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			1 

			Junior

			The blood was everywhere. Soaked into my shirt, sprayed onto my pants, and buried beneath my blunted nail bits. This was why I always wore head-to-toe black. With any other color, the blood would be too obvious, but with black, the wet spots were easier to explain: Someone threw a drink at me, or a passing car hit a puddle, and I got splashed. I’d had to come up with countless excuses over the years.

			Thankfully, I wouldn’t need any of them tonight because it was pissing down rain. Lightning arced overhead, painting the distant high-rises in silver and white. Thunder chased after it, rattling the windows of nearby buildings. The city looked like Gotham on nights like this. Gritty, dangerous.

			I pulled my gaze from the storm. Three figures stood beside me on the river’s edge, all dressed in black because they’d learned the same lesson I had about bloodstains. They were motionless, eyes dead as they stared straight ahead, jackets flapping around them like errant wings. Another bolt of lightning tore through the sky, bathing us in silver. We looked more like a flock of vultures ready to descend on a corpse than a group of brothers who were supposed to be out celebrating.

			Four days. It had been raining for four fucking days, and the river was so bloated with runoff that the car we’d just pushed into it was being sucked beneath the surface with alarming ease. Maybe we’d get lucky, and the cops would think its owner had gotten caught in a flash flood and drowned instead of what we’d really done to him. 

			

			A spark of red flared to life in my periphery. I turned to see my youngest brother, Greg, lift a cigarette to his lips. 

			“Those things will kill you,” I said.

			He blew smoke into the wind. “Not before something else does.” 

			With that, he turned and strode away, Stefan trailing in his wake.

			Alec, the brother closest to me in age, met my eyes across the gap they’d left between us. “We done here?”

			I nodded. Yeah, we were done. Tommy Marchetti had been dealt with. Just like Dad ordered.

			Alec pulled up the collar of his jacket to keep the rain off his neck as he followed after our younger brothers, leaving me alone to watch the tail end of Tommy’s Beamer disappear into the night-black water. The old bastard was finally gone, finally out of the way, and I couldn’t have asked for a better birthday present.

			I waited just long enough to make sure the car wasn’t going to inconveniently bob back to the surface, before striding into the warehouse crouched at the river’s edge. The floor was poured concrete, and the clapboard walls were old enough that the wind whistled through the cracks between them with every gust, but at least I wasn’t getting rained on anymore. 

			My brothers stood beneath the glow of a fluorescent light, their eyes trained on a large red smear at their feet.

			Alec pointed at it. “What do you want us to do about this?”

			“Bleach,” I said. 

			He headed toward a back closet. 

			I eyed Greg. “He bled a lot.”

			Greg’s dark eyes rose to mine as he took another pull from his cigarette. “Fresh corpses tend to do that.”

			I might have been “Junior,” but out of all of us, Greg resembled Dad the most, especially now that the humor had started to fade from his eyes and the same jaded look the rest of us wore was creeping into his expression. 

			

			Alec rejoined us, and we moved back as he upended an entire bottle of bleach over the stain. When he was finished, he tossed the empty bottle toward some other trash gathered in a corner. This place used to belong to a fishmonger before the local industry collapsed. Now it was owned by one of my father’s associates, a man who turned a blind eye to our occasional use of it. 

			Alec shifted to face me. “You still wanna go out?”

			I leveled my gaze at him. “What do you think?”

			He shrugged. “I’m down if you are.”

			Stefan gave Alec an Are you fucking serious? look he didn’t see. Beside Stefan, Greg watched me, waiting for my decision. As the oldest, I was the de facto leader. The one Dad trusted the most, the one my brothers turned to for guidance. Just once, I wished someone else would make a goddamn decision so I didn’t have to think so fucking much all the time. 

			I refocused my gaze on Alec. “No, I don’t want to go out. I’m drenched and I’m tired, and by the time we all shower and change, it’ll be two o’clock in the morning and everything will be closing.”

			“So you’re gonna spend your last birthday in your twenties sad and alone?” Alec asked. “Sounds pretty fucking depressing.”

			I shook my head, starting to get annoyed. “I didn’t spend it alone. We had family dinner, and then the four of us got to come on this fun little field trip.” He opened his mouth to argue but I cut him off. “We’re done here. I don’t care what the fuck the three of you do for the rest of the night, but I’m going to my apartment. Tell Mom and Dad I won’t be back for a few days.”

			Without waiting for a response, I left. Maybe it was depressing, but I wanted to be alone. I wanted quiet and the solitude of my own space, and there was no way I’d get that if I went back to our parents’ house with my asshole brothers.

			My apartment wasn’t far from the docks, maybe ten minutes on foot, and I was already soaked, so I didn’t give a fuck about getting rained on. It almost felt good to be a little cold. The deep heat of summer was descending on the city, and with all the water around us, the air had turned cloying and fetid. The storm was blowing some of it away, but I knew it was only temporary. We’d be lucky if we got a day or two of cooler temps before the mercury crept back toward ninety.

			

			People rushed past me on the sidewalk. Most were hunched over like that somehow protected them from the downpour, but I strode through it upright, hoping the rain would wash away the evidence of my sins. Fuck, I was tired. And not because of what I’d just done. This was a bone-deep exhaustion that gnawed at me like a rabid wolf. 

			I wondered if my father ever felt like this. If our “work” weighed on him in the same way. Unlike me, Dad hadn’t been born into the mob. He’d carved out a space among their foot soldiers and slowly fought his way up the ranks. Now he was the guy the big shots turned to when they needed their messes cleaned up, but since he thought too much of himself to get his hands dirty anymore, he delegated. 

			A humorless grin tugged at my lips. Of course our work didn’t weigh on Dad. He wasn’t the one doing it. I was. Well, me and my brothers. We bore the brunt of everything. The risk of getting caught. The risk of getting hurt. The risk of never being able to sleep again because every time we closed our eyes, images of the things we’d done swelled to the surface and threatened to drown us in the depths of our own memories.

			Or maybe that was just me. Maybe I was being a morose motherfucker, because instead of spending my birthday out on the town, like I’d planned, I’d spent it down at the docks creating more nightmares for myself.

			I shook my head and focused on my surroundings. This part of the city was old, and not in a nice way; old in a forgotten way that had so far escaped the gentrification taking over other neighborhoods. The brick-and-mortar buildings crowded close to the street were only a few stories high. Puddles gathered on the sidewalk, reflecting the neon glow of nearby shop signs. Small groups of people huddled beneath awnings, smoking cigarettes or talking with friends while they waited for the rain to end. This neighborhood was working class, immigrants mostly, and the streets were teeming with the evidence of it. It was a good place to get lost, to go unnoticed, and that’s why I rented an apartment here. 

			

			Most of the time, Dad liked to keep us close because he was a paranoid old man. My brothers and I, despite being in our twenties, still spent a lot of time sleeping in our childhood bedrooms. I stayed away on nights like tonight, when I needed to disappear, clear my head for a while before I was fit to be around other people again. The sights and sounds of the city reminded me that the world kept turning. That people were out here living their lives, blissfully unaware of the darkness that seethed just beneath the surface. It gave me hope, reminded me that there was more to life than death and destruction and the constant threat of spending the rest of my days behind bars. 

			By the time I reached the unobtrusive door tucked between a jeweler and a bakery, I was more than ready to be out of the rain. Up a narrow flight of stairs, my small studio apartment sat dark and stagnant, with a moldy note in the air that spoke of neglect. When was the last time I’d been here? A month ago? Two? This spring had passed in a blur, kicked off by an accidental homicide that my idiot cousin, Aly, and her boyfriend committed. Their victim had been a serial killer, but he’d also been the spawn of a billion-dollar family, and it had taken all of my family’s time and resources to trick the Feds into thinking Bradley Bluhm was still alive and on the run. During that time, Dad’s paranoia reached new heights, and he’d barely let any of his children out of his sight. I’d probably catch hell for staying away, tonight of all nights, but I needed some time to myself.

			I flipped the light switch next to the door and was relieved when a nearby lamp flickered to life. At least I’d remembered to keep up with the utility bills. The glow from the light illuminated a compact space that could best be described as utilitarian. Bed to the right, sofa to the left, kitchen straight ahead, with a door beside the fridge that led to the bathroom. 

			I grabbed a change of clothes and went to shower, turning the water up until it was scalding. Trails of pink ran down the drain as I scoured the last of the blood from my skin. In my mind, I replayed the memory of Tommy’s car disappearing beneath the black surface of the water, and I grinned. I was glad he was gone, because it freed up one of the last hurdles standing between me and his daughter. 

			

			Lauren Marchetti. 

			The girl I’d grown up with back in the “old neighborhood,” as we called Little Italy, before my parents moved us out of the city and into a swanky suburb. She’d been a grade below me, and at the end of my senior year, a situation involving the two of us had spun out of control, getting so bad that she’d ended up transferring out of the district. 

			I closed my eyes, thinking back, my smile slipping as I remembered the feeling of Tommy’s knuckles hammering into the side of my face, hearing his enraged voice tell me that if I ever so much as looked at his daughter again, he would kill me. I’d gone home afterward, making a beeline toward my room, wanting to hide the shame of getting my ass kicked by an old man, but my father had caught me, taken one look at my face, and demanded to know what happened. 

			I shook my head as the water rushed over me, thinking back to what a naïve kid I’d been, even at eighteen, even after all the shit I’d already seen and done. Dad had forced the story out of me, and I’d been terrified he’d make everything worse by going on the warpath against Tommy. Mafia men weren’t exactly known for letting slights against their family go unanswered. But instead of promising retribution, Dad only offered more threats.

			Well, Tommy was no longer around to follow through on his, and I didn’t fear my old man as much as I used to. I was done fucking around. I was done waiting. I’d spent nearly a decade keeping my distance from Lauren, and god help anyone who tried to get between us this time.

			Once I was out of the shower, I bagged up my dirty clothes and carried them down to a dumpster around the corner. Dumpsters were great for disposing evidence. By the time the cops got suspicious, the trash was already in the landfill, and good luck sorting through it. Even if they eventually found my clothes, being left out in the elements and surrounded by rotting refuse would contaminate them enough that any samples would be useless in court.

			

			I kicked my shoes off by the front door afterward and collapsed onto the threadbare couch. And then I did what I did every night without fail: I pulled my phone from my pocket, opened my favorite social media app, and went straight to Lauren’s profile. Her page was filled with barely clad photos of herself, all artfully posed and perfectly lit. 

			Interspersed among these shots were small slices of life: what she’d had for lunch; a snap of her hugging her monstrous dog; her holding a sign at a rally. Today’s picture featured her wearing a fitted black pantsuit, shaking hands with an older white woman in an office. I smiled to see it. Marion Blackwell had been a hard nut to crack. Lauren had been trying to meet the councilwoman for months, hoping to secure her vote on a new city ordinance aimed at making sex work safer. The more conservative-leaning Blackwell had been avoiding Lauren, but a little digging revealed her son’s “white powder” problem, and all it took was the threat of leaking photos of him snorting lines in the back of a strip club for Blackwell to change her mind and take the meeting.

			I would have done much worse to see this picture of Lauren looking so triumphant. She’d come a long way from the quiet, bespectacled honor roll student with an arm full of textbooks I remembered. This curvaceous goddess barely resembled her anymore, but the evidence was irrefutable: large brown eyes, a button nose, that slight gap between her two front teeth, and most damning of all, a beauty mark right beneath her left eye.

			Scrolling back to the top of her profile, I clicked on the link in her bio, and up popped my Me4U app. Lauren was so determined to secure rights for sex workers because she was one herself. 

			And I was her number one fan.

			Just beneath her creator profile was a small button that allowed you to request a custom video from her. I tapped it and then sent my latest request, along with a message.

			Good job with Blackwell today. I’m proud of you. Now show me how proud you are of yourself, Lauren. 

		

	
		
			

			2 

			Lauren

			I stood over my roommate’s shoulder, watching their computer screen while a video of me finger-fucking myself played in slow motion. It was dark as a cave in Ryan’s room, the blackout curtains doing their job to block the bright light of late afternoon. Onscreen, I looked stunning. Nude. Lost in the throes of passion. A veritable goddess of sex. Right up until I suddenly let out a silent shriek (Ryan’s volume was muted) and fell sideways off the bed.

			Ryan snapped back a few frames and hit pause. “Here,” they said, pointing at the editing software beneath the video. “If we cut it here and then transition to the side, it’ll make it seem like it was one continuous filming session, and you switched the camera position to be artsy.” 

			I arched a brow. “And not like I had to stop in the middle of recording because someone set the fire alarm off? Again?”

			Ryan tucked a strand of long blond hair behind their ear, turning the spectacular shade of red that only the very pale can achieve. “I didn’t want to turn the stove fan on too high in case your mic picked it up.”

			“Uh huh,” I said. “I’m sure that was it.”

			Ryan turned even redder. Tormenting them was as easy as it was enjoyable.

			I opened my mouth to see if I could make them flush all the way to their toes, but their door burst open behind us, and we turned, blinking against the sudden brightness as our third roommate, Taylor, swept into the room. At first, all I saw was her outline, but as my eyes adjusted, I noted her lavender hair swaying around her shoulders and the floral silk robe tied loosely around her curves. She wore a full face of makeup, her skin highlighted and bronzed, her almond eyes framed with false lashes, telling me she was either getting ready to film, or had just finished. 

			

			She stopped a few feet away and hefted a small box in each hand, looking from me to Ryan and back again. “A sub just sent me a video request for a close-up of my asshole.” Her grin turned taunting. “Who wants to help me bleach and wax it?”

			I swiveled to Ryan, who already held their finger to their nose in a not it gesture.

			“I’m out,” they said. “I’ll have to stare at it the whole time I’m filming and editing. I shouldn’t have to prep it, too.”

			My shoulders slumped in exaggerated defeat as I turned back to Taylor. “Fine. I’ll do it.”

			She shimmied her shoulders, looking pleased. Her subscriber must have offered her a ton of money for the shot. She and I might have made a living filming spicy videos for our subs, but we both felt that close-ups were much more intimate and required a level of vulnerability that we weren’t usually comfortable with. 

			Her gaze slid past me to Ryan’s computer screen. “Is that the shot Ryan ruined when they burned dinner last night?”

			Ryan swiveled back toward their monitor, cheeks still pink. “I didn’t ruin it. Lauren was able to finish filming.”

			Taylor and I shared a smirking glance. As part of chore rotation, we took turns cooking. Some nights that meant mac ’n’ cheese with hot dogs cut up in it (Taylor), traditional Italian fare (me), and increasingly elaborate dishes from across the globe that were either incredible or ended up splattered all over our kitchen (Ryan). In Ryan’s defense, at least they were trying to expand their culinary skills. And they had gotten better recently. It was only when they attempted some complicated new recipe, like last night, that our house filled with smoke.

			

			“You owe me a new saucepan,” I said. “I think tandoori paste is burned into the metal of the one you used last night.”

			Ryan bristled. “Keep making fun of me, and I’ll show Taylor the video I cut together of you falling and unfalling over and over again.”

			I sucked in a horrified gasp. “You didn’t.”

			With a click, Ryan pulled up another tab in their editing software, and there I went, tumbling off the bed in slo-mo. And then back onto it. Off again. On. These were deeply unflattering angles for my boobs, which seemed to be trying to flee from each other in opposite directions. My hair looked electrified, and the horror on my face made it clear I thought I was about to be serial murdered. 

			“I might never recover from seeing myself like this,” I said.

			Ryan cackled. Beside me, Taylor was laughing so hard that she’d stopped making noise. My revenge for this betrayal would make headline news. 

			It took five solid minutes and increasingly violent threats of bodily harm for Ryan to close out the tab and promise to delete it. 

			Another several passed before Taylor was able to speak. “Who’s the video even for?”

			“My favorite sub,” I told her.

			She glanced my way, wiping tears from her eyes. “NT95?”

			I nodded. Even though I’d been doing this for years, I still got nervous filming certain video requests, especially ones with large price tags attached to them. I wanted them to be perfect. Wanted my subs desperate for more. And NT95 was a day-one subscriber, my very first, in fact, signing up almost as soon as I announced my Me4U page on social media. We’d spent countless hours sexting. I knew about his horrible father and the constant pressure he was under at work. He sent me congratulatory notes every time I won a new politician over, asked me to please be safe when I attended public rallies. He wasn’t just some faceless sub anymore. He was important to me. Hence me hovering over Ryan’s shoulder instead of leaving them alone to work in peace. 

			“What did he request?” Taylor asked. 

			

			“A striptease followed by solo work,” I told her. “Creator’s choice.”

			She shot me a sly glance. “Think he’d like Ryan’s special edit?”

			“I will murder you for putting that idea into their head.”

			Ryan snorted but remained suspiciously quiet as they finished cutting the scene together. I would have to watch them closely in the coming days. Once that was finished, they started color correcting the raw footage. The three of us had the perfect setup. Taylor and I were the on-screen talent, and Ryan was our background magician, editing our videos and even stepping in to help film complicated shots like the one I’d agreed to prep Taylor for. 

			“God,” she said. “The lighting in your room is so nice during sunset.”

			I was about to respond when a snuffling noise caught my attention. Taylor and I turned toward the door just in time to watch Walter, our massive Shiloh shepherd, wiggle his way into the room looking pleased with himself, his ears back, eyes slitted in doggy bliss. He carried what I first thought was a chew toy in his mouth but on closer inspection looked a lot like—

			“My favorite whip!” I yelled, launching myself at him. Shit, he was going to ruin it.

			He woofed and danced away, head down, ready to play. 

			I pulled up short and tried to sound stern. “That is not a toy, Walter. Drop it.”

			“Technically . . .” Ryan began.

			I pointed a finger in their general direction, unwilling to look away from Walter in case he noticed my distraction and booked it. “You’re already on my shit list. Don’t make it worse by siding with the dog.”

			Behind me, Taylor began to laugh.

			Walter, taking that as his sign that this was definitely play time, gave the whip handle a chew and started prancing toward me, shaking his head side to side in typical I have a toy and you can’t get it fashion. Unfortunately, that sent the five leather straps attached to it flying through the air. At us.

			“Fuck!” Taylor yelped, dodging sideways.

			Ryan leapt from their seat, barely avoiding a strike to the arm.

			

			Walter woofed around the handle and plowed toward us with what could only be described as maniacal glee. We scrambled out of the room and went barreling downstairs, tripping over one another in our haste to escape.

			I broke right at the bottom. Ryan swerved left.

			Taylor vaulted the living room couch.

			“Go get Ryan!” I ordered Walter. “Avenge me!”

			“Hey!” Ryan shrieked, sprinting for their life, our deranged canine hot on their heels.

			Thankfully, our place was a three-story brownstone, so there were no neighbors below us to complain about the sudden chaos. We’d chosen it for its superior insulation because it helped with soundproofing—our line of work came with a lot of very visceral noises. The hidden bonus was that the occasional outburst of barking, yelling, and fleeing from a whip-baring canine went mostly unnoticed.

			Since the toy was mine, it was probably my responsibility to fall on the metaphorical sword, despite how much fun I was having watching Walter torment my roommates. There was one thing we could count on to get him to behave, so while Taylor and Ryan kept him occupied (see, ran from him in terror), I headed toward the biscuit jar we kept on the kitchen counter. The second I popped it open, I heard nails clattering on hardwood and knew Walter was headed my way. 

			He rounded the island and tried to slow down, but he was moving so fast that he went into a full slide. The thing about being five feet tall and on the slimmer side is that when your dog is half your height and almost your full weight, you don’t stand a chance against them. Walter seemed to realize we were on the cusp of catastrophe the same time I did but there was nothing we could do to prevent it.

			Our eyes caught, and we shared an Oh, fuck look that transcended species before he took me out at the knees. I went down with a strangled yelp, landing hard on the tile floor and taking the brunt of the fall on my elbow and shoulder to keep from crushing my idiot dog. 

			“Oh my god,” Taylor wheezed. “Are you okay?”

			

			I looked up to see my roommates standing over me, Ryan with their hand covering their mouth to smother their laughter, Taylor bent over at the waist, openly cackling.

			I rolled onto my back. “I think so?”

			Wetness coated my left hand. I glanced sideways to see Walter gently take the biscuit from my fingers and then slink away like he hoped no one would notice him. 

			At least he’d dropped the whip.

			 

			An hour later, the apartment was cleaned up, Taylor’s asshole was camera ready, and she and Ryan were shut in her room. 

			Tonight was my turn to cook, and while my roommates filmed, I got to work in the kitchen with my laptop open on the island so I could watch the progress bar while my weekly video uploaded to my Me4U page—this one of me doing pole work in our spare bedroom turned kink palace. 

			I hoped my subs liked it. My pole work had greatly improved since I’d first started posting, thanks to the weekly classes I attended, but I was by no means an expert. I just did it because it was fun, made for great content, and was a surprisingly good workout—multitasking at its finest.

			Every Me4U creator was different and had varying levels of activity, but since this was my full-time job, I posted a spicy picture to my page at least once a day, and a long-form video every Wednesday like clockwork to my main page for all my paid subscribers. Usually, I had my posts scheduled ahead of time, but this past week had been especially hectic. I was down to the wire and didn’t like it. This wasn’t just a job to me. My subscribers weren’t just random people; they were my community. 

			I’d received countless messages over the years from subs thanking me for one post or another because they’d had a terrible day or were going through a hard time. My videos made them feel good, helped them briefly forget about all the ugly shit. Many had come to depend on me and my strict schedule. It gave them something to look forward to, and the thought of disappointing any of them by being late weighed heavily on my mind.

			

			A hissing sound had me jerking my gaze up just in time to see the pot of water on the stove start to bubble over. If I ruined dinner right after giving Ryan a hard time for doing the same, I’d never live it down. 

			I stepped over Walter, who was inconveniently sprawled in the middle of the kitchen floor (plotting his next attack, I was sure), and turned the burner to a simmer before slowly adding pasta to the pot. Once it was stirred in, I set a timer and started working on the sauce—butter and shallots and garlic and white wine with a small tin of clams mixed in at the very end. 

			The wine was just starting to cook off when my phone chimed with a notification. I scooped it up to see a message through the Me4U app from NT95.

			Excited to see what you have in store for us tonight, it read. 

			I grinned and wrote back, I have a feeling you’ll like this one. I sent him a screenshot from the video, in which I was topless and biting my lip while looking into the camera. Ryan always saved several shots from each video that Taylor and I filmed so we could use them to tease our subs while they waited for posts to go live. 

			Another notification popped up. NT95 had tipped me fifty bucks.

			Just wait until you see YOUR video, I said, followed by several kissy-face emojis. 

			Can’t wait, he wrote back. Hope you have a good night, Lauren, and congrats again on yesterday’s big win.

			Thank you!!! 

			I was still riding high from swaying Councilwoman Blackwell over to our side. With her vote secured, the legislation had a good chance of passing, and soon the sex workers of this city would be able to report any assaults that were committed against them while working without facing solicitation charges. It would be a huge win, one we’d been fighting for years to achieve, and even though it had been a long, exhausting slog, we were getting there. It made me hopeful that with enough hard work, we could eventually drag this blue-collar city into the modern age.

			

			NT95 liked my last message, and I set my phone down, smiling. It was funny, thinking back over our shared history and how much had changed since he’d first subscribed. Now, I had a “menu” on my Me4U page that subs could order from. When I started, I’d calculated custom prices for every request, but as my account grew, I couldn’t keep up, so I switched to charging a flat rate of twenty-five dollars per minute of camera time, with a three-minute minimum. There were added rates for toy and kink work, and for name or specific phrase usage. NT95 had requested a $700 video a few days ago, and I’d wasted no time filming it. 

			My smile widened as I checked on the pasta. I’d pulled in fifteen grand this week. There was so much good I could do with that kind of money that it left me feeling giddy. It took me two solid years of posting to get to this point, but now I was making so much that I’d only need to work for a few more before I was able to comfortably live out the rest of my days doing whatever the fuck I wanted. 

			The thing was, this work was what I wanted to do. I loved what I did, and the fact that I got paid so much for it still felt surreal. Journalists and therapists and politicians and keyboard warriors bent over backward analyzing sex work and why people did it, and while they had good right to because it was a large and very complex issue with so many problematic and dangerous elements, to me, personally, it wasn’t that complicated. 

			I found camwork both liberating and healing. I’d been raised Catholic in an incredibly patriarchal Italian neighborhood where shame was a large part of the culture, where any woman who lived outside of the strict, unwritten code of norms was ostracized. As a teenager, I’d felt the lash of judgment fall upon me over and over again, the blows strong enough that I nearly broke beneath the force of them. It had taken me years to heal those invisible wounds, but now, I liked sex. I liked filming myself naked. I liked getting others off. 

			

			It was as simple as that.

			Over the past decade, I’d reclaimed my agency, my power, and I lived my life out in the open for all to see, embracing my sexuality, encouraging others to do the same, fighting for those who were still shamed, still pushed to the edges of society because so many people refused to see that sex work was valid work and should come with the same protections as any other career.

			My win with Councilwoman Blackwell was a huge step in the right direction, but there were still many other politicians to convince. Not just in our city, but in the rest of the state and country. Camwork was what I loved, but advocacy work was my passion in life. Even if all my Me4U subs disappeared tomorrow, I would spend the rest of my time here on earth making sex work safer for everyone who came after me.

			A door swung open upstairs, pulling me from my thoughts. 

			“How’d it go?” I called out.

			“Good,” Ryan yelled, the shutting of another door telling me they’d gone into their bedroom.

			Taylor flounced down the stairs a minute later, tying her floral robe back in place as she joined me in the kitchen. Her nose led her straight to the bubbling saucepan. “This smells amazing.”

			“Thanks,” I said, pointing my wooden spoon at the fridge. “The wine that goes with it is chilling.”

			Taking the hint, she spun away to pour us glasses. We clinked ours together and each took a sip before she left to deliver the third one to Ryan in their editing cave. While she was gone, my video finished uploading, and I quickly posted it before the alarm I’d set for the pasta went off. 

			Taylor rejoined me just in time to help plate everything up. 

			“Come down and eat with us, you antisocial bitch!” I called to Ryan.

			They descended the stairs looking only slightly disgruntled and settled in their usual seat at the dining table. Taylor and I sat on either side of them, and together, the three of us tucked into dinner, with Walter asleep underfoot while we ate and laughed and drank until our plates were empty and our bellies full. It was a perfect evening. I was blissfully happy, endlessly grateful for this life I’d created for myself. 

			

			And then my phone rang.

		

	
		
			

			3

			Junior

			It was three o’clock in the morning on Friday by the time I got back to my dingy apartment. This time, half the blood wetting my shirt was mine. 

			I peeled the fabric off in the bathroom, wincing when I caught sight of my stomach in the mirror. There was a three-inch gash on my left side from a knife I hadn’t been fast enough to dodge. Goddamn turf war bullshit. Why the fuck had we even been involved? That wasn’t what we usually did for the higher-ups. My old man must have owed someone a favor or something. 

			Fucking Christ, I thought, reliving the night in my head. If I’d been any slower dodging the blade, it would have punctured my lung. 

			My eyes dropped to the scars riddling the rest of my torso. They stood as a stark reminder of how many close calls I’d had over the years, how a split second of distraction could have ended with me in the hospital, or worse.

			I bent down, wincing, and grabbed the first aid kit from beneath the bathroom sink. After showering off, I went about dressing the wound. I’d gotten good at stitching myself up, though luckily, tonight, no actual stitches were required since the gash was pretty shallow. 

			Only after it was dressed did I allow myself to pull up Lauren’s latest video as a reward. With a tap, it started playing, her familiar bedroom flashing to life before my eyes. Golden light streamed into the room, bathing her four-poster bed in dappled shafts of amber. She kneeled in the middle of the comforter, wearing a matching set of cream-colored shorts and a tank top. 

			

			Her fingers toyed with the hem of the shirt as she gave the camera a sultry smile. I hit pause just as she started to pull it over her head and went back to the beginning again. Tugging my phone close, I zoomed in on her face, focusing on her eyes, studying her expression. Several days had passed since my brothers and I sank her father’s car in the river—plenty of time for Tommy to get reported missing—but I saw no grief in Lauren’s eyes. No worry. 

			Had she not heard? Or did she know and not care? Not that I would blame her if she didn’t, but not knowing if the news had broken about Tommy was starting to get on my nerves, and I decided it was time to bite the bullet.

			I pulled up my dad’s contact, my thumb hovering over the call button. He and I hadn’t exactly been seeing eye to eye lately, and a large part of why I was holed up in the city was to avoid him. It felt like every interaction turned into an argument, and living under his thumb during the whole Bradley Bluhm debacle had pushed us to a breaking point. I needed this time away from him, but my need for information about Lauren was even stronger, so, with a deep breath, I called him.

			He answered on the first ring. “Where the fuck have you been?” 

			I almost hung up. The man made nothing easy. Every fucking conversation had to be contentious from the start. “Busy.”

			“Fucking busy?” Dad barked. “It’s been days, Junior.”

			“And I got all the shit done that you asked me to,” I fired back. “It’s not like I’m out here fucking around. It’s not like I took a blade to the ribs tonight because I was sitting in my apartment twiddling my thumbs.”

			He sucked in a breath. “Are you okay?”

			“I’m fine,” I bit out, refusing to let the concern in his tone soften me. He wasn’t worried about my safety, not really; knowing Dad, he was more concerned with how my death would impact his life. “Can I ask you something, or do you want to nag me some more?”

			

			Dad shut his mouth so fast, I heard his teeth click over the line. I didn’t have to see him to know he was clenching his jaw hard enough to crack a molar. A small, ugly thrill of triumph zipped through me, knowing I’d gotten to him. 

			We always brought out the worst in each other.

			“Ask,” he growled. 

			“Has the news broken about Tommy yet?”

			Dad was quiet for so long that I didn’t think he’d answer me. “Why do you want to know?”

			Fuck, I should have asked someone else. I thought enough time had passed and I’d done a good enough job covering my tracks that Dad would have forgotten all about Lauren by now, but I could tell from the suspicion in his tone that I was wrong.

			“I just do,” I said. 

			“This isn’t about his whore daughter, is it?”

			Rage boiled up from the pit of my stomach. Men like my father were why patricide was a thing. 

			I took a deep breath and pushed my anger back down, forcing an unaffected calm into my tone that had taken me years to perfect. “No. Has Tommy been reported missing yet or not?”

			“Yesterday. When are you coming home? Your mom’s been worried.”

			Ah, the guilt trip. Of course he would turn to that when badgering hadn’t worked.

			“A few days. I’ve got some shit to look into in the city.”

			He hung up on me.

			I set my phone down, hands shaking. One day, this goddamn temper of mine was going to bubble up and explode all over everyone around me. Years of unresolved resentment sat heavy between me and my father, most of it so ugly I repressed the shit out of it. My fallout with Lauren occupied the top spot on the list. I’d never forget what he said to me the night Tommy kicked my ass: Better it happen now, like this, than for Lauren to get really hurt. 

			

			Taken at face value, it might sound like he’d been looking out for her, but his ominous tone had turned it into a threat, like if I didn’t stay away from Lauren, he’d be the one to hurt her next. 

			Yeah, Tommy was out of the picture, but my old man was still a problem. One I would have to deal with, and soon. A fight had been brewing between us for years, and not just your run-of-the-mill yelling match, but the big one. The one where I told him I didn’t want to do this anymore, that I didn’t want to end up like him, which was where I was going if I continued down my current path. 

			Needing a distraction from my troubled thoughts, I swiped my thumb across my phone and brought up Lauren’s video, still paused, still zoomed in on her face. Fuck, she was beautiful. I hit play and let the video keep rolling, and up went Lauren’s shirt, over her head before getting tossed out of frame. My cock swelled at the sight of her dusky nipples, already pebbled from the air rushing over them. Her waist was flat and narrow, flaring at the hips. She’d filled out some in the last decade, and the curves looked good on her.

			I watched while she stroked her hands up her stomach and cupped her tits. Perfect tits. Her head fell back as she played with her nipples. She didn’t look like she was acting. She looked like she was enjoying herself, and that’s why it was so goddamn addicting to watch her, why I’d watched nearly every video on her Me4U page over the years. The woman came to life on screen. She was completely unselfconscious, gave herself entirely over to pleasure. But my favorite thing was when her personality peeked through whenever she laughed or made that low, frustrated moan that hinted she was close, but needed something more to push herself over the edge. 

			I’d learned all her sounds, studied the way she made herself climax. It might have seemed obsessive, but it wasn’t; it was strategic. One day, I would use everything I’d learned against her, make her come faster than anyone else had, convince her that my hands and my tongue and my dick were made to get her off. I wanted her to crave me, need me.

			Was it manipulative? All kinds of messed up? Absolutely.

			I didn’t give a single, solitary fuck.

			

			On-screen, Lauren opened her large dark eyes and stared directly into the camera. “This is what I’d have you do to me.” She gently pinched her nipples, and I decided the extra hundred bucks I’d paid for dirty talk this time was more than worth it. “I’d make you stay right here, first with your hands, and then your mouth, until I was absolutely soaked.”

			I unbuttoned my jeans and reached inside my boxers to grip my dick. “What else?” I demanded, my voice low with need.

			She slid a hand over her stomach and plunged it inside her shorts. “And then I’d have you touch me here. Not my clit or my cunt,” she said, and my dick went rock hard to hear such filthy words coming out of what was once such a sweet mouth. “I’d have you tease me, close, but not where I need you most.”

			My eyes tracked the movement of her hand beneath the whisper-thin fabric of her shorts. She was doing exactly what she’d said, teasing herself, running her fingertips ever closer to her center. 

			“Do you want to see?” she asked.

			“Yes. Show me,” I ground out, stroking my hand up my cock. This was why Lauren had so many subs. She was good at her job, made it feel more like we were doing this together and I wasn’t jerking it to a prerecorded video.

			Her smile turned coy as she pulled her hand from her shorts and slid her fingers along the waistband. “Say please.”

			I shook my head. I’d never begged for it in my fucking life, and I wasn’t about to make an exception, not even for her. “Drop them, Lauren. I want to see how wet you are for me.”

			She smiled wider, like my answer pleased her, and slowly began shimmying them off. A small triangle of hair, neatly trimmed, came into sight, and then her shorts went the way of her shirt and she was completely naked. 

			Her hands returned to her tits, cupping, kneading, stroking. My gaze roamed over her. With so much skin on display, I didn’t know where to look. I wanted to memorize the sight of her, and not just the way she teased herself, but the smaller tells that showed me how much she liked nipple play. The way her stomach tensed. The way her breath shuddered out when she gently pinched herself. 

			

			She shut her eyes, her lids fluttering, and I knew she was ready for more. And yet she stayed right where she was, pushing herself higher, harder, until she was forced to sit back on her heels because her thighs started to shake. All through it she spoke, telling me what she liked not just with her body but with her words.

			“Here. Right here.”

			“Just like that.”

			“Soft, and then hard.”

			I wondered if she knew how much she was giving away, how much ammunition I’d stockpiled over the years. She wouldn’t stand a chance against me when I finally got her within my grasp. Instead of drawing it out like this, I’d go straight in for the kill.

			“Stop teasing us both,” I growled, my hand starting to move faster over my cock. I wasn’t used to waiting for the things I wanted. I’d been teasing myself right along with her, and my impatience was starting to get the better of me.

			As if she heard my command, she dragged a pillow between her thighs and trailed the fingers of a hand down, down, before slipping them between herself and the pillow.

			“I’m soaked,” she said, the words more of a moan than anything articulate.

			“I bet you are,” I told her. “You took your damn time getting us here, Lo.”

			She cracked her eyes open, a mischievous smile splitting her face. “So grumpy.”

			My hand froze on the head of my dick, and I hit the pause button to double-check that this was, in fact, a prerecorded video, and I hadn’t accidentally accepted an invite to a live session or something. On screen, Lauren froze, and a rueful grin tugged at my lips. She’d probably clocked my impatient streak from past sexting sessions and was now using it against me. 

			I’d have to find some way to pay her back later, once she was mine.

			

			With a tap, I hit play, my pulse thundering in my ears as Lauren started to move. I started moving again, too, my hand stroking up and down my cock as I watched her. I’d seen too many videos of this woman to count, but these custom ones were always my favorite. Because they were just for me. 

			The camera angle shifted slightly, showing me more of a sideview, and I had just enough time to wonder if there was someone in the room with her, helping her film, before the first moan slipped through her lips and nothing else but Lauren mattered anymore.

			Her position and the pillow hid most of what was happening from sight, but I knew the moment she slid her finger—fingers?—inside herself, because her lips popped open on an even louder gasp, and she turned her head to stare straight into the camera.

			“God, you feel so good,” she said, her eyes fluttering shut again as if she were imagining me there in the room with her.

			I stepped into the fantasy with her, kneeling behind her on the bed and shoving her hand out of the way so I could replace it with mine. She teased one of her breasts herself, while I went to work on the other, pinching and stroking her nipple even as I sank my fingers into her slick, tight heat.

			“Do you like how wet I got for you?” she asked.

			“Yes,” I ground out. “But I want you wetter.”

			She shifted her hips forward, grinding her clit against my palm, fucking herself onto my fingers with total abandon. She was glorious. Wild. Perfect.

			“I want to feel you come,” I ordered.

			“I’m going to come,” she said, as if she’d heard me. “You’re going to make me come so hard.”

			“I’m right there with you,” I told her, my balls starting to tighten. 

			A heartbeat later, we came together, both of us shuddering, both of us breathing hard. Spots danced across my eyes. Fuck, that was amazing. She was amazing. 

			I watched her slump sideways onto the bed, laughing in a way that made my chest hurt. She sounded so free, so happy. I would have killed, literally, to feel that alive for once; I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d laughed. 

			

			Her gaze met mine through the camera. “Holy shit, that was good. Was it good for you, too?”

			I grabbed a wad of paper towels and started mopping myself up. “I think I got some on the ceiling, so, yeah, I’d say it was.”

			Again, that infectious laugh. “I’m going to sleep so well tonight.” She stretched on the bed, languorously, her arms high overhead and her toes pointed. 

			I wanted to crawl on top of her and make her come again. And again. Until she was so exhausted she could barely keep her eyes open. Only then would I let her sleep, and only for a few hours before I woke her for more.

			“Hey,” she said, drawing my gaze back up her body. Her expression was open, intimate, her eyes soft with the afterglow of pleasure. “Thank you for doing this with me.”

			“Don’t thank me, Lo,” I told her. “Don’t ever thank me.”

			I locked my phone and finished cleaning myself off, and as the haze of pleasure dissipated, my mind began to spin. No, I hadn’t figured out how to get free from my father yet, but I needed to find some way to do it. And fast. Because it was time for a new chapter of my life to start. 

			I was done fucking around on the internet like some weirdo; I needed to see Lauren in person. 

		

	
		
			

			4 

			Junior

			I shouldn’t be here. 

			That thought hit me like a thunderbolt the second I stepped inside the church. I hadn’t been to Mass in years, and I half expected someone to point at me as I crossed the threshold and declare that my kind wasn’t welcome here.

			A glance down revealed that my long sleeves, which were completely inappropriate in this godforsaken heat, hid most of the tattoos on my arms and hands. Likewise, my shirt was buttoned all the way up, covering the ink on my neck. With my dark hair slicked back and my face shaved, I looked respectable enough, but from the way the church greeter’s eyes widened at the sight of me, I wasn’t fooling anyone. 

			She was a plump grandmother type with short gray hair and a hooked nose. Instead of saying hello, she jerked her head to the right, looking nervous. “Your mom and brother are already inside.”

			I gave her a nod and moved past her, my gaze shifting toward the nave as I wondered which of my siblings had tagged along with Mom. This was the largest Catholic church in the city, a huge, ornately decorated gothic monstrosity that would have been more at home in Eastern Europe than middle America. You’d think Saturday Mass would be less crowded than Sunday, but a sea of people was packed into the nave.

			Turning left, I headed toward the far aisle, my gaze scanning the crowd. Today wasn’t about being a good little Catholic; it was recon. This was my family’s church, Lauren’s family’s church. I knew for a fact that her Nonna Bianchi still attended Saturday Mass, because Mom was in the event-planning group with her and mentioned her during a recent family dinner. And if Lauren getting all dolled up and heading to her nonna’s apartment early this morning was any indication, they would both be in attendance today.

			

			I swiveled my head, looking for them.

			“Junior? Is that you?” came a lilting Irish voice. 

			Fucksake. Mom had already spotted me. My luck was the goddamn worst. So much for scoping out the crowd.

			I paused mid-step and turned, plastering on a smile. Mom extracted herself from a group of other women and headed my way. She wore her church mouse best: a demure floral dress, comfortable heels, and a nondescript purse. Her light brown hair was loose to her shoulders, and she’d framed her green eyes with mascara. Looking at her, you’d never know that she’d spent her youth helping her father make bombs in their basement.

			“Hi, Mom,” I said, leaning down to hug her. At five ten, I was average height, but I still dwarfed her tiny form. 

			“It’s so nice of you to come to Mass,” she said, tacking on “for once” because she couldn’t help herself. To her, being neck-deep in death and destruction was acceptable. Skipping church as often as I did? Unforgivable. But being raised in the IRA during the height of the Troubles could do that to a person, so I tried not to let her comment get to me.

			I pulled back, keeping my smile firmly in place. “I wanted to surprise you.”

			“Consider me surprised,” she said, looping her arm through mine. Her voice dropped into something a little softer, a little sadder, as she leaned into my side. “You’ve stayed away awhile this time.”

			Guilt washed over me. Fuck. How could I get away from Dad without risking my relationship with her? “I know,” I said. “I’m sorry.” 

			She squeezed my arm. “I understand, but please be better about texting me. I worry.”

			

			“I will,” I told her.

			Mom tugged me forward, and I reluctantly let her drag me to the front of the church, where people were starting to file into the pews. There weren’t exactly assigned seats, but the congregants knew not to sit in the first several rows unless they belonged to certain families. They were a place of privilege, prestige. Every single person around us had a surname ending in a vowel. 

			I was surprised to see Alec already in his seat when we approached, turned away from us as he spoke to an older man I vaguely recognized. Out of all my brothers, I least expected him to be here. If I was a lapsed Catholic, he was a full-blown atheist. 

			“Look who decided to join us,” Mom said. 

			Alec turned, and we locked eyes, both of us wearing equally suspicious looks. 

			What the fuck are you doing here? I wondered, and I could tell Alec was thinking the same thing. Neither of us did anything without reason. I was here for Lauren; I had no idea why he’d come. Maybe he needed to get on Mom’s good side for some reason, or he was trying to make a deal with the retired don beside him. 

			I made a mental note to interrogate Alec about it later as he rose from his seat and offered his hand. We shook, squeezing each other harder than necessary. 

			“Nice of you to finally show your ugly face,” he said.

			I grinned. “Not as ugly as yours. Is that a new mole?”

			He looked me over, unperturbed. “Your eyes are set too close together. That’s what it is.”

			“I think the mole is growing hair,” I told him. Other families might show their affection for each other the normal way, open and easy, but in the Trocci household, our love language was antagonism. This exchange was my and Alec’s fucked-up way of saying we’d missed each other. 

			He opened his mouth to fire something back at me, but a woman’s voice cut him off.

			“Is that little Nicky?”

			Shit. 

			

			Alec’s eyes lit with unadulterated glee. I hated that old nickname, and he knew it. 

			“It sure is,” he said, banding an arm around my shoulders and jerking us in the direction of the speaker.

			The wound at my side pulled, painfully, and I stomped on Alec’s toes to get him to release me. He let out a low curse, his arm falling away. 

			“Behave,” Mom hissed.

			We assumed innocent expressions.

			“Mrs. Mancini,” I said, facing the woman in the pew ahead of us. She had to be pushing ninety, but her fingers were firm when she reached out to shake my hand. 

			“Oh, you grew up so handsome,” she said. “Even better looking than your brother.”

			I shot Alec a shit-eating grin and dropped my voice. “She must have noticed the mole.”

			He shook his head, but I could tell from the way his lips twitched that I’d almost made him laugh with that one.

			Mrs. Mancini’s gaze shifted to Mom as she released me. “Why don’t you bring them to Mass more and show them off? Some of us have single granddaughters.”

			“Unfortunately, I’m taken,” I lied through my teeth. “But Alec isn’t.” Putting my hands on his shoulders, I shoved him forward like a sacrificial lamb. 

			His glare promised vengeance. My answering smile felt diabolical. Mom looked heavenward, as if praying for patience.

			More people continued to filter in, offering a welcome distraction from the attempted matchmaking. The next several reintroductions went about the same way, though. Alec and I got the standard hellos and how have you beens followed by a nice strong shot of Catholic guilt about me and my wayward brothers, directed at Mom.

			By the time we finally took our seats, she was over it. “Jesus Christ,” she muttered between me and Alec, crossing herself even as she blasphemed. “You’d think it’s all my fault you’re not here every weekend.”

			“Isn’t it?” I asked, deadpan.

			

			She glared, knowing my dry sense of humor well enough to pick up on the troll. “One more word, and I’ll volunteer you to be an usher next week.”

			I lifted my hands in surrender. Mom didn’t make idle threats. 

			Slowly, the seats around us filled while this week’s volunteers moved about the sanctuary as they prepared for Mass. Where the fuck were Lauren and Mrs. Bianchi? They should have been in the pew right across from ours, but the spot was conspicuously empty. I turned, scanning the back of the crowd. The whole reason I’d come here was for the chance of seeing Lauren in the flesh, and if I had to sit/kneel/stand through an hour of bullshit for nothing, I’d be pissed. 

			I was just starting to turn back around when a flash of color caught my eye. Entering the nave were two women, one as old as the rest, leaning on the arm of someone much younger. Someone wearing a pastel pink sundress that contrasted beautifully with her tan skin. It was them. They’d made it. 

			My gaze zeroed in on Lauren. Need and possessiveness roared through me at the sight of her, and I briefly entertained the idea of striding down the center aisle, throwing Lauren over my shoulder, and walking out to the sweet sound of her startled shriek. Instead, I turned back around to keep from drawing attention to myself. I couldn’t help my self-satisfied grin, though. Earlier, I’d watched Lauren just long enough to guess that she was escorting her grandmother here, and it felt good to be right, especially because it would put me within touching distance of her.

			I kept my gaze on the altar, eyes unfocused while my full attention went to my periphery. Any second now, she would walk into sight, and I wanted to be looking at her when she noticed me. I wanted to see her up close and personal, study that split second of recognition and gut reaction before her brain caught up to her eyes and she schooled her face or tried to hide her feelings. That tiny moment of time was where the truth lived.

			Suddenly, pink bloomed in my periphery as Lauren pulled even with our pew.

			

			I turned my head, but instead of looking my way, she had her back to me as she helped her grandmother to her seat. Not that I was complaining. It gave me a moment to study her, my gaze trailing up her shapely legs to her spankable ass. The echoes of her moans filled my ears as the memory of her riding her own hand floated to the forefront of my mind. Just last night, this woman had made me come so hard I’d seen stars, and she didn’t even know it. 

			Once her grandmother was settled, Lauren took her seat, her face downturned as she flipped through today’s church program. Since her hair was tucked behind her ears, I had a clear view of her profile. She didn’t look upset or worried, and she had to have heard the news about her dad by now.

			Maybe she didn’t think there was a reason to worry. Tommy Marchetti had never been the most reliable person, and even when he was around, he wasn’t exactly winning any father of the year awards. The first time I’d ever met the guy was when he’d kicked my ass, and she and I had practically grown up together. He’d never been at our school plays, or her soccer games. He hadn’t even come to Lauren’s confirmation, a huge event for young Catholics. Who knew, maybe this wasn’t even the first time he’d disappeared from her life?

			Movement behind her drew my gaze, and I glanced over to see people nearby casting looks her way. One or two even leaned in to whisper something to those seated next to them. I thought they were talking about Tommy at first—news traveled fast in the old neighborhood—but then I caught sight of their censuring glances and realized this wasn’t idle church gossip; this had teeth. It brought to mind Dad’s insult. Whore. 

			Were these motherfuckers talking shit about Lauren? My Lauren? 

			From the unbothered way she lifted her head and scanned the people around her, she either didn’t notice the way they stared and whispered, or she didn’t care. Which meant there was no need for me to be bothered by it. But try as I might to talk myself down from the ledge, my temper clawed its ugly way out of the abyss and sank its teeth into me. 

			What pissed me off more than anything was the hypocrisy. Half these assholes had family members in the mob, men who’d committed innumerable crimes, done unspeakable things to other humans. I was one of them, and they were fine talking to me, but take your top off for money and you were shunned.
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