anything that slowed us down. I barely stayed on my feet as we moved, unsteady and half-laughing, bumping into furniture as the apartment blurred around us.

There was no pause. No weighing of consequences. No second thoughts.

We broke apart only long enough to find the bedroom, the path crooked and breathless. I stumbled against the edge of the bed, and he followed, his presence overwhelming—heat, weight, urgency—filling the room before the door even finished swinging shut.

The world narrowed to skin and motion and the undeniable pull between us.

Whatever came next was inevitable. Nothing could have slowed us down. Lost in the middle of uncontrollable passion, I experienced a night of the best sex I’ve ever had. 

I yawned and stretched, immediately aware of every ache and sore muscle in my body. My memories of last night were foggy—full of gaps and missing pieces—but there was one thing I was absolutely certain of.

I’d had out-of-this-world sex.

Mind-blowing. The kind that rewired something deep inside me. One night that made all the others blur into nothingness. I hadn’t known it could ever feel that good.

I glanced over sheepishly, then let out a breath of relief when I realized I was alone.

The bed looked like a hurricane had torn through it. The headboard had taken the worst of it—half of it leaned against the opposite wall. I had no recollection of how that had happened.

A shiver ran down my spine as my imagination filled in the blanks.

I didn’t have time to dwell on it. Uncle Ronnie would be stopping by later to collect the money for Ana’s medication. I kicked the sheets away and hurried toward the bathroom.

As incredible as last night had been with Zayne, a part of me felt a faint sting of disappointment that he’d left before I woke. I should’ve known better than to expect anything else. Erik had been an anomaly—a once-in-a-lifetime situation. I couldn’t compare every man to him.

I paused in front of the mirror, taking in my reflection.

My red curls were a tangled mess. Dark circles bruised the skin beneath my eyes. And there—just below my shoulder—finger-shaped bruises were already blooming.

My headache took priority. I swallowed a couple of Tylenol dry and turned on the shower, letting the sound of the water steady me. 

Hot water washed over me, steam filling the small space as I scrubbed away the lingering evidence of last night—perfume, sweat, the faint trace of bourbon that still clung to my skin. My muscles ached in that deep, satisfying way that made my stomach flip despite myself.

I had just rinsed the shampoo from my hair when a voice carried faintly through the apartment.

“Are you finally awake?”

I froze, water still streaming down my back.

My heart slammed violently against my ribs before recognition set in.

Zayne.

“Yeah,” I called back, forcing calm into my voice. “Just give me a minute.”

I took the fastest shower of my life, yanking a brush through my hair and twisting it into a messy knot. After scrubbing the sour taste from my mouth, I wrapped myself in the only thing close at hand—my sheer robe.

It barely covered anything, but it wasn’t like he hadn’t already seen me naked.

Still... nerves fluttered in my stomach.

When I stepped into the kitchen, I stopped short.

Zayne sat at the table, phone in hand. In front of him was a spread of food that made my breath catch—fruit, muffins, scones, pancakes. Coffee brewed on the counter beside several jugs of juice.

“What’s all this?” I asked, smiling despite myself.

His eyes lifted to meet mine, smoky gray now, and the corner of his mouth curved. “Breakfast. I figured I owed you. I may have... destroyed your bed.”

His gaze flicked briefly to my robe, lingering just long enough to heat my cheeks.

I sat quickly, tugging the fabric closed. “Yeah. I noticed. Where did all this come from?”

“I checked your fridge,” he said mildly. “It was empty. So I went shopping.”

Embarrassment crept up my neck. I focused on the pancakes, barely restraining a groan as I took my first bite. Warm, sweet, indulgent—better than anything I’d tasted in years.

“That good?” he asked, amused.

I nodded, mouth full.

The morning settled into a strange rhythm. We ate mostly in silence. Outside, rain streaked the windows. I watched it fall, memories tugging me backward—to my father, rainy days on the porch, soup simmering on the stove.

“What’s on your mind?” Zayne asked softly.

“Home,” I said. “Rain reminds me of my dad.”

His expression shifted. “You were close?”

“I was.” My chest ached. “He was a good man.”

“I never really knew mine,” Zayne said after a pause. “My brother did. He says he wasn’t great.”

Something tightened behind his eyes. I let the subject drop. I sensed there was some tension present when Zayne talked about his family. He hadn’t mentioned much of his family last night. Maybe it was a touchy subject. I could relate to that, I don’t have the healthiest family dynamic either. 

The food disappeared faster than I expected. Pancakes gave way to fruit, then coffee—strong and just sweet enough. My headache dulled to a manageable throb as warmth settled into my bones.

Zayne leaned back in his chair, watching me with quiet amusement. Not predatory. Not rushed. Just... attentive. It made me oddly aware of myself—of the way my robe slipped when I reached for my mug, of how his eyes tracked the movement without ever lingering too long.

We talked easily. Small things at first. Where I grew up. How long he’d lived in the city. He listened more than he spoke, but when he did, it was thoughtful—dry humor threaded through careful restraint. I found myself smiling without realizing it.

Time softened around us.

At some point, I tucked one leg beneath me on the chair, absently rubbing my arm as I leaned forward to grab another strawberry. My fingers brushed something unfamiliar.

I frowned.

I stared at my arm, turning it slowly beneath the kitchen light. The ink was dark and clean, the edges too sharp to be old. My skin around it felt faintly warm, almost sensitive, as if it were still settling into place.

“No,” I whispered. “That’s not possible.”

I dragged my sleeve higher, my pulse ticking louder in my ears, and then checked my other arm—already knowing what I’d find.

There it was.

The first tattoo. The one that had appeared weeks ago without explanation. The two of them faced each other now, mirrored and deliberate, like they’d always been meant to exist together.

Zayne was on his feet instantly, gripping my arm. He went deathly still.

His fingers were warm, but his grip had gone rigid, like he was holding something fragile—and dangerous.

“You said this is your second one,” he said carefully.

I nodded, my throat tight. I showed him the first. “I don’t remember getting either of them. The first one appeared after... a one-night stand.”

The words felt heavier saying them out loud. Stupider. Impossible.

His reaction was immediate. Alarm. Anger. Then restraint.

It flickered across his face in rapid succession, barely contained, like something sharp had just been sheathed at the last second.

“What?” I asked. “What is it?”

His forced smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Are you free today? I’d like to take you to my office. We can have these removed.”

A chill slid down my spine.

“That doesn’t answer my question,” I said. “Do you know how this happened?”

For a split second, something shifted in his gaze.

His eyes flickered—blue, just for a moment. Had I imagined his shadowy gray eyes a moment ago? This wasn’t  a trick of the light. Not exhaustion. Blue eyes peered at me now. .

“You were marked,” he said quietly. “By another reaper.”

The word landed wrong. Heavy. Final.

“A... what?” My voice barely worked.

He studied my face, searching for something—fear, disbelief, maybe denial. When he didn’t find enough of it, he exhaled slowly.

At my silence, Zayne straightened slightly, as if choosing his words with care.

“We’re not cloaked figures with scythes,” he said. “Not like the stories. A reaper is what’s left when death is given purpose. Bone, yes—but not decay. Structure. Permanence. We exist to guide what’s already ending. To witness it. To make sure it happens when it’s meant to.”

My stomach twisted. “So... you kill people?”

“No,” he said immediately. “We don’t cause death. We’re bound to it. Simply put, we help the souls of the deceased reach their final resting place.”

He searched my face, gauging how close I was to bolting. But that was the furthest thing from my mind. It was clear this guy must have some mental issues. Or maybe he was just crazy. 

“I think you should go,” I said cautiously. A prickle of unease crawled up my spine. Suddenly, I didn’t feel nearly as safe as I had a moment ago. I didn’t really know this man. We’d met briefly, both of us had too much alcohol last night, and now I was standing in my kitchen listening to this wild, mythical tale.

The unsettling part wasn’t just what he was saying—it was that he seemed to genuinely believe every word.

“Listen,” Zayne said calmly, holding my gaze. “I know this sounds insane. But those markings on your arm must be addressed. It isn’t safe.”

His voice didn’t waver. Not even a little.

I remained silent, weighing my options. Should I humor him and listen to this fairytale a little longer—or find a way to make a speedy exit for the door? I understood that some people carried baggage with them from their past, but this felt like far too much for me to unpack in one morning.

“If I must, I can prove what I’m saying is true,” he continued, completely stoic.

I shook my head slowly. “You aren’t making sense, Zayne.”

He didn’t smile, in fact, his posture seemed to tense further. 

What happened next unraveled everything I thought I knew about the world.

And then he proved it.

Zayne didn’t move toward me. He didn’t reach out. He simply stood there as his skin began to fail him—as if it could no longer remember how to stay whole. Starting at his fingertips, his flesh softened, losing structure, melting away in slow, unnatural waves. Where it vanished, it didn’t fall as skin should have. It broke apart into fine gray dust, whispering softly as it hit the floor.

Bone emerged beneath it—clean, pale, impossibly intact. The transformation crept up both of his arms, exposing skeletal hands and forearms where living skin had been moments before. My breath caught painfully in my chest as it spread to his face. Half of it gave way, dissolving into ash, revealing the stark curve of a skull beneath.

One side of him remained untouched. Warm. Human. His vibrant blue eye stared back at me in sharp contrast to the other—an empty, cavernous socket that swallowed the light around it.

I couldn’t move.

Fear rooted me in place, locking my joints, stealing the air from my lungs. My mind raced, desperate for logic, for anything that could explain what I was seeing. Hallucination. Shock. Some elaborate trick. But no rational thought could survive the undeniable reality standing in my kitchen.

This wasn’t makeup.

This wasn’t a costume.

This wasn’t possible.

And yet it was happening.

Right in front of me.

When it was over, when he stood solid and whole in front of me again, the silence felt deafening. The truth settled heavy between us. Zayne was a grim reaper. 
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CHAPTER THREE

Recognition
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Zayne didn’t speak right away.

He stood a few feet from the table, hands loose at his sides, posture deliberately relaxed—as if any sudden movement might send me bolting for the door. The oppressive weight that had filled the kitchen after his display began to thin, replaced by something quieter. Careful.

“I don’t want to overwhelm you,” he said finally, his voice measured. “We can slow this down. As much as you need. We go at your pace.”

I swallowed, my heart still racing, my eyes flicking briefly to the spot where his arm had... changed. The image was burned into my mind, no matter how hard I tried to rationalize it away.

“You already showed me something impossible,” I said. My voice came out steadier than I felt. “So maybe start with the part that actually involves me.”

His gaze dropped—just for a moment—to my arms.

“The marks,” I continued. “What are they? And how did they appear when I didn’t even know it was happening?”

Zayne exhaled slowly, like he’d been bracing for this.

“The first mark,” he said carefully, “was placed by another reaper.”

My stomach tightened.

“There are many kinds of markings,” he went on. “Some are intentional. Temporary. Useful. But the one on your arm—” His jaw clenched. “That one isn’t.”

He stepped closer, though he still kept a respectful distance. “It’s called the Eternal Crest.”

The name alone sent a chill crawling along my spine.

“It’s given when a reaper encounters their soul mate,” he said. “Not by choice. Not by ritual. It happens instinctively. Accidentally. The connection forms before either side understands what’s occurring.”

I stared at him. “You’re saying someone—someone I barely know—just did this to me?”

“Yes.”

“And they didn’t bother explaining?”

Something dark flickered behind Zayne’s eyes.

“That’s what concerns me,” he said, irritation seeping through the calm he’d been so carefully maintaining. “A reaper who places an Eternal Crest knows exactly what it means. They know the confusion it causes. The danger. To walk away without explanation—” His hands curled briefly into fists. “It’s reckless.”

His temper flared fast, sharp and contained, like lightning trapped behind glass.

“You said this appeared after a one-night stand,” he added, studying my face. “That means you’ve come into contact with another reaper recently. One who should have known better.”

Could it have been Erik? He was the last person I’d slept with—and really the only new variable in my life as of late. When he appeared, so did this mark. He’d even seen it. Told me he didn’t know how I got it.

My mouth felt dry. “I didn’t know he was anything other than human. He denied knowing anything about this mark.”

“Well,” Zayne muttered, his expression sour, “he sounds like a bastard.”

Silence settled between us again—thick, heavy, different than before. Not fear this time. Something closer to inevitability.

“I need you to understand,” he said, forcing himself to slow. “I’m not angry with you. But that mark ties you to someone whether you want it to or not. It forces you into this world.”

I looked down at the dark inscription on my arm, its lines suddenly feeling less like ink and more like a sentence carved into my skin.

“Does this mean,” I asked quietly, “that he didn’t... want me to be his soul mate? Does this mean I was rejected?”

Zayne’s expression softened. “I don’t know why this reaper did what he did. But I promise you—I will help you get the marking removed.”

“And the second one?” I asked.

His gaze followed mine.

“That,” he said, his voice dropping, “is something I owe you an apology for. I didn’t realize I’d marked you last night. That marking was completely out of my control.”

“What makes your mark different then the first one?” I swallowed, eyeing him closely. “This isn’t an eternal crest as well, is it?” 

Zayne’s eyes softened, the faintest smile pulling at his lips. “Unfortunately, no, it’s not the same mark. The one I placed... I’ve never seen before. It’s foreign to me. I don’t know what it means. So, it would be for the best to get you to my brother. He has the ability to remove markings such as this.” 

The silence that followed felt heavier than anything he’d said before.

“You don’t know what it does?” I asked.

Zayne didn’t answer right away. His gaze remained fixed on my arm, his expression unreadable—too controlled.

“That’s what worries me,” he said at last. “Reaper markings follow rules. Even the rare ones. They all come from something ancient. Documented. Understood.”

He finally looked up at me, and for the first time since this conversation began, I saw something raw flicker across his face.

“This one doesn’t.”

A cold sensation curled low in my stomach.

“If I can’t identify a mark,” he continued quietly, “I can’t predict how it will behave. What it will bind you to. Or what it might awaken.”

“Awaken?” My voice came out smaller than I intended.

His jaw tightened. “Some marks don’t just connect. They change things. They draw attention. From forces that don’t interfere unless they’re invited.”

My pulse hammered in my ears. “Invited how?”

Zayne’s gaze dropped again to my arm, lingering there like it was already too late.

“By existing.”

He straightened abruptly, as if catching himself. “Which is why my brother needs to see it. Immediately.”

“Wait,” I said, lifting my hands as I tried to wrap my head around everything he’d just told me. “Before we go see your brother, I have to know—you aren’t here... to take my soul. Right?”

Zayne stilled, watching me closely.

“I mean,” I rushed on, suddenly aware of how fast my heart was pounding, “you approached me at the bar. You came home with me. That was just... casual, right? You’re not here because I’m about to die?”

For a moment, I thought I’d crossed some invisible line.

Then Zayne chuckled—a low, genuine sound that cut through the tension.

“You don’t need to fret,” he said lightly. “Us meeting at that bar was pure chance. I was working in the area.”

My stomach twisted.

“There was a bad accident right across the street from the bar,” he continued calmly. “After I finished reaping the soul, I stopped in for a drink before heading back to the office.”

Across the street.

I swallowed.

“And besides,” he added, a faint smirk tugging at his lips, “I’d never consider having sex with someone on my reaping list.”

That... helped. Somewhat. But it only reminded me that I had slept with a supernatural being. A creature of bone and mysterious power. In fact, it was a very real possibility that I’d slept with two of them. I was certain that Erik had to be the other reaper. The one to leave the eternal crest. The one that had openly rejected this bond. If I could learn anything from this, it would be to end my drunken one-night stands. I needed to avoid men like the plague once these markings were removed. 

“Oh—good,” I said, then winced. “I mean... not good for whoever died around here. But, uh—since you’re here, what if someone needs your assistance?”

Zayne lifted a single brow as he raised his phone, the screen already lit. “When a job pops up, I send the details to my support team. They can handle things until we get your situation sorted out.”

So that was why he’d been on his phone so much.

I’d just assumed he was a jerk.

Relief washed over me, followed quickly by urgency. I pushed myself up from the chair. “Well, in that case, let’s get going. I don’t want to interrupt your work.”

But the thought struck me almost immediately—sharp and unavoidable.

Uncle Ronnie would be here soon. I couldn’t leave before he arrived. He needed the money for Ana. I couldn’t just disappear.

Zayne seemed to read the hesitation on my face. He nodded thoughtfully. “How about we meet at Liberty Park in about an hour? A new list of assignments is about to come in, and I’d like to get a head start.”

“That would be perfect,” I said quickly. “I’ll see you then.”

With that settled, I watched in stunned silence as his body began to dissolve—his edges blurring, fading into a soft swirl of gray ash that drifted downward before vanishing entirely.

“Incredible,” I muttered, staring at the empty space where he’d stood. “I don’t think I’m ever going to get used to that.”

I glanced at the floor. No residue. No dust.

“At least I don’t have to clean my floors every time he leaves.”

The joke fell flat in the quiet apartment.

As if he’d ever come back here anyway. Not until it was my turn. He was busy—important. He didn’t have time to linger around someone like me. Someone normal.

I shook the thought away and surveyed the kitchen. I decided not to clean up. Maybe Uncle Ronnie would want some breakfast when he arrived. For now, I needed to change into something less... revealing—and try to stay calm.

Easier said than done.

I settled on white jean shorts and a navy halter top, though I lingered in the bathroom longer than necessary. I hated shaving—always nicking myself, always wondering what the point was. If I wore long pants, no one noticed. Why bother?

After finishing up, I moved to the only furniture present in the living room. An old, tattered couch, held together by pure stubbornness. It creaked in protest as I flopped down.

Pulling my knees to my chest, I stared out the window toward the highway. Rain droplets tapped softly against the glass as sunlight began to break through the clouds. The weather was undecided—caught in transition.

My thoughts returned to Erik, although I had been trying really hard not to. There was a sore ache deep inside my chest. Had he really rejected me? And if so, why did it bother me so much? Why him? Was he really a reaper, like Zayne? Why didn’t he share any of these details?

Erik had made such a large impression on me when we met. When he handed me that thick stack of money—so generous, so eager to help. I really thought I had an idea of the type of man he was.

It was disheartening.

This whole situation had my emotions on a rollercoaster.

Time stretched thin while I waited. The apartment felt too quiet without Zayne’s presence—no strange gravity in the air, no impossible truths pressing against my ribs. Just the familiar hum of the city and the distant rush of traffic bleeding through the walls. I checked the clock more than once, nerves prickling beneath my skin as the reality of everything I’d learned settled heavier with each passing minute.

I hadn’t realized how tightly I’d been wound until I heard the sound of keys at the door.

My breath caught. Relief hit me so suddenly my eyes burned.

The door opened, and Uncle Ronnie filled the doorway like a force of nature—broad shoulders, weathered denim jacket, and that unmistakable fire-red hair cropped short, just like my father’s used to be. His presence alone made the apartment feel warmer, safer. Grounded. The scent of smoke and pine clung to him, like he’d stepped straight out of a campfire memory.

Seeing him snapped something inside me.

Tears welled before I could stop them, and I crossed the room in two quick strides, throwing my arms around him. He laughed softly as his massive arms wrapped around me, pulling me tight against his chest. For a moment, I let myself melt into the familiarity of him—the weight, the warmth, the solid proof that at least one thing in my life hadn’t changed overnight.

“It’s good to see you uncle,” 

“Hey, kid,” he boomed, his thick southern accent filling the apartment. “How you been?”

“I’m good,” I said, smiling as we pulled apart. “How was the drive?”

“Would’ve been fine if these young pups knew how to drive,” he grumbled, already heading for the kitchen. “Half a mind to knock some sense into ’em.”

He stopped short, staring at the spread on the counter. “Well I’ll be damned. You didn’t go makin’ all this just for me, did you?”

Best not to mention company.

“I figured you’d be hungry after the drive,” I said smoothly.

He sat, poking at the fruit. “This right here is why you’re gettin’ too skinny,” he said, wagging a finger. “There’s no meat on your bones anymore. Worryin’ your mama.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m healthier than when I moved here. And maybe you should cut back—one of your boys might mistake you for livestock.”

His laugh barked out of him, loud and unrestrained. “You got me there.”

That was us. Honest. Blunt. Family.

After eating far more than he claimed he would, we cleaned up together and moved out to the balcony. I handed him the envelope.

“How’s Ana doing?” I asked softly. “Is the medication helping?”

He sighed, the sound heavy with exhaustion. “Good days and bad. This one’s hittin’ her hard.”

Pain bloomed in my chest, sharp and immediate.

Her appointment was tomorrow. And if this medication didn’t work, Mom wanted me home. That unspoken pressure lingered between us, thick as humidity.

“I don’t mean to put anything heavier on your shoulders,” Ronnie said, his tone shifting—losing its usual easy warmth. Serious didn’t come naturally to him, which meant when it did, I listened. “But I need to fill you in on what’s going on at the farm.”

My stomach tightened. “What is it?”

“Your mother hasn’t been doing well.” His brow furrowed. “I’ve been findin’ beer cans again. All the usual hiding places. And there’ve been men comin’ around in the evenings too. Different ones. Most nights.”

When he mentioned the beer cans, anger flared—hot and immediate—sharp enough to sting behind my eyes. Disappointment followed close behind, settling deep in my chest like a familiar ache. She had promised me. Promised she would do better—for Ana, for me. I could already feel the words rising to my tongue, edged with venom, ready to spill.

“She promised me she had the drinking under control now,” I fumed.

Uncle Ronnie didn’t hesitate to come to her defense, his voice gentle but firm as he reminded me of the weight Mom was carrying. A sick child. Endless appointments. Sleepless nights. One daughter gone, the other slipping further away every day. His words didn’t erase the anger, but they softened its edges, forcing me to see the fractures beneath her mistakes.

Still, the worry sat heavy. Thick. Unmovable. No matter how much understanding I tried to summon, fear gnawed at me—fear that she was slipping again, and this time, no one would be there to pull her back.

“If she falls completely off the rails, Ana will be the one to suffer,” I said quietly. “And I can’t afford to leave the city right now to come home and deal with her.” I rubbed my face as the stress settled in, sinking deep.

“I’ve thought about it,” Ronnie said after a moment. “And if things fall apart back home, Lucy and I will bring Ana in to live with us for a while. Until things get straightened out.”

Relief washed through me—but it was quickly followed by guilt. I knew that was too much to ask. 

He was already doing so much for us. For all of us.

“No,” I said quickly. “I could never ask you to do something like that. I know it isn’t easy for your family either. Money’s tight all around.”

“Nah, don’t you worry about that,” he replied with a small shrug. “Lucy’s always wanted a daughter. All we ever got was three knucklehead boys.” A faint smile tugged at his mouth. “It’ll work out. I’m just hopin’ Margret pulls herself out of it before she takes another step down that road. I was there last time. I managed to pull her back.” His expression tightened. “But I’m not so sure I could do it again.”

I hoped things would work out too. I was working my ass off to make this money, and it felt like my mom had already given up. I didn’t know what she was going through—but didn’t she see that we still had a chance to save Ana’s life? We didn’t have to lose her. There was still hope. Did she really want to jeopardize all of this hard work?

And it wasn’t just me. Uncle Ronnie, Aunt Lucy, and their kids were all helping however they could.

In truth, I was livid. But I swallowed it down, forcing myself to breathe through the anger. I didn’t know when I’d be able to scrape together enough money to make the trip home, but it had to be soon. Maybe I could talk some sense into her... without pushing her further toward the bottle. Either way, I needed to see it all with my own eyes.

Sensing my discomfort, Uncle Ronnie changed the subject. We talked about lighter things—the weather, my job, and of course whether I’d “found myself a boyfriend yet.” The relief on his face was almost comical when I denied dating of any kind.

Like usual, he busied himself around my apartment, fixing the small things that cropped up over the month. He tightened the leaky sink, reinforced the broken section of my couch—now sturdy enough that visitors at least had a safer place to sit—and, just before leaving, did some maintenance work on my scooter.

Uncle Ronnie was always looking out for me. He was the only father figure I had left in this life. So when he pulled me into a goodbye hug, I held on a little tighter. A few tears slipped down my cheeks as we finally let go.

“Now, none of that cryin’, lil Ruby,” he said, clearing his throat as he quickly wiped at his eyes. He rested a single hand on the top of my head.

My heart broke all over again.

That’s exactly what my dad used to do when I was upset. For a brief moment, it almost felt like he was right there with me. And then he was gone—driving away in his old truck—leaving behind a hollow ache that settled deep in my chest.

Just like that, the only family I had here was gone.

Loneliness crept in almost instantly.

I wished I could have gone with him. But I couldn’t dwell any longer, it was getting close to the time Zayne wanted to meet up. Uncle Ronnie had brought a few things with him this time—some groceries, which I’d already put away, and a helmet he’d set carefully on the seat of my scooter before leaving.

I slipped the helmet on. It was a little too big, but it beat the alternative if I ended up in a wreck. My chest clenched at the gesture. His thoughtfulness lingered, a quiet reminder that someone cared enough to worry about my safety. That I wasn’t entirely on my own.

The ride to the park was quick. The rain had stopped, and the sun had finally broken free of the clouds, spilling heat over my skin like a heavy blanket. I should’ve put on sunscreen. On a day like this, I’d be red as a lobster by evening. But it was too late to turn back—I was already pulling into Liberty Park.

I parked beneath a cluster of trees, grateful for the shade.

A few people nearby shot me irritated looks. I’d stopped close to a couple stretched out on a large picnic blanket, sipping drinks and enjoying what looked like a late-morning brunch. The man’s eyes tracked me in a way I’d grown uncomfortably familiar with—slow, unapologetic. The woman, on the other hand, glared openly, clearly displeased that I’d encroached on their private moment.

I considered moving, but there was nowhere else shaded nearby. So I ignored them.

Instead, I settled at the base of the tree a few steps away and waited. The ground was damp beneath me, cool against my skin, and I welcomed it—it took the edge off the heat.

The park’s clock chimed loudly, pulling my attention upward.

Ten o’clock.

Zayne should be here.

I scanned the area, noting everyone within my line of sight. Being a Sunday morning, the park was filled mostly with elderly couples and families. Children chased each other around the fountain. Somewhere nearby, a frisbee sailed back and forth. The noise felt constant. Inescapable.

“What does that look mean?”

The voice came from right beside me.

I jumped, spinning around.

Zayne stood there, impossibly close.

He was dressed in a high-end navy suit, black slacks perfectly pressed, shiny loafers spotless despite the damp ground. His brown curls were wet, as though he’d been walking through rain—yet his clothes were bone dry.

He was... gorgeous.

“You shouldn’t sneak up on people,” I snapped, scrambling to my feet. “Do you want me to have a heart attack?”

He chuckled, tipping his head back slightly. “Of course not. My apologies.” His smoky eyes met mine. “But you didn’t answer my question. Why do you look so... irate?”

I shrugged, my gaze dropping to the space between us. “I’m not a huge fan of all the noise.”

He lifted a brow, puzzled, and glanced around before looking back at me. “What noise?”

“The people. The cars. Everything,” I said. “I lived on an isolated farm most of my life. Things weren’t so... loud. All the time.”

Zayne nodded slowly, considering that. “You don’t like the city, do you?”

“I thought that much was obvious,” I replied with a bitter chuckle.

My mood hadn’t improved since Uncle Ronnie’s visit. I couldn’t fake it—not even standing here with Zayne, who was easily one of the most handsome men I’d ever met.

Well... maybe not the most handsome.

Erik slipped into my thoughts, uninvited, and a dull ache bloomed in my chest. He’d been just as good-looking.

But I’d never see him again.

“Did something happen?” Zayne asked, studying me. “You seem agitated.”

“I’d rather not talk about it,” I said, exhaling slowly. “Let’s just get going and get these markings off my arms.”

Zayne frowned faintly, then nodded. “As you wish.”

He gestured for me to follow him. 

I fell into step beside him, the weight of my helmet tucked under my arm and the weight of everything else pressing heavier by the second. The park noise faded behind us as we moved toward the edge of the trees, toward whatever waited beyond explanations and half-truths. My arms tingled beneath the fabric of my sleeves, the markings pulsing with a sensation I couldn’t name—warm, restless, almost awake.

Whatever Zayne’s brother was supposed to do...

I had the sinking feeling that once we crossed that threshold, my life might never be the same again. 
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CHAPTER FOUR

Pressure
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We walked back toward the highway, where a black SUV waited at the shoulder. Someone sat in the driver’s seat, but the tinted windows hid their face. A knot tightened in my stomach as I climbed inside and the door shut firmly behind me.

Zayne slid into the backseat beside me, looking perfectly at ease. No tension. No fear. That alone was enough to calm me—just a little.

The interior was immaculate. Leather seats. Frigid air blasting from hidden vents. A crystal-clear sunroof stretching overhead. It was, without question, the most luxurious car I’d ever been in. Even the air smelled expensive. New. Untouched. I felt out of place, like my presence alone might tarnish it.

“Valerie, this is my driver—Stenton,” Zayne said easily.

The man in the front seat turned slightly. He was old, gray-haired, his features weathered and sharp. Frail at first glance—but the look in his eyes said he could tear someone apart if necessary.

“A pleasure to meet you, Miss Valerie,” he said. His voice was low, rough. Almost a growl.

“Nice to meet you...” I replied, awkwardly.

Zayne smirked. “Stenton has been part of my support team for many years. Before me, he served my mother.”

His mother? That means that reapers can reproduce. I still really didn’t know much of the grim reaper lore. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to know much more about it. My life was complicated and challenging enough. 

“So he’s... a reaper,” I said quietly.

Stenton lifted a brow, catching our reflections in the mirror, but said nothing.

“That’s right,” Zayne continued. “He may seem ill-tempered, but there’s no one with a bigger heart.”

Stenton snorted. “Flattery won’t work this time, Zayne. Because of your carelessness, I was nearly late this morning. I expected better from you.” His gaze flicked to me.

Was he talking about me?

Of course he was.

“I’m sorry if I caused any trouble,” I said, forcing the words out.

His eyes narrowed—but some of the tension drained from his posture. “You’re young. Beautiful. You should value yourself more. Don’t leave bars with strange men. You put yourself in danger.”

The reprimand hit harder than I expected. I dropped my gaze, shame flooding my chest. He was right. I needed to break this cycle—or I’d end up just like my mother. Alcohol had never helped me. It only dragged me deeper into messes like this.

Zayne appeared slightly annoyed. “I’m not just some strange man,” He muttered bitterly, mostly to himself. I decided to ignore him for the moment. There was just something so warm and inviting about Stenton. He had a very fatherly way of talking. I had to admit, it was hard for me not to respond well to people like him. 
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