
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Also by Jessica Payne

			Make Me Disappear

			The Lucky One

			The Good Doctor

			Never Trust the Husband

		

	
		
			[image: Title Page for “Somebody Worth Killing” by Jessica Payne, showing the title in large black letters stacked vertically with a small ink-splatter mark dotting the “i” in “Killing,” the author’s name centered below, and the Berkley New York imprint logo at the bottom.]
		

	
		
			BERKLEY

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			[image: Penguin publisher logo.]

			Copyright © 2026 by Jessica Payne

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			BERKLEY and the BERKLEY & B colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Cover design by Colleen Reinhart

			Cover image: Girl at Rest, 2017 © Mario Sughi. All rights reserved. Image courtesy of Bridgeman Images, 2025.

			Book design by Ashley Tucker, adapted for ebook

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Payne, Jessica (Fiction author) author

			Title: Somebody worth killing / Jessica Payne.

			Description: First edition. | New York : Berkley, 2026.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2025028656 (print) | LCCN 2025028657 (ebook) | ISBN 9780593954706 hardcover | ISBN 9780593954713 ebook

			Subjects: LCSH: Female assassins--Fiction | LCGFT: Thrillers (Fiction) | Novels

			Classification: LCC PS3616.A97286 S66 2026  (print) | LCC PS3616.A97286 (ebook) | DDC 813/.6--dc23/eng/20260128

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025028656

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025028657

			Ebook ISBN 9780593954713

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			ep_prh_7.3a_156356095_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Dedication

			

			
				Chapter One

			

			
				Chapter Two

			

			
				Chapter Three

			

			
				Chapter Four

			

			
				Chapter Five

			

			
				Chapter Six

			

			
				Chapter Seven

			

			
				Chapter Eight

			

			
				Chapter Nine

			

			
				Chapter Ten

			

			
				Chapter Eleven

			

			
				Chapter Twelve

			

			
				Chapter Thirteen

			

			
				Chapter Fourteen

			

			
				Chapter Fifteen

			

			
				Chapter Sixteen

			

			
				Chapter Seventeen

			

			
				Chapter Eighteen

			

			
				Chapter Nineteen

			

			
				Chapter Twenty

			

			
				Chapter Twenty-One

			

			
				Chapter Twenty-Two

			

			
				Chapter Twenty-Three

			

			
				Chapter Twenty-Four

			

			
				Chapter Twenty-Five

			

			
				Chapter Twenty-Six

			

			
				Chapter Twenty-Seven

			

			
				Chapter Twenty-Eight

			

			
				Chapter Twenty-Nine

			

			
				Chapter Thirty

			

			
				Chapter Thirty-One

			

			
				Chapter Thirty-Two

			

			
				Chapter Thirty-Three

			

			
				Chapter Thirty-Four

			

			
				Chapter Thirty-Five

			

			
				Chapter Thirty-Six

			

			
				Chapter Thirty-Seven

			

			
				Chapter Thirty-Eight

			

			
				Chapter Thirty-Nine

			

			
				Chapter Forty

			

			
				Chapter Forty-One

			

			
				Chapter Forty-Two

			

			
				Chapter Forty-Three

			

			
				Chapter Forty-Four

			

			
				Chapter Forty-Five

			

			
				Chapter Forty-Six

			

			
				Chapter Forty-Seven

			

			
				Chapter Forty-Eight

			

			
				Chapter Forty-Nine

			

			
				Chapter Fifty

			

			
				Chapter Fifty-One

			

			
				Chapter Fifty-Two

			

			
				Chapter Fifty-Three

			

			
				Chapter Fifty-Four

			

			
				Chapter Fifty-Five

			

			
				Chapter Fifty-Six

			

			
				Acknowledgments

				About the Author

			

		

	_156356095_

	
		
			This book is dedicated to all the moms—by birth, by choice, by heart.

			I see you and all that you do. This book is for you.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			If it weren’t for the fire ants crawling up my leg, I would be thoroughly enjoying the evening. It’s another steamy Texas night, the wind scented with oncoming rain, and I’m tucked in the crook of a sprawling oak tree in the backyard of a multimillionaire’s estate. He doesn’t know it yet, but I’m going to kill him.

			A growl comes from my throat as the stream of fire ants climbs my leg and begins to bite. I lower the rifle long enough to pick them off, one by one—easier said than done, their little hooks dug into my skin—and smash them, feeling no more remorse than I will for the man I’m about to off. I wipe sweat—and melting makeup—from my brow, fix my ponytail, and adjust my aim one more time. I knew I should have worn waterproof mascara.

			Through the scope, my target sips what looks like bourbon from a highball glass, laughing as he talks on the phone and peers inside his refrigerator. It irks me to do this from afar, to not get to see the terror and panic in his eyes the moment before his life ends. It may be justice, but it’s not enough. It never is for people like him. Still, I catch myself smiling in anticipation, imagining the next several minutes unfolding.

			God, I love my job.

			My finger plays over the trigger. I inhale, exhale, and—

			My ass vibrates.

			“Damn it.” I drop my trigger hand, grab at my shuddering phone shoved in the pocket of my workout tights. It’s hardly work attire, but I’ll finish this job and look like one more yoga mom out for a stroll, not the trained killer that I am.

			“What?” I snap at my sister, annoyed at the interruption. I peek through the scope, but my target has wandered off, out of the kitchen. I swivel the gun, tracking him into his dining room, where he proudly looks out at his lawn, one I’ll bet he’s never lifted a finger to tend. I try not to fidget with impatience. The last thing I need is to fall out of this damn tree.

			“I know you’re working, but listen, Eliza just threw up again. That’s the third time. I’m worried.” My sister’s voice yanks me from the moment, like I’m surfacing from a fever dream. Follow-up questions about my daughter’s symptoms come to mind, but I swallow them back. I’m working. I can’t do this right now.

			“I’m at a—a wedding rehearsal. With a bridezilla,” I say. My mark steps away from the window, out of view. “Fuck.”

			“I thought you were at an actual wedding, and that’s why you couldn’t stay home with your sick kid? Wait, are you allowed to say ‘fuck’ at a wedding?”

			I pause, trying to remember what I’d told Piper over the phone as I’d pleaded with her to come watch my daughters. “No, it’s a wedding rehearsal. Who gets married on a Monday night?”

			“I don’t know, I’ve never been married. Can you come home, or what?”

			“Did you try calling Brian?” I barely keep the frustration out of my voice—my big sister is a lifesaver, but I can’t get a job done without her calling, peppering me with questions. She doesn’t have kids—never wanted them—and makes for a wonderful aunt. But she’s also terrified of screwing up. Little does she know, moms do screw up, constantly, and I’m a prime example of that.

			“Um, well, I mean, you’re the mom.”

			And he’s the dad!

			The tree trunk digs into my scalp as I lean my head against it and squeeze my eyes shut. “She’s fine,” I say. This is one of those situations when a parent would give the kid a Popsicle and send them to bed, but Piper will worry herself sick, because to her, children are basically foreign beings that are utterly fragile and often disgusting. She’s not wrong about that second part.

			“I think she’s dehydrated.” Piper’s voice is high, fast. In the background, my five-year-old’s baby voice—not her normal voice—calls for her mommy. That would be me; they both always want me. I just have to wait until they’re older, then Piper will be the fun aunt, the one who lets them try a sip of her wine. Or, you know, pours them their own glass.

			“She’s—” My hand clenches around the rifle stock. Piper is helping me, doing me a favor. I have to be nice; that’s how people treat those who do them favors. “Okay, I’ll run by the store and grab some Pedialyte.” And wine. “I’ll be there soon, okay?” We disconnect.

			Back to Mr. Rich Guy.

			My phone tucked in my pocket, I look through the scope again, but he’s gone. An empty stainless steel kitchen. A dining room table that could seat sixteen. A bedroom with a perfectly tucked quilt. And no mark.

			I take a breath, tell myself to relax. He has to still be there. If my sister calling for the umpteenth time is the thing that makes me fail this job, I swear to god, I’ll—

			The groan of an automatic door snatches my attention. Swiveling my viewfinder lower, to the driveway that snakes around the home, I focus on the garage hidden in the back. He’s there, in his khaki pants and fancy shoes, a diamond-encrusted watch that reflects the light just so. I grin, flushed with relief and anxious to continue.

			Perhaps I make a noise. Or maybe he senses my presence—death lurking at the edge of his ten-million-dollar property, waiting for him. He looks up, squints against the outdoor lights, right into the tree where I’ve made myself at home. His eyes widen as he catches sight of me, my rifle. I smile, give him a little wave, then return my hand to the gun and pull the trigger.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			I hate going straight back to my house after a kill. The part of me who sees other humans as prey—who tracks their movements and knows instinctively how to kill them—doesn’t belong in my family’s home. I keep her neatly tucked away.

			For that reason, I’m glad for an excuse to stay out a little longer. Parking in the lot of the organic supermarket near our house, I let my hair down and meet my own gaze in the rearview mirror. I paste on a smile, transforming from Nadia the Killer to Nadia the Mom, the version of me the employees here will recognize, greet with a wave, frown at with worry and say, Oh, Eliza’s sick? Here, bring her this lollipop from us, and hand over an all-natural, organic something or other.

			It’s late spring, but as I make my way inside, the hanging baskets of rosemary smell of Christmas, and I close my eyes, drinking in the air. Visions of my daughters around a tree speckled with ornaments, their giggles, their smiles. It’s a comforting scent to help my transition back to “normal.”

			When I open my eyes, I head for the frozen section, stopping briefly to grab the wine I promised myself. The kitchen inventory in my head—all moms have one—tells me we’re out of Popsicles, and that’s what sick kids want. I get the healthy kind, with veggies snuck in. Eliza knows, but she’ll still eat them; Evie, my three-year-old, has yet to figure it out.

			“Oh, Nadia! Out late on a school night?”

			The voice makes me stop short—I’m not yet ready for human interaction. But I turn with a smile, ready for my fellow private school mom.

			“Hi, Megan.”

			Ignoring her isn’t an option—our kids know each other. I’ll probably see her in the drop-off line tomorrow. This is one interaction I can’t screw up. And besides, while I’m not sure I really have friends—not in the traditional sense—if I did, Megan would be one of them. “Eliza’s not feeling well. Figured she needed Popsicles.”

			I’m met with an understanding nod, confirming this is the right thing for a concerned mother to say. “And Mommy needs wine?” She grins and peeks at the three bottles I tossed in my basket alongside the Pedialyte.

			I hesitate, thinking of what the mommy-influencers on Instagram would say. “You know it.”

			A half laugh. “Well, I hope she feels better. I’ll see you at the PTA breakfast later this week.” Megan air-kisses in my direction and strides off.

			That’s another reason I like her—she doesn’t feel the need for extended small talk. A polite hello gets the job done.

			Also, I’d forgotten about the PTA breakfast. I promised to bring pastries, and I add it to my already-overloaded mental to-do list.

			Five minutes later, I’m searching the darkness of my driveway for shapes, movement. People like me can have enemies. I have to be cautious to maintain a veneer of normalcy. As a disguise, yes, but also for them. My family loves me. I want to keep it that way.

			Bear, our tricolored Australian shepherd, starts yapping before I so much as make it to the door. She sees me through the window and wiggles excitedly.

			“Shut up!” Piper’s voice comes from behind the door as I unlock it. “You’ll wake the kids.”

			I smile to myself—if anyone’s going to wake them, it’s her—and let myself in.

			“Thanks for watching the girls. They’re asleep?”

			Piper sighs with her whole body—one of her many big sister talents—and looks up the curving stairwell that empties out into the foyer we now stand in. She beckons for me to move away from the hall leading upstairs, worried our voices will carry, that the kids will wake back up. It’s a fair concern. My girls love to crawl out of bed, sneak downstairs, and beg to stay up late. And as their mom, sometimes I can’t resist saying yes, letting them snuggle with me on the couch until they fall asleep again and I’m left carrying them back upstairs.

			We retreat to the kitchen, and she spins to pin me with a look that makes most people wilt. “What took you so long?”

			I don’t answer her question. With Piper, who is as unafraid of confrontation as I am, distraction works best. I hold up a bottle of rosé. “Wine?”

			This gives her pause. “I love wine.”

			“I know.”

			We go to the back patio, where an hour or two ago, we could have watched a golden sun sink beneath the edge of the city. Now, it’s dark, but I’ve strung fairy lights and I turn them on, light a candle. The glow gives the space a warm vibe, makes it feel safe, something I want very much for my family. A sigh of relief eases out of my throat as I sit back and rest easy, knowing there’s one less bad person in the world.

			At least until Piper glances my way, an eyebrow raised as she sips her wine. Like she knows something.

			Or maybe that’s me being paranoid that someday she’ll put the pieces together, figure it out. And life as I know it will be over. Our brother, Graham, is the complete opposite—utterly clueless—but sometimes I think Piper wonders about me. What I really do when I leave the house to go off to my job.

			“Work went well?” she asks, and I tell myself there’s nothing odd about her tone.

			I nod, swirl my glass. Murmur something about the bride being happy, which of course is what people want to hear when you supposedly work weddings. It’s a lie fashioned after a short stint I had in college as an events planner’s assistant. I realized it was a field with few rules, a career most people knew nothing about—and therefore, one that was easy to spin lies around. It’s also relatively boring, so I rarely have to lie. Everyone’s been to a wedding reception, a bridal shower, a wedding. They already know what’s involved, so they don’t ask questions.

			Piper makes a noise in her throat. “I don’t know how you do it.”

			I look over, see she has a cigarette in her hand. She won’t light it, not here, but she’ll let it sit, poised between her fingers, let it rest there the way she did when we were teenagers sneaking one when we thought Mom wasn’t looking.

			My teeth clench, and I observe her face through the dimness, searching for her meaning. But she’s staring out into the night, watching a squirrel scamper across the fence line.

			She means being a parent. Not killing people. That’s what’s on my mind, not hers.

			“You just—” I shrug. “One day at a time.”

			I don’t tell her that sometimes I wonder if I’d have done things differently if I’d realized what it would really be like to have kids. If I’d known how demanding they would be, how much of myself I’d give up for them—if I’d have kept Eliza when I first read pregnant on that little pink-and-white plastic test.

			It’s a horrible thought, and I’m instantly ashamed. Knowing Eliza now, I could never make another choice. She and Evie are my world. My emotions may be blunted and I may not feel love often or easily, but despite the common belief that those on the spectrum between sociopathy and psychopathy feel nothing, I do feel things. Sometimes. For some people.

			“But you never get a day off. Like, ever.”

			“It’s different when it’s your own kids. They feel like…” I think for a second. “An extension of yourself. Does that make sense?”

			She scrunches her nose. “Not really. They’re still other people, ones that need you for, like, everything.” She glances sideways at me. “I mean, I love my nieces. We had fun until Eliza threw up. I just can’t quite wrap my head around doing it every day.”

			“Well, you’re a wonderful aunt. You don’t have to be a mom.”

			“Yeah, I know.” She pushes to her feet, swallows down the last drops of rosé. “Anyway, I’m meeting a friend.”

			“Someone I know?”

			“Probably not.” She leans in, gives me a hug, and she’s off. Disappearing into the world of singledom. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little jealous.

			I let myself imagine being able to do a job, then linger, enjoy it. Though maybe it’s better I can’t do that—the killers who do are the ones who don’t last long. Who slip. Who let their monster out a little too much, a little too often, and get caught. But still, it sounds nice to have an evening where I don’t have to worry about anyone but myself. At least until I climb the stairs and see the door to my girls’ room cracked open. The rise and fall of their little chests makes my heart swell. They rest snug beneath their matching blue comforters—blue, Eliza insisted, mostly because she knew people expected her to prefer pink. I go to her bed first, press gentle fingers to her forehead—no fever. Then I go to Evie, still in her smaller toddler bed. She sleeps with her lips pursed, perpetually annoyed about something. It makes me smile.

			When I drift downstairs, it’s not to finish my wine.

			In the safety of darkness, I retrieve the gun case from beneath the floor mats of my Honda minivan. Back in the house, I go from window to window, securing them. I double-check that all three doors are locked and dead bolted. The security alarm is armed. Brian will be home at some point, but who knows when; it’s his monthly poker tournament with a group of guys he works with, and it’s not uncommon for him to stroll in when I’m up making the morning coffee. I’d be annoyed, but the reality is that he rarely misses family time when he’s in town.

			I slip into the bedroom-turned-office I insisted I need for work, mommy mode pushed to the back burner and Nadia, assassin, at the ready. My office is purposefully hyperfeminine, with faux-flower arrangements in clear vases, bridal magazines stacked generously on every horizontal surface, and not one, but three wedding-themed vision boards tacked to the walls. In other words, it’s enough to make my husband instantly recoil and back out of the room before he’d ever consider exploring it.

			Which is my exact intention—if he doesn’t want to come in the room, he sure as hell won’t go near the walk-in closet.

			Speaking of, I open the door and step inside. Behind a bunch of wedding crap—whatever was on sale one weekend, tulle and ribbon and plastic champagne glasses—sits a shelf filled with books on planning the perfect wedding. When we bought the house, Brian had to leave town for two weeks to travel overseas for work. It was terrible timing in terms of moving our belongings—but it was perfect for the changes I needed a specialty company to come in and make.

			He never noticed that this closet became smaller—why would he, with all the pink ruffles and lacy white chair coverings spilling out of it?

			I press a slim card against the side of the bookshelf, deactivating the magnetic lock. A click, and the shelf swings outward, toward me; it’s actually a door.

			Yes, I have a secret room.

			It’s the size of a large bathroom, a blend of closet and previously unutilized attic space to give me room to store certain items that, let’s just say, shouldn’t be left lying around, especially with small kids in the house. It’s also soundproofed and where I make most of my calls. No one can overhear, not even a certain five-year-old who loves to sneak out of bed. A private, encrypted wi-fi network ensures I can reach outside of our home.

			Guns hang on a rack affixed to the wall, and I return the rifle to its spot. Knives rest beneath them, a fancy spy radio sits to one side, and lastly, a baby monitor is positioned on my small worktable so I can make sure the girls are where they’re supposed to be. I reach for my work phone. It’s theoretically untraceable, thanks to cryptocurrency, an anonymous SIM card, and a special communication app. Multiple layers of security, always. I dial a number from memory.

			“You’ve reached John’s Adult Toys, how can I help you?”

			“It’s me.”

			“I’m sorry, ma’am, I’m not sure—”

			“Come on, John, it’s late.” In the background, theatrical music plays, the pew-pew-pew of a video game gun. “Super Nintendo?”

			“Sega,” he says. “I’m almost done, hold on.”

			John is my handler, the person who gives me hits and communicates with the agency that assigns them. He acts about nineteen, and his cover is managing a pizza shop. His spare time involves playing retro gaming systems. Secretly, I suspect he lives in his mother’s basement, but I’d never cross a line and ask. Instead, I picture him there when he pisses me off. I find it soothing.

			“Okay, what’ve you got for me?” His tone changes as he settles into his business voice. He, too, has two modes.

			“The job is done.”

			“Any issues?”

			I think of the fire ants, the pustules that will surely form on my leg. “Nope.”

			“You’re killing it, Nadia.”

			My lips quirk. Literally.

			I don’t need his approval—it doesn’t do anything for me—my brain is wired differently than a normal person’s. But I appreciate that he tries.

			I am pleased with myself. I worried, considering I lack a full range of emotions, that my life wouldn’t be a happy one. That I’d be solitary, and that loneliness might be what took me to the edge. It might let the monster inside me escape and wreak havoc. But somehow—maybe thanks to my grandmother—I have the career I always wanted. A family that might not be perfect, but that is perfect for me. They keep me balanced—keep my monster in check. I love them more than anything, and while I don’t often feel fear, the idea of losing them terrifies me. Which is good—it’s good to care about something. The fact that I have to hide who I really am from my husband, my family? A small trade-off, especially as my gaze comes to rest on my girls through the monitor, sleeping safe in their beds.

			“You want something else local?” His voice breaks through my thoughts. There aren’t usually this many jobs—I do about one a month—and I suspect it’s the effect of summer coming. A combination of heat rising alongside a person’s temper. Not to mention vacations, which give people time to consider whose death would make their life a little better.

			For that reason, summer is my favorite season.

			“Yes.”

			“You sure? It’s okay if you want to take some time off.”

			I smile, thinking of that incredibly corny line about how if you love your job, you’ll never work a day in your life. “I’ll take it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			A noise jolts me awake at five a.m. on the dot.

			My hand flies to the gun in the small biometric safe strapped beneath the bed frame, but when I hear it again, I stop and look over to see my husband fast asleep—snoring.

			My alarm will go off in another ten minutes, but of course I’m now wide awake.

			I groan, remind myself how I relish this short amount of time I have in the mornings, and force myself to sit up before I fall back asleep. These moments before my family is out of bed, casually demanding my attention, are sometimes the only break in the day I get. Usually, I hop on the treadmill or hit the weight room we built in the basement. It’s important I stay in good shape, capable of climbing trees on hot Texas nights or sprinting down ten flights of stairs after taking a shot from high up in a building. But Brian is home, so I hurry to dress, tuck my Glock 43, a minuscule gun, into a holster designed just for running, and slip outside with Bear on a leash. I only run outside a couple days a week—when he’s around in the morning to watch the girls—and it’s my favorite exercise.

			It’s May, which means the air is already hot and thick with humidity, even at this early hour. But it’s also beautiful. The moon shines bright overhead, and I leave my headlamp off, loping down our residential street to a trail system. I want to breathe easy, to enjoy it; this is supposed to be my me time. But there’s a full day ahead—

			Pharmacy

			PTA breakfast to prep for

			Plan the perfect way to kill my next mark

			—and maybe a sick child to cart around through all of it.

			I haven’t always killed. I didn’t start until I was seventeen, actually. I could jokingly blame Piper. Or rather, her college boyfriend. I never liked him, but when I showed up to visit during her junior year and found her cornered, naked, in the communal shower of her dormitory, him screaming at her for not answering his texts, demanding to know if she was cheating on him—it obviously put me on high alert. When she had a fractured jaw and came home from college lying about it a week later, I knew what had to be done. Some might say it was an overreaction. He’d yelled at her, hit her a time or two. Did he deserve to die for that?

			Fifty-five percent of female homicides in the United States are committed by intimate partners. So yes. He did. He did deserve to get too drunk and freeze to death on a rare twenty-degree night in Texas. In fact, I’d say I let him off easy.

			It wasn’t hard. Who would suspect Piper’s little sister, skinny and awkward with braces? Convincing him to come with me had been the easy part—Piper had a surprise for him, I said, a suggestive gleam in my eye as I led him on a path through the woods.

			It was also easy to offer him booze spiked with propranolol, a heart medicine that lowers the heart rate and blood pressure. The drug kept him from regulating his body temperature, and I’d known it was unlikely to be tested for. Sneaking the medicine from Gran’s medicine cabinet had been too easy. The alcohol, overproof rum that got him drunk faster than he expected, exacerbated the effects. His death appeared to be an accident—a college student who’d had too much to drink, passed out on a chilly night in January beneath some bushes, and wasn’t found until it was too late. Sad, but hardly remarkable.

			The biggest problem was Piper—her shock. Maybe her suspicion.

			Or perhaps I imagined it, and the way she stared at me, wide-eyed and accusatory, was merely a symptom of grief.

			I sprint down a hill and cross into a green field surrounded by spiraling oak trees; a small, picturesque wooden bridge; and an elevated worship space where yogis like to practice. Technically, I’m on the property of a church, but their grounds are beautiful, with a majestic view of the sunrise over downtown. They welcome everyone, and though I’m not the slightest bit religious—how do you account for people like me in the eyes of their god?—I appreciate the meditative space they provide for anyone who wants it. Dirt trails and rock staircases, fountains and rosebushes. This property must be half a dozen acres, and they maintain it for anyone who needs peace.

			But I don’t need peace. I don’t feel bad about what I do.

			John said the package would be delivered this morning, the one that tells me how to find my next mark. He assured me it was a VBP, or very bad person. While my moral code might be a bit loose, I won’t kill just anyone because some rando wants them dead. I have to feel like the world is a better place without them. It’s how I stay in control, how I keep myself from killing any person who catches my attention. They are prey; I am a predator. It’s simple math without any rules, and so I have embraced the guidelines my grandmother gave me. They’ve gotten me this far.

			Up on the overlook, I find a stone bench settled between two thick-trunked trees and prop my leg up to stretch my hamstrings. Somewhere, an owl hoots. A mosquito buzzes near my ear. But still, the world feels quiet. Until it doesn’t.

			I sense him before he speaks, that energy that only living beings carry, an essence that goes out like a flame extinguished when you end their life. He doesn’t make a sound, no twigs snapping beneath his shoes or heavy breathing. Just the realization I’m no longer alone.

			I don’t reach for my gun.

			Ian might enjoy killing, but I’m not on his hit list. Besides, we genuinely like each other. Neither of us can say that about many people.

			“Good morning.”

			“It is a good morning. What a view.” He sidles up beside me, gaze fixed on the narrow strip of orange sunrise, and touches a hand to my shoulder in greeting. Beside me, Bear growls a warning, ever the protective running partner.

			I don’t look Ian’s way, not yet. I settle into his presence, his company. It’s a unique camaraderie that we share, being the same sort of different in a world that doesn’t recognize or understand us. And if it did, would be all the more terrified.

			There’s also the fact that for him to be here means he followed me. Which means I’m followable. I should have noticed I had a tail. When I do glance at his face, he peers back with his familiar amber eyes, long nose, pronounced cheekbones. He’s more interesting to look at than handsome, and yet, I like his face. Ian’s a friend, a colleague, and the only other assassin I’ve ever met.

			We did our first job together twelve years ago, back when we were both new on the scene. He helped me fill some gaps in my knowledge—after all, I was fresh out of college. I didn’t really know what I was doing. I’d like to blame the pull I feel toward him on the fact that we were both in our twenties when we met, high on the reality we could literally work as assassins instead of toiling away behind a desk for the rest of our lives. But it’s not that. It’s plain and simple attraction, like-minded people who are genuinely drawn to one another—physically and otherwise—who’ve never gone there, never tested those waters.

			Who never will, for that matter. Beyond the fact that it would obviously interfere with our ability to work together, I’m happy with my husband, happy in my family—I won’t let anyone threaten that. Thankfully, in all the years we’ve known one another, we’ve gotten better at ignoring it. Instead, we meet randomly and talk through the wild, unexpected moments from our best jobs. Sometimes, we grab a beer down on the River Walk and catch up. And on rare occasions, we go to his weapon store, a ten-foot-by-twenty-foot storage unit that holds guns and knives and weaponry I can’t even name—one of half a dozen he has strategically placed throughout the country—and pull out guns to take to the shooting range. Like anyone with a calling, we have fun immersing ourselves in the tools of our trade. And always, always, I am honest with him, honest like I can be with no one else. When you’re living a lie—even a partial one—it’s a relief to have someone you can tell the raw truth. I’m pretty sure he feels the same.

			“What’s the occasion?” I ask. Though we text regularly, Ian doesn’t come around just to socialize. Twelve years ago, after that long weekend spent killing three mobsters, we went our separate ways and only see each other a couple times a year. Whenever he’s coming through San Antonio, or if we happen to get the rare opportunity to do a job together. It’s safer that way, but I miss him in between visits, crave our easy conversation.

			“Job.” He shrugs his big shoulders. “Want to walk?”

			“I’m actually out for a run.” I look at him pointedly.

			He cracks a grin. “Okay. Want to run, then?”

			We take off at an easy jog. I’m tempted to sprint ahead, to see how long he can keep up or if he can outrun me. I smirk at the thought but don’t do it. If he’s found me here, in the wee hours of the morning, with no one else around, it’s because he wants to really talk. This isn’t a social call, it’s a work one, and Ian takes our business very seriously.

			“How’s work?”

			“It’s good.” I consider. “Really good.”

			“And life?” His gaze searches mine. There were about two seconds during that job twelve years ago when I wondered what a life with him would be like. Someone who knows who I truly am, what I am, because he is the same. Someone who understands how my mind works, that I can kill people without being a complete monster in every aspect of my life. At the time, I held off due to professionalism, and honestly, being unsure how he felt—I didn’t want to ruin our friendship. Then I met Brian and realized I could have a normal life, like my mom and dad, and my siblings too. At least, normal on the surface.

			I suspect Ian and I would have ended terribly. We may be drawn to one another, but if he’s dynamite, then I’m the spark. It would have been fun and exciting—until we both ended up dead. But still, he gets me in a way no one else can, because no one else in my life is like me.

			Ian clears his throat, bringing me back to the moment, to his question—How is life? I try to formulate a response that’s honest and doesn’t give him more detail than necessary. The more we know, the more we could hurt one another if someone nabbed one of us and got us to talk. Like a government or any of the societies that pretend to not exist.

			“I’m happy.” I point with my chin up a steep climb that levels out near The Lodge, a fancy-schmancy club settled between multimillion-dollar homes where I’ve pulled off a hit before. This route is the only way to get back to the dam I want to run across before I head back toward my neighborhood. But it’s two or three miles of sprawling, knotted oaks, manicured lawns, and stately homes between here and there, so we have plenty of time. And at this hour, almost no one’s out. “How about you?”

			He shrugs. “I’m happy too.”

			I know he has a wife. A kid. I don’t know their names, and I’ve never visited his home. If everything goes as it should, I never will.

			“I wanted to talk to you about something,” he says, unreadable. He has no nervous twitches, no easy-to-decipher extraneous movements that offer me insight into what’s happening in his head. I’ve often wondered how he learned to be that way, or if it came naturally. My biggest tell is clenching my jaw, grinding my teeth. I’m pretty good at hiding it, at least from everyone besides my dentist.

			We slow to a walk as the incline increases.

			“Okay.” I know I’ll have to wait until he’s formulated the words in his head. He doesn’t feel the need to fill the empty space like so many others do.

			We finish climbing the hill, huffing as we crest the top. A woman in her eighties gives us a little wave, then bends down slowly, retrieving her newspaper. She turns to go inside, her bathrobe wrapped tightly around her slight body. Someday, that will be me. I won’t be so capable, won’t be able to do my job anymore. Or maybe it will just be one more disguise. No one suspects a little old lady. The thought makes me smile.

			“I was offered a job I think should have been yours. That’s why I’m passing through town, headed south—for work.”

			It takes me a second to reply. “Go on.”

			“It’s in Mexico. I had to travel a thousand miles here, and now I have to drive five hours across the border. It’s a big job, a dangerous dude and his security team. But it’s a big payoff, half a mil. I suggested you for it since you’re closer, but—” His gaze darkens. We break into a run again, taking a sharp turn down a wooded road. “They said you weren’t quite right.”

			I don’t know everything about how Ian works, but I know he has no handler—that he works directly with the people who want killing done—sometimes contracted by the same organization I work with and sometimes freelancing. It’s a risk, but he doesn’t seem to mind. Or maybe he wants to keep the twenty percent I pay out to John.

			I turn this information over in my head. I travel for work every couple of months, and Mexico is just south of the border. But there might be more to it than that. “I mean…there are jobs they’d choose me for over you. If they wanted it to look like an accident or needed a woman. Whereas you’ll kill anyone, and I—”

			“Won’t?” he fills in. “Yes, you have…ethics.” He says it as though it’s distasteful, then clears his throat and wipes the back of his hand over his forehead. “It’s not that. I got the impression they didn’t think you could do it. Or should do it.” A cyclist zooms past us going the opposite direction, and he waits until they’re out of earshot. “Because you’re a woman. A wife. A mom.”

			“What?” My voice comes out sharp, fast. I stumble to a stop and look at him, my normal picture of composure shattered. Bear strains at her leash. “They think I can’t do a job because I’m a mom? Why?”

			“I can’t say. Maybe they thought you wouldn’t want to go out of town and leave your kids at home?” Ian looks right at me, and the full force of his gaze makes me go silent. His jaw is tense, his face hard. He’s angry—for me. “I thought you should know. Should maybe talk to your handler. Because…” A quick shake of his head. “That’s fucked-up.”

			I’m still stunned, unable to form words. I get plenty of jobs, easily one a month. I thought I was successful. Even last night, I felt good about my work, my own particular set of skills. I can shoot from a significant distance or make a kill look like an accident. I can merely brush by someone in a crowded place, and minutes later, they’ll drop dead. I take pride in my work, because how many people can do what I do? Furthermore, John hasn’t mentioned me being passed over for jobs, my name being crossed off because I’m a woman, a wife, a mom.

			“Sorry, Nadia, but I gotta go. I’ll stop back in on the way home—maybe we can grab a beer?” Ian extends an arm and, numbly, I step into his embrace. It’s quick, fleeting, his familiar smell enveloping me for half a second before he’s gone.

			I’m left standing alone as the sun burns hot above the horizon. It no longer feels like such a beautiful day.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The driveway shimmers with heat as I arrive home, sweat dripping down my arms and legs. Bear pants happily as she whines and shoves her face into my leg, asking for attention. I stare at my house, trying to turn once again into mom, wife. My blood still runs hot and fast, thinking about what Ian told me. But these two thousand square feet contain everything in the world that matters. The two little girls inside. The collective that is our family. A husband who is kind and patient and knows me as well as I dare let him. I will do whatever I have to in order to maintain this life, to keep them happy and blissfully unaware of who I really am, of the monster that simmers beneath the surface.

			Right now, that means I need to chill the fuck out.

			“There you are.” Brian pokes his head out the front door. He tries to smile, but it turns into a wince as his hand comes to his temple.

			“Late night?” I keep my voice light as I unclip Bear’s leash and she hurries inside for water.

			“Mm-hmm. God, I’m too old for this.” He beckons me through the entry, his dark brown eyes catching mine, holding them in a moment of shared intimacy. He adjusts his glasses, and I stop, watch him. Something about the movement is utterly sexy, which I don’t really understand—maybe I’ve always secretly had a thing for Clark Kent?

			Brian smirks, like he knows what I’m thinking. “Coffee?”

			“Yes. Please.” Coffee helps everything. It’s also our favorite ten minutes to share in the morning before he goes off to his job as a management consultant. When the tradition began, after the first night I spent at his place, it was simply a desperate need for caffeine on my part. Then I realized how happy it made him to just sit and spend time together. And so, when I realized he’d be perfect for me, I made certain it became one of our things.

			That, according to more than one relationship book, is how you have a successful bond with another person. To my surprise, I’ve found I enjoy it too. A few quiet moments together as Nadia and Brian before chaos descends and we become Mom, Dad, busy parents, and workers trying to make it through the day.

			We take our mugs and step out onto the patio where Piper and I shared a drink last night. I lean in, give him a kiss on the cheek, run a hand through his blond hair, careful to not ruin where he’s gelled it neatly to one side. He likes that, and he grins at me. I spend a moment wondering if his career has been affected by getting married, having kids. My dad once told me that he got a job because he had a wife and children—that his boss thought he was more likely to stick around and do a good job because he had a family to support.

			Funny how it’s the opposite for me.

			“Work go okay last night?” He raises his eyebrows, waits for a response, like it matters to him. Which it does. Brian always remembers to ask me how my day was. Sometimes, I struggle to know what to say: I took the girls to school. I cleaned the house. It just seems so ordinary, so boring, a conversation barely worth having. Parts of our life I am happy to take on but are the same, day in and day out, and sometimes unbearably dull. It’s a wonder stay-at-home moms don’t all start killing people simply out of monotony or lack of adult conversation. I have to leave out all the interesting bits like I got a new gun, and it’s so cool!

			I cast a look at him, wishing I could tell him the real stuff.

			“It was…” I consider the quiet Texas evening, the glittering lights across the lawn, the utter surprise and terror in my mark’s eyes before I pulled the trigger. “A beautiful night. Couldn’t have gone better.”

			“That’s great. I’m proud of you, babe.” Brian sips his coffee, nudges his shoulder against mine. He’s touchy-feely; I am not. But I nudge him back because I know physical affection matters to him. I’m not sure if love languages are real or just another way for someone to make money, but I’ve spent our whole relationship learning to read him, to respond in a normal, loving manner.

			I realized as a child that I didn’t fit in, that I didn’t say the right things or feel the right emotions—I knew from the start that with dating, if I wanted a relationship, I’d have to play the part. Be, if not normal, normal-ish. I’ve learned to be careful, calculated.

			Luckily, romantic encounters are easy to come by when you’re a twentysomething with reasonably good looks. And if I screwed up—if I failed to say the right thing or respond how a regular person would and creeped out my date—well, that was okay. A failed date was to be expected. You went out with someone new the next Friday night and tried all over again.

			By the time I met Brian, I knew what I was doing. Something about him captivated me, kept me interested, even when the predictable bits became, well, predictable.

			We met when we both stopped for an accident during one of Texas’s infamous hailstorms. A car in front of me failed to brake fast enough, and it smashed into a semitruck. When the car came to a smoking stop, the horn honking wildly, I was out of my vehicle before I knew what had happened, sprinting to check on the driver.

			No, I hadn’t suddenly gained a conscience; psychopaths will take any thrill they can get, even something so plebeian as a wreck. It was a woman, maybe in her thirties, and she was unconscious—not breathing—soon, dead, if I did nothing.

			I could save her. Or I could let her die. The decision lay in my hands, and it took my breath away.

			Then Brian appeared, jolting me into action, and we pulled her from the driver’s side. While I called 911, he performed CPR like someone who knew what he was doing. After the ambulance came and went, we were left on the walkway, breathless, adrenaline coursing through our veins. For the first time, I saved a life.

			Brian had turned to me, all floppy blond hair and dark eyes pulsing with excitement. A kindred soul, I’d thought, interested in the thrill of life and death. Perhaps even a fellow psychopath. Anyone else would have been in shock, more concerned about the woman’s welfare than what he said to me next seemed to indicate: “I think I need a drink after that. Wanna come?”

			To my surprise, I smiled at him and said yes.

			A year later, we were married, and it was good—I was doing what my grandmother had instructed—doing the thing that normal people did. And I did like him, quite a lot. It helped that he wasn’t afraid of danger, that he’d run toward the action instead of away from it. He, I had decided, could keep up with me—at least the parts of myself I shared with him.

			“I have a new dad joke. Want to hear it?” Brian’s voice yanks me back into the moment, and a smile curves at my mouth.

			“Of course.” Since we had the girls—his whole world—he’s made it his job to tell dad jokes at every opportunity. Before I met him, I didn’t laugh often. But with him, I laugh almost every day.

			“I learned this one in honor of you.”

			I raise a brow. “Me?”

			He clears his throat. Adjusts how his glasses sit on his nose, and peers at me through them as though this is no laughing matter. My heart clenches a little. “Why do melons have weddings?”

			“Um…”

			“Because they…cantaloupe.”

			I groan and drop my face into my hands. When I look up, he’s grinning, delighted with himself—and with my reaction. A flicker of guilt winds through me—he learned this joke because he thinks I plan weddings. But the joke was sweet (and awful), and I lean in to give him another kiss.

			We chat for a few minutes—about all the normal topics: the girls, his night out, if we should plan a summer vacation.

			“Date night tomorrow. I’m thinking downtown?” He gives my free hand a squeeze. “Do we have a babysitter yet?”

			“I’ll talk to Piper today.”

			“Great.” Brian presses a kiss to my temple. “Love you.”

			We gather our mugs and step inside, where he’ll grab his laptop case and exit out the garage. He has the fun car—a BMW X5, the sort of car he dreamed of as a kid.

			I think I’ll have a moment alone—maybe long enough to shower and dress—but Eliza appears a second later, and thoughts of everything else flee. She wanders down the stairs, all tangled dark hair and bright blue eyes, the mirror image of me. Her thumb is secure in her mouth. She hugs a stuffed dog tight in the other hand and stares at me. I stare back, glad I met her dad. Glad I kept the pregnancy. Glad, more than anything, that she showed me that something about me is normal: I love her unconditionally.

			“Hi, baby. How are you feeling?” I open my arms to give her a big hug. She doesn’t answer, just shrugs, accepts my embrace, then heads for the kitchen, boosting herself onto the stool where she usually eats in the mornings.

			She looks well enough today and immediately says, “Breakfast, Mama?”

			I slice apples and put half of them on a plate for her to share with Evie. The other half go in identical lunch boxes. I buzz around the kitchen, making breakfast, lunches: fruit, veggie, protein, complex carb, small dark chocolate dessert. If anyone at school casts a wandering eye at my girls’ food, they’ll know their mother can pack a healthy, balanced meal.

			When Evie cries out, I run upstairs, bring her down to join her sister. Meanwhile, I remember there are wet clothes in the washer and hurry to the laundry room before I forget to move them over—again. Then back upstairs we go, dressing the girls, brushing tangles out of their hair, giving them neat, exact braids. It’s nearly time to leave for school when I remember I’ve yet to shower and haven’t had any breakfast myself.

			Both will have to wait.

			I load the girls in the minivan I traded my little sports car for when I was pregnant with Eliza. I could complain about not getting the Beemer, but the vehicle is surprisingly convenient. I can fit a whole body in the back.

			I kiss them goodbye and send Eliza off to kindergarten, fingers crossed her breakfast stays down. Evie goes to her “threes” preschool at the same private academy. I practically had to off someone to get Eliza in. It’s a relief that Evie, in the preschool, is now assured a spot as she gets older.

			I go to the nearest coffee shop drive-through and get a tall Americano and a scone. While I’m eating in the parking lot, I get back to work.

			We need to talk, I text John on my work phone.

			I want to type out more—want to pound the screen of my iPhone and ask him a billion questions. I want to know what jobs I’ve been passed over for, which high-profile gigs no one even considered my name for. It’s wild to think anyone would care that I’m a mom, that I have children at home. And yet, I’ve read about it happening. It’s one of the reasons Piper left her corporate job and opened her own line of fitness and spa centers—she said she’d never make CEO as a woman.

			I glare at my phone, sip my coffee, but John doesn’t reply.

			For now, I have to get busy planning the next hit. It won’t happen for a couple weeks; it needs to look like an accident, which requires research. And the right preparation will mean I’m ready for all contingencies. That I’m less likely to be caught. And that no one can say, Oh, it failed because you hired a woman, a wife, a mom.

			God forbid they call me what I am, what they’d call a man—an assassin.

			I drive across town, peering at the instructions I scribbled on a shred of paper I’ll burn tonight once I know where I’m going, who I’m looking for. I find the clinic easily enough. It’s an outpatient infusion site. I park off to one side and sip my Americano, scrolling through my phone to distract myself as I wait impatiently for my next mark to show her face. My own post-run stench hits me when I raise the scone to take a bite, and I scrunch my nose, nearly missing the woman who bursts from a side door. Crumbs scatter over my lap as I drop the pastry, lean in, peer at her, my heart accelerating in my chest. She sports a white medical jacket, a blond ponytail, and she hurries to the freestanding coffee shop across the lot.

			Behind my dark sunglasses, I size her up to see how much of a challenge she might provide—she’s maybe five foot six? And she moves smoothly, like she’s had training as a dancer or a gymnast. So she knows how to use her body. The woman leans into the pickup window of the coffee shop, purse hanging open behind her, blissfully unaware of her surroundings—and of me watching from the van. It’s almost disappointing; not much of a survival instinct. This isn’t the best part of town.

			Then I see what’s in her hand—an eight-ounce cup, d cap Haz scribbled on the side in bold Sharpie, which must stand for a dry cappuccino with a shot of hazelnut. It’s an uncommon order. How many blond pharmacists who work in the exact same building would get this order at 9:30 a.m., during her usual break time?

			Only one. My next mark.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Since I’ve never worked a normal job, I call the one person in my life who has on my way to pick up the girls that afternoon.

			“One sec.” Piper talks to someone in the background. Her femme-and-them-only fitness club started as a single location, but now there are three in the greater San Antonio area, and she’s on the hunt for sites four and five. “Sorry about that. What’s up?”

			“How’s work?” I try to ask more questions than Can you watch my kids? and, apparently, Have I hit the glass ceiling?

			But Piper doesn’t fall for it. “What do you want?” she deadpans.

			Despite my sour mood, it yanks a laugh from my throat. “Can you watch the girls? Tomorrow night? It’s date night. Our regular babysitter isn’t available.”

			“I thought I was your regular babysitter.” She’s joking. Kind of. We do occasionally hire a high school senior up the street, but she’s a social butterfly and has canceled twice at the last second.

			“Well—”

			“It’s no problem. I just need to leave by nine.”

			“That works.” Brian and I are hardly the type to stay out late. “How was your date?”

			“So good,” she purrs. “So, so good.”

			“Jesus, Piper.”

			A bark of laughter. “I gotta go, new potential hire to interview. But I’ll be there at five tomorrow?”

			“Wait, I have a question.”

			“Hmm?”

			“When you left your job in corporate America…” I chew my lip, flip my turn signal on, pull into the pickup line. Twenty other cars are parked ahead of me, gleaming Lexuses and town cars with drivers, delivery people for the rich parents’ children.

			“What about it?”

			“You were getting paid less, right? Than the men?”

			She gives a huff of annoyance. “I started at the same time as this guy named Frank—and he was awful at his job. Meanwhile, I was pulling in new clients left and right, and I was making fifty thousand dollars less than him. Fifty thousand. That’s half of a new car.”

			Oh, to be young and single and think $100K is a normal price tag for a vehicle. The sight of the school’s principal coming out of the building in a skirt suit and tie distracts me. I frown. Does she make as much as a male principal would? “So, did you ever speak up about it?”

			A beat of silence.

			“Why are you asking? You’re self-employed. Give yourself a raise.”

			“I’m just curious.” I tap the steering wheel, hanging on her words, wanting to know. She’s told me the story before, but this is the first time I’m getting details. The principal catches sight of me and waves with a big smile. I clench my teeth in response. Surely it looks vaguely smile-like from this distance.

			“I did speak up.”

			“And?”

			“They said no. Said the business couldn’t support a raise, that their hands were tied.”

			“What did you say?”

			She gives a half laugh. “Nothing. I quit.”

			That sounds like my big sister. We finish our call, and I inch forward in my minivan. For me, quitting is not an option. I love my job. Moreover, I’m driven by a psychological need—to stalk, to study, to kill. When I go too long between jobs, the pressure builds inside me—slow, steady, until it feels like it might boil over. My hands tighten, thinking of it. Thinking that in a world where I wasn’t raised by a good family, I might be the sort of serial killer you read about in newspapers. The bad kind, who eventually gets caught and put to death or sentenced to life in prison.

			In fact, without my grandmother, I still might have ended up that way. But Gran—a five-foot-nothing fury of a woman—she saw the real me. She’s maybe, besides Ian, the only person who ever has. She saw the gleam in my eye as I watched other humans, how I studied my fellow children instead of playing with them. And when Piper’s boyfriend died, she knew what I’d done. She didn’t judge—only gave me a warning. You make sure you’re killing the right kind of people if you’re gonna be doing shit like that, you hear me, Nadia? Make the world a better place. Make it your superpower.

			I think about that a lot. My superpower.

			I also wonder if she recognized what I am because she wasn’t so different. Now she lives in a memory care center. While I don’t remember him, I understand that my grandfather was not a kind man. When my father talks about his childhood, his stories are filled with horrific accounts of physical and emotional abuse—not just toward him and his brothers, but also toward his mother, my grandmother. It’s a miracle my dad turned out to be okay after everything he went through; I have no doubt it was thanks to her.

			Despite her being a wonderful grandmother, I’ve always thought she had another side. My grandfather died mysteriously and unexpectedly when he was a mere sixty years old. I’d never tell my dad, but I’m pretty sure Gran killed him. I’m also certain that if she did, he deserved it.

			It’s an odd thing to feel a kinship with her about, but I’ll take it. Honestly, anything that makes me feel connected to family. While my mom and dad did a good job raising me, I’ve always known they considered me to be the odd one out. It’s hard to be close to a child who scares you a little. I think they about melted with relief when they found out I was getting married, when I bought a house and got pregnant and offered them anything in the vein of normal.

			“Helllloooo!” A distant voice, a sharp rap on my passenger side window. I jolt, but I don’t dive for my gun. It’s only the principal, a sixtysomething woman with white hair piled on top of her head, a pencil tucked behind her ear like it’s part of her uniform. Maybe it is.

			I roll down the window. “Hello, Mrs. Brown. How are you?”

			“Oh, lovely. I can’t believe the school year’s nearly over, can you?”

			“Sure can’t.” Somehow, I’d forgotten that little fact.

			“Have you thought about teaching? I know you’re a stay-at-home mom, but we have a few teacher’s aide positions open. You could dip your toes in, see if you like it.” She beams at me like she’s given me a golden ticket.

			“Uh…I have a job, actually. But thank you.”

			“Oh. Well, I know you have that little events planning thingy, but it just seems—so…” She waves her hand and leans in. “I mean, like selling makeup or something. Surely it doesn’t keep you busy.”

			I take a drink from my now-cold coffee to give myself a moment. You know when you kind of want to strangle someone, but of course you wouldn’t? Imagine that. Except I actually have.

			“Oh, here comes Eliza. Good to see you!” I whisper a thank-you to whatever higher power does exist and wave at my daughter, who is still fifty feet away, giving me plenty of time to continue this conversation if I want to.

			But I don’t.

			A half hour later, we’re home, and I’m feeding the girls a snack of raw veggies with hummus. Fifty-fifty on whether they’ll eat it or beg for Pop-Tarts, but according to every Instagram mom ever, I should at least offer it. So I set them up with an educational show (don’t judge), put the snack plate within easy reach, and sneak my work phone out as I turn on the oven and toss potatoes in to bake.

			I can’t leave the girls downstairs alone to creep into my hidey-hole, so I break one of my own rules, dialing John from the kitchen as I keep one eye on them and pull the ingredients for a salad from the fridge. It rings until his voicemail picks up.

			“Call me,” I say. I glance over at the girls, who are mesmerized by Blippi, allowing me to take another moment to myself. A sudden urge to text Ian hits me. To message Thanks for this morning or What do you think I should do? or maybe Should I get a new handler and communicate only by email and pretend to be a dude? I don’t though. I turn the phone’s volume to silent, tuck it away inside my purse, and instead text my husband with my other phone: Love you, sweetie. I just started dinner!

			I may be who I am—but for my husband, I have to keep up the pretense. Perfect wife. Mom. And…little events thingy planner.

			Speaking of events to plan. I pull my secret phone back out and scroll through the photos I took of one killer pharmacist today. She’s apparently diluting cancer drugs. Selling off a portion on the black market. Pocketing the money she makes. And in the process, letting patients die.

			These are my favorite jobs. The ones where I get to kill a killer—the worst kind, who hurt good people. The ones who aren’t like me.

			Or at least that’s what I tell myself.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			It’s just after eight, and the girls are asleep. Brian stands on the patio, watching the sun as it makes its last gasp toward the horizon. I observe him through the kitchen window as I mix old-fashioneds. The muddled cherry at the bottom of the glass looks a bit like blood, but a splash of whiskey wipes the thought away. Checking to make sure he’s not watching, I add a little something extra to his, as I often do—just enough to help him sleep soundly. A quick stir, the addition of a giant square ice cube from the freezer, and I hold his in my left hand, mine in my right. Wouldn’t do to mix them up.

			“Here you go, sweetie.”

			Brian looks over, brushes his hair back, accepts his drink with a smile. “Thanks, hon.”

			We sit on the porch swing, rocking gently as darkness falls.

			He exhales. “What a day.”

			“What happened?” I ask.

			“Nothing bad, just…” He lets his voice go off for a moment, lost in thought. His gaze flicks to me. His mouth parts, words seemingly on the tip of his tongue. Then he presses his lips together, shakes his head. “It’s nothing, just another day, I suppose.” He gives me a smile and wraps a big arm around me. He’s strong, athletic, hitting the gym every day before or after work, and it shows. I rest my head on his shoulder, try to think of something interesting to tell him.

			“Mrs. Brown stopped me today. Asked if I wanted to be a teacher’s aide at the school.”

			“What’s a teacher’s aide?”

			“It’s like a teacher’s assistant, kind of. Or they work with kids who need extra help.”

			“Oh.” His forehead creases. “You’re so good with the girls. Would you want to do something like that?”

			“No,” I say. “I love our kids, but no.” His belief that maybe I’d enjoy it leaves my drink bittersweet in my mouth—but it’s my own fault. It’s only because I’ve presented myself in a certain way that he’d even consider I’d enjoy a job like that.

			We finish our drinks and make our way upstairs. We have our obligatory once-a-week sex, because he wants to, and because I read somewhere that having sex regularly improves your intimacy and trust with your partner by up to seventy-four percent, something I want very much. Also, sex with Brian doesn’t suck. Then we go to bed.

			At least, he does. It takes about forty-five minutes for him to fall asleep on the nights I give him hydroxyzine in his nightcap, which is more or less as innocuous as Benadryl. Then, assured he won’t wake and wonder where I’ve disappeared to or overhear a call about how his wife is a professional killer, I slip from the sheets and walk across the hall to check on the girls. Their breathing is slow, steady. Eliza kicks her legs in her sleep. Evie has half of her fist in her mouth, and I smile, watching her an extra moment. With Brian in deep sleep, I’ll keep an eye on them via the monitor I have hooked up in my hidey-hole.

			Then it’s into the other room, through the closet, behind the bookcase.

			I call John again.

			“Nadia! Sorry about the delay, I’ve been working my other job.”

			I assume he’s lying but don’t say so. The background noises sound suspiciously like Sonic the Hedgehog.

			“We need to talk.”

			Silence stretches between us for a long moment.

			“Yes, Nadia?” he finally asks. The Sega on his end goes blissfully silent.

			“I spoke to Ian today.”

			“Ian as in…?”

			“Yes.”

			“Okay.” John’s tone is cautious, almost placating. He doesn’t work with Ian, but he of course has heard of him. Everyone in the business has.

			“We spoke about work.”

			“Mm-hmm.” He’s good at inserting encouraging noises at the right moment. I’m not sure if he means it to be soothing or to indicate that he’s merely paying attention, but it’s obnoxious, and I almost snap at him.

			I force myself to breathe. I can’t believe I’m about to ask this question, and yet here I am.

			“Have I been mommy-tracked?”

			“What?” His voice comes out almost choked. “What the hell is…mommy-tracked?”

			“You know I’m married, that I have kids. I took time off when they were born.”

			He stays quiet. We don’t talk about our real lives often, and my children are not a topic of conversation. Period. The reality is that the agency of course knows about them, but they’ve always respected my family’s privacy, their separation from my job. There are certain rules we live by, and that’s one of them—stay out of personal lives. It’s been that way since I first connected with them through John twelve years ago, when I learned just about anything could be found on the dark web. I’d gone there looking for paying jobs; instead, I came across a handler who’d search them out for me if I paid him a cut. Given that it allowed me a degree of separation, a layer of safety, I’d thought it was worth it. Even then I’d wanted to continue the charade of normalcy.

			“Ian told me—” My voice is hard, coming out in a rush. I’m usually so in control, but this is one thing that makes me feel out of control, and I hate that. My jaw aches as I grind my teeth and take another breath. “He told me he was offered this big job in Mexico, but that he asked why it wasn’t given to me. I’m already this far south.” I clench my hand around the phone, dig my nails into my palm until it causes pain. The hurt allows me to focus.

			“No one approached me about a job in Mexico, Nadia.”

			“I know. And that’s the problem.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“Ian told me they didn’t want to offer me the job. Because I’m a woman. Or a mom. Or they think I won’t leave town to do it because I have kids. It wasn’t clear why exactly, but it boils down to the fact that I’ve hit the fucking glass ceiling.”

			“Does it matter?” John croaks out after a beat. “I mean, you’re doing what you love—those are your own words. You’re getting regular work. You’re doing a great job and making decent money and—”

			“It matters.”

			John seems to turn this over in his head. I close my eyes, sigh, rub at my temple. Maybe it would have been better if Ian hadn’t told me. Then I could continue in blissful ignorance.

			John coughs. “I’m not sure what to say, Nadia. I mean, I get the contracts and you either say yes or no. There’s no negotiating. My contact in the agency comes to me when they think there’s a job that’s a good fit.”

			“Well, can you go to them? Can you ask around? Or what if we used a different name, what if I—” I stop myself. No. I will not pretend I’m a man, tempting as it is. But maybe a gender-neutral name…I’ve heard of women doing that on applications, turning Samantha into Sam. “Do your other clients get bigger jobs, John? Your male clients?”

			He doesn’t say a word. Which tells me everything I need to know.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			The next evening is date night. Piper is with the girls, I’m wearing a mid-thigh slip dress, and Brian’s hand is on my knee across the BMW. But my mind whirls with the possibilities. Before I got off the phone with John last night, he agreed—Yes, Nadia, I’ll see what I can do. And now it’s all I can think about. What does a bigger job even mean? It sends my heart stuttering at a faster pace. A combination of excitement and nerves, imagining it.

			I can guess.

			More bodies.

			Or more important bodies, higher-risk kills, maybe in public, maybe in daylight. The thought makes my hands sweaty with excitement.

			Or perhaps going international, a well-known figure, maybe someone who even has security. A political figure? A scummy criminal responsible for not a few deaths, but hundreds? I turn my head to look out the side window, to hide my face from Brian. The glass reflects a hint of the smile curving at my lips. My fingers drum a silent beat on the armrest, and a warm glow tingles in my chest when I think of the challenge—whatever it is.

			I have no clue what this will entail and hadn’t thought to ask Ian. I won’t ask John, won’t admit I don’t even know what I’ve asked for. But he knew, or he must have had some idea—his other clients are doing these jobs.

			It’s not like I’ve been in an office where I can witness the other assassins getting the best gigs. According to Ian, most hitmen—hitwomen—hitpeople—stay far away from one another. The risk of attracting attention is too great in groups. It’s not like we have a yearly convention somewhere warm where we swap tips for how to best kill a mark or compare the size of our guns. It’s just John and me, my career resting in his hands.

			“You all right?” Brian’s voice breaks through my thoughts.

			“I’m great. Excited.” It’s not a lie—I know Brian will think I mean I’m excited to head to one of our favorite restaurants for date night. And I am; we always have a good time.

			Twenty minutes later, we sit across from each other in a darkened bar at the edge of the River Walk, windows open to the breeze giving us snippets of conversation from outside. Brian leans in, takes a sip of his craft IPA, and shares a secretive smile with me. It almost looks suggestive. But I can guess the next words that will come from his mouth.

			“I had the best meeting today.”

			“Oh yeah?” I let our hands meet across the table and nod, inviting him to continue, ever the supportive spouse.

			“So, the owner of the company—”

			I listen the best I can, but my mind wanders. I can’t help it. My leg jiggles as I think about the call with John—and that my work phone is tucked in my bag, just in case.

			Brian says something, and I yank my attention back to him. He’s watching me with a playful smile, one that tells me he knows I was distracted, that he doesn’t mind, that he, in fact, thinks it’s endearing.

			“Sorry.” I squeeze his hand, grateful for him. For us.

			“As I was saying,” Brian continues with a wink, “he thought I didn’t know what I was talking about, but when he brought up the logistics of his business, mentioned that it was a multifactorial issue—”

			I sip my milk stout and nod, try to focus on the man right in front of me. The man I love, who gave me my girls. Who I do this thing called life with day in and day out, through thick and thin. This vaguely mundane chatter is one of the things that attracted me to Brian. Sometimes I remind myself of that—it’s safe. Secure. He is predictable. And in a dangerous job like mine, that’s what I need. Stability in my chaotic world.

			A spasm of panic hits me. Do I even want a bigger job? I hadn’t considered what that might mean—more danger. Putting myself in danger, and maybe my family too. Of course, I’ve been oh-so-careful about keeping my home life and work life separated. So that should keep them safe. Right? And they won’t ever know what I really do. If that’s the price for me to be me, to stay sane, so that I might continue being Brian’s wife and the girls’ mother, then I can live with that.

			I think I’ve got it settled until I consider that the agency might need me to go to London or Moscow. I travel now, but only for a couple days at a time, and between Brian and Piper and my brother, it works. But if I went overseas, I’d have to go for longer. Who would take care of the girls, who would make sure—?

			No. This is exactly the type of thinking that leads to being mommy-tracked. I won’t do that to myself. I won’t set that example for Eliza and Evie, even if they think I’m merely planning fancy weddings.

			“Anyway, how was your day?” he asks.

			I refocus on Brian where he sits across the table, head cocked at an angle, smiling at me, and tune out the din of voices from other patrons.

			“Oh, it was a great day. I got lots done.” I followed the pharmacist from a distance for a few hours, to the coffee shop, then a salad place for lunch. When she tossed her receipt in the garbage, I retrieved it, easily getting her name: Jennifer Patrick. Next, I’ll track her to her home, learn where she lives, if she goes to an evening Pilates class or has a boyfriend. The stalking, the hunting, the anticipation—it’s one of my favorite parts of the job, the most satisfying to the creature inside me.

			Brian looks at me as though I should have more to say, and I rattle off, “I was thinking about expanding to vow renewals. That seems to be a hot thing right now. What do you think?”

			His eyes widen because he has no idea what the market for vow renewals is, which is lucky, since I don’t either. “I mean, if it sounds good to you—you’re so successful, I can’t imagine it’s a bad idea. Hey, maybe we could even do that. What do you think? The girls could join in, they’d look adorable in cute little dresses…”

			Crap, I wasn’t expecting that.

			I change the topic, and fast. “Guess what Evie said today?”

			He leans across the table, anticipation lighting up his face; this is one of our favorite topics. Eliza is the quiet, observant child, the one who took her time saying her first words and, as her vocabulary grew, spoke slowly, made certain she was saying them just right. Her sense of humor is dry, cutting, and I love it. Evie, on the other hand, has been speaking in full sentences since she was eighteen months old, likely because she had an older sister to chase after and compete with for attention.

			I barely suppress a laugh as I launch into the story. “Apparently it was lunchtime.”

			“Uh-huh.” He grins, sips his beer, watches me with those intense eyes of his.

			“And she needed a fork…” I nearly snort out my beer, imagining what fork sounded like coming from her tiny three-year-old mouth.

			Brian presses his lips together and drops his face into his hands, laughing. Last week it was truck. Except her t’s sound like f’s, and well…you get the idea.

			As Brian shakes with laughter, that warm feeling hits me—the one that took me by surprise the first time it happened, and I realized that while I don’t feel the same way others do, I do have genuine emotions, the kind that you feel in your soul, for Brian and my family.

			Brian clutches my hand, beaming. “That girl is trouble,” he says, but in a way that expresses what he really means is She is adorable and God, how did we get so lucky?

			Or maybe that’s what I’m thinking.

			My purse vibrates with an incoming call, yanking my attention away from Brian. Our rule is we don’t take calls during dates. Brian goes so far as to turn his phone off. But being the mom, I can’t. What if Piper needs something? What if the girls get hurt?

			“I’m going to run to the restroom real fast.” His eyes dim a bit—like maybe he knows I’m not really going to pee. I lean over, press a kiss to his cheek. I hate to interrupt date night, but I’ll be distracted through our whole meal if I don’t take a second to see who wants what.

			The hallway to the restrooms also leads outside, which I know because anytime I enter a building, I sort out where the exits are. As I step out onto the River Walk, the sun burns hot in the early evening sky, instantly dousing me in sweat. I’ve missed the call, but as soon as I pull out my phone, it starts to vibrate again—John.

			“Hello?” My heart pounds as I answer the phone to hear video games on the other end. I don’t always feel emotions the same as others do—but excitement, that dumping of adrenaline into my bloodstream—that’s one emotion I feel strongly, and I feel it now. “John?”

			“Finally. You say you want a job, then you don’t answer your phone.”

			I don’t reply, just wait for him to continue, practically trembling with anticipation. It makes me realize how much I want this—how much I need this. Yes, I have to consider my family, but Brian leaves town all the time, often with almost no heads-up. A client calls, his boss tells him to go, and he does.

			I have a right to pursue things I’m passionate about too. In fact, other than the whole killing part, I think Brian would agree and encourage me to do so.

			All of these facts rattle off in my head in the 1.5 seconds it takes John to continue.

			“I have a job for you.”

			Possibilities flutter through my mind at warp speed. This is coming faster than I could have anticipated. I thought it would take a week, maybe two. No doubt he got on this right away after last night’s call. As much as he annoys me, he’s good at what he does.

			“What kind of job?”

			In the background, what I think is Nintendo’s Mario Bros. plays—the dinging of the little plumber in red collecting coins.

			“What kind of job did you ask me for?” he teases.

			“A big one.” I lift my hand to block the glare of the sun and look across the River Walk. On the other side is a garden, a family with children taking in flowers, a duck waddling by. The mom squints at me as though she might know me from somewhere. Probably she does, given my attempts to be involved at Eliza and Evie’s school. I should wave, smile—that’s what Nadia the Mom would do. But right now, I’m Nadia the Assassin, and I turn, giving her my back, staring into the restaurant. But that only gives me a view of Brian. He’s looking around, smiling—just happy to be on a date with his wife on a beautiful Texas evening. And I’m on my secret phone, squirming with excitement over the prospect of this new job I will lie to him about.

			God, I don’t deserve him. Don’t deserve my family.

			“Do you want it?”

			I open my mouth to say Yes! Yes, of course! but John hasn’t told me anything about it. “Can you give me details?”

			“Nope. It’s a closed file, but I did ask that question, because I knew you’d want to know. I can only assure you he is one bad dude. It pays triple your normal fee. Once you accept, I’ll send you the package.”

			The “package” tells me how to find the person to kill. It’s conveyed in various ways, usually with stunning creativity. The pharmacist’s, for example, arrived via a note tucked into flowers delivered to my doorstep yesterday morning, supposedly from a wedding client thanking me for helping her plan the perfect event. I’m convinced whoever is in charge of these messages is a genius. The point is to not create a traceable pattern, to not set up coded jobs to be intercepted by the authorities, or anyone else for that matter. And, of course, to not tip off the person who needs killing.

			I shift my weight from one foot to the other, thinking. Once you accept a job, it’s yours. And I want to say yes so, so badly. I want to step into this deeper world, be challenged by a job instead of playing Candy Crush on my phone while I watch a local pharmacist. Killing her will be fun, but I can probably knock on the door of her apartment and walk right in, making my job as easy as can be. But the idea of a real challenge—well, who wouldn’t want that?

			It’s funny—I felt satisfied until I realized there was something I was missing out on. And now I want it with wild abandon.

			“You’re sure they’re bad?” I ask.

			“The worst.” The short, high-to-low-pitched tune of doo-doo-doo-doo as Mario dies.

			I smile, imagining killing my future mark so theatrically.

			“I’ll take it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			When I rejoin Brian at the table, I must be beaming.

			“Everything okay?” he asks in an uncertain voice, clutching his beer like maybe he’ll need it. It’s not his fault—I often have RKF, or resting killer face. We don’t smile a lot, and when we do, it’s rarely for something good.

			“Everything’s great. I just found out I got a job.”

			“Oh.”

			I remember a second too late I was supposed to be using the ladies’ room, not answering work calls. “It was a text,” I say. “I checked with Piper to make sure the girls were okay, and it came through.”

			He nods in understanding, gives me a grin that reaches his eyes. He leans forward, adjusts his glasses. “That’s really great, babe. I’m so glad your business is going well. I wasn’t sure, after you had the girls, if you’d want to keep working, and…” Brian shrugs. “I’m just glad you’re happy.”

			“Thanks.” I adjust the cloth napkin on my lap, try to not think about how I actually do feel bad for lying to him. I don’t usually have much of a conscience about such things. I’m not a pathological liar or anything—I’ve just never had a problem not telling the truth when it’s convenient. But something about us creating this life together over the past decade makes me want to be honest with him. Or at least as honest as I can be.

			It wasn’t always this way—when we first got married, I lied all the time. He was a convenience, after all. A guy I met who didn’t irritate me, who sometimes seemed to have this elusive quality of something—I wasn’t sure what—that drew me to him. Then one day I realized I actually loved him. That I had something I didn’t want to lose. I’d grown up loving my mom and dad, my siblings—but I thought I’d never love anyone else. People like me weren’t graced with that ability. All of my mother’s psychology books said so. Then I realized those books were from the 1980s and wildly outdated. That actually, like so many things, psychopathy exists on a spectrum. In fact, the term psychopath itself is outdated, mostly used by the media to shock viewers and readers. In reality, people like me do have emotions—even if they are blunted. But we are capable of love.

			A twinge of sadness hits me, but I try to push it back: Brian will never know the truth about me, who Nadia Davis really is. Neither will my girls. They can’t know, not only because it would put their lives in danger, but because it would end our family for good, and I need them to keep me sane, normal, okay.

			The one thing that does land me on the psychopathic spectrum is an inner pressure that builds up, a need to do something, to feel more, to step beyond this fuzzy, numbed-out version of the world I otherwise experience. For me, that means killing. Only ending a life releases that pressure, lets me come back down to a version of myself my family knows and loves. I’m well aware they wouldn’t love the other side of me—the part where a monster who lives inside comes out to play.

			I take a big gulp of beer, suddenly feeling the burden of this Big Job. I can do it, just like I told John. I want to do it. And I already said yes, so it’s done.

			I glance around, hoping our appetizer will make its way over soon. Fried pickles might not be everyone’s favorite way to start a meal, but they are definitely mine. And right now, half a beer in and buzzing with excitement, I could use calories.

			“How’s the PTA going?”

			“I have a thing tomorrow morning—” As if our server heard my thoughts, the sizzling plate arrives, accompanied by myriad dipping sauces. I snatch up the ranch, the only one worth using.

			Brian chuckles across the table. “Hungry?”

			“Yes,” I grumble, scrunching my nose playfully at him.

			“You know, the last time you were this excited about fried pickles you were—” His words die off. I meet his gaze across the table. “You’re not—”

			“No!” I almost choke, suddenly very sober. “I am not pregnant.” All the same, my stomach wobbles the way I imagine every woman of reproductive age’s does when anyone so much as suggests she possibly has a collection of cells taking up space rent-free in her abdomen. “Don’t even say that.”

			I barely contain a derisive snort—the last thing we need is another kid. Then I’d really not get any work done. Sneaking out to kill someone in the middle of the night is infinitely more difficult when a baby is latched on to your boob.

			I’ve eaten two whole pickle chips when I realize Brian hasn’t said anything, and I look up, chewing through the crunchy bit. He’s watching me, expressionless.

			“What?”

			“Would it be so bad? To have another baby? We always talked about having a girl and a boy.”

			“And then we had two girls.” There’s a certain finality in my voice, and I can tell by the way he flinches that he doesn’t like it.

			“All I’m saying—”

			“I’m thirty-five.”

			“That’s not too old.”

			“I don’t want to—”

			“But just think, we might have a boy!”

			“Brian—” I make myself stop, swallow, wash down my food with beer. “I don’t want to do it again.”

			“Have a baby?”

			“Any of it.” I press my hands down on the table, lower my voice. “Waking up in the middle of the night, diapers, not having five seconds alone all day, every day—”

			“Piper is around to help.” Brian smiles, as if that sorts out everything, as though she’s not busy with a life of her own, as well as completely ignoring the part where he’s the other parent here. He raises his hand to signal for another round.

			“But you’re not. And I don’t want to do it alone.” I try to say it kindly—try to not sound bitter, because I don’t hold it against him. I treasured those moments with my girls. I chose to be home with them. But it was also incredibly difficult, and the thought of doing it again—well, that’s a hard no.

			The stricken look on his face tells me it was exactly the wrong thing to say, regardless of my tone, but it’s the truth. I take a swallow of my beer and look imploringly at him. “I love you, and I love our kids, but you work all day, and sometimes late, past their bedtime. You leave town for whole weeks at a time. You help when you’re home, but—” You’re not the one wiping butts. Or making every meal. Or playing taxicab, or— I sigh. “No. I don’t want to have another kid. And also”—I keep going, since he’s acting like I’m the one being unreasonable—“I want to do my job. I want to take on more work, not less. I can’t do that with a baby.”

			“I’m just saying…” He stops, and we both fall silent. “Fine.”

			We finish the evening in an awkward half silence, trading only necessary words. It hadn’t even occurred to me he’d want another child. Evie was born three years ago, and I assumed we were done.

			Uneasiness opens up inside me, this new realization, this thing I missed. I watch him so carefully, wanting to understand his thoughts, his desires, what he needs from a wife, from our marriage. Trying to fit the mold of an ideal spouse. How did I not notice?

			It dampens my excitement, and by the time we get back home, I’m relieved to find the girls already in bed.

			Piper has helped herself to a glass (or three) of wine (“My date canceled, I’m a little tipsy, can I sleep here?”), and all I want to do is get to work.

			“Of course,” I tell her. “You can sleep on the couch. Or there’s a daybed in my office.”

			“I’m good here. I don’t have to move that way.” She splays out over the gray couch, her wineglass just barely upright.

			“What happened?” I ask. “Wait, was this the second date from the other night?”

			“You mean, what happened besides him canceling?” She sniffles. “And yeah. It was supposed to be.”

			“Why did he cancel?” I sit down next to her.

			“He said he had food poisoning, but you know that’s code for ‘I never want to see you again.’ ” Her face screws up like she might burst into tears, and I realize she actually likes this guy. With Piper, it’s hard to know. Men are often entertainment to her more than anything.

			“Maybe he just has food poisoning.” I pat her on the shoulder, find some crackers and a bottle of water, and tell her to get some sleep. “Besides, if he’s not feeling it, it’s not going to work regardless.”

			“Easy for you to say. You just got back from a date with your husband. With rings and shit.”

			“Rings and shit?” I quirk a brow at her. She’d just love to hear about the conversation we had over dinner. I can imagine her now, going on about how he should try carrying a baby and being the default parent for a second.

			“You know, rings.” She grabs my left hand, points to the sparkling diamond on my finger.

			I open my mouth, then slam it shut. Once, Piper had who she thought would be a life partner. They’d looked at engagement bands and everything. He was perfect, she’d insisted, kind and considerate, and he showered her with gifts. Maybe she thought she could overlook the abuse, or thought it was her own fault, or that she’d change him once they got married. But men like that don’t change—they escalate. Killing him in what appeared to be a tragic accident was my only safe option. Even breaking up with people like him is dangerous, if I could have ever persuaded her to do so. I thought she’d be sad, then realize it was a blessing in disguise. I thought she’d get over it.

			Instead, she lost all interest in dating. Or, more accurately, commitment. Come to think of it, she loves dating and has turned it into her own personal sport. Don’t get me wrong—there’s nothing wrong with wanting to do life on your own. I just wonder if she’s chosen it because of what happened in her first serious relationship. Because of me.

			“Since when do you care about getting married?” I ask gently.

			“I don’t.” She shuts her eyes. I scoop her wineglass out of her hand just before it slips from her fingertips. Once I’ve tucked her in with a blanket, I head upstairs to peek in on the girls and change into joggers and a tank top. Then I return to the first floor to check on my husband. The front door slaps shut, and I spy him crossing the lawn, Bear on a leash—out for a quick walk before bed. Luckily, he’s left his nightly cup of peppermint tea to cool on the counter, and I sprinkle crushed hydroxyzine into it. I don’t need him barging into my office when I’m in the middle of pulling apart my AR-10.

			Fifteen minutes later, I’ve washed my face and done my nighttime routine (even assassins like to have nice skin) when I walk into the bedroom to find him tucked beneath the sheets.

			“Just gonna watch a show and go to sleep,” he says.

			I swallow, force myself to work through the strong desire to give him the silent treatment. Don’t go to bed mad and all that. “I’ll be in after a while,” I say.

			“Work?” he asks, and there’s a tone—definitely a tone.

			Or maybe he’s just hurt I feel so strongly about not growing our family.

			When he rolls over, giving me his back, I wish for the hundredth time that I could snuggle in beside him and tell him everything—express my excitement about this upcoming job, my nerves that someday I’ll get caught and destroy our family, but that I can’t stop or I’ll destroy far more. It’s impossible though, so I leave the room and go to my office to prepare.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			After an hour of “preparing”—which really means double-checking everything in my hidey-hole is as it should be, which, of course, it is—I head outside. The moon has made an appearance through the dark, jagged branches. Humidity still leaves the air damp and heavy, my skin sticky. I slide into the van and back out of the driveway. My headlights slash through the dark night, catching the eyes of an animal scurrying across the road.

			My grandmother lives on the other side of the San Antonio Zoo, in a building advertised as senior living at its finest. And perhaps it is fine senior living for people who remember who they are. But for Grandma Betty—a.k.a. Gran—it involves a high-security, double-locked, cameras-watching-the-doors, code-required-for-entry-and-exit unit of an assisted living facility. If you were to pick up a pamphlet, you’d see white-haired couples strolling the River Walk, a smiling caregiver nearby. But the last time they let Gran out, she made a break for it.

			Can’t say I blame her.

			My parents are on a monthlong cruise, which means I’m trying to be better about visiting her, both because I do love my grandmother and to assuage the guilt my mother felt for leaving her in a home while she and Dad toured the Mediterranean. No matter how much we tell Mom to enjoy her retirement, she has made up her mind to be hard at work at something—whether it’s taking over vacation planning, visiting Gran twice a week, or redoing their kitchen for the third time in a decade. Dad, meanwhile, has embraced it wholeheartedly, taking up the generic pastimes of golf and crossword puzzles.

			The parking lot is vacant this time of night, a wide swath of empty concrete painted with lines. There are no official visiting hours because to have them would suggest to the residents that they are not in their own home, not in a place where they have control. And, at least for Gran, that is true. But still, the illusion of being able to see guests at all hours is nice—if only for family members armed with a code. It also means I can slip away when the girls are asleep, when Brian is otherwise occupied.

			I climb from the van, lock it, stop a few steps from the facility’s front door, and just stare. It’s been a month since I last came to check in. Not because I don’t want to visit Gran—more that I don’t feel like I ever actually get to see her when I come here. The Gran I knew is gone, lost to Alzheimer’s that’s gotten progressively worse with each passing year. On rare occasions, we get a glimpse. The nurse in charge calls when she is lucid, and when I can, I hightail it in to spend a few precious moments with the woman I grew up worshipping, the same woman who also saved my life.

			But tonight, I want to see her. Even if it’s just the shell of her, a false assurance of safety, of understanding. I type in the code for entry, eye the camera, wonder if it’s really turned on or just for show. In the foyer, a secretary ignores me, and I walk past her down a long hall painted in bright colors as though they were attempting (and failing) to make the place cheerful.

			My mother hates that Gran lives here. The problem is, we can’t watch her 24/7, and Gran is a sly one. After she disappeared for the third time—I have things to do, places to be! she’d declare when we, or rather the police, tracked her down—Mom made the decision to move her out of her home and into a living facility.

			So far, she’s only escaped once.

			“Nadia.” A creaky voice startles me, and I turn on my heel to find Gran peeking out of the facility’s kitchen—a giant industrial one with lots of stainless steel through a door that proclaims Employees Only. There’s a digital keypad for entry, but somehow—and unsurprisingly—Gran has made her way inside.

			It’s the sort of thing that makes me wonder about her.

			“Gran, what are you doing?” Excitement over the fact she recognizes me wars with concern for where she’s snuck into, and I eye a rack of knives on the wall beyond her. They’re professional grade and recently sharpened from the way their edges gleam—the sort you could easily slit a throat with.

			“You didn’t bring the girls?” She searches behind me.

			“Sorry, Gran, it’s late.” Still, guilt stabs into me. She loves seeing Eliza and Evie.

			“Okay, well, come here, hurry.” She waves a hand excitedly, and though I want to tell her she’s breaking the rules, it’s not often she recognizes me—not often she’s doing much of anything, especially something that has her grinning like a fool. Heaving a sigh, I follow after her, glancing behind me like I’m on a job and about to get caught instead of visiting my grandmother in a care facility. I can imagine it now—calling Brian to come bail me out for trespassing or aiding and abetting or whatever they’d charge me with.

			“Look what I found!”

			Gran holds up a slice of chocolate cake—half of which she’s already eaten, judging by the frosting coating her lips.

			“Oh, Gran.” I begrudgingly accept the piece she slides onto a plate and pushes my way. “Are you supposed to be eating this?”

			“Nope!” she declares, taking another bite.

			I nibble on one forkful—it’s the cheap grocery store stuff, but chocolate is chocolate, especially in this place.

			“How’s the job?” Gran asks with a giant wink.

			She rarely asks about work anymore. In fact, it’s a topic I avoid. Once upon a time, she was my go-to, the only person who knew what I was really doing. But now her memory is here one moment, gone the next; sometimes she starts talking like it’s twenty years ago, or fifty. In other words, her lucidity is highly unpredictable, and sometimes she thinks her caregivers—the nurses and CNAs around her—are her family. She’s mistaken an aide for my brother, Graham, because they are both tall with dark hair. She’s called a young woman who doles out meds by my mother’s name nearly every day. I have to be careful. Worst-case scenario, she thinks some doctor is me and asks how the murdering is going.

			Maybe the doctor would roll their eyes. Or maybe it would be the thing that tipped them off, that made them wonder…Or maybe I’m being paranoid. Either way, I’ve stopped sharing things about work with her whenever it can be helped.

			“Work is…good.” I chew the cake, use my thumb to wipe off a smear of chocolate.

			“You remind me of myself, you know.”

			I look up. “I do?”

			Gran licks her fork clean, grins, and springs into action, stabbing at the air viciously, like she’s a ninja, or maybe Michael Myers. “Got that same spunk.” She chuckles and goes back to her cake as though she didn’t just mime killing someone.

			It takes me a moment to process, to mutter, “Um, thanks,” and wonder, once again, if we’re not so different.

			If she, too, has killed people.

			If maybe she liked it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			I drag the girls to school an hour early the next morning, which is particularly difficult after staying up late with Gran, eating chocolate cake until we felt sick, then sneaking her back to her room. She lost lucidity about twenty minutes in, and on my way out, I asked a nurse’s aide if she could please have the director call me. My grandmother breaking into the kitchen is fun so long as it’s for cake, but if she got ahold of one of those knives, it would be a different story. They need to keep a better eye on her.

			“But Mommy—” Eliza’s shrill whine makes me clench my teeth as I put the car in park. At this rate, I’m going to need that night guard the dentist recommended.

			“Honey, I know, I’m sorry. But Mommy is in the PTA, and I have to—”

			“Mama, I eat cookie?” Evie waves a giant cookie around in the back of the van, then laughs—and farts—squeezing the pastry into bits all over the backseat.

			“Oh, honey…”

			Fuck, I mouth, which is the actual word that comes to mind. “Eliza, can you close the box of cookies? Evie, honey, you shouldn’t have—” The words that much sugar die on my tongue as she shoves a handful of snickerdoodle in her mouth. “Okay.” I exhale, wish to god I’d spiked my coffee, and push the door open to retrieve the girls from the back.

			Ten minutes later, we’re inside—all three of us, complete with their backpacks and four bakery boxes full of pastries.

			“You’re here!” Megan croons as we enter the school’s foyer. It’s a big, stately room, with a high ceiling, paned windows, and heavy curtains, not unlike a university’s. The school has very high aspirations for teaching children under the age of twelve.

			“Hello,” I manage through my still-clenched teeth. Megan’s cheerful demeanor is both calming and annoying—how can she be so happy this early?—but she immediately stoops down and greets the girls, distracting them long enough that I can set everything on the card tables she’s erected.

			“Maybe we can do taco and margarita night next time,” I say, thinking seven p.m. sounds better than seven a.m. Not to mention, tequila.

			“Right, like Mrs. Brown would allow that.” Megan laughs. “But we can certainly go. This weekend? Girls’ night?”

			I open my mouth to deflect, my automatic reaction whenever anyone suggests we do anything that involves leaving the house and not killing someone, but my phone blares to life, saving me from having to respond. Three texts come in rapid-fire.

			“Sorry, Megan, one sec.”

			Brian: I just found out I have to leave town.

			Brian: Headed home to pack up.

			Brian: I don’t know how long I’ll be gone, hopefully no longer than a few days.

			Reading the messages, I can’t help but feel smug. This is exactly what I meant last night—it’s easy for him to say we should have another child because he’s not the one on duty 24/7. He can leave town at the drop of a hat—meanwhile, I’m left behind, parenting by myself.

			Okay, I type back. Love you.

			Across the staff lounge, Evie’s high on her cookie, spinning in circles and giggling. Eliza whispers to Megan’s daughter, Zoey, and they grin like they’ve just shared a very sneaky secret.

			“Let’s do this,” I say to Megan, ready to fulfill my duty as a PTA mom and check off one more task that casts me as normal and average and good in the eyes of the other parents. We get busy, arranging cookies and scones and muffins on platters. In the kitchen of the staff lounge, I start one pot of coffee after another. It’s staff appreciation week, and apparently the PTA always hosts a little event for them.

			Teachers trickle through, and in between socially awkward pleasantries, I glance at my phones—my regular one, to see if Brian’s texted again, and my work one, to see if there are any updates from John.

			“You okay?” Megan asks at one point.

			“Oh, I’m fine. My husband just told me he has to leave town for work and—” I shrug, letting her assume what she will.

			“That’s hard. I hate when Rodney leaves. It’s so lonely.”

			I blink at her and wisely keep my thoughts to myself. I’ve learned the hard way that other women don’t feel the same way I do about their spouse being away. I do miss Brian when he’s gone, but I also love my job. When he’s out of town, I have more time in the evenings to focus on it. I don’t really get lonely. Megan works part-time, but many of the other PTA moms don’t, and I often wonder how they are possibly happy. Their entire lives wrapped around their children. Have they lost themselves, lost sight of the things that used to give them joy? Or doting on their children, is that the thing that allows them to feel fulfilled? Maybe I’m the one doing it wrong. But what happens when their kids leave home? I don’t quite understand it. I feel like the balance I have with work and family, with Brian, is ideal, and I can’t imagine anything else.

			Then again, I also kill people for a living, so maybe I shouldn’t be judging anyone.

			Megan must mistake my silence for sadness, and she nods at the pastries. “You should have one. The cinnamon rolls are divine. They’ll make you feel better, I promise.”

			“Split one?”

			“Absolutely. We need fresh coffee though.”

			“I’ll get the coffee,” I say. “You pick out a cinnamon roll.”

			I follow the corridors back to the staff lounge, and on the way, a teacher’s aide in slacks and a white polo with the school logo stops me.

			“Eliza’s mom, right?”

			I pause, hand heavy with a carafe, one foot in the door of the kitchen area.

			“Yes?” I smile politely, professionally. Because that’s what private school moms do.

			“Here you go.” She hands me a regular white envelope, my name scrawled across the front. Before I can thank her—or ask what this is about—she disappears down the hall.

			After a beat, it occurs to me that I didn’t notice what she looked like, if she had a name tag like the other staff members. I tuck the envelope into my leggings pocket—probably an update on Eliza’s grades, or she is being tested for the gifted program—maybe results from that. I start a new pot and carry the freshly brewed one out front, dreaming about an Americano with an extra shot of espresso, maybe a dollop of whipped cream…

			It’s only when Megan hands over my half of a cinnamon roll and I bite into it—my mouth filling with sweet, warm, cinnamony goo—that I realize how odd it was that a random aide tracked me down before school started. That I didn’t recognize her, that I didn’t catch her name, that, hell, she didn’t introduce herself as the overly formal and polite staff tend to do. For that matter, that she knew I’d be here.

			It’s at that moment I realize what I have in my pocket.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			I can’t get home fast enough.

			The pharmacist is temporarily forgotten—she still needs to die, but I might die if I don’t open what is obviously the package. I need to find out what’s inside, who the Big Job will be, and how I will have the pleasure of going about killing them.

			By the time I reach the house, I’m thrumming with excitement.

			Bear greets me at the door, and I give her a pat, let her out back to sniff. Upstairs, I make my way into the closet, then the hidden room, and settle myself on the soft carpet I had installed along with the door. The envelope is unremarkable, white like any other that might come in the mail, and that makes it even more mysterious.

			I press a thumb under the seal, careful not to tear whatever’s inside. A single folded piece of printer paper floats out in a trifold, like an official letter. When I open it, I frown. This is…unusual. Details are usually scribbled in pen, and always in a different handwriting, or occasionally typed out. A few facts, such as pharmacist, woman, coffee shop 9:30 a.m., dry cap hazelnut, accident—keeping it vague, but allowing me to identify the mark, when and where I’ll find them, and any details on the nature of the kill. But this…this is not that. This is a freaking poem. An amateur one at that.

			
				On May 10th, you may take a walk,

				Go to where the concrete stops,

				Secrets cloaked in bindings tight,

				A lover you’ll follow into the bright,

				He’ll point the way,

				Then you may,

				Take a stab, it is the man,

				Do it fast, if you can.

			

			Take a walk. Working my jaw, I think of all the places I’ve pushed the girls in a stroller or gone on a walk myself. This could mean anything, be anywhere. If it’s literal, San Antonio is filled with trails. Our own neighborhood has one that winds through the woods, past a community garden, following a creek. And there’s a larger path that circumnavigates the whole city.

			The note says where the concrete stops—so maybe not the concrete trail, but a dirt one, or where water begins. Perhaps by the creek, the Olmos Basin area, a big open park filled with hulking oak trees, a playground, a baseball field. I picture the space, how sometimes I take Eliza and Evie there to play, to wander the path looking for toads. But that doesn’t feel right. Secrets cloaked in bindings tight? A lover you’ll follow…

			My first thought is a porn shop. The sort that sells flavored condoms and bondage rope.

			So I need to go to a sex store? Follow a lover into the—bright?

			I realize I’m smirking as I reread the poem. This isn’t my normal thing—but it is kind of exciting. My own personal puzzle to decode, to put into action. If this is what getting a Big Job is all about, I’m in. It’s tickling a part of my brain I didn’t realize needed a little attention—that was starting to feel like all these jobs are the same. A note, a mark eliminated. Wham, bam. The satisfaction of a job well-done, the thrill of a kill, the relief of the pressure that builds when I go too long between hits.

			But this, this is fun.

			Just then, the phone in my hand rings, the screen flashing Brian’s name.

			“Hello?”

			“Hey, your car’s in the driveway, but you’re not home. Are you on a run?”

			Shit. I scramble to my feet. I forgot all about him coming home to pack a bag, to prepare to leave town. Or maybe I assumed he’d already done that. Either way, the last thing I considered was Brian being in our house.

			I drop the note and scurry through the tiny entrance to my hidey-hole. I carefully push the bookshelf shut, peer out the door of the closet and into the room. He’s not there, thank god. “I’m in my office,” I tell him.

			“I just checked in there.”

			A second later, he opens the door to find me at my desk, poring over a Brides magazine, pen in hand, serene smile of a woman who plans happy events—instead of deadly ones—pasted on my face.

			“Huh. I thought…” His brow furrows, but he pockets his phone, leans in the doorway, adjusts the frames of his glasses. I can’t help noticing the way his shoulders bunch, his biceps bulge beneath his clothing—my own romance cover model, right before me, but I have to stay strong. No more kids!

			His dark eyes linger on me. “Can we talk?”

			“Um, sure.” I gesture for him to have a seat on the daybed. I imagine jumping him and his muscly shoulders, a thing I never cared about before I met him. I could distract him from all this serious talk, avoid it entirely. But I probably shouldn’t.

			Brian’s good like this—working through our issues. Talking about them. Far better than I am. I’m more likely to tuck it away, to pretend it doesn’t exist, until it’s big enough that I absolutely must say something. Usually with my voice raised. It’s one more thing I appreciate about him, another way he grounds me and helps me keep my darkness reined in.

			He steps in, looks cautiously around the room—the wedding crap is doing its job of making him uncomfortable—and lowers himself to sit. He wears a suit, though he’s removed his dress shoes, leaving him in dark socks. Somehow, it’s sexy. He fidgets, works his jaw, glances down at his hands. Nervous. My lips curve up, and for the briefest moment, I wonder if he’s being low-key sexy on purpose. But no. Brian’s not calculated like that.

			“We just never talked about it, you know?” he finally begins. “We had Evie, and everything is wonderful, and we have this great life, and…” His gaze swivels around the room, those dark eyes full of something. An emotion I can’t identify—he looks oddly vulnerable. I set the magazine down and lean forward. I want to identify it, so badly. If I knew what it was, I’d know how to respond, what to say, how to fix this.

			“I just think another kid would make it more, you know?” He looks at me, starts to speak again in earnest—then shakes his head, clamps his mouth shut, and looks down. Like there’s more he wants to say but he can’t. Or won’t.

			I stare at him, all thoughts of sexy time washed away like I’m standing in an icy cold shower.

			No, I want to say, I don’t know. “More?” I ask. “Like…what we have isn’t enough?” I tilt my head, trying to understand, willing him to be open with me.

			“Don’t you feel like we’re missing something?” He finally looks at me again, really looks at me, as though he can see into my soul.

			Thank god he can’t.

			Or maybe…it’s possible that’s what’s missing. That I don’t share everything with him, that I can’t. Perhaps that is this blank space he senses, even if he can’t put his finger on what it is. But I can’t tell him that.

			“I don’t feel like we’re missing anything. I feel like we have everything we need. More, even.”

			“I don’t mean stuff, I mean—” His phone rings, a sharp jangle that cuts us both off. He pulls it from a pocket, looks down at it, sighs. “I have to go. I’m sorry, babe. Talk more later?”

			I nod, forcing a smile as he leans in, presses a kiss to my lips, then disappears out the door.

			It’s normal for couples to argue. To disagree. The first time we ever fought, I was sure I’d ruined the one good thing I had going for me. Then I read a book about relationships, learned that the occasional fight is a good thing. That, in fact, it’s often a sign of a relationship being unhealthy if there’s no arguing, ever.

			And that’s all this is, I tell myself. A small thing we will work through. He’s nearly forty—maybe it’s the beginning of a midlife crisis? Or he’s bored with his everyday life. I’ll encourage him to buy something—a newer BMW, maybe, or a boat; he’s always wanted one. I can give him extra attention, surprise him with a romantic weekend away. I could throw in some new lingerie—oh, he’d love that. Isn’t that what normal wives do? Cosmo has certainly suggested as much. Brian will realize what we have is perfect, that we already have everything we need, and this talk of another baby will stop.

			Yes. That will do the trick.

			I’ll handle it right after I carry out this Big Job. Like anything, this little issue with Brian can be solved with proper planning and execution of said plan.

			I smile to myself: problem solved.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			I drop the girls off the next morning and find a new route to the pharmacist’s clinic. By the time I get there, I’m out of coffee. My consumption has doubled since I got the package, trying to solve the question of who will next die by my hand. I risk visiting the same coffee shop drive-through Jennifer Patrick does and order the largest drip they offer, a whopping twenty ounces. Then I park in a lot one shop over to wait.

			It’s important to vary my route, my reconnaissance spot; the worst thing is for a mark to notice you, to realize they’re being watched. It makes them do dumb things like leave town or remark to their spouse, I think someone’s following me, which never goes over well when they die two days later and the cops start asking questions.

			Today, I sip my coffee and examine the package.

			The poem. Or riddle, as I’ve come to think of it. Because that’s what it is, right? Something to figure out, to make sense of. When I’ve read it for the dozenth time, I pull out my work phone and swipe to the thread with Ian.

			Nadia: Tell me I’m going to figure this out.

			I type the message, hit send. Last night I texted a stream of exclamation points, and he knows me well enough to know that means good news. That I got what I wanted—the Big Job.

			He answered with the thumbs-up emoji, leaving me warm and happy, like celebrating with an old friend and sometimes mentor.

			Now, he replies with an unexpected offer: Want help? [image: Smiling face emoji.]

			The smiley face is so un-assassin-like of him, I snort. And I do want help, I really do. But this is part of the game—making it hard to decipher so if it’s intercepted, no one will know what it’s for, or who, for that matter. If anything, I’d assume some high school kid experimenting with poetry wrote a dark poem and dropped it when they thought they’d shoved it in their pocket.

			Nadia: Not yet. Maybe soon. I’ll let you know.

			Ian: Of course.

			For a second, I consider asking Are you old enough to have a midlife crisis? What will you spend a lot of money on when you turn forty?

			Instead, I smile sheepishly at my own thoughts—I can’t ask Ian that—and set the phone down. Ian—whenever he’s forty, we’ve never discussed age—likely won’t have a midlife crisis. Or if he does, he’ll take care of it swiftly and with precision, buying that expensive car or motorcycle, getting it out of his system, then moving on with life. That’s his style. And mine, too, for that matter. It must be an assassin thing.

			My gaze shifts over the dashboard. It’s nearly 9:30 a.m. The pharmacist will be out soon, and once she has her coffee, she’ll go sit at a little picnic table with a sun umbrella where she’ll spend all of her fifteen-minute break.

			As I wait for Jennifer to go order her eight-ounce cappuccino, I mouth the words of the riddle again. Take a stab. Okay, so they want me to kill him with a knife—no, maybe that shouldn’t be taken literally.

			Do it fast.

			I glance at the date—it’s May seventh. According to the poem, they want it done on May tenth. So I have until Monday to figure it out.

			No, that’s not right. It says on May tenth to take a walk. So I don’t necessarily have to kill him that same day. That’s merely the day I’ll identify my target. Go to where the concrete stops…That could be anywhere. It could be a park on a dirt path, or a lake. Hell, it could be the ocean, on the Gulf Coast. It’s not even slightly helpful.

			Another glance at the clinic, but there’s nothing. The reality no one told me about being a professional killer is that a lot of the job involves waiting—for packages with information to arrive, for the day of a kill, for the mark to wander out to buy a fucking coffee…

			Twenty minutes later, I catch sight of movement in my periphery. A white jacket, floating in the wind. A woman with a tight bun on top of her head, a sly smile on her lips. My assumption is that she’s successfully made money on killing good people today. My lip curls.

			She crosses the lot, orders her drink, leans into the window once again as she waits.

			A second later my phone rings. I look down as my husband’s contact photo pops up. He must be in between meetings—he rarely has time to talk on business trips.

			“Hi.” I mentally rehearse the plan I have for dealing with his midlife crisis. It might be too soon to suggest a weekend away, a new car—it might be obvious I’m trying to squash this whole baby thing with a spicy distraction.

			“Hey.” Brian’s tone is warm, but people talking in the background obscure his voice. I have to listen carefully to make out his words. “Do you have a second to chat?”

			“Of course. I always have time for you.”

			Jennifer pays for her coffee and flirts with the barista. After a moment, she turns, headed back for the picnic table.

			“What I was trying to explain earlier is that—” I try to listen to what he’s saying, but his words are merely the background for my suddenly razor-sharp focus.

			“Hold on,” I say.

			Brian sighs, goes quiet.

			I stare across the parking lot at the pharmacist. She’s reached into her purse, withdrawn a thick hardback book.

			“Oh, shit.”

			“What?” he asks, alarmed.

			“Let me call you back.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Jennifer Patrick cracks open the spine of the book, holds it up, and reads between sips of her coffee. It looks so damn relaxing. Ask any mother when she last sat down to simply read a book and enjoy a cup of coffee, and I guarantee she’ll give you a blank stare—or, if her child’s nearby, sprint after them before they eat a handful of mulch or throw themselves off a piece of playground equipment—instead of attempting to answer you. Because she hasn’t, probably since that child was born.

			Anyway, what’s notable is not the title of the book, or even that she herself is reading—seventy-seven percent of women in the United States have read a book in the past year. It’s hardly remarkable.

			What’s interesting is the book itself—the binding.

			Books have bindings. Which means the riddle could be telling me to go somewhere books are.

			It feels right.

			Secrets cloaked in bindings tight. A library? A bookstore? A thread of frustration races through me—hell, Target sells books. It could be anywhere.

			I drop my phone and snatch up the paper, scanning it once again.

			You may take a walk, go to where the concrete stops. I thought it might mean water. And I’m pretty sure—

			“Yes,” I hiss, realization cracking like lightning. I open Google Maps, search for a bookstore I can’t remember the name of but have taken the girls to plenty of times. I scroll through the list of shops—ones that serve wine, more Barnes & Nobles than I can count, and finally—of course, that sounds right—The Sprig.

			It’s a gorgeous little shop, with sunshine streaming through the windows, tucked into the bustle of the Pearl District along the San Antonio River Walk. It’s too perfect. Bindings of books, a brick walkway where the concrete ends.

			I huff out a breath, run my finger over the smooth paper, rereading the riddle. I grin. Yes. This must be it.

			A lover you’ll follow into the bright. I’m not sure what to make of that. But I’m on the right path, that much I’m sure of. Sometimes, you just have to take a leap of faith—that you’ll figure the rest out when you get there.

			A plan automatically hatches itself: Monday morning, I’ll drop the girls at school, drive to the River Walk, find parking, and hurry toward The Sprig. Another quick search tells me it doesn’t open until ten a.m., so that’s when I’ll go. My heart speeds. This is progress, and the excitement building assures me it will pay off when the job is done.

			I hit the call button on my phone, ring Brian back, but he doesn’t answer. Figures. Man wants to talk until he doesn’t.

			I text Ian instead—I figured out the first part!—then train my gaze across the way at the pharmacist. The cover of the book, even from a distance, is familiar—it’s the one about an octopus everyone has been reading. Probably a library copy because the cover is shiny, reflecting the morning light.

			“Thank you, Jennifer Patrick,” I murmur. Without her, I might not have figured out this first chunk.

			Fifteen minutes later, Jennifer has gone back inside, and just like that, I’m bored. Boredom isn’t good for me. When there’s nothing to do, my imagination runs wild, and sometimes my inner monster is in control of said imagination. It suggests bad things—like killing people who do not deserve to die—so I try to keep myself busy, my mind engaged. I could go home, prepare dinner, and stick it in the fridge so I can relax tonight. Or I could—

			A text dings through.

			Brian: I know you’re mad. I’m really sorry. I shouldn’t have put that on you like I did. And if you want to work more, then you should. I support that. I’m sorry I didn’t understand.

			He thinks I’m mad, must assume that’s why I got off the phone earlier. Regardless, I breathe a sigh of relief. I’ll still plan that fun, sexy weekend. But him backing down is a good sign. Just like the relationship book said, we’re discussing the disagreement, we’re solving it.

			Brian texts a second time: DC is beautiful. We should plan a trip here with the girls when they’re older.

			A stream of photos comes through: Brian in front of the Capitol Building. Brian in front of the White House. Brian surrounded by bright pink cherry blossom trees in full bloom, his smile bright like he’s delighted to be in DC in spring.

			I tap out a search on Google for how to respond when someone apologizes about a big issue in a marriage. Google, of course, gives me a list of relationship counselors. I hum under my breath, trying to think of the right response. I want him to feel good about his answer, about us coming to an agreement on no more children.

			What would Piper do in this situation? Probably, she’d still be pissed. But sometimes I think Piper likes having a reason to be mad at whoever she’s dating.

			Thanks for apologizing, I write, then add, Is the trip going okay?

			That should do it—should let him think I’m the lovely wife who of course forgives him, who understands when he makes a mistake. That is, after all, what a good wife would do.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			The River Walk is quiet on Monday morning. Instead of twentysomethings in bright sports bras out for a run, groups of women in their fifties and sixties power walk, pumping their fists. A young woman pushes a cat in a pet stroller. City workers cruise down the river itself, collecting trash, performing maintenance. Meanwhile, I’m in my typical workout getup: yoga pants, a tank top, a ponytail, hat, and dark sunglasses, the muggy air already leaving my skin sticky. But the girls are safe at school, and I’m ready to do reconnaissance for my Big Job. Immediately followed by a Costco run, because no mother is ever allowed a day to simply get shit done without the distractions of familial obligation.

			The weekend crawled by as I anticipated the moment I’d put eyes on my mark for the first time. It was filled with Eliza waking up before dawn, chocolate chip pancakes, a trip to the park, and—of course—a wander with the double stroller to this very spot for reconnaissance. I scouted the area while the girls played in one of the fountains—or “water mountains,” as Evie calls them. Then I took the girls to Storytime at The Sprig, the perfect opportunity to get a look at the place, inside and out. It was the height of combining work and play and allowed me to take photos without looking suspicious—photos with my girls in them, but focused on the buildings, the way the light falls and where I could step into a shadow to hide, where the security cameras are.

			I studied the images for hours last night, once the girls were asleep. Now, my gaze lingers over my best escape route should I need it: an unobtrusive alleyway that empties out into a four-way crossing filled with buildings and parking lots. I’ve left a rental car there, just in case.

			At five to ten, I take a walk. I go to where the concrete stops and step onto brick paving, winding past the Pearl Brewery and passing shops left and right. A warm breeze floats over my skin, testing the limits of my antiperspirant, and I check every corner, every rooftop, peer at faces passing by. A mom with a stroller leans over a baby, a woman with a coffee and a laptop sits in the muggy morning air, typing away, the click-clack of her laptop keyboard audible over the soft music piped out through the plaza. A server wipes down tables at an outdoor dining area, and an older couple moves slowly down the walkway holding hands. I take in each and every one of them. No one is innocent in my eyes. I’ve never had someone try to stop me from doing my job, but it’s always a possibility.

			My watch beeps ten o’clock just as a chime reverberates through the square: the Pearl clock tower. It was installed in the early 2000s as they attempted to revitalize the area. Now, it serves as a reminder: it’s time to go.

			My senses sharpen, my breath evens out. A thrill of adrenaline shoots through my every extremity. I wipe sweat from my brow—the steamy air is increasingly heavy, oppressive—and I stride toward The Sprig as a tall, slender man in jeans and a collared shirt unlocks the door. He gives me a broad smile, murmurs, “Good morning, welcome,” and holds it open for me.

			Inside, chilled by the air-conditioning, I take a slow walk through the rows of shelves. Hundreds if not thousands of books neatly tucked side by side. Secrets cloaked in bindings tight. My gaze lingers over one I’ve read. Are there secrets here for me? A book I’m supposed to open? I make my way through the stationery area, past the children’s section, where Eliza picked out a chapter book she can’t read quite yet. Besides the employees, I’m the only one in the store, and I have to pause, wonder if I’ve misread the package.

			I’m on my second circle of the store when I catch sight of him—a man in the mystery and thriller section. He holds a book. The Secrets, it simply reads. My gaze latches on to the cover, then to his face. He’s watching me. He’s tall, like Ian, with dark hair, bright blue eyes, a smattering of freckles. Likely, he works for the agency in some capacity—this vague, clandestine grouping of people like me. People who hire people like me. No one speaks to them except John, keeping them safe—keeping me safe. This man might be a glimpse of who they are, a parting of the veil…

			Or maybe he’s a dude they paid twenty bucks to read this particular book in this bookstore at this exact moment, and once we part ways, he’ll go back to his life of driving for Uber.

			The man clears his throat, tucks the book under his arm, and extends one hand to point outside, where the sun coming through the window all but blinds me.

			A lover you’ll follow into the bright.

			I return my gaze to him. Is he the lover? A book lover, maybe?

			“Beautiful morning.” He tips an imaginary hat and goes up front to pay.

			It will be beautiful once I kill the mark, anyway. Which, I remind myself, will happen in good time. Today is about reconnaissance—about doing the job well.

			Of course, that doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy the hunt.

			My heart thuds in my chest, and I hurry to the window just in time to see two people slip from the neighboring storefront.

			A man. A woman. Both wear suits in slightly differing shades of gray. The woman, I notice, doesn’t wear heels as most women do. Instead, she’s in flats. I often do that, too, in case I need to run. Her hair is swept up into a fancy bun. The man moves too fast for me to get a good look at him, but he’s tall, broad. He has to be my mark. Suddenly, they’re in a waiting town car with tinted windows, and a driver is closing the door, and—

			I reach into my purse as I push out the door to the sidewalk. My phone to my ear, I hurry along like I’m late. When I’m close to the town car, I stumble, drop my bag, let the contents scatter all over the ground; my gun is tucked safely in a holster at the small of my back. As I stand up, I use the bumper of the car for support, flushing.

			“Ma’am, are you okay?” The driver steps out of the town car and moves to help me.

			“I’m fine, thanks. Just—” I laugh, gesture to my spilled purse, pretend to be a distracted woman going about my business. No threat here—I’m just a busy mom! “In a hurry.”

			A second later, the town car pulls away from the curb. It’s a Cadillac XTS. Black. Windows so dark I can’t imagine they are legal. I catch the license plate, repeat it until it’s memorized. But none of this really matters.

			The rental car sits parallel parked a block away. As I start the engine, I pull out my work phone, open an app, and watch the little dot cruise down the highway.

			Like any assassin worth her salt, I placed a nearly invisible tracker on the car; now all I have to do is follow it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Some people enjoy hiking. Others, playing cards or knitting an afghan. They’ll tell you that it just does it for them, that something about it makes their life complete.

			Well, killing people does that for me.

			Maybe that’s what Brian needs—a hobby.

			I coast down I-35 North, tailing the Cadillac.

			“Siri, play my Work Playlist on Spotify,” I say. Music thumps from the speakers, and I roll down the windows and sing along as the playlist switches to Taylor Swift’s “Mastermind.” The town car two vehicles ahead of me seems to be heading for Austin, or maybe one of the smaller cities along the way. But we pass the exit for the giant water park about halfway between the two cities, and I’m pretty sure the bigger city is our destination. Puffy clouds speckle the blue sky. Green trees and unremarkable buildings dot the side of the highway. It’s a beautiful Texas day, and soon, I get to kill this guy. I can’t wait.

			The song changes, and as Demi Lovato sings about being confident, I let a smile play over my mouth. This is it. This is the Big Job that’s going to show them I can do everything a man can. That, in fact, I can do it better. That this mommy-tracked bullshit is, well, bullshit. I’ve found my mark. Now all I have to do is plan the perfect murder.

			The music cuts out.

			My gaze flicks to the dash and dread erupts when I see the incoming call. The Texas Girls’ Academy, the caller ID reads.

			“Shit, shit, shit.” I know it before I even answer: Eliza is sick again.

			I hit the button on the door and the motor whirs as the window rolls up.

			“Hello?” I accept the call on Bluetooth.

			The fizz of static, and then, “Hi, is this Mrs. Davis?”

			I clear my throat, press down on the gas, make sure the black car doesn’t get too far ahead of me as it weaves in and out of traffic—probably the driver, watching for a tail. “Speaking.”

			“Hi, this is Annette, the nurse here at TGA.”

			Today of all days. I swear to god this is how it always works. The last time I had a doctor’s appointment, for example—the kind where you have to wrestle your feet into stirrups—Evie got sick with the flu, and I had to reschedule for another six months out. Which, honestly, I wasn’t that mad about, but still.

			“Hi, Annette.”

			“I’m afraid Eliza says her stomach is bothering her.”

			I glance at the dash that counts up, showing how many seconds I’ve been on the phone, as though I can see Annette’s face and she can see mine, along with the incredulous look I must be wearing.

			“Okaaay.” I draw the word out, and that familiar ache comes to my jaw as I clench it once again.

			Please tell me she’s not trying to persuade me to pick my kid up because she has a stomachache. For five-year-olds, that means one of two things: they’re nervous about something or they need to poop. Knowing my kid, it’s the latter.

			“Do you mind coming to get her?” Annette asks in a disgustingly sweet singsong that should be reserved only for children.

			“I’m working, actually. Is she sick or just saying that her stomach hurts?”

			“Um…” Annette’s holding back. Trying to be polite. Trying to not say Just come get your kid, lady, because most moms at TGA are either stay-at-home or professionals who have a full-time nanny.

			“Listen, if she’s not actually sick—like not throwing up, doesn’t have a fever—she should be in school. Right?” I turn it around, put it on Annette to tell me it’s preferable my daughter is not in class when she is, in fact, fine. “Or have you had her try to go to the bathroom?”

			You would think she’d get the message. You would also be wrong.

			“Well, my philosophy is to listen to the child. If they say they are sick, then they are sick.”

			My mouth opens, but I snap it shut before I say something like Are you fucking kidding me?

			“Let me call you back.”

			The town car takes a random exit last second, and I go on alert, tensing my hands on the steering wheel—maybe they’ve spotted me. They zoom off the highway, braking hard so they don’t go straight through the stop sign at the top of the turnoff.

			But I just smile because two can play this game. I keep driving past the exit. A quick peek in my rearview mirror, and sure enough, they pull right back onto I-35. This job is no joke; whoever this is has a fancy driver with evasive techniques. They are cautious, aware of their surroundings. In other words, this person is no doubt a big deal.

			And I’m going to kill them.

			Just as soon as I sort out the situation with my five-year-old.

			“Siri, call Piper.” I move over and coast along in the center lane. Maybe my sister can pick Eliza up. Her phone rings and rings, until finally, voicemail answers. I hang up, and a text comes through a second later: In a meeting. You ok?

			Of course, she’s busy.

			“Siri, call Graham.” My hopes are now with my big brother, who has always liked coming to my rescue. As a result, I avoid asking him for help unless I absolutely need it. And today, I do. This is the job of a lifetime. My kid needing to poop isn’t going to get in the way of killing this guy.

			It rings once before his voice fills the line. “Little sis!”

			“Hi. What are you doing?”

			A chuckle. “I’m working. Why?”

			I check my side mirrors. The town car is coming up in the right lane, speeding just fast enough to pass me in a couple moments. We’re only a few miles from Austin, where I’ll have to be more careful to not be spotted.

			“I don’t suppose you could pick Eliza up from school?”

			A pause. “She okay? You okay?”

			“Yeah, I’m just—” I turn my blinker on, merge into the right lane. “I’m working, and the school nurse told me she has a stomachache.”

			“She called you for a stomachache?”

			“Don’t get me started.” As a fellow parent, he gets it.

			“Sure. I’ll go get Eliza Bug. I’ll ask if her stomach hurts too bad for ice cream.”

			That draws a laugh from me. “Okay, thanks. I’ll call the nurse back and let her know to expect you.”

			“When do you think you’ll come get her?”

			The clock reads almost eleven a.m., but I have to account for traffic and errands. “By pickup time, so three at the latest?”

			“Cool. Text when you’re headed this way.”

			“You’re a lifesaver.” We disconnect, I call the nurse back, then sit back in relief: one problem solved.

			Five minutes later, I exit the highway, two cars between the target and myself. I spare a moment to wonder who the woman is. Did whoever sent the package know she’d be there? After all, the riddle specifies the mark is a man. But it notably didn’t say to make sure the woman lives. I try very hard to not have collateral damage and never kill an innocent. But she’s in the car with him. A girlfriend, a wife? Or maybe a call girl. Or—I acknowledge my own sexism—a coworker. She was in a suit.

			They weave through Austin and stop in front of a Four Seasons.

			I raise a brow—not bad. Brian and I stayed at a Four Seasons on our honeymoon, and it cost about a thousand bucks a night. Granted, we didn’t get the cheapest room, but we didn’t get a top floor suite either. Whoever this is has money.

			Which is likely why someone is willing to pay top dollar to have him killed.

			I pull into one of the parking spots the mere plebeians use. Meanwhile, the town car parks under the covered area at the entrance. Stepping from the car, I keep what’s in my hand down by my side, but at the ready. This isn’t the time to kill whoever this is, just to identify them, be able to find them a second time.

			Not to mention the fact that John has yet to fulfill his promise. I still don’t know why someone wants this guy dead. But I’ll sort that out for myself. Whoever it is, they have a professional driver who knows how to watch for a tail, a fancy Cadillac with custom tinted windows. And they’re paying a lot to stay at the Four Seasons. They’re not nobody. Which means they’re somebody—somebody worth killing. I smile in satisfaction at that knowledge.

			The driver goes around, opens the door. He offers a hand, and the woman steps out. My eyes narrow at her outfit change. No longer does she wear a simple gray pantsuit with flats. Instead, she’s shiny and eye-catching in a clingy red number, lipstick giving her a serious pout, heels to match. Frumpy to fuck me, just like that.

			I raise my camera, snap three photos, rapid-fire, just like how I shoot my gun. My gaze lifts to the security cameras. I’ll need to leave fast. Likely, my paparazzi-like ways will be noticed at a place like this. But first I have to see him. The man I can’t wait to kill. And I will, soon.

			My breath comes out stilted, and I think to myself, This is almost too easy.

			He steps from the Cadillac, all confidence and swagger, straightening his suit jacket, buttoning it. I smirk, because even from here, he’s giving off entitled asshole vibes. His back is to me, and I hold my camera at the ready, zoomed in. I’ll get a great shot of his face the moment he glances my direction.

			I ready my finger over the camera’s button.

			He says something to the driver, palms him what I imagine is a tip. The driver gives him a nod and shuts the door.

			Finally, the man turns, giving me his profile. I hit the shutter button fast, one, two, three—his features a blur as the shutter snaps repeatedly. I wait for him to turn my way so I can get a solid photo of his face. I’ll be able to enter it in a search, figure out who he really is and what horrible things he’s done that have placed him on someone’s kill list.

			But when he glances my direction, I don’t push the button. I don’t snap the photo. And I won’t need to look up who he is.

			Because I already know.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			I turn on my heel and hurry toward the rental car. I don’t look back, don’t check to see if he spotted me—I’m pretty sure he didn’t—and tuck myself into the now-sweltering Toyota Camry. The leather sticks to my skin and burns. I ignore it, too consumed with a buzzing in my brain, a siren wailing in my head that something is wrong, very wrong.

			I start up the car and reverse out of the parking spot without waiting for the AC to kick in, zooming toward the highway.

			I’m not sure I even breathe again until I hit seventy-five miles per hour, steadying myself in the center lane.

			Were cops not waiting to pull over speeders, if a gun was not tucked beneath my seat, I’d press the gas pedal down harder, drive faster, let the rush of speed replace the cold flush of…whatever emotion this is, seeping through my pores.

			Fear, I realize. Cold, plain fear.

			Finally, I let myself acknowledge who that man was.

			Brian. It was Brian.

			My husband.

			Or—I pause to consider—maybe I’m wrong. Maybe he just looks really similar. They say everyone has a twin, right? Or perhaps it was a trick of the light, the angle at which—

			I smack the dash, pain vibrating through my palm. The ache settles me, lets me focus on driving and staying in control of the car. Of myself.

			The man I sleep beside each night.

			The father of my children.

			My companion in life, who I drink coffee with on our back patio and beer with on date nights and apparently…

			My next hit.

			It doesn’t make sense. It can’t possibly be him. My Brian is in Washington, DC. He called me from there, sent me photos of himself in front of the White House, the freaking cherry blossom trees that bloom every spring. He checked in, apologized for putting me on the spot. He even called from a hotel room last night and FaceTimed with the girls. I have a normal, healthy marriage, one that keeps me sane, keeps my feet planted firmly on the ground and not in Killersville, USA.

			Unless I don’t.

			Unless it’s all a lie.

			My hands tremble on the steering wheel, and I focus on the road, on fleeing Austin and returning to San Antonio. When I turn off the highway, I follow the winding suburban street back to my neighborhood, but I don’t go home. Instead, I drive to a park, a broad expanse of green surrounded by forest. Teenagers play soccer in one corner, a mother jogs with a stroller on the path that lines the edge of the grass.

			This is a mistake. I’ve made a mistake.

			I shut off the engine and get out of the car, pacing back and forth over the concrete of the parking lot. It wasn’t him. It can’t be. And I’ve just lost my mark, a total newbie move, something I haven’t done in years. I should have followed him, should have learned his patterns. Instead, I ran.

			Still, I can’t shake who I saw—my husband, I’d swear it. I pull out my DSLR camera, peer at the tiny screen as I flick back through the last several photos. Photos of the man’s profile. His jawline, the trace of a beard, a smile as he spoke to the woman. And blond, floppy hair, just like Brian’s. It looks like him. It really does. My body is practically numb, my hands drip with nervous sweat.

			I can kill someone without so much as blinking, but this—this has me all sorts of mixed-up.

			I snatch up my phone, hit the call button on Brian’s contact info. I need to hear his voice, to know he is out there, that we are okay.

			“Hey, babe. How are you?” His voice—my husband’s familiar, jovial tone—does nothing to calm my fears.

			“Hey,” I choke out. “How are you?”

			“Good. Just enjoying DC. It’s warm here, but I love the people. It’s so different than Texas.” A half laugh. “In a good way. I’m about to head into a meeting. Can I call you back?”

			So, he’s still there. In DC. Or at least he says he is.

			Something flickers in my brain, some memory. He says it’s warm. A flashback hits me: Washington, DC, a few years ago when I traveled there for a job. I killed a wealthy socialite who was trafficking children. It was still chilly, and I wore a jacket—a jacket I didn’t bring home with me, because it snagged on the corner of a bookshelf, ripping the shoulder wide open as I made my escape. The cherry blossoms were blooming then, bright pink, the whole city blazing with color.

			I remember thinking it was the most beautiful place I’d ever killed someone.

			March. It was March, just after St. Patrick’s Day, and Eliza’s daycare had a party with green cupcakes…

			And now it’s May. It’s warm and—

			“Eliza is sick again,” I say to buy time. I put the phone on speaker, swipe to my web browser, do a quick internet search: When do the cherry blossom trees bloom in Washington, DC?

			The answer at the top says: On average, cherry blossom trees bloom in late March or the first week of April. However, this can vary by a week or two either direction.

			That coldness returns, deep in the pit of my stomach, despite the already eighty-five-degree day.

			Brian is talking, saying something like, “…the doctor, maybe? I mean, if this keeps happening—”

			I tune him out. Swipe to the photos he sent that I saved on my phone to show to the girls.

			I zoom in. Note the cherry blossoms, the jacket he sports because it’s spring when this photo was taken and still chilly.

			My conclusion leaves me breathless.

			He’s lying. There’s no way this photo is from the past week, or likely even the month of May. The trees can’t possibly be blooming this late.

			“I’ll look into it,” I tell him, which should work for just about anything he’s said. “How much longer do you think you’ll be in DC?”

			It’s a trap, and he steps right into it.

			“Maybe another day? Two? I’ll text you when I book a flight home.”

			“Okay. Love you.”

			“Love you too.”

			We disconnect, and I lean back against the Camry, realization settling in.

			My husband is not in DC. My husband is lying to me.

			And my husband is the man I am supposed to kill.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			With MERE hours until I have to pick up Evie, I have a shit ton to do and not enough time to do it. As I pull into our driveway, I make my mental list:

			
					
					Figure out who the hell my husband is.

				

					
					Learn who wants him dead and why.

				

					
					Go to Costco.

				

			

			But first, I go inside. I search our bedroom, his closet, paw through boxes left over from our before times, when we had our own places, our own lives, back before we combined them. There’s nothing—only old photos that show Brian’s shining, loving gaze and my cold, calculated attempt to look like a woman in love. When I first married him, I didn’t love him. He was a means to an end, marriage a task to be checked off on yet another list of ways to be normal provided by none other than my gran. Then I did fall in love with him. Which makes all of this infinitely harder.

			While I’m reevaluating every aspect of our relationship—and the reality that maybe something is missing, and that something might be my husband’s true identity—I can’t help but feel the stir of excitement, the monster crawling her way up and peeking her head out, curious at this new development.

			It’s the psychopath in me.

			Fuck, that’s not normal.

			With only two and a half hours to go, I grab my purse. Because good humans provide their own grocery bags, I head into our garage to pick up the neatly folded stack that sits on a shelf. And then I head to America’s own version of hell, a.k.a. Costco.

			I may need food to keep my family fed, but that doesn’t mean I can’t multitask. When I finally rush inside (San Antonio does love its traffic), it appears I’m not the only one with that idea—a mother with a toddler holding her pants leg and a baby in a carrier on her chest presses her phone to her ear with the hand not steering her cart. Another mom, this one with twin girls, seems to be conducting a business meeting via Bluetooth while perusing a stack of beach toys.

			Inspired to have my own business call and desperate for answers, I slip in an AirPod and murmur, “Call John,” to my work phone. When he picks up, an unfamiliar tune plays in the background.

			“Uh-oh,” he says, “trouble already?” I pause, halfway down the technology aisle. How does he know there’s trouble? “Nadia? What’s up?” he asks when I stay silent.

			Maybe what I really need are some fancy-schmancy security cameras. I could hide them everywhere, catch Brian in the act of—whatever it is he’s doing. Pausing in front of said camera display, I peruse the options, but none of them are small enough that Brian wouldn’t notice. Damn.

			I bring my attention back to my phone. “What are you playing?” I ask casually, pretending this is just one more social call to the man who arranges for me to off bad people.

			“Legend of Zelda,” he scoffs. “It’s a classic. How do you not know that, but you know Streets of Rage?”

			Because I like killing people in real life.

			A display of Roombas catches my attention—Bear does shed a lot. I would love for a little robot vacuum to help out with the mess.

			Focus. I reorient the cart toward the back of the store where the groceries are located and cut to the chase as I head down the wine aisle. “Did you find out why they want this guy dead?”

			“Uh, no. Speaking of, is he dead yet? Please say yes.”

			“Did you ask why they want him killed?” I scrutinize the racks until I find the supersized bottles of premade sangria, then start filling the cart. If I’m potentially going to kill my husband, it’s going to be a long summer; I’ll need liquid fortification.

			“I told you the file is closed.”

			“And I told you to ask anyway,” I bite out.

			As John babbles some bullshit excuse, I pick up my phone, navigate to the internet browser, and google my husband. There has to be a crack, some tiny hole I can dig a finger into and see even the faintest evidence of who he really is. Because the Brian I know—the Brian I married, who I depend upon to be my partner in life—he wouldn’t be in a fancy car with a woman who’s not his wife, not to mention one who had to get naked to change in said car. He wouldn’t be at a hotel in Austin in a fancy suit while his spouse believed he was in Washington, DC. He wouldn’t be living a lie.

			Except he is.

			Which means he’s not who he’s led me to believe he is. There must be evidence of that somewhere.

			In the depths of this shopping hellscape, a toddler’s shrill cry sends every mother shuddering with her own special version of having-a-baby-keep-her-up-all-night-wailing PTSD. I briefly consider popping one of the sangria bottles open now.

			“What are you doing?” John asks. “It’s really loud.”

			“Working.” A mother’s job, after all, is never done.

			A beat of silence as I turn toward what I like to call Carb City. Cookies and rolls and bread and pies and bagels.

			“You didn’t answer my question,” I say as I pick out whole grain bagels. A traffic jam of moms and senior citizens brings me to a halt. I go back to my phone, which has not helped one little bit—apparently, there are more Brian Davises in Texas than I could have imagined.

			“You didn’t answer mine either.” He sighs. “You don’t get it, Nadia. I can’t just go asking questions of my boss.”

			“Yes, you can.”

			“No, I can’t. They’re dangerous. And you accepted the job already.”

			“You assured me he was bad.”

			“You don’t trust me?”

			I pause, picturing Brian the other day in socks and no shoes, looking sexy and adorable. “I have my doubts.”

			“All I can tell you is that when I attempted to pry, I was assured he’s the worst of the worst. Why else would they pay so much for him?”

			That’s true—half a million is nothing to sneeze at. The worse they are, the more they need to die, the more money that’s put up.

			Which means Brian must be really bad.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			With one hand, I do an expensive background search on Brian. With the other, I carefully extract a rotisserie chicken from the hot shelf, trying not to burn myself in the process. Then it’s on to loading the cart with dog food, which could easily replace the weight lifting workout I was supposed to do this morning, and then on to the freezer section. But before I can take a turn for fish sticks, a cart collides with mine.

			“Excuse you,” scolds a well-coiffed woman who might be thirty or fifty, depending on when she last had Botox. In my mind, she’s automatically assigned the name Karen, which I feel a little bad about—it’s my mother’s name, too, and she hates the whole Karen thing.

			But that’s all I feel. Her penciled-on eyebrow raises up indignantly, like she thinks I’ll jump out of the way, squeaking an apology. But she doesn’t know I’m not the smiling PTA mom I so carefully disguise myself as. Add a pinch of my husband is lying and might be cheating on me, and it’s all I can do to offer a small, calculated smile in response. Inside, the monster perks up, as though she thinks maybe this will get interesting. But we are in Costco. The most interesting thing here is the free samples, and it’s not the weekend so it doesn’t even have that going for it.

			“Yes?” I say flatly.

			“You were staring at your phone. Not paying a lick of attention to who’s around you. They should kick out people like you.”

			I don’t answer. She continues her barrage of accusations, of judgments, loudly enough that other customers are coming to a stop, staring. I ignore them until a twentysomething in a ball cap raises his phone to record the whole thing—then I turn down the opposite aisle, walking away, though that doesn’t stop her deluge of complaints. It’s better I leave—less likely I’ll do something that will make me memorable—and besides, my phone has the completed background check.

			I pause in front of boxes of bulk coffee pods to zoom in on the results, stomach swimming. If it were anyone else, I wouldn’t care. I’d just kill them, so long as I was convinced they are bad. But this is Brian. Everything the website shows seems utterly normal—birthday January second, no criminal history, above average credit score. He was born to Pete and Jane Davis, whom I met—at least, I think I did.

			Now, as I’m searching for hints of what’s real, I stall on the convenient timing of their deaths. They dropped dead within a month of each other right before the wedding. At the time, it was tragic.

			Now I think it’s oddly coincidental.

			I frown, nudge my cart forward, search for the coffee beans I like, and tip a bag into the cart. Two gallons of whole milk, a container of half-and-half, hazelnut creamer, and sour cream follow. A lull in fellow shoppers, and I edge to the side again, desperate for answers. A background check may not be the key to unlocking his secrets, but I don’t know where else to search. There doesn’t seem to be anything in the house, he has no other family besides his parents, who are long dead, and I’m pretty sure there’s not a second secret hidey-hole in our home. But someone wants him dead and is willing to pay a lot of money for it—that means something is going on. Something he hasn’t told me about.

			I wander through the clothing section, still staring at my phone. When I glance up, Karen shoots me a death stare from a stack of fluffy pillows. I can’t help it—I blow her a kiss. What’s she going to do, yell some more? She gasps, raises a hand to her throat as though I’ve sent a deadly insult her way—if only she knew—and says something to the man standing beside her, who I automatically cast as Chad.

			Chad gives me a disapproving frown.

			An ad pops up on my screen offering a way to “dig deeper” into Brian’s past. I consider it, then click. I tap the go button to search for his parents, who—much to my annoyance—really did exist. Skimming the information, it’s clear they really did live, and died too. As if to verify this fact, I click on one of the many photos the ancestry website offers up: one of Pete’s grave. It links me to a different site:

			FindAGrave.com

			FindAGrave.com isn’t new to me. Sometimes, before I had kids, I’d look at the graves of people I’d killed—always from a VPN, of course, because I’m not an idiot, and unlike some psychopaths, I don’t have a secret desire to be caught. Now that I have something to lose, I’m even more careful. I wouldn’t dream of searching such things out. But back then, there was satisfaction in seeing what was effectively a job well-done, a bad person six feet under.

			While the website loads, I reach for a jumper in teal blue, something Eliza will just love. Then I grab a smaller version for Evie because otherwise she’ll be jealous. It’ll make for a cute photo that will get plenty of likes on Facebook, further casting me as a good mother in the eyes of all who see it.

			A second later, my phone pulls up an image of a grassy graveyard. Two headstones side by side. Pete and Jane Davis. Their birth years and death years accurate, mother of and father of one Brian Davis.

			So they really lived and died. That, or Brian went to one hell of an extent to make them exist. Then I notice something else in the image. Something small and square and minuscule in comparison to the matching markers representing Pete and Jane.

			I squint and bring the phone closer to my face.

			It’s a third grave.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			The grave is smaller than Pete’s and Jane’s and made of granite rather than marble—gray, instead of an off-white color. The lettering is more worn—which makes sense.

			Brian James Davis
Born January 2, 1986
Died January 5, 1986

			I stare at the photo for too long, the gravesite of Pete and Jane’s infant son, who died three days after his birth. Who never got to marry or have children or do much of anything.

			The infant son whose identity Brian, my husband, must have stolen. I’ll bet anything that if I track down baby Brian’s Social Security number, it is now my Brian’s Social Security number. He stole his birth date, his existence. Chances are, all paperwork related to baby Brian has disappeared too. This grave marker is likely the only proof he ever existed. And with his parents gone, there is no one to object to his identity being stolen.

			I grasp my cart like it’s a lifeline, reality taking hold.

			Brian Davis is a stolen identity.

			I blink at the screen and hear myself murmur, “Who the fuck did I marry?”

			And for that matter, who were the parents I met? Paid actors?

			“Watch your language, young lady.” I look up to see none other than Karen’s Chad glaring at me. “My wife told me you were rude to her.”

			“Oh, Jesus Christ,” I mutter. I don’t have time for this—literally, I realize—I’ve been here for an hour, and it’s at least a thirty-minute drive to grab Evie at school, then scoop up Eliza from Graham’s.

			“Miss, you seem angry. Have you considered that Jesus Christ is your savior, that his name should not be taken in vain? Maybe if you embraced him, you’d feel better and—” Chad is earnest now, his disapproval and anger melting away as he senses he might recruit me.

			“I don’t think your god likes me very much.” I offer a bland smile, then hurry toward the checkout, the vision of that tiny gravestone pulsing in my mind. Along the way, I grab granola bars and mixed nuts and protein powder, then choose what I hope is the fastest line—there’s a very proper-looking woman with her hair pinned back in a bun at the register, and she looks like she means business—before turning back to my phone.

			But the register lady finishes the next customer and waves me forward. My phone tucked away, I heave my purchases onto the conveyer as fast as she can scan them, and five minutes later, I’m handing my receipt to the elderly guy at the door, who slashes a highlighter over it without so much as looking at what’s in my cart. Very effective security.

			Brian’s not Brian.

			The words echo in my head. My brain wars over how to feel about this—angry, uncertain, taken aback. If he’s not Brian, who is he? And also—god, he’s good. He’s tricked me all this time.

			Is he pretending to be normal too?

			I find myself smiling as I pull through the pickup line at school, as I buckle Evie into her car seat and head to Graham’s to get Eliza. But what I really want is to keep digging. To find more. Brian has made one screwup, leaving this evidence to be found on the internet. There must be more.

			When I arrive at Graham’s, Piper’s BMW is already parked in the driveway.

			“Shit,” I say. This is no ordinary pickup—this is Graham’s way of trapping me into dinner. And on a night when I want nothing more than to go home and parse through the mystery of my husband. Apparently, he’s tricked Piper too. I spare a glance backward at the dairy in freezer bags in the back of the van—hopefully it lasts. Or maybe I’ll shove it all in Graham’s fridge, pushing aside his stuff—it would serve him right.

			“Shit, shit, shit,” comes an echo from the backseat.

			I close my eyes, refrain from saying shit yet again, and instead swivel in my seat and enunciate, “Ship, baby. Ship. Like a big boat on the ocean.”

			Evie just stares; she’s not convinced. She doesn’t say shit again though, so I pull her from her car seat, secure her on one hip, and we go inside to greet her aunt and uncle.

			“You set me up,” I say to Graham the second I see his dark-haired head pop around the corner.

			He gives me his big brother grin. “You set yourself up. It’s the big brother tax. I do you a favor, you bless my family with your delightful company.” The way he says delightful makes me think that’s not the word he really means. “Wine? Beer?”

			I sigh. “If I have to put up with you? Booze.”

			He laughs. “Piper, got any more of that whiskey?”

			“I always have more whiskey.” This, from the kitchen.

			“Is that Nadia?” Isabel, Graham’s wife, hurries into the hallway. “Oh, it is you! Good. It’s been too long.” She takes Evie from me, presses a kiss to her cheek, then sets her down and shoos her to join the other kids in the backyard.

			It’s been exactly two weeks, but I don’t tell her that. I just accept the hug she offers and let her guide me to the barstool on the opposite side of the white-tile kitchen island where she’s slicing French bread. A drizzle of olive oil goes in a plain white bowl, and she slides it across the counter. Before I can so much as take a bite, Piper’s there, nabbing the first piece, just like she did when we were kids, but in return gifting me with a two-finger pour of amber whiskey.

			“Graham called a family dinner,” she says through her mouthful of carbs.

			“Is there an occasion?” I ask, fingers itching to pull out my phone and continue my search.

			“Only that we love you two ladies.” Isabel gives me a wink from where she’s chopping vegetables, playing sous-chef.

			“And you don’t have a date?” I ask Piper.

			“Nah.” She scrunches her nose.

			I peer at her, thinking of the other night, the dangling wineglass before she passed out on the couch. “So, what happened?”

			“Nothing.” But the way she steals my drink and takes a swig makes me think it’s not nothing. Maybe this new date needs to be unalived in the same fashion as her college boyfriend? Or maybe I’m feeling a little prickly toward men today. That doesn’t mean they all need to die. Not necessarily, anyway. I mean, Graham is one of the good ones.

			“What is it?” I whisper, leaning in.

			She meets my eyes for a quarter second, her voice soft enough that no one else can hear. “He’s married. I followed him one day. They have a baby.”

			My eyebrows shoot up—I’m surprised that he’s married, and also that Piper stalked him—but Isabel takes that moment to set a glass of water in front of Piper. “Cool it, sis. Drink something besides booze.” Her gaze shifts to me. “How are you?”

			I fake my very best smile, the one that reaches my eyes, that makes people think I’m being honest. “Good. Work has been busy, but I’m having fun.” A partial truth. “I really appreciate Graham picking up Eliza.”

			“It’s no trouble. Brian’s traveling for work?”

			“Again.” I give another smile, shrug, like that’s just how life goes. In my head, I’m wondering what he’s doing in Austin at this very moment. If he’s shacking up with that woman, if he’s doing awful things that earned him a death sentence.

			“Good time to have you over, then.” She goes back to the stove, where Graham is busy stirring something—they love cooking together, it’s their thing. I wander through the connected dining room to a window that looks out over the backyard. Piper’s stepped out onto the porch, watching the kids and sipping her glass of water. Eliza looks happy as a clam as she races around a tree with her cousins, and Evie chases after them, face wide in a grin. I begrudgingly admit to myself this family dinner was a good idea.

			When I bring my gaze back to the other adults, Graham’s adjusting the burner on their giant Viking stove, his midlife crisis splurge. He’d gone to his yearly checkup, found out he had high cholesterol, and decided to do something about it—mainly, learning to cook incredibly healthy meals incredibly well. He even traveled to Italy for a two-week wine and olive oil tour. He came home with the biggest bottles of expensive olive oil he could get on the plane and insists we use them instead of what’s available at H-E-B, the local grocery chain.

			I’m not sure about the tofu he sometimes cooks, nor the lentil and veggie protein-based chili he makes in autumn. But the rest of it is pretty good. And he’s right—olive oil from Italy is better.

			Maybe that’s what this is all about—maybe Brian is acting out as part of his midlife crisis, having an affair. Maybe he hired a fancy car to impress her, got a nice hotel room to take her back to.

			For about five seconds, I consider finding out who she is and killing her. Squashing the fling and making sure it doesn’t affect our marriage—but that’s leaving out the part where someone put a hit out on him. Unless it’s the mystery woman’s spouse, which I highly doubt, a midlife crisis affair doesn’t explain it.

			With everyone else busy, I text Ian: Are you available to talk later? I think I need help. Then I grab my DSLR and swipe until I find the image of the town car. I enter the license plate into my phone, searching yet another website to see who owns it.

			The search comes back and the owner is listed as Soren Vehicles. I stare at the name a beat; it’s familiar. Another quick search lands on a news page, a long article titled “Organized crime in Texas? What is the world coming to?” A quick skim leads me to a paragraph:

			In a shocking turn of events, a decades-old town car and limo service in San Antonio is under investigation following allegations of a connection to local organized crime…

			The rest of the text is mostly detail, discussing people whose names I don’t recognize, suggesting that this crime has been going on right under the nose of city officials for decades.

			I can’t believe for a second that Brian is involved in organized crime—I mean, how could I miss something like that? But apparently I missed a lot of things.

			A shout from outside draws my attention back to my girls playing—my girls, whose father I don’t even know.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			There’s only one person who I suspect knows more about killing husbands than I do.

			“Gran?” I whisper her name as I pull a chair up next to her bed. I’ve stolen a moment away to come see her again.

			She snorts in her sleep, her white hair, thinned with age, pooling around her head like a halo. She looks like a freaking angel. I squint at her—if someone who I’m pretty sure murdered her husband can be so good, maybe that means I can be a decent human too. Though I doubt it.

			I don’t have hair like that, and I’m definitely not kind or patient, nor do I have a name reminiscent of anyone so lovely as Betty White. Maybe if I’d been born Betty, like my gran, I’d have turned out okay.

			Instead, I’m Nadia. Give me one famous person with that name. I bet you can’t—in fact, I bet you found out my name’s Nadia, and that I kill people for a living, and you nodded your head and thought, Hmm, she sounds like she’d be an assassin.

			I touch tentative fingertips to her arm. I don’t want to wake her—but also, I do. I have to. “I need to talk to you. About Brian.”

			A sharp inhalation, a slight snore as she sputters out. A CPAP machine rests unused at her bedside. I stare at her some more, remembering the spicy grandmother who did not do things like bake muffins or make homemade lemonade. No, she took us hiking through the woods and was the first person to show me how to shoot a gun—“Don’t tell your mother!” she’d hissed conspiratorially, holding up a revolver like she was in a Bonnie and Clyde flick. Graham, of course, was thrilled. Piper pretended to be unimpressed but was also thirteen and already pissed off at the world, especially our parents. Going behind their backs was exactly what she wanted to spend her time doing. And I was nine. I had yet to sort myself out or realize what I was, but guns? New, exciting, forbidden.

			“Women should know how to shoot,” she’d whispered to Piper and me. “You never know when it will come in handy.” Then she winked, as though that meant something very specific.

			So we fired the revolver at a target. Another day, we rented a shotgun and shot skeet flung into the sky. Afterward, we ate ice cream, the one normal thing we did with our grandmother. Our parents would have been horrified if they ever found out the truth.

			But now I wonder where Gran learned to shoot a gun. I wonder what she meant by all her whispered comments. And I wish to god I’d asked her when I had the chance. Why hadn’t I? Probably because I was so swept up with figuring myself out, in harnessing the monster so I could have a semblance of a normal life. But now I remember those early days when Gran recognized what I was, and I wish I’d just said the words: Do you know what I am because you see yourself in me?

			“Gran?” I say again.

			More muttering, more sleeping. I sidle up closer to the edge of her bed. The clock on the wall ticks away, like it’s taunting the residents, reminding them their time here is short. It makes me want to get a similar clock and put it over our bed. Have Brian hear that tick-tick-tick and let it wake him from his slumber like something out of an Edgar Allan Poe story.

			“I’m supposed to kill Brian,” I whisper close to her ear, then wait, as though this admission might lead to her eyes flying open, Gran sitting up, giving me instructions on how to do the deed the same way she once gave me instructions on how to blend in, how to stay alive, being what I am.

			But she doesn’t.

			Maybe it’s better this way. She won’t get confused or ask who is killing whom, nor mistake the nurse for me and ask how my husband’s murder went. I rise to my feet, make a circle of the room. It’s small, tidy. A chest of drawers that holds her clothes built into the wall. A few shelves that store everything else—what her life has been reduced to. Photo albums and a single framed photo of Gran and Grandpa. I stop, stare at that one. A nurse’s aide must have helped unpack her things, must have thought that was a good one to display. Because I wouldn’t have—nor would my siblings. We all knew my father’s stories.

			Graham is the eldest and the only one with memories of our grandfather—he died when I was little. When we were kids, Graham, Piper, and I would gather in Graham’s bedroom as he flipped through baseball cards, the one thing passed on to him from our grandfather. One night, at Piper’s prodding, he shared the memory of the morning he woke up to find out our grandfather had died in his sleep, even though he’d been given a clean bill of health the month prior. Gran, when she talks about him, maintains a veneer of calm, a proper amount of sadness, but I swear, there is a gleam in her eyes. The gleam of a woman who’s finally free of a man who was a tyrant.

			I always wondered.

			“Piper, do you think Gran killed Grandpa?” I asked one day when I was fifteen and she was nineteen.

			Piper squinted at me. “What?” she’d said, like she had no idea what I was talking about.

			I went silent.

			No one else suspected what I did—likely because no one else saw the world in the same blood-tinted way I did. Maybe the way Gran did too.

			Another glance at that clock, ticking down the moments until maybe I look at Brian and pull the trigger.

			“Gran?” I whisper one more time.

			She snores in response.

			I stand to leave—I really do need to get going—but before I kiss her goodbye, a tall woman with a blond bob wearing scrubs walks in, flipping through papers in her hands.

			“Oh. Hello.” A small, professional smile. “Are you Mrs. Dawson’s family?”

			“I’m her granddaughter.”

			“Oh, I’m so glad you’re visiting. I’m Penelope, the RN on shift.” She holds out a hand, which I carefully shake. I’ve never seen her here before.

			“You’re new?”

			“I started last week. Were you the granddaughter who reached out about her safety?”

			“I am. I caught her…” I hesitate, because I feel like I’m betraying her. But we put her here to keep her out of trouble. “In the kitchen,” I say. “Do you know how she got there?”

			Penelope frowns. “No. It’s kept locked at all times.”

			Which does not reassure me—in fact, it makes me think, in addition to shooting guns, Gran has other skills, like breaking through locked doors…somehow.

			Penelope looks at my grandmother. “I will personally look into it though. Right now, I’m just doing rounds, making sure everyone has what they need, that they’re comfortable. I’m still getting to know the residents.” Something flickers in her eyes, and my body steels itself. “You know, I was talking to your grandmother yesterday. I asked her what she did for a living.”

			I swallow. Is it possible this woman has gotten more information than I have from my grandmother? Should I have plainly asked Did you use to kill people, Gran? and would she have said Obviously, Nadia, what else?

			Penelope gives a little laugh. “She got the most mysterious smile on her face and said it was a secret.”

			“A secret,” I echo. “Interesting.”

			The nurse peers at me. “Do you know what she did for work?”

			I shrug. “She was a homemaker.” It’s not a lie. She was…I just have to wonder how she stayed busy in her spare time. I wonder if it’s the same way I stay busy.

			Still, I want to know what Gran was thinking. A secret. She’s never said that to me. Never so much as suggested it. Maybe it was a prank, her own way to amuse herself.

			Or maybe she was being serious. Maybe what she did way back then was a secret.

			I just wonder, no, yearn to know if she was like me. Because if my wonderful gran was like me, that means there’s hope. It means I’m redeemable. It means I’m not a monster.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			I wake to hands wrapped around my throat.

			My lungs won’t inflate.

			My chest aches for air.

			Someone is strangling the life from me.

			I bolt upright, swinging through the darkness at whoever’s snuck into my home, climbed onto my bed, dared try to kill me in my sleep—

			But there’s no one.

			Only me, alone in our bed. I raise fingertips to my neck; the skin is soft, no bruising, no soreness. And even with it clear that no one is actually choking me, it’s still impossible to breathe.

			I, Nadia Davis, am panicking. But I don’t panic. Panic attacks are for other people, not people like me.

			I shove the sweaty bedsheets aside, hurry from the room. The fluorescent yellow lighting of the bathroom casts shadows over my face, creates circles beneath my eyes, where usually I look well rested, healthy, the picture of a thirty-five-year-old mother I want people to see. I take a moment to breathe, staring at myself, wondering What the actual fuck? I press fingers to my wrist to take my pulse—a hundred and ten beats per minute.

			Fast.

			I stalk down to the kitchen and search the cabinet for my favorite coffee. The black bag tumbles from its precarious position on the edge of the shelf, but I catch it before it scatters grounds across the floor and my dog attacks it.

			“No caffeine for you,” I mutter to her.

			No, that’s what I need. I reach for the machine, dump enough coffee in for at least one pot, then stop short, realizing what I’ve done. I normally measure my coffee, careful to get just the right amount. I never rush through these morning rituals because I’m desperate for my morning cup.

			In a snap, I realize what’s happening.

			But no, that can’t be right—it’s too soon.

			“No, no, no, not now.” I yank out my phone from my pajamas pocket and peer at the calendar app like I’m a woman in terror that she’s missed her period. But that’s not it. I scan the numbers, but the dates don’t line up. Don’t make sense. I kill approximately one person a month. I should be fine…

			“One, two, three—” I count back the days to when I killed the rich guy on his giant San Antonio estate from the safety of the oak tree. It’s been just over a week since that night, since I performed the one action that lets the monster inside me rest, lets me pretend to be a regular person.

			And it’s no doubt because my husband isn’t who he says he is. It’s so great that the only person I’ve ever fallen in love with has been lying to me this whole time. And bonus, he’s the father of my daughters. Cool. Of all the fucking people to get on my hit list.

			This isn’t anxiety—at least not the normal kind, the sort you might treat with talk therapy or the same stuff I put in my husband’s nightcap to make him sleep. No, it’s the sort that is cured by one thing: killing someone.

			

			—

			I head north into the hills as soon as the girls are off to school. Leaving the minivan behind, I lace up my trail running shoes, start my Garmin GPS watch, and take off at a near sprint into the forest.

			Usually, I hit the gym on Tuesdays. I lift weights and do pull-ups and box jumps, all training for the event that is life—and, in my case, death. Short of killing someone, this is the only fix—albeit a temporary one.

			A small part of me worries this is the new normal. That knowing I’m supposed to kill Brian, that he is not who he seems to be, that I am the recipient of a decade of lies, has pushed me to the edge. And what do I do when I’m pushed to the edge?

			You already know the answer to that.

			So I’m dealing with it the same way I did in high school. I’m pounding my feet for miles on this rugged trail, leaping over boulders and trying to not go splat when I trip on a tree root. Up here, in these thick, granite-and-tree-filled hills, you might not know you’re in Texas. It feels far more like the Sierra Nevada of California. But like anywhere in this country, Texas is complicated, multifaceted.

			A lot like Brian, apparently.

			I’m six miles in. Oak trees spiral upward, like claws reaching toward the sky. Sunshine streams through their branches, hot and sticky. The bugs are out, eager for blood.

			Rounding a bend, I’m suddenly no longer alone with my thoughts. A man appears on the trail in front of me, headed in my direction. He’s in his early twenties, wearing a black running vest, the sort ultra-runners strap on to carry food and water for longer runs. Once, I was him—running as far as I could to get this monster to chill the fuck out, to go back in its hole and stay there.

			I stumble to a stop in the middle of the trail and watch his progress. This could be an opportunity. I could settle myself, get the monster to go back to sleep for a little longer. It would be easy. No one else is out here. No one to hear him scream for help. No one to stop me. I could simply pull out my Glock and end his life—but no. That’s not what the monster wants. She wants pain. The thrill of watching the lights go out. The juicy elation of his fear.

			I step off the trail and tuck myself behind the thick, gnarled trunk of an oak. He passes, the scent of his deodorant lingering in the air, sweet and spicy. The tap-tap-tap of his footsteps, the heavy exhalation of his breath.

			I can stop him, can stop it all. And in doing so, ease this need inside me.

			I wait until he’s fifty yards ahead, then follow. Eventually, this path winds up to the top of the hill, giving a view of San Antonio on a clear day. I’ll need to do it before that spot, and thankfully, there are plenty of dense patches of woods between here and there.

			I speed up, closing the space between us. He’s six foot. A lean build with dark running shorts, a white top with a Nike swoosh on the hemline.

			We’re almost at a turnoff, a side trail, and my insides quiver with eagerness. When he makes that right turn, further isolates himself, it’s go time. Even though I’ve now run eight miles, I’m not tired. A new type of energy floods me, gives me the stamina to pursue, to consider all the different ways I could do this.

			He ducks beneath a low branch, coughs. Keeps running. At one point he takes a long look around, glances over his shoulder. Spots me. The prey noticing the predator, but it’s too late now. We lock eyes. He gives me a smile, then continues on seemingly unbothered to have someone on his heels.

			Must be nice to have that kind of privilege. I’m only a woman, after all.

			I reach out to yank his arm, pull him off the trail, when voices float through the trees. Lots of them, from just ahead.

			The thrall of adrenaline is suddenly doused in ice-cold water. A group of three women comes around the next corner.

			Witnesses. People who will see my face and be able to identify me and call the police and—

			I stop in my tracks. Glance down at my running watch, like I’ve hit my target mileage and now it’s time to turn back.

			I do exactly that.

			My heart slows. The blood pulsing in my veins settles down to a normal flow.

			The letdown of not killing him—of being thwarted right before I pulled a knife from the same sheath that holds my gun—leaves me breathless, empty, numb, like being caught having sex right before that final moment, being denied relief, orgasm.

			I jog another mile before the realization hits.

			I could have killed someone innocent who did not deserve to die.

			His life flashes before my eyes—a son, perhaps a brother, or a father, a husband—to someone, he is like Brian is to me. The weight of that grief slams into me, and I gasp—I nearly took that away, and for no reason other than my own compulsion to kill.

			You’re a monster. The words echo through my head, and yet, even understanding what almost happened, I still ache to turn around, find a deer path through the forest, catch him by surprise, and then I would—

			“Damn.” My hand rakes through my hair. I tighten my ponytail, huff out a breath.

			This is too much. I have to sort out what brand of bad Brian is and decide if I’m going to kill him—and if I am, get it over with, so I don’t lose control and become this creature I’m capable of being.

			If I don’t, this will happen again. Today, the monster inside me almost won. In fact, had those women not rounded that corner, had I not heard their voices, I would have killed that man. And likely been caught.

			Briefly, I consider the pharmacist—maybe finishing that job would take the edge off. But I can’t rush it—it needs to look like an accident. And to make that happen requires more recon. Recon I can’t imagine doing at a moment like this. Besides, the memory of Brian beside that woman, her long legs climbing from the car, the way his hand brushed her back—no. It wouldn’t be enough. It wouldn’t fix the situation.

			Today, I almost ruined everything, and for what? To take an innocent life.

			Gran would be pissed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			LATER THAT NIGHT, I can still barely believe I let the monster inside make her way to the outside. That reality is only sharpened when Piper calls a few minutes after I tuck the girls into bed, saying, “One of my employees saw you out running. She said you were fast, determined.” Piper hiccups a laugh. “What’s next, a marathon?”

			I go cold, pausing as I sort through Brian’s desk. So far, everything I’ve found screams management consultant, a.k.a. boring, which quite frankly pisses me off. Or maybe he is a management consultant, but he consults for criminals or drug lords or something.

			“Earth to Nadia.”

			“Yeah, I like to run on the trails sometimes,” I say blandly. I can’t do that again. Maybe I’ll run on a nice track, or down a busy road, or literally anywhere I can’t kill someone in broad daylight.

			“Well, anyway, I wanted to discuss Mom and Dad’s anniversary party. Is now a good time? They’ll be back from their trip soon. We should ask Mom what kind of food she prefers.”

			I sigh. It’s not that I’m opposed to helping with the anniversary party—it’s that as an events planner, I’m supposed to be good at things like this. But I’m not.

			A knock on the door—the back door—makes me jump, reach to the waistline of my pants for a gun, which of course is not there, because while I may own many guns, they are kept safe from the hands of my children.

			“Nadia?” Piper’s voice rises in annoyance.

			“Hold on.” I duck down to remove myself from the line of fire. Who the hell knocks on a back door?

			Wait, they knocked. A shooter wouldn’t knock. I step out of Brian’s office and peer around the edge of the kitchen counter, heart thumping wildly in my chest. I do have a gun hidden in the kitchen—any killer worth her salt would—but when I peer through the sliding glass door, it’s a familiar face that stares back at me.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing. I just—I have to go. Let’s talk about this tomorrow?” I’m on my feet, striding across the living room, one brow raised in a question as I unlock the door and let him in.

			“Fine. But I’m thinking a beach theme.”

			“Sure,” I say, because of course a party should have a theme, and thank god my sister knows that. I end the call, toss my phone on the couch, and spin, hands on my hips.

			“What are you doing here?” Ian has never come to my house before. Our time together has always been separate from my family’s life. It feels strange, and I rub my arms, thinking a drink sounds good.

			Ian gives an enigmatic smile. “You asked if I was available to talk.”

			My forehead creases in confusion, then I remember sending him a message when I was at Graham’s. “Yeah, I was thinking like a phone call.”

			“Well, the job is done, and I’m back in town, biding time until another job in a day or two.” He lifts his hands in a partial shrug, then peers around. “Nice place. Love the high ceilings, the open concept.”

			“You’re an interior designer now?”

			He strolls into the room, taking in his surroundings as though fascinated. Which is fair. I’d do the same thing in his home. “You’re in a mood,” he murmurs.

			“Ian, you came to my house. How do you even know where I live?” More words are on the tip of my tongue; I’m ready to chew him out for crossing this boundary. We don’t do personal.

			But then I think about nearly killing that runner earlier, nearly getting caught. About the Big Job I’m supposed to do. I’m on edge, at the precipice of a downward spiral where the monster emerges and I end up behind prison bars. And suddenly, I’m grateful he’s here. That my only friend I can truly be honest with is standing in front of me, and that he came when I called—even if I was thinking more along the lines of a few texts or a quick phone chat.

			“Never mind. I’m having a drink. Want one?”

			“Sure. Kids asleep?”

			“Yes.” And for once, I hope Eliza doesn’t wake up and come downstairs for “a glass of water,” which is really code for extra snuggle time with Mom, reminiscent of the days before she had a little sister.

			We move out back, where a cool breeze signals that rain is on its way. A gin and tonic later, Ian has shared the bare minimum details of the hit in Mexico—the one he thinks should have been mine—and that he’s waiting on a package for another nearby job.

			“So I thought I’d swing by. I’m camped out at the Marriott. Figured you wouldn’t mind some company.”

			“How’d you know Brian wouldn’t be here?”

			“I didn’t.” Ian settles a little deeper into his cushioned chair, takes a sip of gin. “But I watched. Figured he was working late when he wasn’t home in time for dinner.”

			“He’s out of town. Business trip.”

			“Ah,” he says. “So what did you want to talk about?”

			I go to take a drink, realize I’ve already drained it. I don’t feel nervous very often—but needing to kill Brian has me acting like someone else, a person who feels like a stranger. I’m never apprehensive, never slip up. It’s like the stable rock that serves as my life’s foundation has shifted, and with it, everything else.

			“I’m supposed to kill…a friend.”

			“A friend?” He laughs. “People like us don’t have friends.”

			“Well…I kind of do.” I frown. “It’s someone I rely upon. Someone I care about. And while I have found signs that they are bad—that they do maybe deserve to die…” I pause, picturing Brian dead. Which means I imagine him in a casket. And in this daydream—no, nightmare—Eliza and Evie stand in black dresses weeping over the loss of their father. Their pain cuts through me like a freshly honed blade, hot and metallic.

			I inhale sharply and look up. Ian’s staring at me like something is amiss. I mentally scramble to recall what I was saying. “I’m, um—I’m not sure if I’m right. It’s making it so hard to decide what to do. I’m having feelings about it. And usually…”

			“Usually, you don’t.”

			He can finish my sentence because he is like me. If we were ever evaluated by a psychiatrist, we would likely be diagnosed with ASPD, or antisocial personality disorder. Personally, I don’t mind being called a psychopath, the old-school term for what I am. We aren’t sensitive about the words used to describe us. Though don’t call me a sociopath—those are the ones who don’t think. Who don’t plan. Who end up in prison.

			I chew my lip, suddenly utterly aware that earlier today I nearly slipped from one category to the other—impulsivity is a characteristic of a sociopath.

			“I almost did something really dumb this morning. I was out running and started following this guy, and within seconds, I knew I was going to kill him. And then—” I recount how I heard the voices mere moments before I grabbed him. How I turned tail and ran back to my van as fast as I could. “That’s not like me. I don’t do things like that. I have too much to lose.”

			Ian shrugs. “Answer seems simple enough.”

			I turn toward him. “What do you mean?”

			“I mean kill them. You can get a new friend. Beyond the fact that just doing it would help you gain back control—take away all the questions and doubts—you know the rules of the game as well as I do. You can’t just decide to not kill someone. It’ll end your career. You’ll never work as an assassin for the agency again. Or worse, they’ll send someone to end you.” He takes a quick look around. “Probably your family too.”

			My muscles tense, dread filling my body at his words. I want to argue, or to say that I would keep them safe. But he’s right. I can’t just not finish the job.

			But he is wrong about one thing. Killing Brian wouldn’t help me gain back control. It would make me lose control. The monster would emerge and take over without Brian in my life to keep me grounded, to keep me as sane as any psychopath can be.

			Either way, I am royally fucked.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			It’s WEDNESDAY, two days after I discovered who Brian is not, and I’m no closer to knowing who he actually is. But that doesn’t stop the world from turning, and I’m up early to sprint on my treadmill for half an hour before hurrying to find time to bathe with a shower coffee.

			It’s a thing, really.

			By the time the girls are up, I’m dressed, caffeinated, and ready for another day as a Perfect Mother as I split my time between stalking the pharmacist and searching for anything and everything on Brian. I have no specific deadline, but John has made it clear—kill him, already. But I’m not satisfied he’s bad enough to kill yet. In fact, I have an old yearbook pulled up on an ancestry site—from the high school he supposedly attended—when the garage door grumbles to life.

			“Daddy?” Eliza pops her head up from her bowl of oatmeal, hope widening her eyes.

			“Honey, Daddy’s in Washington, DC—” I say the words in my calm voice, but I’m barreling through the kitchen door to the garage, because someone has found a way to open it.

			I never leave a garage door opener in my car—it’s simply a bad idea. Break a car window, hit a button, and poof, you have access to an entire home. Worse, everyone I know—including Graham, who won’t listen to reason—leaves it in plain sight on the sun visor. Practically an invitation to walk right into his house. I may or may not know from experience.

			But garage doors are not infallible. For a long time, only a certain number of electronic codes were made. Criminals could literally drive in circles through neighborhoods, hitting an opener until a garage popped open. Now things are a bit more sophisticated, but that doesn’t make them foolproof. People linking all their locks to home apps with a single password has only made things worse. Or, when I need to kill someone, easier.

			I’m about to reach for the gun in the biometric safe behind the rack of shelves that holds our camping equipment—but I recognize the sleek, black BMW pulling in. My stomach does something funny, and for a moment, I think I might puke up my espresso. At least it would blend in with the paint job.

			“Surprise!” Brian calls as he shoves open the car door and engulfs me in a hug.

			It takes effort to melt into his arms. To pretend to be happy to see him. To, when I see the pride on his face—that he surprised his girls coming home early from across the country!—not mutter, Right, like driving from Austin to San Antonio is hard.

			“I know the girls have school today, but I was thinking…” Brian begins as Eliza and Evie press their way through the door to the garage, eyes lit up with excitement. What little girls don’t love when their daddy comes home from work? Especially when he’s been gone for days? “What if we all take the day off and go to the zoo instead?”

			Eliza jumps up and down, clapping her hands together. Evie spins in circles. Somewhere in the house, Bear barks at the commotion, joining in on the excitement. It’s all I can do to not punch Brian in the face.

			Instead, I smile and say, “That sounds lovely, dear.”

			

			—

			The zoo was a horrible idea.

			It’s already ninety degrees, Evie has had two meltdowns because I won’t let her eat ice cream at ten a.m., and Eliza abruptly decides she’s mad she didn’t go to school.

			“But I like school, Mommy! My friends are there. Zoey’s going to wonder if I died…”

			Five going on fifteen. I can just imagine what the teenage years will be like.

			I force a patient smile on my face, kneel down to eye level with her, and say, “I know, honey, and that’s wonderful, but Daddy’s been out of town and he thought—”

			“More ice cream! Look!” Evie’s cry is all but deafening, even over the birdcalls and music piped through the whole area. The San Antonio Zoo is inarguably one of the best zoos in the country, but it also has ice cream about every five feet—right alongside colorful plastic toys that cost too much and break within five minutes of going home.

			I sigh.

			Brian sighs.

			Our gazes meet and his lips quirk up—that special moment where we both know exactly what the other person is thinking, even in the midst of childhood chaos. Any other day I would smile back. I’d roll my eyes. I’d ask if maybe we should give in and get ice cream and maybe an early lunch, then go feed the giraffes or meet the kangaroos. But today, I’m mad at him. His attempt at family time after spending the last several days not in DC and with a woman who is not me leaves my emotions even more stunted than usual, lets the monster gnash her teeth a little anytime he looks my way.

			“Maybe we should take a little break?” I suggest. A small grassy area offers relief just down the next trail, cooling misters set up for days like today, and the girls break into a run, racing to get there first.

			Unfortunately, that leaves me one-on-one with Brian.

			He reaches for my hand, and my only thought is that I wish I’d applied barrier ointment and, on top of that, poison. Something that would penetrate his skin. Maybe cyanide with a DMSO carrier. Or ricin. That would be better—harder to test for, more easily mistaken for the common flu. It couldn’t be tied back to me, not after I washed thoroughly. And we’re at the zoo. Hundreds of thousands of people go through here every month. Even if the poison was found…they’d never know who planted it. To keep the girls safe, I’d suggest they wear princess gowns along with their fancy elbow-length gloves. They’d think I’m the coolest mom ever, and the problem of my husband could be solved in one fell swoop. Easy peasy banana squeezy, as Evie is fond of saying, thanks to her preschool teacher.

			I tuck that idea into my back pocket for another kill and let Brian snuggle me close. After a moment, he releases my hand and surges forward to pick up the girls, one in either arm, and spin them around. His glasses tumble loose. I fight the urge to “accidentally” step on them. But that’s petty, and if and when I do bad things to him, I plan to be generous—the prospect of torture sounds particularly nice today. I will generously torture him.

			My phone rings in my crossbody bag, and I step to one side, mouthing, Work call, to Brian. He frowns, but he’s the one who planned a random zoo trip in the middle of my workweek—he’ll just have to deal.

			“Hello?”

			“Is he dead?” John gets right to the point.

			“No. I told you—”

			He huffs. “Right. Well, figure out what he did that was so bad, and get the job done. I’m getting pressure from up top. They want him dead and now.”

			I frown. “What’s the hurry?”

			“No clue. Just get it done.”

			“What’s wrong?” Brian’s voice comes from right behind me. I jump, tucking my work phone away—which, thankfully, is identical to my regular phone—and whirl to find him eyeing me. Like he was listening in.

			He adjusts his glasses, smiles wide, his teeth showing, and nods back toward the girls. “Come on, let’s get Evie that ice cream after all.”

			I can’t pretend anymore. Brian is obviously doing something he shouldn’t be. And I’m on edge, about to lose control. Maybe it will be easier once he’s gone. At least in some ways—dealing with the girls’ grief will be difficult. They’ll probably need therapy. But maybe then I’ll at least be settled in the knowledge I’m raising our girls by myself, without resenting their father’s lies day in and day out. Instead of circling this drain of uncertainty while the monster residing inside me rubs her hands together as though she were about to burst out of the prison I keep her locked down in tight.

			When I think of killing Brian, it’s not just him I’d be killing—it would also be my ability to be this version of Nadia. This perfect wife and mother. Yesterday in the forest was a warning, a reminder to pay attention.

			If only I could figure out who he really is and what he’s done—what’s so awful that he is next on the hit list. Then I’d know what to do. The monster wants out, and for the first time since I married Brian, I’m afraid she might manage it.

			I blow out a breath. I need to just do this, get it over with. So maybe I will. Maybe, tomorrow, I’ll kill him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			When I find Gran that evening, she’s at a table, eyeing two men across what looks like a Texas Hold’em spread. Not that I know how to play—I don’t—but I joined in a couple card games in college and quickly learned my ability to maintain a poker face, to manipulate. My desire to win meant I was one card game away from a gambling addiction.

			Not unlike my killing addiction.

			And deciding one vice—especially my particular choice of vice—was more than enough, I never touched a deck of cards again.

			“Gran?”

			“Shh.” She squints at the man closest to her, who wears a bathrobe and, apparently, nothing else. His white hair looks like it hasn’t been combed in quite a while, but he wears a wry grin, like he’s done something very clever. “I’m busy.”

			“It’s Nadia.” I crouch down beside her.

			“That’s lovely, dear, but luck is in my favor. You boys better buckle up, this ride is just getting started.”

			The other man—smaller and peering at her through thick glasses—says, “What? Speak up.”

			“Gran, I have to talk to you.”

			“Who are you?” She stares at me with hard, unflinching eyes. My stomach does something funny. It feels like a punch to the gut.

			I swallow, manage, “I’m Nadia, your granddaughter.”

			“I’m too young to have a granddaughter.” She pulls back slightly, affronted. “Now please go. I’m busy, as you can see.”

			I squeeze my hands into fists, take a slow, deep breath, trying to expunge the rising frustration inside me. The last thing I need is more emotion about anything. The monster is there, simmering inside me, just looking for an excuse to come out to play.

			“Gran—”

			“Time to pay up, gentlemen.” Gran sets a spread of cards down with a cackle. The men groan. I rise to my feet—it’s time to go. I need to keep an eye on Brian. I desperately wanted to talk to my grandmother, for her to be lucid just long enough to give me something, anything, even if it was just a pat on the hand and an It’ll be all right, Nadia, despite us both knowing it was a lie. But the other night when we ate pilfered chocolate cake was an odd exception, a rare moment of the person who gave me a chance at a life emerging from a darkness I can’t begin to understand. Where does she go when she’s not lucid? Is she just gone?

			I’m approaching the entryway when her voice rings out: “Nadia Davis, where do you think you’re going? Without even a hello? A hug?”

			Relief wells up inside me, tears forming in my eyes—god, why am I about to cry? I turn to see Gran frowning, the game forgotten, stomping—as well as an eighty-five-year-old woman can, anyway—across the facility’s lobby.

			When she reaches me, she takes my arm and whispers, “Let’s go, I have booze.”

			

			—

			Gran does, indeed, have booze.

			“Where did you get this?” I hold up two airplane bottles of Seagram’s.

			“Oh, I have my ways.” She goes to the mini fridge and pulls out soda. “Let’s make some seven and sevens, eh?”

			I frown, although another part of me hopes her ability to swipe alcohol is a sign that Gran is special. That she has her own “superpower,” that she is like me, and therefore, I am like her.

			“Sure, a drink would be good.” Despite Penelope the RN’s assurances, my grandmother is clearly not being watched more diligently. I make a mental note to find the nurse before I leave and ask how my grandmother would have gotten her hands on the whiskey. A quick nip should be okay, but she’s on meds that might interact poorly—especially if this becomes (or already is) a regular thing.

			While Gran is busy procuring glasses—seriously, how does she find this stuff?—I mill around the room, trying to sort out what exactly it is I want to ask her. Time is of the essence.

			“Gran, I have a problem at—um, work.”

			“Mm-hmm?”

			She pours soda, takes the bottles of whiskey, and dumps them in. My gaze lands on the nearest bookshelf, where a thick photo album rests between hardback spy thrillers. Whose grandma reads spy thrillers? I peer at her, wondering what exactly she did with her spare time when she was younger. I pull the photo album out, flip through it to see black-and-white images of Gran at nineteen, twenty. Images of my own father as a baby in her arms.

			Gran shoves a glass in my hand. “Bottoms up!” She takes a deep sip. “Ahhh, refreshing. You know what we need? Pretzels. Say, where are my great-grand girls? I miss those ladies.”

			“Gran—” I hesitate, then press forward. “I need help. I got an assignment that I’m—I’m not sure if the bad guy is really bad.”

			“Oh, that is concerning.” She sets her glass down, smooths her shirt—navy blue. Like me, she always wears clothing she could spill something on and not stain. I’d say it’s for the massive quantities of coffee, but let’s be honest, black hides blood too. Gran reaches out, takes the photo album with hands that shake ever so slightly. “Have you looked him in the eye?” she asks.

			For a moment, she looks at me—really looks at me, the intelligence and calculating steely blue gaze of my grandmother.

			“Looked him in the eye?”

			“It’s a dead giveaway. Worked for me every time.”

			I’m left breathless.

			“What do you mean it worked for you?”

			She opens the book, settles on the edge of her hospital bed. “You meet someone, you look them in the eye. You know!” She gives a big flouncy shrug. “Now, let’s look at this properly, shall we? Booze and memories, what’s better?”

			“It’s Brian,” I finally say, lowering my voice to a whisper. “They want me to kill Brian.”

			Gran frowns. “Isn’t he a good husband?”

			“Well, yes, but—”

			“Oooh, look at this.” Gran slides a photo out from behind an image of her with Grandpa. She stands with a man who is definitely not my grandfather, his arm draped loosely over her shoulders, both of them wearing impish grins, like they’ve been very naughty. It’s black-and-white, and Gran looks about twenty-five. By then, she was definitely married to Grandpa. And she lived in Texas already and told my father more than once she’d never traveled outside the United States. But the Eiffel Tower can clearly be seen in the background.

			“Who is that you’re standing with?” I ask.

			Gran chuckles. “Oh, just…” She flutters a hand like it doesn’t matter, but the secretive smile on her face tells a different story.

			“You were in Paris?” I try another angle.

			That smile widens. She opens her mouth, and I’m sure she’s about to tell me a secret—that she went to Paris and met a man, or that when she was supposedly visiting her sister in Arkansas, she was traveling abroad to do bad things, things like I do, but if Gran did them, too, surely they’re not so bad.

			But instead, her brow furrows and she looks up at me, eyes wide. “Wait, who are you?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			All day Thursday, I feel as though I’ve forgotten something. I find myself double-checking that I’ve unplugged my hair straightener, that I’ve let Bear back inside from the backyard, and that I’ve locked the front door. I finally decide it must be that while I’ve decided I should kill Brian, I’ve yet to make a move, to plan out exactly how to do it. Or maybe I’m stalling. Maybe I keep hoping I’ll find a reason not to. That there’s a simple explanation for everything.

			But even coming to this conclusion, I still have the peculiar sensation something isn’t quite right.

			Girls to school? Check.

			PTA meeting to prep for? It’s on my calendar.

			Pharmacist to kill? In the works.

			I spend the day following Brian at a distance—first to a downtown office, then to lunch with other men in business suits, and finally back to the office. A seemingly innocuous, normal day. There was no sign of the woman, no sign of a town car with driver, and Brian texted like everything was normal.

			At home, the house is eerily silent, the girls at a playdate at Graham’s with their cousins. We don’t need anything, but I go to the grocery store to keep busy. Only the pitter-patter of Bear’s paws over hardwood greets me, and once I’ve given her a pat and filled her food bowl, she’s content to sit on the couch and watch as I put juice in the fridge, bread on the counter, bananas in the fruit bowl. When everything’s in its place, I lean back against the counter and sigh.

			My phone vibrates with a text the second I’ve finished, keeping me from relaxing for even a moment. I retrieve the reusable grocery bags, shift them to one side, and pick the phone up.

			Brian: I have a feeling you’re missing something.

			I frown at the message. His wording makes my jaw stiffen, my body go rigid.

			It’s almost like he knows. Maybe he did overhear yesterday, though I just don’t see…

			No, it’s impossible. My call with John was quiet, and I’ve given no signs. Sure, I didn’t join Brian for coffee this morning, but he was running late. I was packing lunches and texting with Graham about having enough folding chairs for the party we’re planning for Mom and Dad.

			Another message: Why don’t you come get in the car?

			My eyes fly to the front-facing window. His dark BMW sits at the curb—almost menacingly. I can’t see Brian through the tinted windows, but he’s out there, waiting for me.

			A chill vibrates through me. My hand reflexively goes for my gun.

			Does he know? He must know. And he’s dangerous, John said so. He’s somehow connected to the Mafia. He has a stolen identity. He has a hit on him for half a million dollars.

			Brian: You don’t want to ignore me. I know you’re here…

			I stare at his text—is he teasing me? Or is he taunting? I’ve missed the very basic reality that my husband is not who he seems to be, and now I’m not sure I can trust my perception of him. My sweet, loving husband, who wants to drink coffee on the patio and snuggle and go on enough date nights to make Piper roll her eyes—

			I grab my purse, shove my phones in it, double-check that I have a full magazine in my Glock. He wants something from me—and there’s only one way to find out what it is.

			

			—

			I climb in the shiny black BMW with my hand stuffed in my purse—and my finger hovering over the trigger of the gun tucked within it. One can never be too careful. When the door slams shut, he doesn’t pull forward immediately.

			“Nadia.” Brian meets my gaze from the driver’s seat and holds it.

			I search his eyes for meaning—for whatever it is he’s trying to communicate, or what this is—and by this, I mean him randomly picking me up on a Thursday afternoon. Suddenly, I wonder if it’s not a coincidence Graham got the girls from school for a last-minute cousin playdate. Maybe Brian knew it was time we did this—leveled with one another. Perhaps he’s had a plan this whole time that as soon as I found out what he’s doing, he’d take steps.

			What flavor of bad are you? The words are on the tip of my tongue, but the tension, thick between us, keeps them there.

			“Brian,” I say, waiting for his next move.

			“I’m afraid we’ve been remiss.”

			I raise a brow. He shifts the car into first gear, then second, as we pull forward, turning from our neighborhood onto a main road.

			“It just won’t do,” he goes on, glancing my way. “Seat belt?”

			I reach with my left hand to bring it across my chest and buckle it.

			“What won’t do?”

			A beat of silence. These aren’t the moments that scare me. These are, in my own fucked-up way, the moments I live for. A second that decides if a person lives or dies, if they go or stay.

			I just never thought it would be my husband and me doing this.

			“You’ll see.” His lips curve up in the smallest of self-satisfied smiles.

			My heart pounds harder, but in excitement rather than fear.

			At least, until I consider what this might mean—if he really is taking me somewhere to show me who he actually is, if I show him who I am—it will be the end of us. One of us will end up dead. Maybe both of us. We have the girls, these wonderful souls it is our job to raise, to teach—

			Hesitation slams into me. Maybe this is a bad idea. I’ve considered how to kill him in a hundred different ways, but in every one of those scenarios, I was in control. But now he is, and he is clearly making this into a game—one we might not survive. I exhale, my chest shuddering as my adrenaline-soaked nervous system stutters to the horrible realization that we can’t do this. It will destroy us. Will destroy them…

			“Here we go.” Brian’s voice is jaunty, cheerful, like he doesn’t mind the fact that we’re about to have a showdown à la Mr. & Mrs. Smith but without all the sexy parts.

			“Brian, I don’t think we should—”

			He points through the windshield, interrupting me.

			I look up, ready for anything—and realize where we are. An adobe exterior, Edison bulbs dipping beneath a pergola wrapped in grapevines, a firepit where flames dance even in the daylight—

			I turn to gape at him.

			“Anthony’s,” he fills in. “Where we went on our first date. Well—our first real date. The one that was more than car crashes and liquor.” His gaze searches mine as he breaks into a grin. “Do you like it? We could go somewhere else. I know it’s not the nicest restaurant, but I figured with the memories—oh, and—” He turns toward the backseat. “I figured you wouldn’t be dressed for a date night, so I came prepared.” He drapes one of my slinky dresses across my lap and offers matching shoes and a shawl.

			“You brought me date clothes?” I stutter.

			“Of course.” Then he reaches across me, into the glove box, and pulls out a small jewelry box. He presses it gently into my one free hand—the other is still clutched around my Glock—and whispers, “Happy anniversary, darling.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			We slide into cushioned chairs around an outdoor circular table with a tiny firepit in the middle, flames rising up like an oversized candle from smooth, white rocks. A waiter comes around with glasses of chilled water, leather-backed menus, and a wine list. Overhead, wooden slats provide shade, as well as a place for grapevines to grow. Fans are tucked into corners, keeping the space from being hot and sunny on this early Texas evening. Moments later, champagne arrives in flutes.

			Jesus, he went all out.

			“Surprised?” Brian raises his glass, offering a gentle clink against my own.

			“Uh-huh.” An understatement. I thought he knew, that he’d planned some showdown. Now, with an anniversary band added to my wedding and engagement rings, and a grinning husband—he really is delighted with himself—I feel like an idiot.

			Brian, of all people? Planning a showdown with his wife? He cracks dad jokes for his own entertainment, for god’s sake.

			Then I remember the real Brian Davis is buried next to his parents, his tiny skeleton alone in an equally tiny coffin.

			I take a gulp of the sweet sparkling liquid and remind myself I don’t know who he is; he certainly can’t be trusted, romantic dinner or no. Vague text messages that could have two meanings are going to set me on guard, and that’s a good thing.

			“I forgot.” I give him a sheepish smile—That’s what was on the edge of my mind all day. “Sorry.” While he talks about how it’s fine—of course I forgot, I’m such a busy, loving mother to our girls!—I identify three escape routes, two people who look like they might be carrying weapons, and two men and one woman who look as though they could be someone like me—or worse, police, CIA, or FBI.

			My heart beats harder than usual, my fingers twitch anytime there’s a loud noise. I’m not rattled; I’m ready.

			I want to tell myself to relax, to enjoy the champagne, to soak in this one evening with a man I may have to kill soon. Even the worst men in history have been able to charm their wives; anyone can pretend to be normal for a night. Or—I take another sip—for a decade. I’d say it’s not possible, but then I’d merely need to look in the mirror to prove myself wrong.

			“Graham and I planned this last month,” Brian is saying, reaching for my right hand. I pull it back—never tie up your shooting hand—and offer him my left. He takes it without missing a beat. “It’s not every day you celebrate a big milestone like this, you know? I wanted it to be special. You work so hard to keep our family going.”

			I meet his gaze, try to focus.

			“I want you to know I recognize that. That being a mom and a wife—especially to someone who’s gone all the time—it’s work. Real work.” He squeezes my hand. “And I appreciate you.”

			My mouth opens to give the automatic response someone expects in this situation: “It’s a team effort,” I murmur. “We have to work together. You do a lot too.” I say the empty phrases almost without thought, like I’ve rehearsed them a dozen times. Maybe I have. Brian smiles—he loves hearing that he does his part. It’s another one of his love languages or whatever bullshit that book says.

			“Do you remember what you ordered the first time we came here?”

			I hesitate. “I got the salmon salad. You got fish and chips because you always get fish and chips.”

			A long-suffering sigh, and he pats his belly. “Ah, yes. Not any longer, but that’s it.” Like Graham, Brian’s cholesterol has crept up as he’s approached forty. Not because he doesn’t keep himself in good shape, but because one of the reasons he works out is so he can eat whatever he wants. And he does.

			“It is a special occasion,” I say. At this rate, his cholesterol will be the least of his worries; he won’t need to worry about dying of a heart attack if I kill him first.

			“I know, but—” He gives my hand another press, and I hate how my fucking hormones make me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. Once, that wouldn’t have happened. Damn him for making me fall in love. “I want to be around for a long time. For you, for the girls.”

			He should have thought of that before whatever crimes he’s committed.

			Someone catches his attention from across the way—two men, seated at the edge of the outdoor area.

			“Excuse me one moment, darling, I see someone I did some consulting for last year. I should say hello.”

			I wait until he leaves the table, then turn and crane my neck, trying to see who it is. Two men with graying hair, one with a mustache. Weathered skin, like they’ve spent too much time outside and didn’t bother with an SPF moisturizer. I cluck my tongue and reach a hand to touch my own dewy skin.

			Once he’s at their table, shaking hands and talking loudly, as men do, I reach for my phone. Snap three photos, capturing the images of his companions, more reverse image searches to sort out what Brian’s up to. I turn back to the table—and refreshed glasses of champagne—when a flicker of light from the roof of a nearby building snags my attention.

			But I don’t look at it.

			Don’t squint or take a second glance or so much as acknowledge I’ve noticed.

			I do pick up my champagne and Brian’s, and I do step into the shadows of the pergola, calling to him. “Darling, I’m sorry, something out here is flaring up my allergies. Do you mind if we move inside?”

			I don’t have allergies, but Brian’s gentlemanly ways are triggered. He bids his friends farewell, grabs my purse, and signals to the waiter.

			It’s only once we’re inside, seated safely behind a wall, that I press a kiss to Brian’s lips. “I’ll be right back. I need to freshen up. Would you mind ordering for me? I’m starved. I’ll have the salad again.”

			He happily agrees, and I stride off, assured he has a reason to stay at our table—he must put our order in. After all, his wife is hungry on our anniversary.

			Once I’m out of his sight, I yank my gun from my purse, hide it beneath the shawl I’ve draped over my shoulders. I slip down the hall toward the back entrance to find the sniper I have no doubt was ready to kill Brian.

			That motherfucker can get in line.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			An exit sign glows red above a heavy-duty door down the hallway where the restrooms are. I push through it to find myself in an alleyway just out of view of where the shooter must be, where their scope flashed against the setting sun. A dumpster’s stench assaults my nostrils, at odds with the tingle of champagne still on my tongue. I make my way quickly but cautiously toward the main road. Brian’s BMW sits parallel parked across the street. No shots ring out as I peer around the restaurant. The flicker I saw is now gone. Probably, whoever’s there lies in wait.

			They’ll sit, motionless, until Brian or I emerge from the restaurant. And that’s when they’ll take their shot. The area is wide-open, with light coming from behind the would-be killer, so no matter the hour, they won’t be blinded.

			I consider texting John What the actual fuck? Did you put another hitter on the Big Job? but decide it wouldn’t be like him—jobs are generally given to one assassin at a time. Though it is possible. He did say his boss was putting pressure on him. Or maybe Brian is so bad that multiple agencies were contracted. Maybe someone heard how much they are willing to pay and decided to take a shot, to try to collect, maybe—

			I exhale, clutch my gun in both hands. At this range, it’s useless. Despite what Hollywood would have you think, handguns are most accurate at short distances, ideally thirty feet or less. Add on a moving target, and it’s even less.

			I glance around the edge of the building again. A car whizzes by. A mother holds the hand of a preschooler across the way. With no one else in sight, I speed walk across the street in the direction of the sniper, gun again hidden by my shawl. At the end of the alley is another dumpster, and above that, a fire escape.

			Glad Brian chose flats instead of heels, I yank my hair into a bun at the nape of my neck, wrinkle my nose, and carefully step up onto the edge of the trash receptacle. Black and white plastic bags, rotting food, a random shoe—disgusting. When I turn back to the fire escape, I inspect a combination of steel stairs and terraces and a ladder. A drainage pipe runs to one side of it, and I reach for that, balancing myself as I get a foot on the second-floor landing. And then I’m good to go. I hurry up one set of stairs, then another, keeping my footsteps light so the steel doesn’t shake or clatter against the building.

			Halfway up—it’s five or six floors—my phone chirps.

			“Dang it.” I need a whole new setting on the damn thing. Not Bedtime and not Do Not Disturb, but maybe Busy Killing Someone, Text Me Later. This fabulous mode would automatically turn on when my heart rate climbed, when my phone sensed me sprinting.

			I pause long enough to take a quick glance at it—it’s John, of all people, like he can tell I’m busy on an unsanctioned kill. Or maybe he felt like someone was walking over his grave when I considered messaging him a second ago.

			John: Update, please?! Boss is breathing down my neck.

			“Oh, fuck off.” I tuck the phone back, climb to the top floor.

			The fire escape stops one floor short of the roof, and I’ve got another fifteen feet I’ll need to somehow scale. The building—an ugly matte gray thing only corporate America would build—is flat, with nothing to grab on to, no hand- or footholds. Entirely unhelpful. A glance in the closest window tells me it’s someone’s top floor apartment. A pug stares back at me, tongue hanging out of his mouth. I whisper, “Good boy,” and he—or she?—cocks his head at me.

			Pressing my fingertips to the glass, I try to slide the window open, but it’s either locked or painted shut. The pug wiggles, like he’s pleased as can be someone’s trying to get closer to him, even if it’s a killer breaking into his owner’s home.

			I creep to the next window, which gives, easily sliding up. It leaves me in the unenviable position of having to climb past an assortment of spiky cacti on the windowsill and directly into a kitchen sink overflowing with ceramic plates and steak knives.

			“It’s like breaking into Kevin McCallister’s house,” I mutter. The pug snorts—either appreciating my Home Alone joke or smugly reminding me that he is far too young to understand my millennial humor.

			I clench my teeth and squat low, trying to slide my body in without letting my hoo-ha touch an unidentifiable smear of something that I hope is chocolate. Remind me to never wear a dress again. I’ve nearly made it when the pug leaps in the air, yapping at me, nearly reaching the height of the counter. I yank back. A sharp sting on my right butt cheek tells me I’ve failed to avoid the cacti.

			“Move,” I hiss at the little dog, placing my hand in the only square of counter space not covered in dishes.

			He stumbles back a step, sits, tilts his head at me again.

			Stepping onto the rim of the sink—aah, air-conditioning—my skirt rides up as I try to climb down without toppling, and suddenly the pug gets a full view of my ass.

			You don’t know this about me, but I despise panty lines, as well as thongs, and therefore go commando anytime I’m wearing something sheer—like tonight. In other words, my undies are in the back of Brian’s BMW…but I’m starting to think I should reconsider this policy in the very near future.

			I yank down the hem of the dress, give the dog two pats on the head, and also remind him (definitely a him) it’s polite to look away, then pull the window shut and hurry toward the front door, one hand clutching my ass where a cactus spine is still sunk into my flesh.

			I’ve no sooner gotten out of the apartment and into the hallway when my phone dings again.

			This time, it’s not John.

			Brian: Everything okay? Do you need help?

			Shit. I’ve been gone at least ten minutes. I tap out a fast response: Just lady issues! Be out soon.

			That’ll shut him down. No man wants to hear about lady issues.

			A final staircase leads from the top floor of apartments to the roof. This time, I walk slowly, gun in a two-handed grip aimed at the door that exits outside. The shooter could come down at any moment. And I don’t want to be huffing the second I step outside, having sprinted up a staircase; no, I want to be deathly silent.

			Taking the stairs carefully, I pause at the top to listen. To press my hand to the doorknob, to push it open, golden evening sunlight pouring through the entrance, temporarily blinding me. No bang-bang or splintering of wood. Only stillness.

			The hardest part about my next move is that I have only a vague idea of where this door leads. It’s somewhat central to the building, and it’s closer to the back than the front. But the shooter might be right on the other side of it, waiting for me. Or they might be tucked behind an air conditioner’s condenser unit, the fan inside whirring loudly, leaving them clueless to my arrival.

			I take a breath and step out onto the roof.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Hot air slams into me. I step onto the gravel roof, swinging around, sweeping my surroundings and putting my back to the nearest wall. An orange setting sun lowers between two tall buildings, winking at me as I edge around what appears to be a small storage shed. Thick with humidity, the warm wind lazes over the building, in contrast to my rapidly beating heart. I wipe my brow, steady my breathing.

			I attempt to focus on what’s right in front of me instead of what might wait around the corner. I may kill people for a living, but I don’t usually do stuff like this. I am no James Bond, no Villanelle; I am not trained to clear a room like a soldier, I’ve never had official training other than common sense, tips from Ian, and what I’ve taught myself. And I’ve never been up against someone else with a gun in their hand.

			Though it is dinnertime. Even killers have to eat. Maybe whoever this is has removed his finger from the trigger, is munching happily on a turkey sandwich he packed himself. I imagine a baggie of carrot sticks, perhaps some Pringles, or pretzels if he’s avoiding saturated fat like my husband. I add a chocolate chip cookie to this imaginary meal.

			My phone vibrates against my hip where I’ve silenced it—probably fifteen minutes have passed by now. Shit, Brian is going to be pissed. He’s likely staring at our dinner, wondering where the hell I am, or maybe knocking gently on the door to the ladies’ room calling, “Nadia? Darling?”

			Looking around every corner of a raised concrete section, I search for the reason I came up here: the actual shooter. The person whose scope I saw flash in the sun. I see nothing, no one, and I hesitate.

			A lot of things can reflect light, can look like a scope glinting against the sunshine. Why am I so sure it’s another hitter, come for me or my husband? I lick my lips, wish I’d brought lip balm because even in this oven of a place, I need it.

			I can’t believe I just disrupted my tenth-anniversary dinner for a compact mirror in an apartment bathroom, a particularly shiny window, a—

			A bang deafens me. My skin stings where concrete explodes from the wall where I crouch, showering me in debris.

			I duck down and away, circling the closest wall, clutching my gun to my chest like it’s a rosary, and I’m ready to pray to whichever god is listening to save me.

			Guess I wasn’t imagining it.

			I creep around the other side of the rooftop structure, legs bent to stay low, gun extended and finger over the trigger. Whoever this is has two things: One, a handgun. Which means they’ve likely abandoned their post and are on the move. And two, a suppressor—or, as people call them in movies (incorrectly, might I add), a silencer. He’s no doubt a professional.

			One, two, three minutes creep by. There are no noises, save for distant sounds from the street below. My phone vibrates again and again, and I ignore it, all of my focus on my opponent.

			I know I should be patient, that in theory, I should wait out whoever this is. But I can’t—Brian is waiting for me at the restaurant. And I won’t let them kill him before I do. I back out of my hiding place, but before I can scurry into another position—hopefully one that gives me an advantage—there’s a scuffle of footsteps behind me.

			I whip around.

			My gun raises, trigger finger ready.

			I start to pull it, to end the life of the human right in front of me. Their gun is aimed back at me, right at my head, an odd choice for someone who knows what they’re doing—the rule is to always, always, aim for the chest. It’s a bigger target, a likelier success. But I do know one person who is cocky enough to aim for a smaller target.

			He doesn’t shoot. Neither do I.

			I blink in shock at the man standing across from me. Then I lower my gun, take a halting breath, watch as he lets his fall too.

			A growl comes from my throat. “What the fuck are you doing up here?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			“Me?” His eyes widen, and he gestures with his gun. “What are you doing here? Does John have you following me?”

			“What?” I frown at him. “Why would John have me follow you? And why do you think I would? You’re my friend.”

			Ian gives me a look, shakes his head. “They don’t like how I do business.”

			I want to ask what he means, but I have bigger fish to fry. “What are you doing all snipered-out up here? Wait, is this the job you were biding time for?” I take a step so I can see below to the restaurant, where Brian is probably freaking out wondering where the hell his wife has wandered off to.

			“Snipered-out? I have a job to do. Obviously.” He goes back to the edge of the roof, where his rifle waits, crouches down, peers through the scope. “And the mark disappeared on me.”

			“What do you mean, disappeared?” I ask the question, but I already know. I pulled Brian inside, sheltered him from the potential killer I thought might be out here. From Ian, apparently.

			“What I said.” His response is fast, snappy. He’s annoyed. I would be, too, if my mark escaped, if someone interrupted me in the middle of a contract. He turns, scowls some more in a rare show of emotion. “How did you find me? Why are you here?”

			“The refraction of light from your scope.” I gesture to the giant gun. It’s a rifle you can’t buy from a store, a combination of some expensive base model with Ian’s favorite scope, his preferred stock. It probably all cost thousands of dollars, and yet it was a worthy investment if he can earn hundreds of thousands, even millions, killing quickly and accurately with it. Ian is the deadliest person I know.

			“And I’m here because I’m out to dinner for my anniversary,” I add.

			He stares at me. “At the same restaurant where I’m about to kill someone?” His implication is that it’s one hell of a coincidence. Which it would be—except, if my suspicions are correct, it’s not.

			I look at him, ask a question I already know the answer to. “Who are you supposed to kill?”

			Ian stares back, silent. We don’t talk about who our hits are. It’s almost like their identities are held in confidence, only their executioner privy to their forthcoming moment of expiration.

			“Is it me?” I ask.

			His brows lower, and he actually frowns. “Of course not. You think I would do that?”

			“I think you’d accept a hit on a thirtysomething woman, five foot nothing, dark hair, wearing a blue dress.” I gesture at myself. We rarely get names, just descriptions, locations, specifics as to how the job needs to be done. I get a little extra, because I require it to be sure they deserve death, but even that is minimal.

			Ian’s throat moves. He shakes his head. “No. It can’t be for you. It’s for a man.”

			A beat of silence. Of my heart accelerating in my chest. My imagination runs wild, and suddenly I am imagining Brian beneath the grapevined pergola, sipping champagne. He’s smiling, clutching my hand across the table like we usually do, and instead of worrying about the fact that I’m supposed to kill him, I’m telling him about Eliza and Evie’s latest schemes—breaking into the bag of chocolate chips in the cupboard or maybe dressing our dog in a princess outfit. In this waking dream, Brian nods, and then—his head explodes. Blood and brain goo everywhere.

			I exhale sharply. “Tall? Blond?”

			Ian takes a half step closer, his gaze trained on me.

			“Late thirties?” I continue. “Wearing a suit? Sipping champagne?”

			Ian stops an arm’s length away, and our eyes lock. “How do you know that?”

			“He’s my husband.”

			

			—

			“You accepted a hit on your own husband? That’s the ‘friend’ you were talking about?” Ian and I sit side by side on the rooftop, our backs against the storage unit.

			“I didn’t know it was him when I accepted it. I asked for a big hit after we talked last week, and John said he’d ask, and—” I wave a hand. “Then it was him. Except—” I stop myself, because I feel like an idiot. And around Ian, I much prefer to feel like an intelligent assassin instead of one who somehow never caught on that her husband is not who he says he is.

			My phone vibrates again.

			“I have to go, I’m supposed to be on this date.” I hop to my feet, then turn back and pin him with a searching gaze. “Don’t kill him, okay? Not yet, anyway. Promise?”

			Ian’s face wrinkles, filled with concern, hesitation. He’s thinking about it.

			“Ian, this is my husband.”

			“Who you’re supposed to kill.”

			His words hit harder than they should—not only that I am supposed to kill Brian, but that Ian nearly did. Had I not caught the glare of light, had we not moved inside so quickly, had Ian been a little faster to get the job done—my husband would be dead. The girls’ father’s head, sprayed against the restaurant patio.

			Again, I conceptualize just how awful that would be, the knife twisting a little deeper. Worse, a second assassin was hired: Ian. Which means either they don’t think I can do it—being a mom and all (insert eye roll and middle finger)—or someone really wants him dead, and fast. It’s entirely possible Ian’s not the only other killer sent after Brian.

			So Brian is in danger. And realistically, anyone nearby is too. Me. The girls. Our freaking dog.

			“Because I consider you a friend, I won’t kill him—yet.”

			I nod. “I have to go, but can you stay in town? There’s more to it. And since when do they send multiple killers after one mark?”

			Ian tilts his head, raises a dark brow, like he hadn’t considered that. “Just what does your husband do, Nadia?”

			I start to say He’s a management consultant, but the words die at my lips. “I don’t know,” I say instead. “He’s been lying to me about a lot of things.”

			“What do you want me to do?”

			“Can you meet me tonight? Around midnight?”

			Ian nods. “Sure.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty

			On the way back, I stop in the ladies’ room to make sure I’m not bloody, covered in dirt, or speckled with rubble. Also, I finally get that cactus spine out of my ass. I weave a story as I walk back out to the dining area: A bride was having a panic attack. I had to talk her down—

			Prior to this whole he needs to die thing, I hated lying to Brian. And I hate that I hate it. The early days, when lies came fast and easy, when guilt simply didn’t exist, were far simpler. The second I catch sight of him—on his own phone—my heart palpitates. The vision of his head blowing to pieces Ian-execution-style plays on repeat in my brain, and my hand flies to my chest—No, no more panic attacks. No fucking time for them.

			I smooth out my dress, take a breath, glance around. Any of these people could be hitters. Brian’s like a fish in a barrel, utterly vulnerable.

			I can’t lose him.

			A desperate flood of emotion smacks into me like a wave, pulling me under, pounding me with sand and leaving me bruised before I make my way to the surface again for air.

			An hour ago, I was planning his death; now I can’t imagine life without him. I don’t recognize this woman. I am cold, calculated Nadia. Not an overly emotional wife on the verge of a panic attack.

			Someone really wants Brian dead.

			They hired me. They hired Ian. Who knows who else they put on their payroll? This isn’t how things work, not usually. I just can’t figure out why.

			Brian catches sight of me and gives a big smile, a wave. He points to his phone—held up to his ear—then rolls his eyes in exasperation, as if to say he can’t help it. But it distracted him, kept him from noticing just how long I was gone. A basket of bread sits on the table but no entrées yet.

			I survey the restaurant as I cross to him, noting the other patrons, the entrances, the windows. No one and nothing is safe. As I sit down, I realize that this isn’t just a matter of sorting out what his crimes are and how I judge them—if I kill him or let Ian kill him or whatever is the right answer here—it’s also about keeping him alive long enough to get to the bottom of it.

			Or what if his crime is being married to me? I hadn’t considered that. I do my best to keep my family out of my work, but it’s possible someone knows, someone figured it out. It’s also possible the agency set me up—to test my allegiance or maybe to see if I really will take on big targets.

			“Sorry about that.” Brian ends his call. “Everything okay?”

			Mutely, I nod. I wonder if Ian will help me—in sorting out what Brian’s done but also in keeping Brian alive. It’s not really his sort of thing. In his eyes, people are expendable, replaceable. What does it matter if I kill my current husband, because I can always get another one? But I won’t be able to do this on my own, not while ferrying the girls around and with Brian’s work schedule. God forbid he travel for work right now. That would be a death sentence.

			Across the room, a plate clatters to the floor, and I jump.

			“Whoa. It’s just a plate.” Brian’s hand rests on my wrist.

			And it is just a plate, cheap ceramic dishware, but it’s also a restaurant with no fewer than four entrances and exits. A maze of a dining room with half walls for privacy and to control the noise. I walked right through the emergency exit—twice—and the alarm didn’t even go off.

			We need to leave. I can’t keep him safe here.

			“You want to get out of here?” I say it just a touch suggestively.

			Brian’s eyes widen. “Huh?”

			A server walks by with plates of food in her hands. Brian’s gaze follows; he’s obviously hungry. I can’t suggest we just have sex in the BMW; I’ll need more than that to tear him away.

			“Let’s repeat our real first date,” I say, “minus the car crash, of course.”

			“Our real first date?” His lips twist into a smirk. There’s a heat in his eyes.

			I lean over the table, knowing my boobs—which really aren’t that alluring, but I know how to work what I’ve got—are spilling forward. “Yes.”

			When I say our first date, Brian’s thinking of bar food and beer in a dark tavern, tucked into a booth where we talked for hours after the car accident and then, a little drunk and in the heat of the moment, fucked in a storage closet that was left unlocked. I probably forgot to mention that part before.

			But I’m thinking of a bar in a shady part of town with one entrance—the emergency exit is illegally locked because otherwise people use it to go out back and do god knows what—where it’s dark enough you’d have to be a sharpshooter with night vision to actually hit your target.

			“Well,” Brian manages. “It would certainly be—memorable.” He coughs an embarrassed laugh, his cheeks flushing pink.

			Jesus, Brian, how are you possibly a bad guy?

			“Great.” I signal for the waiter.

			When I turn back to Brian, I can’t help but wonder how the hell I’m going to keep him alive if a whole team of people like me have been promised hundreds of thousands of dollars to off him. I take a small pull from the now-warm champagne.

			To think, just a week ago I was feeling bored.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			Slipping out the front door three hours later is easy enough. After all, I promised to drive—and let Brian be the one to imbibe multiple beverages. He’s not much of a drinker; an old-fashioned as we chat out back a couple nights a week is pretty much it unless it’s date night. But tonight we retreated to the bar where we had our first date and ordered the same thing we did a decade ago—Reubens, fries, extra pickles, and too much alcohol. Which means now, as I’m tying my shoes and slipping my Glock into its special running holster, he’s dead asleep—no something extra needed. We skipped the sex-in-a-closet activities. I don’t fuck someone I’m supposed to kill.

			I double-check the windows, the doors, locking them and yanking shut the curtains. You can’t snipe someone if you can’t see them. Then I set the alarm system and step out into the warm, humid night. Fireflies twinkle, a magical show seemingly at odds with the reason I’m out in the darkness, running to meet a fellow assassin.

			We have to meet somewhere private: no neighbor out smoking a cigarette or walking their dog who might overhear, nor at a bar where, knowing my luck, I’d run into someone from the girls’ school, and dear lord, it would look like I’m the one having an affair—especially with Ian, a.k.a. tall, dark, and dangerous. It’s two miles to jog through the dark streets and take a left turn, entering onto the stone and dirt trail system of the same Episcopalian sanctuary.

			His silhouette waits for me when I arrive. A garden wall edges what I know is lush, green grass, and he’s perched on it, staring at what would have been the sunset a couple hours ago.

			“Hey,” I say.

			“Meeting on holy ground. Again.” He snorts. “Feel like I’m in a vampire movie. You’re not going to bite me, are you?”

			“I think vampires aren’t allowed on holy ground.”

			“Hm.” He looks me up and down through the darkness. “Guess I’m safe, then.”

			A beat of awkward silence. I step forward, settle onto the rock wall beside him. “I need your help.”

			“Okay.” He turns, looks at me, hands loose in his lap. Utterly relaxed, motionless. Like a freaking vampire himself.

			“It started with talking to John,” I say. I tell him everything—he already knows I asked for a bigger job, but I haven’t shared details about how the package arrived, what the riddle was. I explain how I went to the bookstore, that a man pointed me to the building, how I followed the town car to Austin, and then—the woman. Brian. My husband.

			“Tell me about Brian,” he says.

			“He’s a management consultant.”

			“What does that mean?”

			I start to explain, but what comes out is something like lots of meetings and making improvements to businesses and optimization. Basically, I’m regurgitating what Brian has said. But the more I tell Ian, the more meaningless I realize it is.

			“So, you don’t know,” Ian concludes.

			I shift on the cool stone. “No, not really. I thought I could just kill him, but it’s not that simple. He’s obviously more than a management consultant. He wasn’t in DC, but he sent these photos, lying about it.” I show him the images, break down when the cherry blossoms bloom. “And if he is doing awful things, I will kill him. I don’t want to—” My chest tightens as I even consider it. Imagining, once again, the results of Ian’s sniper rifle. “But if he’s hurting children or killing people or trafficking humans or—”

			“I get it.” Ian sits there, still staring out into nothingness.

			“There’s more. The real Brian Davis died.” I detail the internet searches, how I think the parents I met were merely paid actors. “And the car service he was using has Mafia ties. That doesn’t mean he does, but it increases the chances, right? But Brian—I just—I can’t imagine him hurting people.”

			Ian makes a derisive noise. “You never really know anyone. Have I ever told you, for example, that I help with my daughter’s Girl Scout troop?”

			“What?” I stare at him in shock.

			“Yep.” A half laugh. “They love me. Think I’m the best dad. No one would ever suspect what I really do.”

			I’m not sure if I’m more surprised that he has a daughter—for whatever reason, I just assumed he had a son—or that he helps with the troop. I can’t see it, his tall, imposing form kneeling down to help with crafts or to set up a tent. He seems more like the father-from-a-distance type, not a gentle giant ready to offer a helping hand to a little girl in a brown uniform trying to earn her baking badge.

			Then his meaning settles in. No one would suspect he’s a killer—just like I would have never suspected Brian isn’t the kind, gentle soul he pretends to be. It’s just another role he’s playing, another part he’s cast himself in.

			My phone vibrates against my hip and I check it, concerned Brian’s woken and found me gone from the house. But it’s my work phone. John. Nadia, stop fucking around and kill this guy. I don’t think you understand the repercussions—

			I sigh, shut the screen off, blink into the darkness, blind from the light of the phone.

			“What?”

			“It’s John. He wants the job done and done now. But it’s not that easy. I don’t want to kill Brian until I know what he’s done. He’s my husband. I love him. What if they’re wrong? Or what if—” I take a steadying breath. “What if he’s having an affair, and her husband found out, and he’s super rich and—”

			“Jesus, Nadia. You’re going deep here. Just kill him. You’ll find someone new. I told you, people are replaceable. Friends. Husbands. Everyone.”

			I shut my mouth. Soak in his words. Spoken like a true psychopath. And once, I would have agreed with him. I’m fidgeting, wringing my hands, and I force them still. I could tell Ian my truth—that beyond the fact that I promised my grandmother I would only kill those who deserved it, I need Brian. I need our family, together, in one piece. Without them, I’d fall apart. I’d become her, the monster lurking beneath the surface, ready to break through the waters and claw her way out.

			“It’s not that easy,” I say instead. Because this is Ian, killer extraordinaire.

			“It could be.”

			“They hired you to kill him. I’m assuming that means they may have hired others too.”

			He bobs his head. “That’s a fair assumption.”

			“I’m stuck. I was going to kill him, but it will destroy my life if I do. Destroy me. So I want to know what he’s doing before I do it—I want to be sure, so I don’t regret it for the rest of my life. And if I don’t kill him, John will never work with me again. The agency will never work with me. I’ll have to freelance, if I’m not blacklisted or killed first.”

			In other words, my life as I know it is over.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			“Do you ever feel like there’s a monster inside you? And like it might get out?” The words escape me, that thing I’ve never said aloud to anyone, even Gran, and especially him.

			This emotion—whatever label it deserves—makes me feel like I can barely breathe. But not because I’m panicking—no, because I’m doing everything in my power to keep the monster at bay. To keep her inside instead of out.

			Silence stretches into the night and unfurls, leaving me utterly self-aware. Maybe I’m the only one like this, who feels as though there are two people inside her. The bad one. And the even worse one.

			“I used to,” Ian finally says.

			My heart leaps. I look over at him. “How did you make it stop? How did you—keep it under control?”

			A grim smile, barely discernible in the darkness.

			“I didn’t. I stopped fighting it. I became one with the monster.”

			A tingle spreads over my skin. For a breathless moment, I think maybe that’s the key—embracing her. But then I think of Eliza and Evie. Our home. Our freaking dog, Bear, who tilts her head at me and gives me a doggy smile and wiggles every time she spots me. I don’t see how the monster can exist in the same world they do. In fact, I’m sure she can’t.

			“You don’t have to be this person.” He steps off the rock wall and gestures at me. “You don’t have to be everything, Nadia. You can just be the killer, and that’s okay.”

			“I have kids,” I snap. “A life.”

			A small smile. “So do I.”

			I want to yell—want to argue. I huff in frustration; he doesn’t get it. Where is his child right now? He can come and go as he pleases because he has someone at home taking care of his daughter. I’m only out here because it’s the middle of the night and my family is sleeping soundly in their beds. He can slip out the door and be the monster and do what needs doing and then come home and all will be okay, because it doesn’t all rest on his shoulders. But me? I’m the mom. I have to be there for the girls. What if I can’t compartmentalize? What if it’s all or nothing and I screw up their childhood, their lives?

			“Consider this,” Ian murmurs. “Right now, they want him dead. But you know there can be collateral damage. There often is. The girls might end up with no parents at all. But if you kill him, you show them you’re willing to do the job. That you’re not scheming with him behind their backs or playing both sides. You show your loyalty, and not only does that keep you safe, they also let you continue doing the job you love. They give you a way to channel your monster.”

			He’s right. I either get nothing or I get something. Something is better than nothing. And yet…

			I can’t just kill Brian.

			“Will you help me?” I ask, hoping desperately he cares enough to say yes. Our gazes connect through the shadows. He gives an almost imperceptible nod.

			“Of course.”

			“Thank you. I owe you.”

			A twitch of a smile. “What do you want me to do?”

			“Can you keep them safe tonight? Can you help me…keep us alive? Just while I figure this out?”

			“What are you going to do?”

			I exhale into the night, look out over San Antonio. “I need to run, need to think. Need to sort out what happens next.”

			

			—

			First, I run home. I sneak back inside and climb the staircase to my girls’ room. I kiss Eliza on the forehead, brush her hair away from her face, pull the blanket from where she’s thrown it off the side of the bed and tuck her in. Then I do the same with Evie, taking an extra moment to inhale her little girl scent that really is probably the smell of cookies and her strawberry shampoo. Whatever I do will utterly transform their lives. I can’t fuck this up.

			Back outside, I run.

			No, that’s not right.

			I tear through the streets. The awareness of my own body, my surroundings, fades away, and I have tunnel vision. I can barely breathe because I’m sprinting, but it doesn’t matter. I can barely think because I made this awful situation worse—by doing nothing, by not killing him, I’ve put my whole family in danger.

			So now it’s time to do something.

			My skin burns as though I might rip at the seams, come apart, shape-shift like a werewolf. The creature wants out. She wants to handle this in her own way, with carnage, killing. Making sure no one can ever hurt her family again.

			It would be so easy.

			At least, that’s what my inner monster says to me as I fret over the best way forward and how to deal with my employer. The reality is, there is no central location of the agency. As far as I’ve ever been able to tell, it’s a collection of people who all use a Tor network to patch into the dark web. They are untraceable. If one person goes down, they can’t turn anyone else in, because they don’t know who anyone else is. Only assassins are truly known, because they must actually kill a person. And even they go through a point of contact—a handler. The only reason I know who John really is and where he lives is because I’m paranoid; I tracked him down in the nearby college town of Columbia when I happened to be in St. Louis for a job. It’s not terribly difficult to find a classic video game fiend who also manages a pizza place. I’ve watched him enter his pizza shop in a blue polo and smile at the teenagers who work for him and put on his own facade. It was for my safety, for my family’s. But tracking him down now won’t do shit. He doesn’t know who gives out the jobs, just talks to a faceless boss through the dark web.

			And he’s been warning me, hasn’t he? Telling me I need to get the job done, that whoever hands them down is asking why it’s not finished yet. He’s done what he can.

			I don’t mean to end up at the apartment on the other side of town. It’s miles away, and yet an hour later, I stand in the street, coated in sweat, staring up at the pharmacist’s window.

			This one person who is a sanctioned kill. Maybe just watching her, imagining it, will allow me to get my head straight, let this pressure simmering beneath the surface cool.

			The lights are all off with the exception of the one in her bedroom. I know it’s her bedroom because the floor above hers seems to have the exact same layout, and that person has left their blinds raised, the edge of their bed frame visible from the ground, even in the darkness.

			Technically, I’m working. I need to know this woman’s habits, after all.

			Really, though, I’m not doing anything. She is in control, that inner being inside me I usually keep the lid shut tight on. It is she who stares through my eyes with a specific kind of lust.

			No, I tell her. Go home. It’s not time for this job, not yet. This won’t fix you.

			My phone vibrates.

			Ian: I’m at your house. Your family is safe, for now.

			For now, he said.

			I take a shuddering breath. I imagine someone trying to break into my house, the alarm blaring, my daughters vulnerable to someone like me but not me, someone like Ian, who has apparently embraced this other side of himself. But maybe someone worse than Ian. Someone who doesn’t have a little girl waiting at home, who doesn’t understand how important children are, how they are off-limits.

			I imagine the worst possible ending to this assignment, the job I wanted so badly.

			Not a second later, the door to the building clangs open, an older man stepping out with a lit cigarette. He sees me, holds the door open, gestures, obviously meaning You going in?

			I smile my thanks and accept his kind offer.

			Or rather, she does.

			

			—

			A long, dark hallway greets me. To one side, a staircase and an elevator. I take the stairs, climbing to the third floor. The top step gives way to a landing, eight doors leading to apartments. But hers is the corner one facing the street.

			Seconds later, I stand in front of it.

			I could knock. Could get her to let me into her apartment by her own volition.

			But the monster likes the element of surprise. So I don’t knock. I press a gloved hand to the doorknob, and it turns easily beneath my grip. A sneer works its way to my mouth—such arrogance, the way some people now believe they are inherently safe. The dark hall melts away as a bright, well-designed interior greets me. A living room with brown leather couches, thick rugs, a fireplace. Hardwood creaks softly beneath my feet as I shut the front door. Lock it. Listen for Jennifer Patrick.

			The only sound that reaches my ears is the shower.

			This is what I should do:

			I should leave. I should go home and prepare for this kill in an entirely different way. It’s supposed to look like an accident, after all. That’s what careful, methodical assassin Nadia would do.

			But as I reach the threshold of the kitchen and spy a fancy set of Wüsthof knives on a magnetic knife rack, I realize it’s too late. That the monster inside me has wound herself tightly around my muscles and tendons, that it is she who entered this building and she who has control right now. The play of light over the blades makes her smile. Makes her stroll over to them and select the carving knife.

			Then she goes to the hallway.

			To the bedroom. While I maintain enough control to go past the bed and close the curtains to keep from giving the street below a full-on show, she won’t let me just leave the apartment. She needs this too much, wants it so badly it’s practically sweet and melting on her tongue.

			The bathroom door is open a mere crack. Steamy air puffs out into the bedroom, a tantalizing tease of what’s inside. Together, we edge the bathroom door open another inch. Naked flesh through the glass shower door never looked so ready to bleed.

			In the back of my mind, I think, She deserves to die.

			But the monster doesn’t give a shit. The monster just wants blood.

			We should be careful, don’t leave prints, don’t make a mess—

			The monster rolls her eyes, yanks the shower door open, smiles as Jennifer’s eyes go wide. The pharmacist shrieks, her shrill cries echoing in the small space, and tries futilely to cover her body with her hands, as though modesty is what’s at stake here and not her life.

			“I heard you were a bad girl.”

			Who said that? Me? I said that.

			My heart races with anticipation, and in that moment, the monster and I are inseparable—I can’t tell where she begins and I end because, really, we’ve been the same person all this time. It’s just that I’ve had control, and now I don’t. Now she does.

			Jennifer huddles in the corner of the shower. The monster takes us under the hot water, not giving a damn that we’re leaving behind evidence, that we’re soaking wet. She laughs out loud in glee as the tip of the blade slides under Jennifer’s ribs, blood spraying over the shower walls and dripping down as though it were raining red from the sky.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Three

			I wake up serene. My heart rate a slow thump-thump-thump, my limbs heavy with relaxed slumber. I stretch, yawn, feel my smile curling at my lips. I haven’t been so relaxed since Brian and I—

			Oh, shit.

			I sit up, eyes wide, taking in the room, the open window, the fact that Brian is gone and it’s 7:47 a.m., ten minutes before I need to leave to get the girls to school.

			A montage of moments from what I did last night—the blood, the shrieks, the silence…oh, the sweet, satisfying silence. The reason I feel almost normal, that pressure gone. And one less killer on the streets.

			“Fuck, fuck, fuck.” I roll from beneath the sheets, yank on joggers and a tank.

			I slide out my work phone to find three text messages and five missed calls waiting for me—all from John.

			John: What the actual fuck, Nadia?

			John: Call me back! Now!

			John: We are both in deep shit. Call me.

			I don’t call him.

			I hurry down the stairs, scramble to the kitchen to find coffee already made. When I yank open the door to the garage, it’s empty—shiny concrete, Brian’s BMW gone.

			“Damn it.” I stayed out late and then slept in, something I never do. He’s gone off to work unprotected. A sinking feeling in my stomach tells me I’ve failed.

			Not to mention the whole part where I killed her—or rather the monster killed her. And not as specified by the contract.

			Back upstairs, I text Ian: Don’t suppose you’re following Brian?

			He doesn’t reply.

			I fly around the house, yanking a gun from the biometric safe behind the refrigerator, checking every entrance, making sure each window is still shut and locked tight. Then back upstairs I go, entering my hidden room, checking a different monitor—one with infrared cameras aimed around the house. There are trees, bushes, bamboo, a shed. I might not be able to see someone out there looking in, maybe aiming in—but this camera can pick up their heat signature.

			“Mama?” Eliza’s voice through the baby monitor. She’s searching the house for me. Crap.

			I slip from my hidey-hole and speed through the motions of the morning, only breathing easy when the girls are dropped off at their private school fifteen minutes late. They’re safe there, I remind myself. It’s where the children of CEOs go, with high levels of security. I didn’t pick their school solely for the academics.

			But then I’m left with myself. Back at home, I text Brian: How’s your morning going? Where are you? Want me to drop off coffee?

			It’s a ruse. I just want him to answer and to know where he is so I can follow him and play bodyguard.

			Another text on my work phone.

			John: Call me right now, I’m serious!

			I hiss a sigh through my teeth. And her. That woman who entered Jennifer Patrick’s apartment last night, who did not play the long game and figure out the right moment, the right place, to make it look the way it was supposed to—like an accident.

			My breath comes out sharp.

			I totally fucked up.

			The monster took over for a single night, and in just a few hours, I put everything on the line. It’s a problem, a big one—if this is what being without Brian will do to me, I can already envision the future: It involves prison, even death row. My girls with their aunt or uncle, my aging parents, or worse, foster care. Years of missing our home, our family, regretting ever asking for this bigger job that has royally fucked my life.

			I dial John.

			When he answers, there is no video game soundtrack in the background. It feels foreboding.

			“What did you do?” he asks, deadly quiet.

			“What did you do?” I bite back. “I asked for a big contract and you gave it to someone else?”

			A pause. “I did not, Nadia. But we need to talk about last night. What happened with the pharmacist?”

			I take a breath. “I screwed up.”

			“No shit. You don’t kill the guy you’re supposed to, and then you fail to make your other hit look like an accident. It’s your freaking specialty, Nadia. What were you thinking?”

			My father would take this moment to say something like You weren’t thinking, were you? And I wasn’t, because she was.

			Jennifer stayed in the shower, bled out there, cried for help as the monster whispered, This is for all the souls you took, as though she were the grim fucking reaper, pissed off that Jennifer was doing her job for her.

			“It wasn’t my fault,” I say matter-of-factly. But it is. I lost control.

			I’m in the process of losing that and much more.

			“I was told it was particularly bloody and looked nothing like an accident.”

			“Whoops.” It’s not that I don’t care—it’s that he’s not telling me anything new, and I have other things to attend to.

			“What the fuck is that supposed to mean? Is that what you want me to tell them? You made a whoopsie?”

			He’s right, I fucked up. But what’s done is done. I check the time. “I have to go.”

			“No, what you have to do is kill this guy. What’s the holdup?”

			My other phone vibrates. Brian, texting me back. Early lunch meeting. How’s your morning so far? You slept late!

			And then:

			Brian: So privileged to spend these past ten years with you.

			My heart does something funny and annoying in my chest. God damn it, why did I have to fall in love with him?

			“Bye, John.” I hang up on him, grab my keys, my gun, and hurry back to the minivan. For the first time ever, this assassin is trying to keep someone alive.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Four

			Brian strolls from his workplace into a generic office building parking lot. He sports a white button-up, black slacks, and his neck cranes down as he taps away on his cell phone. He’s noticeably without the woman from before, but then again, maybe she’s his other wife, awaiting his return in Austin while he’s supposedly on a business trip here.

			He works in a concrete-and-glass monstrosity, very everything is bigger in Texas, with so many windows, I could probably sharpshoot every single person in the building. But that’s not my job—keeping someone else from sharpshooting him is—so I rotate between eating the kids’ leftover snacks in the minivan and skulking around outside, pretending to follow the nature path at the property’s edge.

			Brian slides into his Beemer and pulls out onto the street. I follow, of course, and at the first stoplight pull out my phone. This part sucks. Questioning my husband’s every move, wondering when another hitter will sweep in. I need a distraction; following Brian isn’t nearly as fun as plotting some mark’s death.

			I hate this part of the job, I text Ian.

			He must be awake, because he replies: You’ll have to clarify which part.

			Nadia: The part where I stand around waiting for something to happen. Or drive in circles, trying to go unnoticed.

			Ian: Tell me about it. [image: Yawning face emoji.]

			I scrunch my nose at the obvious reference to him watching the house until the wee hours of morning.

			Nadia: Sorry it took me so long to get back last night.

			Then traffic is moving again, and it’s ten minutes of trying to keep an eye on the black BMW while simultaneously keeping one to two car lengths between me and Brian, because god forbid he sees me. He’d want to stop and talk and hug and kiss and be cutesy, which I’m incapable of at the moment.

			Brian drives five miles to a strip mall teeming with restaurants. He pulls into the most respectable and least obnoxious one—no cartoon characters or servers wearing bling—and goes inside. The sign declares it a steak house, which should make him happy. I refuse to cook the stuff—data shows it’s a heart attack waiting to happen. I keep watch outside, inspecting each and every customer who walks in. A couple, who dare to wear white shorts. A group of coworkers in khakis. A family.

			None of them look like killers.

			Which does absolutely nothing to reassure me.

			Ian: Just how far did you run?!

			I consider lying to him. I go with a limited version of the truth: About six miles.

			Ian: And that took you until 4 am?

			I recline the seat to wait. At Brian’s office, I made three laps of the property, having found absolutely zero killers besides me, when I caught my rather haphazard appearance in the reflection of glass—and Jesus, was that scary. I need a—an everything. A shower, a blowout, a manicure. A seven-day spa retreat would work too. Preferably one on a beach that includes drinks with umbrellas and zero people trying to off my husband.

			Nadia: Doing a job took that long.

			Dots flow along the edge of the text thread as he types.

			Ian: That’s one hell of an anniversary night.

			Right. Way to celebrate ten years.

			She deserved it, I reply.

			Today, the load feels heavy. All the things I’m supposed to do. The knowledge that my life as I know it may come to a screeching halt before it goes boom. That there could be—likely are—people out there right now, planning Brian’s death.

			And that pressure, the other creature inside me wanting blood—she’s already back, crawling at the edges of my mind.

			I press my palms to my eyes and take some deep breaths. Is this what happens when people like me lose it? When they become the serial killers who go on a rampage and end up captured or dead and someone records a podcast about how terrible they were?

			Another text buzzes in from Ian.

			Ian: What are you doing now?

			Over the dashboard, I stare at the steak house, then at the car’s clock. At this rate, I’ll lose my mind in a few days. With marks, it might be boring, but it’s also a hunt—learning their habits, what makes them tick, imagining how best to kill them. All I’m doing now is smelling the stench of dead animals cooking while businesspeople sidle up to lunch.

			Nadia: Bored following my husband. He sits in an office all day. Now he’s out to lunch with a bunch of suits.

			Ian: Want company?

			I freeze, an animal cracker halfway to my mouth.

			He wants to keep me company? I can’t imagine him in the passenger’s seat, shooting the shit while we stare at my husband through the window of a restaurant. And worse, what if Brian sees us?

			My phone rings before I can decide.

			Brian.

			I swallow, hit the green button to answer, hope he’s not watching me from inside the steak house, wondering why the hell I’m sitting out here.

			“Hello?”

			“Hey, sweetheart, they are asking me to go to San Diego to meet with a company considering hiring us. I’ll be there all weekend.”

			“San Diego?” I croak the words out. It’s not his usual DC or St. Louis. It’s halfway across the country, somewhere warm and sunny and beachy, and quite frankly, just the sort of place I can imagine someone “having a meeting” with the woman they are fucking on the side. Or heck, maybe he’s taking his other family on vacation.

			Either way, I can’t protect him if he’s on the West Coast. This would basically be a death trip, not a work trip.

			“They were going to send someone else, but he got sick and—” I tune out his excuses. Maybe this isn’t a bad thing. Other family or no, he’s probably safer not at home, now that I think about it. If he’s not following his normal routines or in his typical locations, it’ll make him harder to kill. A person’s regular patterns are how killers like me find someone easily, anticipate how best to off them.

			Not to mention…

			I can go too.

			Not with him but following him. I can watch him there instead of here, where he’s actually doing his shady business.

			“I understand,” I say, my voice brightening. “I totally get it. No problem.”

			The plan evolves in my head: Graham can take the girls. If Brian’s gone, they’ll be free from the target on his back. Piper can watch Bear. And Ian—maybe Ian will want to go with me. I’ll need help.

			“Great,” he says, sounding relieved. Maybe too relieved.

			We disconnect, and I text Ian.

			Nadia: How do you feel about Southern California?

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Five

			My flight is in an hour, but I’m desperate for answers. Desperate for anything even vaguely resembling help. I’ve dropped the girls at Graham’s, telling him I plan to fly in and surprise Brian with a romantic evening on the beach. I’ve taken Bear to Piper’s apartment (much to her annoyance—Oh my god, she’ll get dog hair on my sofa, Nadia!), locked up the house, and thrown my overnight bag into the van. I have one more stop before I go to the airport.

			“Gran?” I knock gently on her door, let it ease open as I peer into her room.

			“Nadia! Come, come.” The woman who greets me is one hundred percent my grandmother. Her eyes light up where she rests in her sitting chair, a tray table beside her with small plates full of only vaguely identifiable food.

			“I brought you Torchy’s Tacos.” I hold up the white-and-red paper bag and she grins.

			“My favorite.” She claps her hands together. “Queso too?”

			“Of course.” I hand over the bag and sit on the edge of her bed, taking her in. I haven’t seen her so alive, so herself, in years, maybe since before Brian and I helped move her in here. We had a little birthday gathering at her place, a two-story farmhouse on half an acre where she and my grandfather had lived for decades. But with him gone, she decided she’d change it up, raising goats and adopting every cat who crossed her path. Your grandfather hated animals, I remember her saying, so now I’ll have a farm, I think. It wasn’t quite a farm—more a menagerie of whatever strays came her way. But she created the life she always wanted, that apparently, he hadn’t been willing to let her have while he was alive.

			“You know, this is always better with two certain little girls to share it with.” She gives me a side-eye, which I reply to with a sigh.

			“Sorry, they have school.”

			With a little shrug—she’s not fooling anybody, she loves her great-granddaughters, but hates sharing her tacos—Gran digs in, and another fact hits me: that often, people have terminal lucidity, a short period of energy and an ability to remember clearly, just before they die.

			My heart almost pops in my chest, like a balloon shattering into a million pieces.

			Please, Gran, not you too. I couldn’t take losing you on the heels of Brian…

			“Ah, you can really taste the lime.” She holds up a chip to me. “Want one?”

			“No, thanks.” My eyes travel to the clock, its ever-present tick-tick-tick. I want to stay. I want to soak in Gran’s personality, her energy, but I don’t have time. “Do you happen to remember when I was talking about Brian the other day?”

			She stops, a bite of taco halfway to her mouth. “Of course,” she says, as though offended I’d dare think she’d forgotten. She drops the food in her lap, leans forward. “Why?”

			I hurry, because who knows how long her clarity will last.

			“I’m terrified, Gran. He’s going to San Diego for what he’s saying is a business trip, but I think it’s for something else. And you always told me to stay in control, to keep myself—satisfied.”

			She nods along, brows furrowed, listening.

			“I’m afraid what he’s doing is bad. I’m afraid I’m going to have to kill him. And I’m terrified that when I do—that I’ll lose it. That the monster inside me will take over. And she can’t. I have to stay here, be me, Nadia, Mom. If she takes over, she’ll put killing first. She won’t be a good mom. I won’t be a good mom.” I finally remember to take a breath, and my chest heaves with the effort. I stare at her. “How did you do it? You were a wonderful mother. But you also—I mean, didn’t you…?” My mouth opens and shuts, like a fish desperate for air. “Gran, tell me how to make it all okay.”

			“Oh, Nadia.” She leans forward, carefully scooches until she can press her fingers to my forearm. “You are a good mother, dear. And nothing will ever change that.” She drops her voice. “No matter who you kill.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Six

			“I thought San Diego was supposed to be hot.” Ian crosses tanned, toned arms over his chest, clenching his teeth and shivering as the wind whips his t-shirt.

			“We live in Texas. Nothing will feel hot compared to that hellscape.” I say it lovingly. Mostly.

			He shoots me a look as I make a show of getting comfy in my newly purchased sweatshirt. My hood is pulled up because Brian sits a mere fifty feet away on the patio of a seafood restaurant, sipping a beer and tapping away at his phone. We stand on the beach, facing the water, surreptitiously glancing over our shoulders every few minutes to keep an eye on him. Meanwhile, the wind swirls around us, the air off the ocean coming in cool, like a storm is brewing in the distance.

			If this were a literary novel and not my life, that might be symbolic of something.

			A message comes through: Graham has sent a photo of Eliza and Evie. They’re on a tire swing in his backyard, mouths open in delighted shrieks as they spin. My heart hurts, looking at their expressions—wishing I could hug them, that things could go back to their boring normal state, where my husband is a mere management consultant, and I lie to him about where I’m going when I leave for work. It was so much easier.

			“Hungry?” Ian gazes at another restaurant, this one painted a bright green and red, with signs advertising margaritas, burritos, and chips and salsa. “We’ll blend in better,” he adds.

			“Sure.”

			We go to the patio, and while he talks to the hostess, I cast another look Brian’s way. We took a different airline and got in thirty minutes before he did—and yes, he actually got on the plane this time. I realized after booking our flights that it might once again be a ruse. It was a relief when I saw Brian arrive with his carry-on. From there, it was easy enough to follow at a distance as he took a taxi from the airport to the beach, checked into a fancy hotel, then changed from a suit to casual beachwear and made his way through the La Jolla boardwalk to the restaurant.

			The goal of this trip is to hopefully keep him alive long enough to figure out what he’s been up to, and then I’ll…well, I’m not quite sure what I’ll do.

			“Two margaritas,” Ian says when the waiter arrives to take our order.

			I give him a look—leave it to Ian to order a margarita on a job—but don’t stop the server from setting the frosty, salted glass down a minute later. In fact, maybe this is exactly what I need.

			Ian takes a long pull of his and leans in. “So, what’s the plan? We follow him, and then…?”

			“We keep him alive, first and foremost. He’s here on some sort of business. I want to know what. No one pays that kind of money to kill a management consultant.”

			Ian gives a nod, looks out at the water, the brilliant hues of orange and pink merging as the sun goes down. Surfers bob on the surface of the ocean, trying to catch one last wave. “Hell of a place to meet for business. I should take more jobs out this way.”

			“You could,” I say. “I mean, there will probably be time for you to take other work while we’re here.”

			We talk a little longer, until I excuse myself to the ladies’ room. I don’t need to pee—I mostly need to stare at myself in the mirror and take a deep breath and tell myself to keep it together. I’m about to find out what Brian is up to. What happens after that? No clue, but I’ve got enough sangria to last me all summer, so at least wine will take the edge off.

			Ten minutes later, I return to the table to find it empty. Cash sits beneath his half-drunk margarita, but Ian’s gone.

			My phone vibrates.

			Ian: He’s on the move.

			I hurry out from the patio, take a sharp right, and—gasp.

			Brian’s coming my way. He’s looking down at his phone, frowning, raising it to his ear as he answers a call and—

			I’m yanked into arms, spun in a half circle, crushed in an embrace.

			My automatic reaction is to fight back. Instead, I try to relax into the body that is not my husband’s and yet feels so familiar. To a passerby, we’re just one more couple, embracing on the beach.

			“He’s gone.” Ian steps back, his gaze still trained on Brian’s departing form.

			I give him a look. “Was that necessary?”

			He ignores me, all business. “He’s not headed back to his hotel.”

			When I turn to look, Brian is still on his phone, fading into the darkness of the California twilight. “We have to follow him.”

			Brian strolls the boardwalk until he reaches a two-story house built right up against the edge of the beach. There’s a whole row of them, signs advertising weeklong rentals. This one, though, is clearly inhabited—twentysomethings spilling out onto the upper deck, the patio down below, dancing and drinking and falling all over one another.

			Brian should keep walking. But he doesn’t.

			“Wait,” I hiss. I beckon to Ian, and we step into a little grove near stunted palm trees—just enough cover that Brian can’t easily glance back and see us. A juice cart sits between us and the house, customers further obscuring our hiding spot.

			“Can you see what he’s doing?”

			Ian squints.

			I push him to one side to get a better view—is Brian really crashing a college party? Half of me wants to march up to him and yank on his ear like he’s a child and demand answers. The other half watches, transfixed, as he walks through the crowd to a young woman with shiny blond hair. She holds a red Solo cup, and once he’s waded through the college guys nearby—who straighten their shoulders, sizing him up—he leans in close to murmur something in her ear.

			She smiles, nods, turns, and calls something to a friend, wiggling her fingers in a parting wave, then follows Brian through the partygoers, down the steps onto the boardwalk, and off into the night.

			“What the hell?” I mutter.

			I bolt forward, ready to confront Brian, but tonight, I’m in charge. Not my monster. And I can’t mess this up. I force myself to stop, to not race after my husband, who’s wandered off with a young, attractive woman. “You have to follow them,” I say to Ian. “I’m so—” The words take a second to come to me because it’s an emotion I so rarely feel. “So angry right now, I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to. I’m afraid of what I’ll do.”

			“It might not be what it looks like,” Ian says, looking in the direction of where they melted into the darkness.

			“Or it’s exactly what it looks like,” I reply.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Seven

			I find my way back to our hotel. There was only one room left, a last-second cancellation, and we snapped it up.

			God, I’m such a cliché. Husband is cheating on me with a younger woman. I’m contemplating her murder, and meanwhile, sipping cheap wine as I spy on other apparently happy couples. Fuck every last one of them.

			On the balcony overlooking the water, I watch as a couple in their seventies mingles with thirtysomethings. They laugh, drink mojitos, and flirt as though they don’t know they are more than twice the age of their fellow beachgoers. Once I fell for Brian, I always assumed that would be us someday, that the passion wouldn’t die. I assumed he wouldn’t be sleeping with someone half my age and doing god knows what else.

			I sigh and dial my sister, anything to shift my mind elsewhere as I wait for Ian to report back.

			“Your dog pissed on my carpet,” she greets me.

			“Did you take her on a walk?”

			“Of course not! It’s a hundred and ten out. Or haven’t you heard of global warming?”

			“Piper, you still have to take her out. She can’t hold it all day.”

			Piper sighs. “I don’t want kids. I don’t want dogs. I don’t even want a cat. How am I going to be a single cat lady someday without a cat?”

			I open my mouth, then snap it shut. I’m going to assume that’s a rhetorical question.

			“So, how’s San Diego?”

			“How did you know I’m in San Diego?” I stop with the tiny plastic bottle of wine halfway to my mouth.

			Piper snorts. “Oh, please. Graham told me. And don’t try to give me the same BS story you gave him. You obviously suspect Brian is cheating on you. Something was going on the other night, and then he leaves town, and you need me to watch your dog and Graham to watch the girls last second? And ask us to not tell Brian about it? Psh. No way you’re going to all that trouble for a romantic evening in California.”

			Well, okay, put that way it seems obvious. I’d tried to give the impression I was planning a surprise and needed them to keep it quiet.

			“So, what? Is he cheating on you or not?”

			Yes, I think, but I don’t want to open that can of worms, not yet. “I don’t know.”

			“Why didn’t you just tell me? I would have helped you.”

			I lick my lips. “I just—I mean, I didn’t want to tell anyone until I’m sure.”

			“So what’re you gonna do if he’s cheating on you? Kick him out?”

			Maybe this is a good thing. If she and my brother think he’s cheating on me, it’s a reason that Brian might suddenly disappear. I’ll just have to be sure to hide the body really well. Or get rid of it altogether.

			“I was planning on killing him.” The words slip from my mouth.

			She cackles. “Good. I’ll help you hide the body.”

			“Haha,” I say, secretly wishing she would help me hide a body. Bodies are heavy—there’s a reason it’s called deadweight.

			“So why are you calling?” she asks.

			“Just…wanted to say hi. Drinking alone in a hotel. You know.”

			“Oh, do I.”

			We talk for another twenty minutes—mostly about the new fitness club location she hopes to open by next year. It’s around nine when we finally disconnect, Piper to take Bear on a much-needed walk, and me to skulk to the lobby for another mini bottle of wine.

			I skip the elevator—so far, no one’s tried to make me collateral damage, but I’d rather not make it easy for them to do so. In the lobby, I peer through a glass-front refrigerator, staring at the cheap plastic bottles of rosé, pinot grigio, merlot. I’m no wine expert, but I am used to a certain quality, and the idea of another bottle of this crap makes my stomach turn. But the alcohol will at least slow this rising pressure inside me, this need to kill. Desperate times call for desperate measures, and cheap wine or no, it might keep me from murdering someone tonight.

			I grab the rosé—the sweetness will likely disguise the cheapness—and hand over cash to the attendant. When I turn, I lock eyes with a woman watching me from across the lobby. She’s tall, blond, maybe forty-five. There’s something about her, and the way she looks back at me, I’d guess she feels the same way about me.

			Of course, the something about her I feel is along the lines of she’d be fun to kill, whereas the something about me portrayed in that twist of her lips tells me she’s thinking I’d be fun to fuck. I grip the plastic wine bottle tighter, envision asking her back to my hotel room. Taking her up via the staircase, pressing her into the concrete wall, slipping the knife in my leg sheath just beneath her ribs and watching her eyes alight with shock—

			I turn away from the soft smile she’s giving me and tell myself to keep walking. To walk away from her, this woman who is a real person, probably a good person.

			“Hey—” she calls.

			I don’t stop. I don’t turn.

			I go back to my hotel room, set the shitty wine on the desk—I really shouldn’t drink more—and pick up my phone to call John.

			“I need to kill someone,” I say as soon as he answers.

			John snorts. Heavy drums and staccato notes come through the phone, and it takes me a second to place the video game: Mortal Kombat.

			How annoyingly appropriate.

			“That’s nice,” he says. “You have a contract. A contract that is now over a week old. And remember the one before that? The one you royally fucked up? Do you have any idea how much money it cost to cover that up? Money that came out of my pocket, by the way.”

			“I’ll pay you back. Just get me a contract. In San Diego.”

			He huffs a sigh. “San fucking Diego? Nadia, kill your mark! He’s in Texas.”

			John doesn’t know Brian isn’t in Texas. Which makes sense, I suppose; he’s not who hired Ian, nor who put the hit out on Brian.

			“My mark is in San Diego,” I say.

			“Then kill him.”

			“It’s not that simple.”

			“Yes, it is.” The music shuts off abruptly.

			I trace my fingertips over the patterns of the comforter on the hotel bed, then think of how many people have likely touched this comforter, had sex on it, and yank my hand away.

			“I just need one more day,” I tell him. “Two at most.”

			“You’re out of time. I’m not getting you another job. No one is getting you another job, in fact.”

			“What is that supposed to mean?” I eye the mini bottle again, wonder if maybe the blond woman is still downstairs, if I could persuade her to go on a long walk with me…a walk she’d never return from.

			“It means you’re done. You screwed up an easy job, and you failed to complete the big job you literally begged me for. No one wants to hire you.”

			His words slam into me. But I knew this would happen. Ian said as much. I just thought…“Wait—we’ve worked together more than ten years, we—”

			“I told you, over and over, to get this job done. That he was bad, that you just had to believe me. And you didn’t. And then you—” He huffs a sigh. “Well, you know what you did. You lost control, Nadia. Or you don’t give a damn. Either way, my boss doesn’t want to work with you. And frankly, neither do I.”

			“John, wait.”

			“What?” He sounds tired, like I do when I’ve told Eliza to brush her teeth for the fifth time in ten minutes.

			“What if—” I swallow. I think of what life was like before I knew that killing people helped, before I met John and he found jobs for me that included slaying bad people. And not just anyone, but people who could never be tied back to me. After all, killing Piper’s boyfriend made sense, and sure, I knew some other not-so-savory types. But if I only killed those people, it would create a pattern. A pattern that could be traced back to me. It would make me little more than a serial killer, practically dirty words. What I do has purpose, whereas the other kind of killing is so often a waste of life. And John has never been wrong before; when he says someone is bad, they always are. It’s just usually very evident to me why they need to be removed from this earth.

			“What if what?” he snaps. He must be truly annoyed; he never talks to me this way.

			“I’ll repay you. And—” The words are on the tip of my tongue. I’ll kill him. I’ll just kill him and get it over with. I think the words, but I don’t mean them, not really. Not yet, anyway.

			“And what?”

			“I’ll finish the job,” I say, unable to articulate what that means—ending my husband’s life. But I’m desperate not to lose my connection to John, my career. I just need to buy a little time.

			“Fine. Call me when you do.” The line disconnects.

			I pace the room until I end up in the bathroom, where I stare at myself in the mirror without bothering to flick the light on. “What now?” I ask myself. “What fucking now?”

			A knock on the door. I growl in annoyance, pull my gun from its holster without thinking. I don’t press my eye to the peephole, because that’s a great way to get shot through the head. Instead, I silently wait.

			“Nadia. Open the door. It’s me.”

			Ian. I unlock the bolt, swing the door wide.

			He stands there, a bottle of whiskey in one hand, a bottle of wine in the other.

			“What’s that for?”

			He grimaces. “I’ve got bad news.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Eight

			Ian pours two glasses of whiskey as we settle on the hotel patio, a sheer curtain billowing around the French doors. He sits across from me at the cast-iron table and pushes a shot my way, but I don’t take it.

			“John fired me.”

			Ian’s brows lift as if to say I told you so, but he keeps his mouth shut. I look past him at the ocean as it pulls out, then rushes back in. The beach is nearly abandoned now, mostly lovebirds strolling hand in hand or a lone jogger padding barefoot close to the shoreline.

			“I lost control. Remember how I asked if you feel like you have a monster inside? And you said you became one with your monster? Well, my monster isn’t so cooperative. She just kind of—” I sigh. “Took over.”

			Ian reaches out, places a hand on my forearm. “Don’t worry. You’ll make more money freelancing.”

			I fixate on where his skin connects with mine. Other than a brief hug—and that quick embrace to keep Brian from seeing me—I don’t think he’s ever touched me. Up here, in the darkness, a cool ocean breeze sending shivers over my flesh, it feels strangely personal.

			“Maybe.” I exhale and move my arm to reach for the whiskey, which forces Ian to drop his hand.

			“I’ll help you.”

			I hesitate, unsure how to reply. “What’s the bad news?” I shift the topic. “And where’s Brian?”

			“He’s back at his hotel. He’s on the secure floor.”

			I frown. “The secure floor? Like where celebrities stay?” I’ve had to navigate such a setup before. It included an elevator requiring a key card to access and a security guard making regular rounds. I still killed the guy—it wasn’t that secure—but it wasn’t nothing. And it’s certainly not something a management consultant should need.

			Ian looks at me with an expression that tells me it’s going to be bad, his face already locked in a grimace that is likely supposed to look sympathetic. He, too, is good at pretending to feel things. My heart thumps in my chest, crashing around with dread at what he’s going to say. But he just looks out at the water. Stalling, I think.

			“Tell me.”

			He takes a pull of the whiskey and nods. “He took the girl with him and met with two men in a town car. A fancy one, a Benz. They were in there for twenty minutes.”

			“Okay.”

			“When he got out, he had a roll of money in his hand and left her there, with them.”

			I frown. “Like he sold her?”

			“Well, in Southern California, it’s either drugs or human trafficking. But…I think it obviously looks like the latter. And then he—”

			“What? What did he do?” My arms slide across my chest, like maybe I can ward off whatever’s coming, the awful, dreadful thing my husband has kept hidden from me.

			Ian waits to answer, gazing at me, pity—or maybe empathy? Are people like us capable of that?—in his eyes. “Nadia, do you really want me to tell you? It’s bad. You wanted to know if it was the sort of thing worth killing over, and I can assure you, it is.”

			“I have to know.”

			Ian presses his lips together and tips his head forward. “He ended up at another college party. Just like you saw. I think he’s recruiting.”

			“Recruiting?”

			“Do you know how human trafficking works?”

			I give a slight nod, replaying what I saw earlier. Girls disappear all the time—and apparently, my husband is one of the reasons why.

			“Nadia—”

			I spin the shot glass in my hand. He would be paid for each one he coaxed from the crowd and persuaded to follow him to a lonely apartment or into a waiting vehicle. That’s why someone would give him a wad of money. It’s likely why he travels—to San Diego, to Austin. Maybe even why he chose to live in San Antonio. All cities fairly close to the border.

			“I can’t quite imagine it,” I say. “My Brian, trafficking women.”

			“It’s more common than you think.” Ian watches two girls who look about fifteen giggling down on the beach. “Take them, for example—out at nearly midnight. Anyone could grab them. And the police would probably call them runaways. At least for a day or two, long enough to make them disappear forever.”

			“But Brian…” He’s so good with Eliza and Evie. So kind to their little friends, so warm and loving to me, to Piper. He treats women like—well, not like objects.

			“Brian is not even Brian,” Ian reminds me.

			He’s right. Brian is not Brian. I don’t actually know who Brian is.

			“There’s more.” Ian sips his whiskey. Pours another shot. Offers me the bottle.

			“No, thanks.” I don’t need alcohol to feel numb. I already can barely feel my fingertips, my toes. It’s as though my skin is vibrating, like the second after I fire a shot and for a moment time freezes. Except that’s not what’s happening now—now I can feel her, my monster, at the periphery, peeking out, like maybe this is her opportunity to come out and play.

			And for the first time ever, I’m starting to think she’s not wrong. If I let my inner monster escape, maybe this will all be easier. I’ll certainly feel less.

			“He wasn’t just looking for women to traffic,” Ian says. “He was also looking for a woman for tonight. And he found one.” Ian’s eyes bore into me, and his voice is tinged with anger. “He wasn’t alone when he went back to his hotel room.”

			I don’t speak for a minute, or maybe two, or hell, ten.

			When I do, it’s to say, “Let’s kill him.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Nine

			My gun’s holster sits inside my leggings, the elastic keeping it snug against my skin. A sheathed knife presses along one calf. The part of me that makes me different—able to kill people and feel no remorse—has spread silky smooth through my entire being. I don’t hesitate. Don’t think, don’t feel. I just do, and right now, that means I’m going to kill my husband.

			Does that make him an ex-husband? No, it makes me a widow.

			A black widow?

			I must make a noise—a snort of laughter, maybe—because when I look up, Ian’s gaze is focused on me, filled with concern.

			“What?” I snap. “Are you coming? Let’s go. I’ll split the fee with you.”

			Ian stands, holds a hand up as if to block me. “You can’t go now. You’re drunk.”

			“I had a glass of wine and two sips of a margarita. I’m perfect. And Brian is the walking dead.”

			“Nadia.” He steps in front of me.

			I lift one eyebrow, daring him to get in my way.

			“For one, he’s not alone.” Ian holds up a finger, then raises a second. “Two, maybe you don’t feel drunk, but we have been drinking. We never drink on the job. You know that.”

			“He’s selling people like cattle. He’s cheating on me. And I’m killing him.” I hesitate a second. “Shit. I never asked if he wanted to be buried or cremated.”

			Ian frowns at me. “Seriously?”

			“Maybe burial at sea? Maybe instead of being a widow, I can be the wife of a man who went on a business trip and disappeared…That’s kind of mysterious. Although I would like to collect life insurance, so maybe we should make it look like an accident.”

			“Jesus Christ. Listen—”

			“No, you listen. I’ve lost the only job I love—the job that lets me stay sane—trying to make sure he’s somebody worth killing. I all but convinced myself he’s not—” I look blankly at the wall for a long moment, again trying to imagine it—Brian, doing those things. The man who sits and drinks coffee with me most mornings, who is infinitely supportive. Of course, we all have two sides. “But he is. How did I not see it?”

			I blink at Ian as though he will answer the question for me.

			Ian’s usual sardonic humor has evaporated. His eyes are filled with nothing but focus, nodding along, stepping closer, like he might do something wild like hug me.

			“I know, Nadia, I know.”

			“God damn it.” I actually stamp my foot—not unlike how Evie does when she’s mad Eliza took the last cookie. “Fuck, fuck, fuck. How was I so stupid?”

			That’s when I realize I’m not even mad at Brian—I’m mad at myself. Maybe if I’d paid better attention or asked the right questions or done a background check or—

			The possibilities are endless.

			“This is not your fault, Nadia. Most people are not like us.”

			“But he apparently is. And the worst version too. And I somehow missed it!”

			Ian seems to think for a moment, then snatches up his jacket, and mine too. “Okay, well, we can’t kill him tonight. But that doesn’t mean we have to just sit here. Let’s do something. You’ll go stir-crazy sitting in this hotel room. We’ll go for a walk on the beach or get drinks or—whatever.”

			I wrinkle my nose, suddenly feeling very much like my older sister. Petulant. I want to say no. Or demand he call John and get another job. Can’t I just kill somebody, already?

			But after two days of following my husband around, going out does sound good. Brian needed protecting. Now I’d almost invite someone else to off him—almost. Except I want to do it myself. Maybe I’ll watch the realization in his gaze right before I pull the trigger. Or maybe I’ll take a page from my favorite fictional assassin, Villanelle, and slip a knife into his chest over and over while I hold him intimately close.

			The idea leaves a trace of a smile across my face. I could sacrifice the life insurance money for that.

			“Okay,” I say. “Let’s go.”

			

			—

			We walk along the beach, shoes clutched in our fingers, bare feet skimming the sand, the salty water lapping over our toes as it rolls in and out. Ian brought the whiskey, and we take turns, passing it back and forth. Well, more like he occasionally wrestles it from my grasp and gets a sip.

			“My first job was the best, though,” he says, “the moment I knew I was going to be okay. It was a moment of clarity, when I realized why I couldn’t have a normal career. Or normal relationships.”

			I nod along, knowing exactly what he means. And while my first kill was not a job—it was Piper’s boyfriend—I felt the same way. The relief in that moment, the ease, the first time anything had felt close to ordinary. Even if it wasn’t anyone else’s ordinary.

			“Do you ever wish you were like everyone else?” I ask.

			Ian shrugs. Digs his toes into the sand. Stops to peer out at a light somewhere across the water—a boat, perhaps? “Maybe when I was a kid. When people looked at me like there was something wrong with me.”

			“Yeah,” I agree. “Classmates staring at you like you’ve said something weird or scary, but you don’t know why.” And it wasn’t just kids I went to school with—it was my family too. How I acted earned me concerned looks from my mother sometimes, but Piper and Graham never got them. It was just one more sign I was different. My mother loved me regardless. We have a reasonable relationship now, exchanging a text every few days, and I pepper her with cute photos of the girls. We see each other once or twice a month at family dinners, and we’re civil. We hug. But, like Piper, she’s always known I’m a little off, and we’ve never been close the way some mothers and daughters are. We aren’t BFFs, we don’t go shopping together while sipping lattes, and I never call her to ask advice. This line of thinking inevitably leads me to remembering my early days with Brian, how our relationship had become a refuge—a way of hiding in plain sight.

			And soon, that will be gone. Hell, it basically already is.

			I deflate a little. The effects of the booze, the ocean, Ian’s company, all fade.

			“Hey. It’ll be okay. You don’t need him.”

			I force a smile, but inside, I’m unconvinced. I mean, what am I going to do when he’s gone? Invite Piper to move in? And what if I can’t control myself without our day-to-day life together? Not only did I not ask Brian what he wants done with his body after he’s dead, but we never sorted out a proper who gets custody of our kids if something happens to both of us plan. What if I die?

			Graham. They’d have to go to my brother. I won’t force Piper to give up her dream of being a single cat lady, even if she never gets herself a cat.

			“Would it help if I stuck around for a while? In San Antonio? Until you sort things out?” Ian’s words come out in a soft voice, but I can hear him just fine, and I realize he’s right beside me. We stand in the sand, gazing out across the water.

			“You would do that?” I ask. It’s not that I think he’d make a great uncle to the girls—though maybe he would, if he’s all but a Girl Scout troop leader—but he might be able to help me learn to control her. The monster. That would be helpful.

			“Of course.” He shifts his body, turning to face me. My brow wrinkles, and I look up at him. “Haven’t you always wondered?” he says.

			“Wondered what?”

			Ian takes a half step closer. His body is near enough to mine that I can feel his warmth, smell his aftershave or deodorant or—whatever it is that gives men their smell.

			“Us.” His voice comes out deep, giving that one-syllable word far more meaning than it might otherwise have.

			“Us?” The numbness is suddenly gone. Shock roils through me, leaving me at a loss for words, for thoughts.

			“You.” He presses a finger gently into the space just beneath my collarbone, and his touch on my bare skin feels hot. Wait, what is happening? Ian’s close, he’s talking in a husky tone, he’s touching me, he’s— Oh.

			“And me.” He removes that finger, jabs backward at himself with his thumb. Clearly indicating his meaning. “Us.”

			My mouth falls open, and I find some words, though I’m not sure they’re quite intelligible. “I—I did at first. When we met. But then—Brian, and then I—you—”

			A smile floats across his lips. “We’re perfect for each other. We’re the same. We understand one another like no one else can.”

			His words penetrate my boozy brain. Suddenly, it seems so obvious. How many times did I wish I could tell Brian the truth? How often had I stared at him as he fell asleep, words on my tongue I could never utter aloud? Ian and I are not identical in our psychopathy, but we both know what it’s like. We grasp how to deal with it. We understand that for all we’re badasses now, we didn’t feel that way growing up when we were different from everyone else. People don’t understand us. People fear us. But if we were together, then life might be easy. Or easier, at least.

			In a flash, I picture us in a house together. I ignore the fact that he’s married, that I’m married, and let myself imagine a world in which I’m coming home from finishing a job and he’s got the kids tucked into bed. Kids who I know are safe, because he is there. Ian greets me with wine and a kiss, a How’d it go?, and for the first time in my life, I can tell the truth. I could say something like, “Well, I had to shoot her a second time!” or “Flawless. No one will know it wasn’t an accident.” And he’d get that gleam in his eye, the same one I have, and say something like, “I knew you could do it,” or “I’m proud of you.”

			“Holy shit.” It’s all I can manage. Because in a way, it sounds like heaven. It sounds like the relationship I’ve always wished I had with Brian, the exact opposite of how we actually function.

			And then Ian’s arms wrap around me, his lips press to mine, and we’re in the sand, tearing each other’s clothes off.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty

			For ten years, I’ve been with exactly one person.

			Sure, I had opportunity to cheat—most people do—but I married Brian knowing what I was signing up for, and I felt it only right to stay true to that. Besides, I liked him. Like, present tense. Or…maybe not, not anymore.

			I’m lying to myself, but that’s fine. If he’s cheating on me, then why wouldn’t I cheat on him? An eye for an eye and all. Why wouldn’t I indulge in a distraction, especially if that distraction is Ian?

			His hand grips my hip, holds me in place beneath him as sand scrapes against my skin. Ian is bigger than Brian, heavier, a tantalizing combination of muscles and excitement, of the familiar yet unfamiliar. His mouth pauses over mine, then he kisses me softly, slowly, teasing…

			When I open my eyes, he’s got a wicked grin, a gleam in his eye. Like maybe he’s thought about this before. It’s possible he’s wanted me for a long time. Wondered what it might be like to be together. With Ian, I might learn to control myself. Her. Maybe it will be even easier, or he’ll show me how to become one with her, or whatever it was he did.

			This could work.

			“I’ll stay,” he breathes into my ear. “As long as you want.”

			My hand digs into his flesh until he growls out a groan of pain—or is it pleasure? Is there a word that combines the two? Because there should be.

			He pulls back, I look into his eyes, and they are molten, that unique amber color, bottomless depths of some emotion that feels at odds with the coldness of the killer I know, and it’s like dousing myself in freezing water.

			A thousand shards of ice.

			It singes down into my heart, every bit of my being.

			They are not Brian’s warm, guileless eyes, and that’s shocking to some piece of me I would have never guessed existed. Ian, handsome as he is, caring as he might be, and perhaps the puzzle piece I want and need, is not the man I’ve spent the last decade building my life with. He is not my daughters’ father, he is not who I chose our house with or adopted Bear beside or…

			“Fuck.” I shove him off.

			He lands in the sand and sputters a laugh. “Yes, that is what we are trying to do here.”

			“No. I mean—I can’t do this. At least—not like this. Not here, not until I…” I lick my lips, look out over the water. The light from a passing ship has disappeared.

			I’ve woken up and chosen Brian every single day for the last ten years. I can’t choose someone else—not yet. So for one more day, I’m choosing Brian.

			Ian reaches out, gives me a playful push. “I get it. We have time.”

			I look at him. Wonder if even after I finish this, I’ll be ready. If I’ll have it in me to offer my heart to another person. Or maybe with Ian, we can skip all that. Maybe we can appreciate what we have in the moment without worrying about the bigger picture.

			Gran would be horrified. An assassin, Nadia? What were you thinking?

			“Booze?” He holds out the bottle from wherever he put it and I nod, grateful the darkness hides the tears welling in my eyes.

			I don’t cry. About anything, ever.

			But I’m crying now, thinking of Brian, who is not actually Brian at all.

			

			—

			Ian returns to the hotel room.

			I wander the beach alone until I find myself outside Brian’s seaside hotel. He’s on the third floor, in the corner room, the one nearest me. It’s all I can do to stand there, stare at the siding on the building, and try to imagine what’s going on inside. Maybe it’s better I don’t know, because everything I come up with makes me mad.

			More than that, my teeth are clenched, hands balled into fists—I’m not just upset, I’m pissed. Furious that he would do this to us, to me, to the girls. Even if the Brian I know is only a tiny piece of who he actually is, I know that small part of him, and standing here, glaring, tears still scalding my cheeks, I feel hatred like I never have before.

			Generally, emotions like hate are not useful and I appreciate that I don’t have them, that I can stay calm and removed in moments when most people let their feelings overtake them, control how they act.

			Now I get it.

			

			—

			When I wake, the sun is just coming up. It melts over the beach like butter, soaking me and a handful of joggers in light. It should be beautiful, but it’s not. It’s harsh, glaring. It pulls me from sleep and reminds me of reality, and right now, reality sucks.

			“Nadia.” A voice commands me to wake, to not lie back down and escape the world.

			“What?” I manage.

			“Come on. He’s going to see you. Or someone’s going to think you’re dead and call the cops.” Ian’s mouth is close to my ear. I’m lying in the sand—did I fall asleep out here, watching Brian’s room?—and Ian’s pulling on my arm, trying to get me up and down the boardwalk and back to our room.

			I want to argue about how dumb that is—what kind of killer would leave a body on a popular beach to be found? Instead, I wobble to my feet and say, “I want to go home.”

			“Home?”

			“To Texas.”

			He pauses. “Are you sure? You don’t want to—you said you wanted to—”

			Kill Brian. That’s what he won’t say out loud as a group of sixtysomething speed walkers hurries by us.

			I wipe sleep from my eyes, blink at him through the early golden hour. There’s a chill to the air. It creeps over my skin and I shiver, wishing I had a strong cup of coffee. “No,” I decide. “I just want to go home.”

			He pauses, then says, “Okay. I’ll sort out flights.”

			

			—

			“You need to be at the airport in two hours,” Ian says when I emerge from the bathroom. “I’ll drop you off.”

			“Aren’t you coming?”

			He cocks his head at me, smiles. “I have to go home. But call me when you need me.”

			“Okay.” I nod, busy myself with packing up my hairbrush, my gun. But his words rattle me. Last night, he’d said he’d come with me. He’d stay, he’d help. Of course, now he’s telling me to call when I need him—maybe that means when I’m ready. He’s giving me space, understanding that this is not easy, that it’s not as simple as taking a shot and moving on.

			The room is small and suddenly claustrophobic. I sit on the edge of the bed, rolling up my phone cord, staring at Ian, who has his back to me as he does assassin things—checking his gun (he prefers a Sig Sauer to a Glock), the sharpness of his knives—busywork as common as staring at a cell phone for anyone else. But I’m thinking of what it felt like to be with him, even briefly, last night.

			I suspect if I’d let it happen, it would have felt good. A fuck you to my husband.

			I’m also thinking it would be bad, that it could ruin our friendship, this connection of two like minds in a world where everyone else is different.

			And then I have a moment of realization: I have to talk to Brian.

			As I stared at his hotel room last night, something didn’t feel right. Didn’t feel like the man I knew. Of course, he’d probably say the same thing about me—My perfect wife, Nadia, killing people? No way!

			But I have to know. I have to talk to him, have to understand what he’s doing, and know he’s really doing it. Then I can kill him, collect the contract money, get my job back.

			And then maybe, if I’m lucky, I’ll be able to move on.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-One

			“I cannot believe him. What an asshole. Douchebag. Arrogant piece of—”

			“Language!” I glare at Piper across the picnic blanket. “Little ears,” I tack on, immediately disgusted at myself for saying the phrase out loud. It’s a favorite the moms at the girls’ school use entirely too often.

			“So, he like—” Piper shoves a lock of balayaged shoulder-length hair behind her ear where a large gold earring dangles. “Just took her into his room?”

			The plastic cup in my hand contains cheap wine from the pool snack shop, and I sip the overly sweet liquid, putting off answering her. I thought coming clean to Piper about part of what’s going on would help in some way; instead, I’m annoyed at her too.

			“Mama, pool?” Evie asks, eyes full of hope.

			“Of course, baby. Here, wear your hat.” I settle an oversized sun visor on her head, do the same for Eliza, and as they go to splash in the little kids’ pool—a foot deep at most—I clean up wrappers from our improvised picnic lunch. The healthy items I brought, like carrot sticks and veggie straws, were no match for the Pringles and ice-cream sandwich Piper bought them when she insisted we have wine. Your husband cheated on you. Drinking is required, she’d said. And honestly, she was right. But I’m far more in the mood to do the sort of drinking that happens in a shitty bar where no one will recognize you than at the Heights Pool, a private club with fancy swim lessons from junior Olympians, wine on tap, and lifeguards who may or may not have been hired because of how they look in a red Speedo.

			“You didn’t answer my question.”

			“Yes, he took her into his room.” I crumple up a napkin, put the lid on the can of chips, studiously rearrange things on the blanket. It would have been better to kill him while we were still in San Diego. I could have made it look like an accident, and then Piper would be comforting me about becoming a widow instead of the woman scorned. Though if the police had discovered I’d also been in California—and they would have—I undoubtedly would have been a prime suspect.

			I pause long enough to look across the grassy expanse to the pool where the girls splash, shrieking with delight as they take turns climbing out and jumping in. Everything I do has to be about them from now on. Every thought, every decision. Losing their father will not be easy, but I’ll make sure they get through it—make sure I get through it. Somehow.

			“I’m going to call my friend—she just went through a divorce, and she got everything. And boy howdy, do I mean everything. The house in Aspen, the—”

			“Did you just say ‘boy howdy’?”

			“Shut up.” Piper stabs at her phone. “Anyway, I’ll get her lawyer’s number. Oh, speaking of…” Piper lowers her heart-shaped sunglasses far enough to cock an eyebrow at me. “Do you need help money-wise? I know you combined finances. If he’ll notice the cash is gone when you hire someone, or if you want to do it quietly…”

			It takes me a moment to summon words. Piper is notoriously stingy with money, which is one reason she’s so successful. “I have money. My…business account. It’s separate.” But I’m touched that she’d offer.

			“Your phone is ringing,” Piper says.

			I look down, and sure enough, the screen is lit up, though the glare from the Texas sun makes it blinding to look at it. Stepping under the shade of a tree, I squint to find Brian’s name there.

			“Fuck,” I mutter.

			“Language!” my sister snickers between sips of wine.

			I sigh, decline the call, flop back down beside her, and take a long pull off the vino, only for my phone to beep at me, demanding my attention again.

			“Who is it?” she asks, like she might throttle them for me.

			“Who do you think?”

			“It’s him?” She sits up, reaches for the device.

			“No,” I snap. “You’ll ruin the element of surprise.”

			She grins. “Surprise?”

			I force a smirk to my mouth—anything to get her to leave it be—and nod. “Yes.”

			“Now you’re talking.”

			I check my messages to find Brian has sent two:

			Brian: I’ll be home tomorrow!

			Brian: Can’t wait to see you. I hated leaving again.

			I type out a nasty message, imagine myself hitting send—then delete the whole thing and swipe to a different text thread as Piper gets up to join her nieces in the pool. I pause long enough to watch her help Eliza with goggles, to see Evie giggle with a little boy around her age, to settle into this moment for just a breath or two, before my life is ruined.

			I do wonder. If I’d been around more, been more attentive, paid closer attention, would I have caught this earlier…or headed it off altogether?

			I’ll never know.

			To Ian, I write: Home yet?

			Ian: Just got in. I’ll be in Texas tomorrow, just need to take care of things here first.

			A needle of guilt pricks me. He has a wife, a daughter. And still, he’s coming here, to help. He kissed me. I’m still not sure how to feel about that.

			Ian: You doing okay? Need anything?

			I snap a shot of the plastic cup of wine, the pool in the background. I’m good.

			Ian: You’re at least very skilled at pretending to be good.

			My nose scrunches up at his comment. What does that mean?

			Ian: You’ll be happy again, Nadia. I promise.

			Peering at the message, I wonder if he’s right. If I will be. If I’m capable of it after this. Or—another way to read it is that he’s promising he will make me happy. Which is a ridiculous sentiment. No one can make someone else happy, not really.

			I’m not sure I’ll be content again, but I will be okay. And so will the girls. Just as soon as I say what needs saying, force Brian to answer my questions, and then kill him.

			Ian: I’ll be in town late tomorrow.

			It’s perfect timing. I’ll deal with Brian, and Ian will be there to help in the aftermath.

			Returning to Brian’s message, I type out: When does your flight get in? I’m coming to pick you up.

			Brian: 5:05 pm.

			He adds a string of hearts, like he can’t wait to see me, his little wife. Like he’s not fucking someone else. Like he’s not arranging for people to be bought and sold like they are little more than office supplies or cattle.

			Great, I write back. I have a surprise for you.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Two

			Unless you’re planning on lots of blood, you don’t need plastic sheeting and masking tape. In fact, if you know how to contain your kill, a picnic blanket works quite nicely. You know the sort, probably made of recycled bottles, rolls up, and has a little sling so you can put it over one shoulder. It was perfect for the pool—and tonight, it will be perfect for killing Brian.

			Another mistake the movies make—going somewhere abandoned.

			If a police cruiser sees my minivan outside an abandoned warehouse, I assure you the officer will not ignore it. So the next afternoon, I’m off the highway, in the last of a long row of rooms at a cheap motel. The sort that didn’t ask for my name, doesn’t require a credit card, and where the seventy-year-old owner behind the desk is already drinking—a whiskey sour, if I’m not mistaken.

			I unlock the door with an actual key. The room looks unchanged since maybe 1980—yellow wallpaper with crimson accents. Stepping inside, I trail my fingertips over the comforter, which, given its polyester, stain-resistant coating, might work just as well as plastic sheeting. My feet squish on the old brown carpet, and I crinkle my nose as the stench of cigarettes hits me.

			But it’s perfect—the sort of place where no one will report a loud bump, and if it smells a little off when the next guest arrives, well, that’s just part of the charm.

			Just landed! Brian’s text arrives on my phone as I’m looking down to check the time. My stomach swims at the thought of the next hour or two. But I steel myself. Collect the necessary supplies—it will be easier because he knows me, trusts me, thinks I’m just his wife. Just the mother of his children.

			As I step out of the motel and into the blazing sun, I can’t help but snort—he’ll probably think I’m bringing him here for sex. For some roleplay bullshit that is so not his style, but that would delight him regardless. Fine. Let him believe that.

			In the van, I wipe my sweating palms on my yoga capris. I double-check that I have various methods of immobilizing him at hand just in case—a Taser, chloroform, a syringe loaded with scopolamine, which will make him more willing to do what I ask and answer my questions.

			The drive to the airport is short—one of the rare conveniences of San Antonio.

			The nice thing about being a psychopath is that I don’t get nervous often. I don’t care enough to get nervous, about most people, most things. But today, in the minivan I bought so I could take care of my family, my heart pounds so hard I’m certain I can hear it. I can certainly feel it, as it races like I’m sprinting up one of the steep hills in Alamo Heights on a hot morning, as though it might burst out of my chest.

			“Fuck,” I mutter.

			I take a right turn, pull into the arrivals line. The plan is to wait for him to appear. I’ll smile and wave, and he’ll get in the car, and we’ll both act happy to see each other. When we don’t drive straight, but instead get on the highway, he’ll look surprised—he’ll turn and ask where we are going. If I’ve forgotten that we are heading home. I’ll wink at him, then take the exit for the motel. I’ll pull around back, where my minivan can’t be seen. I’ll give him a sexy smile and beckon him inside the motel room.

			And that’s when things will get interesting.

			Brian appears through the glass doors. Three car lengths ahead of me, a white minivan honks—a van, I realize, that is the same make and model as mine. I wave at Brian, unlock the doors. Paste on a smile.

			But the dumbass doesn’t even look my way. He walks blindly toward the other minivan, wearing that same grin he usually reserves just for me. I sigh. I’ll just have to wait a second. Let him realize he’s at the wrong vehicle.

			One, two, three seconds go by. And then ten. I peer through the windshield, leaning into the passenger’s seat to try to catch a glimpse of him—and I do. There he is, at the side of the van, a strange expression on his face—then hands are reaching out, yanking him inside. There’s a moment of wide-eyed surprise. His bag, heavy in his hands, keeps him from fighting back.

			The minivan zooms forward.

			I don’t think, I only react. My nerves are shoved out of the way by adrenaline as I yank my vehicle from the line, smash my foot to the gas, and roar forward. In seconds, I’m side by side with the other van, and I glance to my right just before they take a sharp turn for an access road, one I’ll have to turn around to follow them down.

			I smash on the brakes and horns blare behind me. A giant black pickup truck—à la everything is bigger in Texas—nearly rear-ends me. There’s nowhere to turn. The only way to follow the van is to circle through the arrivals line again. Curses flow from my mouth and I pull off to the side, turn on my blinker, and try to process.

			And that’s when I realize who I saw in the driver’s seat of the van that nabbed Brian. He might have been wearing a wig. He might have had a sweater pulled over his shoulders, and in a pinch, from a distance, he might have looked ever so slightly like me.

			But I know without a doubt who it really was: Ian.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Three

			It’s impossible to turn around and give chase; cars and trucks and buses stream down both lanes without a single gap, my own version of Frogger. Even pulling back into traffic takes too long, and finally, I cut off a slow-moving shuttle that advertises Marriott Hotel and Suites. The driver lays on the horn, but I’m too busy racing around—looping back to return to the arrivals area, to take that right turn and follow the van—to care.

			When I finally get there, it’s nothing but empty airport road—probably where the employees go, or maybe where deliveries are made.

			“Damn it.” I bite my lip until I taste blood, smack the steering wheel hard enough my hand throbs, and search for the white van—or any moving vehicle, for that matter. But it’s abandoned. A long expanse of dark gray concrete, a handful of white and yellow lines, the side of the airport, unremarkable and utterly unhelpful.

			I hit the brake, come to a stop.

			“What now?” I whisper to myself. “What freaking now?” I picture my husband, tied up, gagged, in the back of the van. The fear on his face, in his eyes—a thought that was almost joyful to me the other night, as I pictured beating the truth out of him. Now it fills me with dread, and I try to assemble everything so it makes sense.

			Ian took Brian. With help, no less—at least two sets of hands were pulling him into the van before he could fight back. Which would imply Ian planned this. He had help.

			He also originally had accepted the contract on Brian. So he must be set on fulfilling said contract. He did tell me he wouldn’t kill him—but that was days ago. And I remember that he’d tacked on one extra word. Yet. He wouldn’t kill him yet. Maybe today is the day.

			I knew he was coming to town, but he told me it wouldn’t be until tonight. At which point, he…what? Could console me in the knowledge that someone had gotten to my husband before I had? Maybe convince me of how bad Brian was? He thought he’d grab him before I could.

			“He set me up.” The words come out in a gasp of realization. Ian set me up to not get Brian—to get to Brian himself first. And then to do…what? Kill him, of course. Collect the many hundreds of thousands of dollars put on his head for…whatever reason. Human trafficking, according to Ian.

			I pull the car around, head back toward the highway. Maybe this is why Ian wanted separate flights—why he said he wanted to go home before coming to San Antonio. Maybe he had planned to kill Brian all along and was just biding his time.

			Or maybe he’s trying to help me, afraid that I might not kill him.

			I flip my turn signal on and merge back on the highway, wondering where the hell Ian would have gone.

			“Hey, Siri, call Ian,” I command my phone.

			It rings. And rings. And rings. I cancel the call.

			“Hey, Siri, call John.” My voice goes up a notch, desperate.

			“Helllllo,” he answers immediately. The bling-bling-bling of coins being collected by Mario fills the background.

			“Do you have someone who can track a cell phone?” A long pause. He’s not paying attention. “John?” I snap. “Answer my question.”

			“Uhhh…maybe? Why?” His words come out vaguely annoyed, like I’m interrupting. “I fired you, remember?”

			“Put your game controller down and talk to me or I’ll come to Columbia, Missouri, and put a bullet through you.”

			“Shit, Nadia.” From his tone, I imagine him sitting straight up, dropping the damn thing, suddenly focused. Then, in nearly a whisper, “How do you know where I live?”

			“Because I’m not an idiot.” I huff a breath. “Can you track a phone? Yes or no?”

			“I mean, I know a guy, but he’s probably sleeping right now—”

			“Wake him up. I need you to trace Ian’s number.”

			“Wait, did you say Ian? Aren’t you like BFFs or something?”

			“I’ll call you back. Find him. Or else.”

			He always stays at the same Marriott hotel near the airport. Of course, he wouldn’t take Brian there. And yet—what else do I have? Nothing.

			I text John Ian’s phone number, even though it’s probably untraceable. Then I add Brian’s—because if Ian didn’t think to toss it out, his likely is traceable. And as I go to the text thread to copy and paste his number, my eyes skim over those last messages—the ones where he claimed to be excited to be coming home to me—and something twists inside my gut.

			I’m a killer.

			But Ian—he’s ruthless. He asks no questions. He will accept any job regardless of sex or age or circumstance. And he’s betrayed me.

			Not to mention I have no doubt that he will kill Brian. And soon.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Four

			In a hotel, people assume you belong until you make it obvious you don’t. It’s important you at least pretend to know where you’re headed. Thankfully, I do.

			Ian claims the Marriott is nice enough that he doesn’t have to check for bedbugs but not so nice as to garner attention. And he always stays in a suite, the sort with a separate bedroom, a view of—well, the highway, since we’re so close to the airport—and a small kitchen.

			I skip the bank of elevators and pace myself going up the staircase—he stays on the tenth floor, so it’s a bit of a climb—then step out into the hall. Horrible carpet, worse abstract paintings on the wall. God, whoever designed this place should be fired. A camera looks right at me and I keep my hat on, my gaze lowered, my gun at the small of my back.

			His room would be the one on the end, assuming he’s staying here. If it were me, and I planned to betray my friend, I’d switch things up. But Ian’s a man of routine. And a man, period, meaning he assumes invincibility.

			Blowing out a breath, I approach the door. Brian might be hidden behind it, gagged, drugged. Or he’s already dead. Or they’re not here; they could be far from here. One last glance at my phone, but nothing from John.

			I step to the side, out of view of the peephole. I knock gently.

			Five seconds pass. Then ten.

			I knock again, count one, two, three…

			The door opens. I whip around, shove inside, pushing through the door and smashing the person who opened it backward. They go down with a yelp, and half a beat later, I’ve kicked the door shut, whipped out my gun, and have it held in a two-handed grip, pointed at their chest.

			It’s not Ian.

			It’s not Brian.

			It’s a woman.

			“Who the fuck are you?”

			“Who the fuck are you?” she replies, glaring. There’s hint of an accent, but I can’t place it. She has long, dark hair; blazing eyes; tanned skin. If we were anywhere else, I’d feel the need to ask her where she gets her hair done—it’s immaculately straight and shiny, and I’d be lying if I said I’m not jealous.

			“Where’s Ian?” I snap.

			“How the hell would I know? Why do you think I’m here?” She scoots back, sits up, touches a hand to her head. “Why did you do that? You could have just asked to come in. But no, you had to do the Hollywood thing. It’s very American of you,” she adds, as though that’s something I should really work on. That’s when I realize she’s not scared—not trembling or looking at the gun with wide eyes. Which means she probably knows everything.

			I open my mouth, try to find the right words. “Why are you not afraid of the gun?”

			“Because you’re her.” The woman’s words are loaded with disgust and she sneers.

			“Her?”

			“The woman he’s fucking.”

			I freeze, then shake myself, frown, lower the gun slightly. “I’m not fucking anyone.” Not even my own husband, given what I saw in San Diego. Then I realize he’s been fucking other people, which means I’ve effectively been sleeping with other people too. Ew.

			She snorts. Brushes herself off, stands, ignoring my weapon entirely. “Right. You’re not having sex with my husband, but he’s at your beck and call.”

			“You’re Ian’s wife?” I put together.

			“Yes.” She stands a little taller, like she’s proud of that fact. She puts her hands on her hips and surveys the room critically, and I realize what she’s been up to—she’s searching the room. Also hunting for Ian. Which makes me like her more and him less.

			“I’m not sleeping with him,” I say. It’s important she knows that. Important she likes me, maybe even sees me as a friend, because I know instinctively that she will be useful. Besides, kissing is not fucking. But back to business. “He took my husband.”

			“You’re married?” She looks uncertain, and maybe a little hopeful.

			Though I have no doubt this woman is dangerous, she doesn’t seem like she wants to attack me. And she knows what Ian is, what he does for money. A quick sweep of the room tells me she’s here alone. I put my gun in its holster. “Yes.”

			“Well, that might be the case, but it’s not because he’s not trying. He’s obsessed with you.”

			“What?”

			“You heard me. It’s always ‘Nadia this, Nadia that.’ ” She turns her back, goes to the bulky dresser, and starts pulling out drawers. “Why do you think I’m here? He takes off again to this godforsaken state. So I followed him.”

			The pieces start to form a cohesive picture. Ian took off. His wife—this woman—pursued him here. She thinks we’re having an affair. She says he’s obsessed with me. Which he’s not, but I can see how she’d get the wrong idea.

			“Look, I have no interest in Ian beyond finding him before he kills my husband.”

			She looks up at me, gives me another intense stare. “Well, that makes sense. Fucker.”

			I feel like I’m missing something, and I sit on the edge of the king-sized bed, watch as she moves on to his roller bag, sifting through the contents.

			“You think he wants to kill my husband because he’s obsessed with me?”

			She gives a quick nod. “I don’t think. I know.”

			“There’s a contract on my husband. That’s why he wants to kill him. It’s worth a lot of money.”

			“Whatever helps you sleep,” she says.

			“But there is. My handler gave it to me.”

			And suddenly, in an obscure way, it almost makes sense. Almost. The contract is real. But Ian could have lied—about many things. What he saw Brian doing, specifically. Maybe there’s another explanation for the woman I saw him with. Hope rises up inside me only to plummet back to Earth.

			Then why would Brian have such a large contract on his life?

			“Do you know where he is?” I ask.

			“No. Of course not. God forbid he tell me anything.”

			I stare at her. “Can you help me?”

			She raises her brow. Smiles in a way that is not a smile at all. “Why would I help you?”

			“Because I don’t want your husband. I want my husband. And as long as I’m with mine”—assuming he’s not trafficking people, I add silently—“I am obviously not with yours.”

			She sits down in the nearby chair, shoulders slouched. She sighs. “What do you want?”

			“I just need to know where he is.”

			“And then what are you going to do?”

			“Get my husband back.” And try to sort out this mess. God, what if Brian isn’t guilty of anything? What if he’s only guilty of being with someone like me?

			“And to my husband? What are you going to do with him?”

			I tilt my head. Ian took Brian. Ian is maybe obsessed with me. He lied to me. Betrayed me. I’m not sure what I’ll do. If I were a different type of psychopath, I’d kill him. But I’m not like him. At least, I’ll keep telling myself that.

			“What do you want me to do?” I ask.

			She smiles for real this time. “Maybe don’t kill him. But put a bullet somewhere it will hurt.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Five

			“I’m Victoria.” She holds a hand out. “Do not, under any circumstance, ever call me Vicky.”

			My lips curve up and I take her hand in mine. “You already know my name.”

			“How can I help you?” Her words are kind, an offer to assist—exactly what I need—but her eyes are full of furious scheming. She’s not helping me, not really. She’s helping herself by using me. But it serves my purpose, and that’s good enough.

			“I need to talk to Ian.”

			“Easy.” She goes to a black purse resting on the bed, pulls out a phone, swipes, presses a button, and suddenly, it’s ringing on speakerphone.

			“My love,” croons a man’s voice—Ian’s. But it’s different somehow. Like with Victoria, Ian is a different person. “I’m working, but can I call you back in half an hour?”

			Thirty minutes. Is that how long Brian has left to live? A fresh dose of panic sets in—he could die. I’ll never have a chance to know who he really is, if he truly loves me. If our family matters to him, what he’s hiding and why.

			The reality is that my fear of him finding out who I really am is one reason he’s in danger now. Because there was no way for me to explain knowing his secret without exposing my own. But now it’s too late. Now, there is no way to keep it to myself.

			I can’t rescue Brian as Nadia, events planner, mom, wife. I can only rescue him as Nadia, hitwoman. Which will likely put an end to us too. Even if whatever he’s doing is forgivable, I’ve been lying to him. But it’s that or his death. At least this way he has a chance.

			“I’m in your hotel room,” Victoria purrs. It’s impossible to miss the thread of impatience. “And where are you?”

			“You’re in Texas?” He sighs. “I told you, I’m working.”

			“Are you sure?” The pitch of her voice changes, challenging him.

			“My love, it is only you. Please stop this nonsense. Why would I answer the phone if I’m with another woman?”

			I almost feel bad for lying to her—even if it was the tiniest of lies. Clearly, this is something they’ve discussed before, likely because she’s suspicious of him. And for good reason. If I hadn’t put a stop to it, Ian and I would have had sex. At the time, I simply hadn’t cared much about him having a wife—I thought about how my own husband was cheating on me, lying to me, how I had every right to do the same to him. But now I wonder if I’m not the only one Ian has gotten physical with besides Victoria. Ian is one smooth player.

			“Where are you, darling?” she demands. The emphasis on darling is not loving. It’s threatening. My eyes widen. Victoria is a good match for Ian. She knows what he does for a living and isn’t afraid to speak to him this way. I like her more for it.

			“I can’t tell you. Now listen, I’m in the middle of something. I have to go. Stay there, I’ll come back soon. We can talk, have dinner—”

			Victoria raises her gaze to me, questioning. She holds out the phone, and I don’t hesitate to snatch it up.

			“Nadia speaking.”

			He hisses, curses. “God damn it, Nadia, what are you doing? Why are you with my wife?”

			He sounds worried. Good.

			“Why aren’t you answering my calls?”

			“You know why.”

			“Because you betrayed me?”

			“Your husband is an expensive mark. You’re not getting the job done. Someone else will. Might as well be me. I’m doing you a favor.”

			“Really? Are you?”

			“Yes.”

			“Do not kill him.” I enunciate each word precisely. “Do you understand?”

			“This is business, Nadia. You know this is how it works. Or you should.”

			“No, it’s not. This is personal. You claim to be my friend. So don’t kill my husband. I need to talk to him. I need to know—”

			“Isn’t it enough to know he’s bad? That he’s like us but worse?”

			A breathy silence. “We don’t know anything, not for sure,” I manage. Is Brian there? Did he hear what Ian said?

			“I know enough. Go home. Leave Victoria be.”

			“Ian, listen to me!” I let my voice rise, the volume, the pitch. “If you kill him—” I look around desperately, but the only option is right in front of me. Victoria. “If you kill him, if you kill my husband, I’ll kill your wife.”

			Ian laughs. “No, you won’t. She didn’t do anything wrong. You’re a good person in your own fucked-up way, Nadia. You won’t hurt her.”

			“I will.” I hand Victoria the phone, motion for her to hold it up. I pull my gun out, pull the slide back so it makes the dramatic clicking noise appropriate for Hollywood drama. “I swear to god, Ian. I’ll shoot her right now, while you listen.”

			A beat of silence. When he speaks, his tone is lower, stoic. “She knows what I am. She accepted the risk, being with me. My job is the most important thing, and she’s aware of that too. Kill her if you must, but know this—if you do, I’ll kill your husband. And then I’m coming for you next.” And with that, he hangs up.

			Victoria and I are left staring at each other, wide-eyed.

			“That motherfucker,” she hisses. “On second thought, kill him for me, will you?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Six

			The phone has long gone silent.

			Victoria and I stand three feet from each other, staring at the black screen, at a loss as to what to do next. My husband is about to be killed. If this were a game of chess, the board would be sideways, the pieces askew, maybe a third set of queens and pawns thrown in there. No obvious move forward, no way to retreat.

			And worse, Ian told me to kill his wife. The strong, passionate woman across from me who is intelligent enough to realize when something is off with her husband.

			This is the same Ian who came all the way to Texas to join me for a run and warn me about hitting the freaking glass ceiling. The man who promised to help, to make the transition of Brian’s death easier on me, on my family.

			Like it was no big deal, just another function of the job, he told me to off his wife. The mother of his daughter. Like she’s utterly replaceable.

			“I can’t believe he told me to kill you,” I say.

			Here I am, trying to save my husband, who I’m not even sure really loves me—I just, at a minimum, need to know who he is, why he’s doing this. I need answers. Meanwhile, Ian faces the slightest amount of pressure from a situation he created himself, and he’s okay with me putting a bullet through Victoria.

			I’m not the monster.

			He is.

			Across the room, the air conditioner turns on, a loud clank and whirr that startles us both. Time stands still, and I wonder if this will be the moment I remember for the rest of my life, the moment I failed to save Brian, never learned who he truly is or what he is really about, out of fear of him discovering who I am. My whole body goes cold at the thought—or maybe from the frigid air pouring in from the AC unit.

			“I have to find him.”

			“Don’t worry.” Victoria tosses the phone to the bed. Her back is straight, rigid, as if she’s already assessed the situation and chosen a course of action. “I’m no fool. The moment I suspected him of something, I took measures.”

			“Measures?”

			“Let him think he’s the keeper of secrets, the one who knows everything. That sort of arrogance lets men feel they are untouchable. Which makes them easy to take advantage of.” She digs into the same purse, pulls out a small laptop. Victoria carries it to the desk, flips it open. As she connects to wi-fi, I pull out my own phone to find a single message from John: Working on it. Going to take a while.

			“Here you go.”

			I jerk my head up to look at where she points at the computer screen. A map. An address.

			“What is this?” I crowd in closer, our elbows brushing.

			“I don’t trust my husband,” she says as though that explains it all. “So I put a tracking app on his phone. The fact that he—someone like him—hasn’t noticed, says a lot.” She smiles. “I’d go with you, but unfortunately, I avoid danger instead of running toward it.”

			I could argue—she married Ian, the most dangerous person I know. But instead I whip out one of my events planning cards. They’re only for show, but people expect you to have a business card. “If you ever need to get a hold of me, this is my number. Thank you. Really.”

			She accepts it without a word. Gives me a moment to record Ian’s location, then goes through his bag and pulls out a few items—including a gun—and gives me a wave as she flees the room, going…wherever she’s headed. Home? To her child? Will she allow Ian to come back if I don’t kill him, or will she kill him herself? Maybe they’ll disappear. It’s probably what I would do if the situation were reversed.

			But it’s not. The situation is that I must rescue Brian. And in doing so, I’ll be showing him my true colors—every last one of them.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Seven

			I’m in the minivan, checking in with Piper, who has learned of the wonder/horror that is the kid’s show Cocomelon. Assured the girls are happy and that Piper is (mostly) maintaining her sanity, I’m able to focus on the task at hand.

			For the first time since Brian got his shiny BMW, I wish I’d followed suit and gotten something a little flashier, a little faster—but I have to make do with what I have, and so I speed down the freeway in my mom-mobile, nearing a hundred miles per hour and hoping for the best.

			The industrial part of town is busy today, but I don’t wait in traffic; instead, I whip through alleyways, jerk the wheel to avoid hitting dumpsters, pretend that the suspension in my van can handle the bumps, and narrowly miss T-boning two other cars.

			I squeak to a halt outside the white-and-orange storage facility. A U-Haul truck creeps by, and two women with a dolly cross from the back of their pickup into a side door. It’s the same building I need access to.

			I hurry from the van and race across the black asphalt, risking my fingers to catch the door just before it slams shut. Inside, it’s suddenly dark, cavernous, and the climate control chills the sweat clinging to my skin. I take a breath and listen. Women’s voices, growing distant, the brrrring of the elevator, shuffling as they step inside.

			Then I’m alone in the frigid emptiness. The hallway extends seemingly into the infinite, the overhead lights dim, turning on only when they catch movement below, leaving everything shrouded in darkness. But I know what’s there—another dozen units, followed by a hallway that extends either way, then more storage, followed by another hall. A third passageway encircles the outside, creating basically a small track. Hell, I could run here when it’s too hot outside. Each floor is a carbon copy of this one—except, perhaps, for Ian’s unit on the third floor. I imagine no one else has a person behind their rolling door. Nor the tools he stores there for when he’s in this part of the country or heading south to Mexico.

			The first time I came here was after too many drinks and a successful job where Ian and I nearly got killed—but somehow made it out alive and not in the back of a cop car. We were high on triumph, on life. He’d wanted to show off, and the space overflowed with weapons. The sort that are definitely not legal but so utterly effective in our line of work. The poison is what surprised me most—he’s more the chop their head off with a machete sort rather than the kind to poison their tea and smile pleasantly as they fall asleep and never wake up. Or maybe it wasn’t that sort of poison he offhandedly mentioned—maybe it was the far worse kind, the variety that leaves you bleeding from your orifices.

			I cringe at the thought. Hopefully, Brian’s still alive and I won’t find him on the floor of the storage unit having ingested something awful, his insides on the outside. The other option is that Ian brought Brian here to torture him, though I’m not sure why he’d waste the time. I shudder—from that thought, or maybe the cool air—and step forward. Simultaneously, the light flickers on overhead, illuminating my exact location.

			It’s unnerving.

			I remember to silence my phones, then approach the elevator, almost expecting Ian to appear out of thin air. Like he knows I’m coming. Like this is a trap.

			It hits me that it’s possible Victoria was actually waiting for me—that Ian went home exclusively to retrieve her, to have her point me in the wrong direction, or worse, point me toward an ambush. That maybe she’s working alongside Ian, and that he knew I wouldn’t really kill her.

			Except he couldn’t have known that. Because if the situation were different, I would have, without a second thought.

			A set of stairs sits to one side of the elevator, and I push through the door. It really wouldn’t make sense for Ian to set me up—I’m not his enemy. Or at least I wasn’t until today.

			Up, up, up I climb, pausing at the top of the final staircase to catch my breath. A narrow window gives me a view of the third floor. It’s dark, like no one’s here, no one to activate the lights. Or someone has cut the power. Perhaps they are in a unit, the door closed, not setting off the motion sensors.

			I pull out my gun and ease open the door from the stairwell to the third floor.

			Nothing.

			No sound, no light, not a hint of movement. I start around the first corner, pausing every so often to listen.

			The automatic overhead lights escort me. Beyond being bright, they make an electric whoosh every time a new set flicks on. There’s no way Ian won’t know I’m coming.

			A long, dark corridor faces me as I turn what I think is the last corner. The hollow passageway echoes with my footsteps, and I slow, raising my gun, ready to pull the trigger and put a bullet through his chest.

			At least that’s what I tell myself. That I’ll do it—I’ll shoot.

			“Nadia.” A disembodied voice resonates through the hall.

			My grip tightens on my gun, my stance lowers ever so slightly, ready to take a shot.

			“You weren’t supposed to find me here.” He must have cameras set up, maybe a mic. He’s watching me.

			“You weren’t supposed to tell me to kill your wife.”

			Laughter—deep, reverberating. My head whips one way, then the other—where is he? Except for the part where there aren’t any actual mirrors, it’s like I’m in a fun house—everything appears the same regardless of which direction I look, his voice sounding like it’s coming from everywhere and nowhere all at once.

			He chuckles. “You weren’t going to kill her.”

			“Are you so sure?”

			“Well, did you?”

			I take a tentative step down the passageway, eyes inspecting each orange door. Was it the fourth one down? The fifth? Or maybe we entered from the other side, and I’m at the wrong end of the hall altogether.

			“You want to kill my husband. Why wouldn’t I kill your wife?”

			“Because, unlike me, you have…morals.” He utters the last word like it’s disgusting. And maybe to Ian it is.

			“I’ll tell you where she is as soon as I have Brian. Alive.”

			“Mm, I don’t think so.” Silence for one, two, three seconds. And then, his tone going from playful to serious—“Nadia. I’m trying to help you. Let me make this easy.”

			Annoyance builds up, flows over. “You’re not helping. I don’t need help. What I need is my husband.”

			“So you can kill him? So you can collect the money?”

			I growl at the thought, that he would think I’d track him down for that and that alone. After everything we’ve been through, he should know me better.

			“He’s been lying to you, Nadia. Meanwhile, I have been nothing but honest. You’ve always known the real me.”

			My mouth gapes open. What the fuck does this have to do with him being honest? Which—furthermore—he hasn’t been. Not to mention…

			“I’ve been lying too,” I growl. “I’d say Brian and I need therapy, if anything.”

			A harsh laugh. “Do you think he even loves you?”

			The question steals some of my resolve. I’m not sure. But that’s the thing: I have to find out.

			My gaze catches on one storage unit in particular. The one with no padlock.

			“I don’t know,” I say to Ian’s voice. “But I plan to ask him.”

			And with that, I squat down, grab the bottom of the rolling door, and yank it upward.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Eight

			A gun points at my forehead.

			My Glock rises as though of its own volition, aiming between Ian’s eyes.

			We’re in a standoff worthy of Hollywood. I’m more of an aim for the heart, and at worst, you’ll hit something vital kind of person—but this close, there would be no missing my target. We’re a mere five feet apart, his breath audible, my hands nearly trembling with adrenaline.

			“You’re here for your husband.”

			It’s not a question.

			“Where is he?” The room is a huge storage space filled with the obvious items. Boxes, chests, spare furniture covered in white sheets—but I know what this unit’s really for, and it’s not housing extra household items. It’s meant to look normal in case anyone ever comes across it. But really, weapons are stockpiled here. A cache, one of many Ian has across the country. Heck, probably across the world.

			Ian looks over the top of his weapon, removing his eye from where he can easily see through the sight. All at once, he lowers it, snorts, and turns away, shaking his head. “Seriously, Nadia.”

			“Where is he?”

			“He’s here.” He sets his gun down on a table—the same table where two years ago, he spread out guns the world hasn’t seen since the First World War, collector’s items. “But listen—” Ian leans against the edge of the surface and crosses his arms, utterly undeterred by the gun I’m still pointing in his direction. “You should let me take care of this for you.”

			“I don’t want you to take care of this for me.”

			Ian watches me for a moment. “He’s been lying to you, Nadia. And I know you haven’t told him everything, but I’d say his deception goes a little deeper.”

			“What does that mean?”

			Ian smiles, and it’s not a nice smile. But before he can answer, another voice cuts through the storage room.

			“Nadia?” I jolt at Brian’s voice, scratchy, like he’s just woken. The hope in it, the…fear.

			“Shut the fuck up,” Ian bites out. “You weren’t invited to speak.”

			Holding my gun on Ian, I skirt around the table, behind a chair, to see Brian, bloody, black-eyed, his face swollen. Zip ties hold his hands tight behind his back, and he’s on the ground. He must have just regained consciousness. The look in his eyes says that he can see me, and that however I look—gun in my hand, resting killer face at the ready—he’s not comfortable with it. In fact, I’d say he looks scared.

			“Where’s Victoria?” Ian asks, peering out of the unit, unconcerned with my gun. That’s who he’s looking for, wondering if I’ve dragged her along with me. If I were a different sort of person, if Gran hadn’t all but beaten it into me that innocents are to be left alone, I might have. She would have made good collateral. Then again, maybe not, given that Ian wasn’t too concerned with the idea that I might kill her.

			“She’s alive,” I say, spinning to face him again—never turn your back on the ocean, a two-year-old, or an assassin.

			“Nadia?” Brian’s voice rises up, unsure. Like he’s just realized I am not who he thinks I am.

			Ian’s mouth twists into a cruel smile. “Didn’t you know, Brian? You’re not the only one with secrets.”

			I should just shoot Ian. Have it done with.

			“You’re making it too easy,” Ian hisses. A series of pop-pop-pops shatters the silence. I drop to the ground, roll to one side, come up on a knee, and aim at him, finger on the trigger. But he’s gone.

			Outside the storage room, the hiss of lights flicking on as he presumably sprints down the hall toward the staircase. I bolt upright, gain my footing, rush to the doorway of the unit, and aim. His silhouette races away, a spotlight of fluorescence illuminating his location. But before I dart after him, a scuffle from behind yanks my attention backward.

			“You’re like him,” Brian’s voice whispers through the room.

			I spin, throat tight.

			I’m nothing like him. I didn’t say Shoot my spouse when shit got hard. I didn’t force Victoria at gunpoint along with me. I don’t kill indiscriminately, I make sure they’re bad, I—

			“Brian—” My gun is still raised. His dark eyes soak me in as he climbs unsteadily to his feet. His gaze shifts to my gun, which I immediately drop to my side as I hold up a placating hand. He ducks out of the way, disappearing behind chunky furniture. He must have wriggled out of his restraints. Regained consciousness enough to listen in on what was going on. And now he’s hiding from me.

			In the hall, the brrrrring of the elevator captures my attention. I hesitate for only a second, then dash to see if it’s not too late to nab Ian. To stop him. But halfway down the hall, my feet slapping over concrete, it occurs to me I have no idea what I’ll do when I catch him. Shoot him? Kill him?

			My steps stutter to a stop halfway down the hall, heart pounding in my ears. The other option is to let him go. But if I let him go, will Brian ever be safe again? Will I be safe? Will my daughters?

			The hiss of lights halts my thoughts. I raise my gun, twist, peering through dim halls for Ian. Was the elevator only a distraction? I press my body to a wall, making myself less of an easy target. I aim back the way I came, waiting for his tall, lanky form to appear.

			A man steps into the shadows. I raise my gun, shoot to his side, because I still can’t quite fathom ending Ian’s life. He jumps, wheels backward, the motion-sensing light flickers on with a whoosh, and Brian’s face is suddenly illuminated, eyes wide but not afraid—no, a different emotion plays over his features. One of determination.

			He raises his own gun.

			Shock reverberates through me. I nearly shot him. Nearly shot my husband. And now—

			I duck, sprint down the hall as gunfire erupts on the concrete walls behind me. Around a corner, then another, and another. Racing through this maze to escape my own husband as the lights overhead trace my path, making escape impossible. Fuck.

			Shoving myself behind a concrete support beam, I fight to catch my breath. Soft footsteps over concrete. Another light flicking on somewhere far into the building.

			What just happened?

			I replay the conversation Ian and I had. What exactly did we say to each other? He asked about Victoria, and he said he would take care of this for me. Brian must have heard that. Must have presumed I wasn’t here to rescue him—but to kill him myself. Add the fact that I just fired off a shot in his direction thinking he was Ian and—

			But wait. It’s not that simple, is it?

			Brian Davis is a stolen identity. Even if Ian lied to me, Brian’s been up to something…and I have no idea what it is.

			“Nadia?” Brian’s familiar voice echoes through the halls, taunting. Or maybe that’s my imagination.

			Adrenaline floods my veins. Dopamine too. A cat-and-mouse game with my husband? I hate it. I love it. My hands are slick with sweat, and I wipe them on my shirt, grip my gun tighter, listen for his footsteps. The light above me turns off, giving me some amount of cover.

			“That was not nice, Nadia,” Brian bites out, indignant.

			I keep my mouth shut, still thinking through the facts. He was in a weapons storage unit, for god’s sake. Ian’s an idiot, bringing him here. It might be hidden. He might have torture devices and weapons galore. But it also enabled Brian to get a weapon.

			Lights whoosh on somewhere close. Brian? Ian? My pulse races. I have no idea who I’m up against. If this is one-on-one, or if all three of us are out for one another.

			It’s entirely possible Brian wants me dead.

			Half of me wants to leave. I could sprint for the stairwell, probably shove that door open and make it down the stairs before anyone can put a bullet in me. The other half wants to play. Wants to hunt. The monster welling up inside me emerging from the darkness for the most fun she’s ever had.

			A footstep squeaks too close, and I react without thinking—spinning, my gun raised, firing off one, two, three shots. I can’t see his face, but he fires back, hitting the wall behind me. We both dash for cover.

			“Is this how it ends, Nadia? Is this what you had planned all along?” Brian pants. “Who the fuck are you?” he bites out.

			I breathe, do a mental inventory—no pain ricocheting through my body. No blood dripping down to the floor beneath me.

			“I could ask you the same thing,” I call. I have three rounds left and no spare clip. It’s enough, but it would be better if I…

			Peering past the edge of my own hiding spot, I catch sight of his elbow around a wall. The lights are already on, already illuminating us. It’s a risk, but I start forward with careful, slow footsteps. When I’m close enough, I wheel around the corner, smacking his right wrist—the one that holds his gun—hitting him in a pressure point that forces him to drop it. The gun clatters to the ground, and I use my own to smack him across the face with its butt. He grunts in pain, and I yank my knee up, hitting him in the groin. But he doesn’t double over in pain and fall to the floor—no, he doubles over and drives his shoulder into my abdomen, tackling me.

			We hit the ground hard, my gun clattering to the concrete. Brian straddles me in a position that usually means a very different type of play. A thrill ripples through my body. I realize I’m grinning, wanting to yank him close and kiss him as much as I want to reach up and punch him. He must see it in my eyes because he hesitates—which gives me just enough time to buck, throwing him off, leap atop his back, and wrap my arm around his throat in a choke hold.

			The thing about choke holds is, if you do it right, you immobilize your victim in mere seconds. It’s not about brute strength. It’s about technique. Unfortunately, Brian saw it coming and dipped his chin, stopping me from getting my arm right up against his carotid artery to disrupt blood flow to the brain. He shoves himself—and me—back against the nearest wall.

			I gasp, pain shooting through me with the force. I topple to the ground, and he’s on me in the next moment, yanking me up, raising a hand—but he hesitates again. Because he can’t hit his wife. Luckily, I have no such inhibitions, and I twist my body around his, pulling one arm tight against my chest, throwing him into an arm bar.

			“Maybe we could talk,” I pant, “before we kill each other.”

			“Don’t you think it’s too late for that?” he growls. Brian yanks, then squawks as his shoulder dislocates. “God damn it.”

			“What do you say?” I murmur. “As much fun as this is, I feel like it’s not going to end well for one of us.”

			“You tried to shoot me—I say I don’t trust you.”

			That’s entirely fair. I lick my lips, try again.

			“In my defense, you tried to shoot me too.”

			“You shot first.”

			I sigh, lean close. “Tell you what, I’ll fix your arm if you promise to just talk to me. No guns, no knives, no hitting each other.”

			He looks up, face red with pain, exertion. His glasses are long gone, and as much as he is my Brian, my husband, he also reminds me of a dangerous, unpredictable animal. The way he’s looking at me, I’d say he thinks the same thing about me.

			“Temporary truce?” I ask.

			He hesitates, then nods. “Truce.”

			I release him. His arm hangs loose at his side, unusable. Aware this will not feel good, I carefully take his forearm and bend it at the elbow, then rotate the entire arm in a fast, jerking motion until the joint clicks back into place.

			His whole body spasms, a grunt escaping his throat. “God, that hurts.”

			“Yeah, well. Better than being shot.”

			He grunts. “Easy for you to say.”

			I step far enough back that I’ll have a moment to react if he reaches for a gun or a knife or rushes at me again.

			“What do you mean, easy for me to say?”

			Brian reaches for the wall, fights for an upright position. And that’s when I see it—blood pooling beneath his shoulder—or is it his chest?—turning his white shirt a bright, disturbing red.

			“You got shot?”

			“It ricocheted,” he mutters, wincing. “Your aim sucks.”

			I scowl at him. “Or maybe I wasn’t aiming to kill.”

			That makes him look up, makes him take me in again with his dark brown eyes, as though trying to sort out if he can trust me. Even I’m not sure of that. I still don’t know who he really is, what he’s actually done. It’s entirely possible that my husband still needs to die, that it will be my job to carry out that death sentence. That knowledge makes my stomach clench. But he’s shot—bleeding enough that a puddle has formed at his feet.

			“You need help. The hospital is just a few blocks away—”

			“No.” Brian shakes his head. “There’s a number in my phone. It’s in the storage unit. Call that.”

			I stare at him, trying to grasp what he’s telling me. He has a contact—a doctor on call or someone off-the-record, someone who won’t report a gunshot wound to the police. But I already knew that. I look him dead in the eye. “Who are you?”

			He stares back, unflinching. “I could ask you the same thing.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Nine

			We need to talk, but the blood pouring from his shoulder means he needs medical attention first and foremost. The ride in the van is tense, silent. I’d pepper him with questions, but he’s holding his breath in pain.

			What feels like an hour later, we end up in an apartment building overlooking the River Walk. On the way here, I got a text from who I assume is Victoria: It seems he’s headed back home; I’m tracking him. I hope you saved your husband in time. I’ll make sure he doesn’t bother you…at least for a while. I take that to mean Ian is not going to make a second attempt on my husband today.

			But tomorrow? Who knows.

			“Well, hello, Brian.” The woman who answers my knock at her apartment door must be seventy, short and stooped, white hair tied up in a bun, her voice a little creaky. “Didn’t expect to see you today. Come on in. Let’s see what ails you.” She waves a hand, walks away from the door like she has utter confidence we’ll follow at her heels.

			Her space is bright but cluttered—colorful canvases splashed across the walls, no two pieces of furniture alike. If I weren’t focused on keeping Brian alive—albeit, temporarily—I might find it claustrophobia inducing. But she leads us through a narrow hall, past many closed doors, to a room at the back with a small adjustable bed and bare walls—far more sterile than the front of the apartment.

			“Strip and have a seat.” Her voice is commanding—that of someone who knows they will be obeyed. My eyes skim her form—elephant pants, a loose-knit tank top. Gold jewelry. No bulges belying weapons. A quick scan of the room tells me she must be a doctor, a nurse practitioner—someone who does medicine. Cabinets that might house antiques in any other home contain oxygen masks, rows of IV catheters, a package that says chest tube, and more.

			“Concierge medicine.” Her voice is clear, sharp, drawing my attention back to her. She watches me with hard eyes—perhaps wondering if I inflicted the injury on Brian. “That’s what I do. Keep it quiet, though. I lost my license a decade ago.”

			“I was actually thinking I should ask you for your card,” I say.

			She smiles and notably does not provide me with one. She turns to Brian, who’s removed the suit jacket we draped over his shoulders to keep from attracting attention. Dripping blood tends to do that. “Heavens to Betsy, Brian, what mess did you get yourself into this time? No, don’t answer that. It’s a rhetorical question. Is the bullet still in there? Goodness, let me find the lidocaine. Oh, and ketamine. Here, let’s start with some pain relief.”

			And without missing a beat, she stabs him in the arm with a needle. To Brian’s credit, he barely winces. The white shirt he left the airport in is in shreds, soaked with nearly dried blood. His chest is smeared red, and he looks like someone else entirely—someone like me. Or maybe it’s my perception—like I’m seeing his true self for the first time. It’s fascinating, and I watch him like a hawk, not wanting to miss even the smallest detail.

			She pores through her cabinets, snaps her fingers, and exits the room—gone to retrieve something, no doubt.

			On the car ride here, Brian was so beside himself in pain, there was no energy for chatter. But now, with whatever she gave him on board, his breathing eases. His face goes slack, like for the first time since he was shot, he can relax.

			“So.” I stand from where I perched on the edge of a seventies-style green armchair tucked in the corner.

			He levels his gaze my way, eyes a little wide, pupils dilated. He takes me in like he’s sizing me up, trying to figure me out. “So,” he replies.

			I cross the room, wondering how this is the same man who a mere week and a half ago suggested we have another baby.

			“You’re not a management consultant.”

			The ghost of a smile crosses his mouth. “And you’re not an events planner.”

			I tilt my head, shrug. “I plan certain events.” Like deaths.

			“You know Ian.”

			I give him a patient smile, shake my head, and lie by omission. “I was there to save you. Ian had you.” Minimizing my relationship with him. Spinning it to the positive. Not actually saying yes or no.

			Brian exhales heavily, winces, his right hand crossing to press against his left shoulder, near the wound. “Right. Save me by shooting at me.”

			“That was a misunderstanding,” I say. “So. Let’s talk?”

			He nods. “I’ll go first.”

			My heart pounds so hard I can hear it—can he?—wanting to know the truth. Because if he is hurting people, I will finish the job. I don’t want to, but I promised Gran. I promised myself. Despite what I am, I will be a decent human being.

			“Honesty,” he murmurs, like he’s testing the word. Experimenting with how it feels in his mouth. “I work undercover for the FBI.”

			Brian glances up at me from where he sits on the corner of the cot, looking for a response. But I have my poker face on because, inside, my brain is calculating.

			Fuck, fuck, fuck.

			FBI. A.k.a., the enemy of people like me.

			“Okay,” I say, because he seems to expect me to say something.

			“This is not the first time a professional killer has tried to—” He waves the hand of his good arm. “You know. Kill me. It’s the first time one has nearly succeeded though. And that guy—” His mouth stays open a second longer, like he has more to say about Ian. But then he snaps it shut, shakes his head.

			That guy what?

			“Anyway, I couldn’t tell you.” He looks up, meets my gaze. “It would have put you in danger. And I’d kept it a secret so long already. It felt worse saying something than saying nothing.”

			“So you were in the FBI when we met?”

			He nods. “Yes.”

			“Your real name isn’t Brian Davis.”

			I let that fact settle between us. Watch as his face goes from surprised to stoic, like he’s trying to not react. Like he’s going to deny it. But then he squeezes his eyes shut and sighs. “The real Brian Davis died. A year before you and I met, I was stalked. Nearly killed. They’re still out there somewhere, and it was safer for me to—” He shrugs. “Become someone new. New name, new location, new life.”

			Maybe I’m a cover for him as much as he’s been a cover for me.

			The doctor walks back in at that moment and we both lapse into silence, but this conversation is far from over. I retreat to my ugly green chair, half of me relieved—he’s not trafficking people. He’s not a horrible person. The other half of me sits on the verge of panic, an emotion nearly alien to me. I squeeze my fists, try to ignore the pressure in my chest.

			The fucking FBI.

			The same people who, if they had their way, would imprison me for the rest of my life. Or worse.

			My mind wanders to Ian. He must have known Brian’s real identity, who he works for. In fact, if the situation were reversed, I’d wonder if Brian already knew the truth about who I really am. Maybe Ian was trying to protect me.

			And who put a hit on Brian, the FBI agent? Well, come to think of it, it could have been anyone. If he goes after people like me—and it sounds like he does—any and all of us would want him dead.

			I force myself to breathe slowly, to not bolt from this room and gather the girls, go into hiding. More than anything, I was afraid to let my monster out. To lose Brian, this foundation of family that keeps me balanced and grounded and whole. But this might be worse. This might be the end. And now he knows about me. He knows I can track down a killer, that I have a gun tucked into a holster at the back of my yoga tights, that I have my own secrets.

			The question is, how will he judge me when I tell him my truth?

			His earlier words echo: You’re like him. Like Ian.

			Maybe he already knows.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty

			“Where are you?” Piper’s voice comes through the line, utterly annoyed. “I have plans, and I’m late.” She volunteered to watch the girls while I picked Brian up from the airport, and for a couple hours after that—but it’s approaching ten at night, well into date time.

			“We…” I look over at Brian on the gurney, his eyes squeezed shut, face flushed with pain. And he doesn’t even know I’m an assassin yet. “We’re in the emergency room.”

			That’s kind of true. We’re in a room. This was an emergency.

			“What?” Piper barks. “What happened? Why am I just now finding out?”

			There is no appropriate explanation for There’s a bullet in his shoulder, but I try. “He hurt his arm.”

			The line is quiet for a beat. “His arm.”

			“Mm-hmm.” I pick at the pilling on my new yoga pants. “Very painful.”

			She snorts. “Serves him right.”

			“Piper—”

			“Just get home, okay?”

			We disconnect, and I look up to see the doctor—Linda, I think Brian called her—shaking her head, pulling away from him as she looks down at something—the bullet, probably—in a metal cup.

			“You were lucky,” she chides. “I told you, you have little ones now, you have to think of them before you get caught up in shenanigans. You could have died, do you understand that? Here, let me get you some antibiotics…”

			I find myself wondering when he last saw Linda, and more importantly, why.

			She disappears again, and I brace myself for his questioning. But it doesn’t come. He just sits, his eyes screwed shut, focused on breathing.

			“She’s right,” he says. “I should have been more careful.”

			“He kidnapped you. It’s not your fault.”

			“No, but…” Brian’s eyes flick open, their dark brown depths full of—something. I don’t know what. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter now.”

			He’s holding something back. Which, of course he is. We both have been pretending to be people we’re not. But he came clean, at least about the FBI thing. I still have plenty of questions though, starting with Who were those people you introduced as your parents? and ending with Who was the woman at the frat party? I watch him, wondering what else he has to tell me.

			“Here you are.” Linda procures a bottle of pills—antibiotics—and puts it in Brian’s palm. “I’d give you more pain medicine, but I think maybe it’s good for you to feel the burn a little.” She smiles, and it’s not kind. “Change the bandage every three days. Signs of infection, call me.” She pivots her gaze to me. “You don’t have a bullet in you, do you?”

			I shake my head no and she nods, satisfied. “Very good. Shoo, everyone out. I have the new Unsolved Mysteries to watch.”

			We make our way into the hall, and Brian focuses on breathing evenly as we head for the elevator.

			“What about you?” he asks once we’re safely back in the van. “Where did you learn to shoot a gun and track a killer and—” He waves a hand, indicating, I assume, all the rest of it. “CIA? Homeland?”

			I grip the steering wheel, hesitating to answer. Brian’s presuming I’m friend instead of foe. He always assumes the best about people. I start up the van, pull away from where I parallel parked, and direct the vehicle back toward home. He’ll find out soon enough.

			“Why did you decide to work in the FBI?” I ask instead of answering him.

			He sighs, adjusts how he’s sitting, winces as the seat belt brushes against the gauzy bandage Linda applied. “I wanted to right the wrongs in the world. Try to, at least.” He inhales, looks off into the distance, and adds, “There are too many victims in this world. Too many people hurt by the actions of others.”

			I try to decipher his words, or rather, the meaning behind them. But I suppose that sounds like him. Always trying to make the world a better place.

			“So all the travel you do—it’s for them?”

			He gives one precise nod. “Yes. Tracking various…persons of interest.”

			I swallow. “And who’s the woman?”

			“The woman?”

			“She changed in the car from a suit to a cocktail dress when you were in Austin.”

			He looks over, wide-eyed. “You were following me?”

			I can’t help the tiny smile that comes to my lips. The way he stares at me like he’s just realized he’s not the only one who has certain skills, as if what happened in the storage unit hadn’t fully convinced him.

			But regardless of him being FBI, I have my limits, my boundaries of what I will tolerate. And him sleeping with another woman isn’t one of them. “Who is she?” I repeat.

			He huffs out a dismayed breath. “A coworker,” he says. “We work certain assignments together.”

			“Are you sleeping with her?”

			“Of course not.” His indignant tone makes me believe him.

			“And who was the woman you wandered off with at the party in San Diego?”

			Now he stares at me, stunned into silence. “Have you been following me everywhere, Nadia?”

			I shake my head. “Answer my questions. Then you can ask your own.”

			“She was an informant. I’m assuming you saw me tuck her into a car—it was to get her somewhere safe. That’s all. I would never…” His voice tapers off into silence, perhaps not wanting to put words to my suspicions.

			“And that night—did you have someone in your hotel room with you?” Or was Ian lying?

			“Of course not.” He sounds offended, and suddenly, I can see it—Ian spinning the bit of truth I witnessed into a whole story I’d of course buy, because I’d already seen Brian leave with the college woman. The effect? Me, upset. Me, willing to kill him. Which was exactly what Ian wanted.

			Brian sounds like he’s being honest. And that’s the most important piece—that he wasn’t trafficking people. Also, he wasn’t cheating on me. I let the first thread of relief wind through me. Maybe, somehow, things will be okay. I don’t know if he’ll accept me, but maybe there is some sort of path forward…

			“One more question. The people you introduced me to as your parents.”

			“FBI agents, acting like my parents.” He sighs. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to lie to you. But I had no choice.” He pauses, thinks for a moment. “Wait, is that why you shot at me? Because you thought I was sleeping around? With those women?”

			I almost laugh. “I didn’t shoot at you on purpose. I thought you were him. Ian. At first. When you came out into the hall. And then—things just got a little out of control.”

			“Things got out of control?” he repeats, as though he can’t believe that’s my description of us nearly killing each other.

			I glance sideways at him. “It was a little bit fun. Right?”

			He raises one brow, a ghost of a grin floating over his lips. “You’re fucked-up.”

			“So are you.”

			Five minutes later, we pull up to a dark, silent house. The sun has long gone down, and it’s past eleven by the time we ease in the door. Bear greets us, wiggling, licking Brian’s leg, likely sensing he’s injured. I expect Piper to storm in from the living room, but when I find her, she’s passed out on the couch.

			Having worked out a tentative peace between us, Brian follows me as I drift from one room to another—placing a blanket over Piper, checking on the girls, adjusting Evie’s pillow. He kisses the girls good night, but mostly, his eyes rest heavy on me—wondering who the hell I am.

			I almost take him into my office, through the hidden doorway to my hidey-hole.

			But there’s too much there. Until I know how he’ll react, it’s better I keep certain things to myself. And I’ve decided it’s best I keep the fact that Ian and I are—were—friends under wraps. How can I possibly explain that my friend kidnapped and nearly killed him? And that maybe, if Ian knew Brian is FBI, I could almost understand why?

			We come to a stop in the kitchen, where I pull down two rocks glasses and reach for a bottle of bourbon we bought on our last trip to the beach, something local and smooth.

			On the back patio, I flick on the fairy lights, light a candle, and sit in my normal chair overlooking San Antonio. Brian sits beside me, easing down into the chair carefully. He accepts a glass and, our eyes meeting, we clink.

			“To being alive,” he murmurs.

			I nod. We sip.

			There aren’t many things in the world that inspire fear in me, but now, I’m fairly trembling. When I’ve downed half the glass, I find the words to start. “I’ve hidden who I am from you since the day we met. I never wanted you to know. It was easier, safer—for you, for the girls. Even for me.”

			The gravity of his stare is palpable. If I were someone else, I might squirm. But I’m not, so I meet that gaze dead-on.

			“But when you were taken, I couldn’t be just your wife, the mother of your children. I couldn’t continue the act. I had to let myself be me—be…” I hesitate. “Her. Or—” With a nod, I acknowledge we are not separate beings. The monster is me, and I am the monster. And today, she came out to play. “I had to do everything in my power to save you.” I take another sip. Debate how much to tell him. But withholding the truth hasn’t helped us. If anything, it almost ended us.

			“Someone put a hit on you.”

			He doesn’t respond at first. When he does speak, it’s to ask, in a soft, deadly voice, “And how do you know that, Nadia?”

			I shrug. “I kill people for a living.”

			His eyebrows rise, slowly. He gulps down the rest of his drink.

			“I was given a new assignment, a new person to kill. It was supposed to be a Big Job,” I tell him. “And so I followed this person, from the Pearl District to Austin. And when they got out of their fancy town car…it was you.”

			When Brian finds his voice, it’s to croak out, “You’re an assassin?”

			I nod. “The only events I plan are people’s deaths.”

			“You were going to kill me?” The shock hasn’t left his voice.

			“Well—maybe.” I harrumph. “I mean, I had to make sure you were doing bad things first. I only kill bad people. But it was impossible to figure out. And then—” I cut myself off, because to explain about Ian would be to admit that the man who nearly killed him was my friend. And for some reason, I’m not ready to go there yet. I’m not ready to utterly count Ian out. Maybe he thought he really was helping. It doesn’t excuse the fact that he didn’t listen, didn’t heed my wishes. “But you weren’t.”

			“How did you—when did you first—” He’s not caught up on the fact that someone wanted to kill him. It’s the whole me killing people part he’s struggling to process. His eyes are wide, his hands flexing and curling, like maybe it will help him get a grip on what I’ve just shared.

			I pour us both more bourbon. “I was in high school. Piper’s college boyfriend was violent. I was pretty sure he was like me—” I make sure I’ve got his attention, then add, “In layman’s terms, I’m a psychopath. And he was too. Except I’m different.”

			“Different how?”

			“My gran—” I pause, try to think of how to explain that I’m pretty sure my grandmother, at a minimum, killed my abusive, controlling grandfather. That maybe he wasn’t her first. “She helped me set some rules. I’ve always felt like there was this pressure welling up inside me. Like a pot that will boil over, or a scream that I can’t hold back anymore. It tells me to do horrible things so I can feel normal, because that side of me grows bigger and bigger, like I’m going to burst. And I realized that killing—it eases that. It lets me feel okay again. Somehow, my gran knew I killed that jerk. He was hurting Piper. He could have killed her. So I killed him first. And it was like for the first time in years, I could breathe.” The words tumble out. It’s more honesty than I’ve even given Ian.

			“And then I realized I could make a living doing it.” I meet his eyes. “I only take certain contracts. I only kill bad people. Which is why I waited to kill you. It’s why I followed you. I had to be sure. Because you”—my head tilts, trying to let some of the emotion I feel on the inside come out in a way he can see—“you’re good. And I knew that. And it didn’t feel right that you could do something so bad you deserved to die for it. Someone must have put a hit on you because you’re in the FBI. What exactly do you do for them?”

			Brian reaches for the bottle. He pours another finger or two, then stares at the amber liquid. His chest rises and falls in a sigh. “I locate, compile cases against, and bring certain people—” He looks at me. “People like you—to justice.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-One

			I’m supposed to kill him.

			He should arrest me.

			The girls will go to Graham’s, maybe my parents’. Or worse, they’ll be yanked into foster care until everything is settled. Eliza would be pissed; Evie would simply cry. My heart squeezes.

			I’ll have to let them take me in, or maybe—maybe I won’t. Maybe I’ll make a run for it. It’s possible this is what Ian was trying to save me from. In trying to keep myself from losing everything, I’ve made it worse—I’ve given Brian the key to taking everything away.

			“You said you only kill bad people,” he says. “You’ve never killed anyone good?”

			I have to think about that a moment. “No. Never.”

			“And you…can control this urge? To kill?”

			I consider the shitty job I’ve done of that as of late. Of course, that was when my entire world was crumbling around me. Normally, it’s not a problem.

			“Yes,” I say, and it’s mostly true.

			“You’ve never thought about hurting…us?”

			He means the girls.

			“Of course not,” I snap, annoyed he would ask and also aware that it’s a fair question.

			A bird calls somewhere out in the distance, silencing us both. My glass is empty, and a craving for coffee hits me. Or maybe it’s a need for something comforting, something familiar, when my husband and I are sorting out just how much of strangers we are to each other. I almost ask if he wants some. But somehow, I can’t summon the words, can’t interrupt this moment for something so mundane as caffeine.

			“Brian?” It feels like we’ve sat quietly for so long that, at any moment, a strip of light will appear in the night sky, dawn emerging, pulling us out of the darkness and back into the light. But it’s still nighttime.

			“It’s funny,” he says, “how certain things make sense now.”

			His tone catches me off guard. Incredulous, but not mad.

			“What do you mean?”

			Brian sets his glass down and sits forward with a slight wince, holding a hand to his shoulder. He turns my way and shakes his head. “How you’re out all night. How you come back and never tell me anything about what you’re doing. You know, I actually thought—I thought you might be having an affair.”

			“I wouldn’t do that.”

			His faint smile turns into a grin—a grin! He urges his chair closer. “God, this is funny. I wish I had a good dad joke for it.”

			“Is it? Funny?”

			“In a way,” he says, “I’m kind of relieved.”

			My eyebrows shoot up. “You are?”

			“I mean…” He leans in. “In the FBI, we have certain rules, sure. But sometimes, especially working undercover, I do some shady shit. I always felt like…” He tilts his head, thinks for a second. “I’m not good enough for you. Because you’re so good. So…unaware of the bad things in the world. I worried I wasn’t doing right by you. That I wasn’t giving you everything you deserved. And I’m not saying I think less of you now. Not at all. More like…” He meets my eyes, and to my utter shock and disbelief—for real, I almost pull back—there’s warmth in them.

			“What?”

			“I can’t help thinking maybe, in a twisted way, it feels like we were meant for each other.”

			My mouth opens, closes. What are words? I don’t know.

			Did he just say meant for each other?

			“Brian, I kill people. You catch people who kill people. You send them to prison—or worse.”

			“I know, but—” Brian’s eyes widen. “But we’re part of the same world. And we have been this whole time.”

			“We’ve been lying to each other from day one.”

			“Because we didn’t know!” He leans in again, staring at me. “Nadia, think about it. We could help each other.”

			The hope building in my gut disintegrates in a second. “That’s why you’re happy about this? Because I can help you catch people like me?”

			“No—not—not like that. I just mean…we can really talk to each other now. About work. I’m not hiding who I am, and neither are you.”

			I try to imagine a life where I come home from a hit and actually tell him about it. It feels perplexing, like trying to shove a round meant for a .357 in a 9mm. Like it doesn’t fit, won’t work. In fact, it might blow up in your face.

			But we’re not guns, made of steel. We’re people.

			I exhale. I need to remember that this is actually a good thing. He’s not snatching up his phone to call the authorities. He’s not attempting to read me my rights as he arrests me. He’s suggesting that this could be positive. That this could work.

			“You’re saying you don’t hate me? You don’t think I’m awful?”

			Brian pauses, gaze going fuzzy as he appears to truly consider my question.

			“Do you think I am?” he asks.

			“Well, no, but—you’re the good guy.”

			“That doesn’t mean you’re the bad guy.”

			“Doesn’t it though?”

			Brian stands, offers me his hands, and when I place my fingertips on his, he urges me to my feet. My body tenses, ready for anything. But all he does is pull me close and murmur, “If I’m being honest, knowing that my wife is some badass assassin who can take care of herself? It’s kind of hot.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Two

			An hour later, Piper’s been put to bed in my office, and Brian and I lie twisted in the bedsheets, his panting the only sound in our otherwise silent home. I stare at the ceiling, thinking I can skip my next day’s workout after that marathon session and wondering how the hell things turned out this way.

			He loves me.

			He doesn’t care that I kill people.

			He doesn’t want to end things with my arrest and prosecution.

			I turn to look at him. “Brian?”

			“Mm?” He shifts in bed, winces at the wound that incapacitated him only minimally as we went not one round, but two, which, in our mid-thirties, is nothing short of incredible.

			I experiment with how to say it, but when the words come out, they are quite plain and to the point: “How can you love me when I do what I do? I’m not normal.”

			“I won’t lie—it’s a lot to take in. A lot to come to terms with. But I love you, Nadia. All of you. And if this is part of who you are, and you’re dealing with it the best way you know how, I can try to understand that. To accept it, to accept you. In your own way, you’re doing the right thing.”

			It’s true, I suppose, that I’m doing the right thing. That at least, according to my grandmother’s principles, I’m using who I am to make the world better.

			“Gran always said it’s my superpower.” Another thought occurs to me. “Why the hell did you think having another baby was a good idea?”

			He hesitates, holding his breath for a beat. “I thought you were pulling away. The girls have been such a blessing to our family.” He looks at me like he can peer into my soul. “Having Eliza brought us so much closer. I wondered if you were having an affair. I thought maybe having another baby would fix it.”

			“Babies don’t fix relationships.”

			“I know, and yet it made sense in my head. I just—” He sighs, rolls over, shuffles through the nightstand until he pulls out an old pair of glasses and squints at them. “I was desperate, Nadia. I don’t want to lose you.”

			I let those words soak into my being, let myself feel wanted and known for who I truly am. His warmth feels soothing, and I snuggle closer, hesitating only when his breathing hitches—the injury.

			“I have pain meds,” I say. “Want some?”

			“God, yes.”

			I’m out of bed, searching for the Tylenol-codeine pills, when I hear the noise.

			Halfway to the bathroom, I glance down the hall outside our bedroom door. It could be Eliza, waking up from a nightmare. It could be Evie, and she’s wet the bed. Or…

			I kick the door shut, cutting off any potential assailant’s view of inside the room.

			“Down!” I bark at Brian, and like he’s done it before—which I’m sure he has—he drops to the ground. Not a second later, the door explodes, a giant chunk splintering inward as a bullet pierces through and lodges in the opposite wall. On hands and knees, I crawl toward the dresser, reach beneath it, yank out a Glock with a suppressor and specialty rounds—the sort that won’t go through a wall, won’t put my daughters’ lives at risk, should I ever need to shoot inside my own home—and squat on the opposite side of the furniture, aiming directly toward the door.

			Brian mutters a curse but stays down.

			“Another gun in the bedside table,” I tell him.

			“How many guns do you have?” he hisses back.

			“A lot.”

			“And how many are hidden around the house?”

			I huff out a breath, annoyed at the questions. “We don’t have time for this right now.” Also, I don’t actually know the answer to that. I just know they are all hidden in places impossible for the girls to access, and all are in biometric safes. I may kill people for a living, but that doesn’t mean I don’t believe in gun safety. Or gun control, for that matter. Most people I know should definitely not have guns.

			Somewhere in the house, there’s a thump.

			My only thought is the girls, and like that, I’m on my feet.

			“Nadia—”

			I ignore him. I won’t let anyone fuck with my family, even if it means I’m killed in the process. If I’ve learned anything from these past weeks, it’s that I’m nothing without them. I squat on one knee to make myself a smaller target, aim my gun over the top of my forearm to steady the weapon, and yank the door open.

			An empty hallway.

			They might be waiting at the turn of the hall. Or in the girls’ bedroom. They could have retreated down the stairs, a shotgun aimed at the top for whoever makes their way down. My breath is even, my hands steady. Brian comes up from behind me, the gun he pulled from the bedside table held in a two-handed grip identical to mine. Our gazes meet and we nod, then start down the passageway together.

			My first stop is the girls’ room. Without asking, Brian moves to open the door while I stand to one side, aiming and ready. We burst through, synchronized, like we know what we’re doing. And for a moment, I’m utterly grateful that we’re both who we are—we’re both dangerous and capable and deadly. I breathe a sigh of relief to find that, besides two little girls who can sleep through just about anything, and Bear, who’s awake and alert at the foot of Eliza’s bed, the room is empty. I double-check that they’re breathing, that they’re okay, then shut the door and lock it behind me.

			A few more steps, and we’ll be past the shelter of the landing. In the danger zone of whoever might be waiting beyond. If it were just me, I’m not sure how I would handle it—I might not. I might stop and wait for them to make a move. On my own, I would literally be a sitting duck, putting myself within their purview. In fact, one of us will still have to, but at least with Brian—with the two of us—we can work together and stop them.

			Brian taps my shoulder, indicating he’ll go first. His eyes are focused, razor-sharp, probably like he is at work. I shake my head—motion that I will go ahead of him—but he mouths a nonnegotiable No and starts forward. My heart accelerates, and I hope he’ll be able to move fast enough—maybe shoot fast enough—with his injury. Then I force myself to focus, to go to the side and aim, to wait for whoever it is to show their face.

			A man flies around the edge of a wall to level his gun in Brian’s direction.

			Another hitman.

			My finger squeezes the trigger, once, twice, three times—then, blood. Silence.

			“Holy shit,” Brian whispers. He stares at me, like despite the past several hours, he still can’t quite believe his eyes. Then he crosses the landing and kisses me.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Three

			The last thing I ever thought my husband and I would do together is bury a body.

			“Is this the real reason you wanted a minivan?” he asks as I park the Honda at the edge of the wilderness preserve.

			“Of course not. I like the third-row seating too.”

			He snorts.

			“Have you ever taken care of a body?” I ask.

			That changes the temperature in the car real fast. “Well, I—”

			“That’s a no.”

			Brian peers out the window into the darkness—though now the sun really is coming up. After I shot and killed Brian’s second would-be hitman of the day, we zipped him up in a body bag, compliments of Brian, which I have to say is far more convenient than the industrial trash bags I usually use. Better at containing DNA too. We loaded it in the back of the van, then we cleaned—and cleaned some more.

			When Piper zombie-walked out of my office to check on all the commotion, I hurried up the stairwell, pinching my cheeks to force a blush.

			“What the hell was that?” she asked.

			“Oh, um. You know how I thought Brian was cheating on me?”

			She frowned. “Did you kill him already? I wanted to help.”

			I wasn’t sure if she was joking. “No, I was wrong. So we…patched things up. Sorry for the noise. Things got rough. In…a good way.”

			She eyed me suspiciously.

			“We were making up for lost time,” I added. “He really missed me.”

			I’m still not entirely sure she bought my story, but exhaustion won over and she muttered, “You’re like teenagers. The girls are more considerate than the two of you. Get a room.” She paused, seemingly remembering we were in our own house, and added, “Get a hotel room.” Then she’d gone back to bed. A babysitter in place, we got out of the house as fast as we could, just like we’ll return as soon as possible. When we get home, we’ll put on a pot of coffee and pretend everything is normal.

			In reality, nothing is.

			“I can’t believe we’re going to do this.” Brian’s fingers drum the armrest.

			“We have to.”

			He works his jaw. “Couldn’t we just tell them…that someone attacked us?”

			“Too many questions. Plus, you’ve obviously been shot.”

			He exhales. “I’m just now realizing what this really will mean for my job.”

			I put the van in park, give our passenger—the one in the body bag—a backward glance and frown. “What are you saying?”

			“We might not be keeping secrets from each other anymore. But that won’t mean we’re not keeping secrets.”

			He’s right. I haven’t spoken to John yet—he won’t answer his phone. Probably, he’s giving me the silent treatment, letting me know we’re done for good. But somehow, I have to get in touch with my agency. See if they’ve fired me, if I’ll have to find someone new to work with or freelance or—I don’t even know what. But that’s a concern for later. Either way, I’ll have an FBI husband, and they can’t know that. Just like Brian can’t tell anyone his wife is a killer for hire.

			We sit in the car a moment longer as a deer and her baby—a tiny newborn with white spots—emerge from the line of trees. We have to carry the body into the forest and leave no obvious trail. My preferred method is digging a hole. Dropping the whole body bag in, but only after adding chemicals that will dissolve the skin, the muscles, the bones. And in doing so, most if not all of the DNA. It’s a rare thing I have to do—usually, the agency tells me to leave the body where it is—but I’ve buried a body often enough to know the steps, to know how to not fuck it up or leave evidence behind. I always assume that someday someone will find it.

			“How many times have you done this?” Brian asks.

			“I’m not sure.” Ten times? Twenty?

			“Where did you learn to do this?”

			“YouTube.” And Ian, but I don’t say that. He’s where I got the idea to add the chemicals to dissolve the body, anyway.

			Brian swears, but I’ve already moved on. Thinking of a dead body reminds me of something else.

			“We still have a problem,” I tell Brian.

			“Oh god, what now?” He glances sideways at me, and he’s being sarcastic, but not by much.

			I open the door, step into the stifling morning air. We stopped for coffees along the way, and I finish a long pull of my triple Americano. Brian meets me at the back of the van, where I pop the cargo door.

			“This guy might have been the gunman, but someone hired him. Which means someone still wants you dead.”

			Brian presses his hands to the back of the van. “That is a problem.”

			“Yeah.”

			“They won’t call off the hit? Since he failed?”

			“No.”

			“Well, what do we do?” He looks at me.

			I smack at a mosquito, squashing it against my forearm. “We have to figure out who put the hit on you.”

			It takes him a second to process. “And then?”

			I shrug. “We kill them.”

			“Nadia—”

			“Brian, think about it. It’s not like someone’s going to suddenly be convinced they don’t want you dead.”

			“Well, maybe we could talk to them. Try to understand why—”

			“You work for the FBI. You find people like me. That’s why.”

			“Yes, but there are tons of people like me, who do what I do.”

			I cock my head. “Are they as good at their job as you are?”

			“Well…” He hesitates, his humble nature stopping him from saying no.

			“That is why you’re being targeted. Do you know how much money they offered for your death?”

			He blinks like he’d never considered the matter. “How much?”

			“Half a million dollars.”

			His jaw drops. I lean in, press a fingertip to his chin, help him close his mouth, then press my lips to his. “See, darling? You’re so…desirable.”

			His face hardens. “I guess you’re right. We have to kill them.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Four

			“John, answer your damn phone.” I hit end, tuck my phone away, and ignore the sidelong glance from a couple directly ahead of us in the security line.

			This isn’t where I thought my day would lead. After we buried the body and went home to shower, we made coffee and pretended everything was normal. But halfway through scrubbing the top layer of skin off my body, I realized the only way to end this is to talk to John. He’s my best chance at finding the source, even if he claims he doesn’t know where the jobs come from. Someone wanted Brian dead, and that’s who we have to go after.

			Cue half a day of trying to get a hold of my (ex?) handler, only to conclude that he either a) is never going to take another phone call from me again, ever, or b) has been told by the agency to pretend I don’t exist.

			Neither of which is a problem we can fix from Texas.

			“Wait, where are we flying in to?” Brian squints at the boarding passes.

			“Kansas City.”

			“But I thought we’re going to Missouri.”

			“Kansas City is in Missouri. Well, half of it.”

			He looks up at me like I’m speaking a different language. “That doesn’t make sense.”

			“It’s the Midwest, a lot of things don’t make sense. Then we’ll drive to Columbia. We’ve been over this.”

			“Right. Home of the Mizzou Tigers. College campus. Location of your…handler.” He says the word like it’s distasteful.

			“And don’t forget—”

			“I know, I know. I’m not allowed to use any of this in my day job.”

			“Exactly.” I step up to the TSA officer and hand over my ID, clutching my carry-on. I hate leaving my guns behind anytime but especially now, with someone trying to kill Brian. Unfortunately, TSA tracks guns shipped on a plane—yes, you actually can check an unloaded gun, and they will put it with all the other luggage—so I’ve made a habit of never boarding a flight with one. It might cause someone to look at me a little closer, and that simply won’t do.

			Luckily, Ian has weapon stashes in most major cities across the country, and unless he’s changed the passcode in the last day, I should have access to the one he stores smack-dab in the middle of the Midwest—which happens to be where we’re headed. I’ve explained it to Brian by simply telling him that people like me share weapon stores in certain locations throughout the country—which, technically, isn’t a lie. I could see his mental note-taking though, wishing he could tell a superior or use this information to catch other killers.

			Stepping onto the plane with Brian is akin to stepping into the twilight zone—a place I’d never thought I’d be, one that doesn’t really make sense. Assassin and FBI agent, working together…dun-dun-dun. It sounds like a bad movie. Or, I consider with a small smile, a spicy romance novel. I steal a glance sideways at him as we find our seats and buckle in. Something about boarding together this time feels symbolic, like we’re moving forward into a new chapter of our marriage.

			I wish this trip were something more romantic, even if this does have its own excitement. Leaving the kids with Graham, escaping just the two of us for a relaxing long weekend…

			“We should do therapy,” I say, surprising myself. But I don’t retract my statement.

			“Huh?” He tilts his head at me.

			“We’re, like, getting to know each other all over again. Starting over. We should do therapy. And maybe plan a real weekend away.”

			His eyes, full of alarm, slowly relax into something almost warm, almost happy. “Okay. If you want to, I’d be down.” He squeezes my hand, and then his eyes light up as he leans close. “Why did the couch go to therapy?”

			“Seriously? You have a joke about this?”

			He grins. “Because it had too many issues to just sit on!”

			“They’re getting worse as you get older.”

			He laughs, and I settle back in my seat, thinking so long as I can keep Brian alive and my family together, everything is going to work out after all. And the best part about it is that he knows the real me—and loves me, despite that.

			

			—

			We land just after six in the evening.

			Settled into our rental—a green Ford Escape—we’re on the highway, headed east toward Columbia, within half an hour. It’s a long, flat drive, at least until we’re thirty minutes from our destination, and that’s when the land changes. It’s still mostly flat, but Missouri has terrain far more varied than people give it credit for—including caves. Billboards advertise them, right alongside the signs pleading for people to save their souls and find Jesus. By the time we roll into town, we’ve watched a fiery orange sunset, topped off the gas tank, and grabbed dinner at IHOP, and I can barely keep my eyes open after being awake for almost forty hours.

			Still, as we exit the highway and pull past the Columbia Mall, I direct Brian to the standalone pizza shop I’ve pulled reconnaissance on exactly once before. Knowing who my handler was, what he looked like, and where I could find him should things ever go awry was simply a good business decision and a step toward self-preservation. Looks like I made the right choice.

			“This is it?” Brian parks the SUV.

			“Yep.” I unbuckle. “I’ll be right back.”

			“Wait—I can come with you.”

			I look at him. “You’re the mark. You can’t come with me.”

			“Nadia—” Brian leans forward, worry in his eyes, and again, it takes me a second to realize he’s worried for me. Worried about me. And a tiny part of my heart likes that—no, loves it. I love knowing that as I’m walking into a pizza joint, my husband wants to make sure I’m safe.

			“Brian, listen.” I give him a patient smile, lean in, press a kiss to his lips. “I’m not going to do anything right now other than see if he’s here, okay? If he’s not, we’ll go to his house. If he is, we’ll wait for his shift to end.”

			Brian meets my gaze, presses his lips together. “Okay. Fine.” He says it like he doesn’t like it but knows better than to try to stop me.

			I step inside the restaurant and glance around the place. It looks like an old, rebranded Pizza Hut—the red, white, and black color scheme, the ugly lamps hanging over red-checkered tables. There’s even a salad bar at one end.

			“Excuse me.” I stop the first employee to pass by—a young woman in a red baseball cap.

			“Yes?”

			“Is John here tonight?”

			Her eyes get big. “He missed his shift. Are you his girlfriend?”

			“He’s not here?” I clarify, not because that isn’t already obvious to me, but because I want her to keep talking.

			“We called, but…his phone went straight to voicemail.” She scrunches up her nose. “I can take a message if you want me to.”

			“Thanks.” My heart pounds in my chest as I exit and sprint to the car.

			“Drive,” I say to Brian, sliding in the passenger side. “Drive fast.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Five

			I was wrong about one thing: John does not live with his mother. He does, however, live in a basement—the bottom floor of a large house with white columns that has been split into five or six separate apartments. Very college-town-style.

			Brian and I inspect the house, the surrounding cars parked along the road. Two college-aged women who are obviously intoxicated stroll down the sidewalk, singing loudly.

			“God, I miss college,” Brian murmurs.

			“Ugh.”

			“You didn’t like it?”

			I reach for the door. “I spent four years trying not to kill anyone, Brian. No, I did not like it.”

			We take the path that leads to the front door. Closer up, chipped paint coats the exterior of the house, and a row of mailboxes labeled A through F sits on the banister.

			“Look.” Brian points to the ground where shattered glass reflects in the streetlamp. Someone busted out the porch light, an ominous sign.

			I pull the screen door, reach for the doorknob. It turns easily beneath my hand. Inside, it’s obvious this was once a grand house—probably built a hundred or more years ago—a wide staircase with stained carpet winding up one side. The lights are off, but the house goes far back into the lot, doors on either side labeled with apartment numbers.

			We wander in, and I pull out the gun I collected from Ian’s storage locker, just in case. The house feels empty, like all the college kids are out partying instead of home getting ready for bed.

			“Nadia.” Brian touches my back. “Technically, we can’t be here. We’re trespassing.”

			I snort; he’s probably used to getting a warrant.

			“That’s the least of my worries. We have to talk to him. It’s the only way to find out who wants you dead.”

			“You think he’ll tell us?”

			“Yes.” I don’t mention that I won’t be asking politely, and I won’t be taking no for an answer. I adjust my grip on the gun—it’s a Sig Sauer, Ian’s favorite, but it feels too big in my hand. We stopped in Bonner Springs on the way to Columbia, and to my relief, Ian’s stash was not only there, but I still had access to it. But I’m well aware he likely knows where we are now. That’s what I’d do, if I were him—I’d have my stashes set up to trigger an alarm in case anyone breached the door, maybe even set up a camera so I’d know who’d been there. But we’ll be gone by morning. Not enough time for him to track us down. And we must sort out who wants Brian dead—it’s the only way to keep our family safe. Although Ian does know where we live…that will require some thought. But for now, I need to focus on the moment.

			At the back of the house sits a kitchen tiled in white, painted yellow, with appliances old enough that I’m surprised they’re still running. The fridge hums loudly, or maybe the house is just that quiet.

			A final apartment letter hangs on the door opposite the stove—a door I suspect leads to the basement.

			“This is it.”

			The urge to knock hits me—we’re entering his personal space—but the element of surprise is on our side. Maybe he’s asleep in bed. Or perhaps he’s marathon-bingeing Super Mario. Either way, I’d rather give him a scare. People who are scared are more likely to give an honest answer, and fast.

			“Stay behind me,” I tell Brian.

			“Nadia—”

			I press a finger to his lips. “Stay behind me.”

			He sighs, and I know it’s not some outdated sense of manliness—or hell, maybe it is—it’s more that he’s having a hard time seeing me for who I am, what I am. And I get it. I look at him and still see a management consultant. But this will change with time. We’ll go to therapy. We’ll be honest—well, mostly honest. There are things I haven’t told him yet, things I won’t tell him. Like that Ian and I were friends. And I’m keeping my hidey-hole a secret as long as I can. But he has to get used to who I am, and the sooner, the better.

			The hinges creak, and I wince as the sound echoes through the house. When it’s open just enough for us to slide through the doorway, we go—into a dark hall, feet padding over squeaky laminate.

			“Light?” Brian murmurs.

			“Not yet.”

			Together, we ease down the staircase, and I count each step—nine, ten, eleven—at twelve, we reach a landing. I turn, take in the utter darkness. I’d expected to see the bluish glow of a television screen, John’s boyish face lit up, his eyes eager as he leans forward, jabbing at the rectangular controller.

			But there’s nothing. Like he’s not here.

			Then the smell hits me.

			“Oh no.”

			“What?”

			Heart pounding, I reach for the nearest wall and skim a hand over it until I brush against a light switch. I flick it on, blinding us both.

			“A little warning, Nadia.”

			I ignore him, blinking into the light, searching the room with my eyes—a toppled chair, dirty laundry in a corner. And that’s when I see it. See him.

			Crossing the room, I peer into the corners, behind furniture, even look for a hidden camera just in case someone’s thought to place one. Finally, my gaze comes to rest on John. Or the body that used to be John.

			He sits in his gaming chair, a black-and-red thing that looks like something out of a futuristic movie. His eyes are wide, staring into absolutely nothing, his hair matted with blood, and right in the middle of his forehead is a hole.

			A bullet hole.

			“Sweet Jesus.” Brian comes up beside me, raising a hand to his mouth.

			“Don’t puke,” I say.

			I squat in front of John, peer up at him, take note of every little thing—his desk, a mess with soda cans and a half-eaten bag of chips. A phone that I reach for, tuck into my pocket, because maybe it has his sources in it. But mostly, I look at the man I called my handler for ten plus years, and suddenly, it hits me.

			I know who killed him. The bullet wound to the center of the head is the style of exactly one assassin—his trademark, but also, his weakness. It’s him showing off.

			So he was headed somewhere, like Victoria said—but apparently, not home.

			Ian killed John. But why?

			I try to sort it out, coming to only one conclusion: Ian wouldn’t have traveled to the middle of Missouri for anyone but himself. At his core, he’s a selfish person. Which logically means that he’s the one who wanted Brian dead, and John knew that. By silencing John, Ian is protecting himself.

			But again—why?

			On the other side of the room, Brian seems to have gotten control of himself. “Well, I guess it’s over then,” he says. “We can’t ask him anything now.” Something in his voice is off, and I look up, but he’s still green around the gills—he’s not used to seeing dead people. “Guess we’ll never know who it is,” he tacks on.

			But Brian is wrong.

			I know exactly who put the hit on Brian. Ian.

			And despite Brian’s words, nothing is over.

			In fact, I’d say things are just getting started.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Six

			This time, I bring the chocolate cake.

			Gran’s eyes widen as we come through the doorway, all five of us—me, Brian, Piper, Eliza, and Evie. She sits up straighter, adjusts the quilt over her lap.

			“Happy birthday, Gamma!” Evie croons, clapping her hands together. “Present?”

			“Oh, look at you, sweetheart, of course I have a present for you! Here—” Gran looks around the room as though she might see something appropriate to give a three-year-old. She plucks a tissue from a box and hands it to Evie, who giggles with excitement.

			“Gran, it’s important she learn she doesn’t get a present on someone else’s birthday.”

			“Mom says you’re turning eighty-six,” Eliza whispers shyly, pressing a finger to Gran’s bedsheets.

			“Am I?” Gran’s eyes go wide. At first, I think it’s in mock surprise, but then as she blinks from where she sits in her bed, I realize she doesn’t recognize a single one of us. She’s just playing along, following the script. A cute kid runs in and asks for a present, you give them one. My heart sinks a little, but I press forward.

			“It’s Nadia,” I say, sitting nearby. “I’m your granddaughter. How are you today?”

			She tilts her head, furrows her brow, nods. “I’m all right, I guess. How are you? What did you say your name is?”

			“Nadia.” I smile tightly, pretend my girls aren’t watching and confused, because at their ages, they can’t begin to understand memory loss. It’s the main reason I don’t bring them. But today, on Gran’s birthday, I wanted to at least try—she’s been asking to see them, after all. It was possible she’d have a lucid moment or two.

			“Hey, Gran.” Piper leans close, kisses her head. Gran smiles up at her, even though she obviously doesn’t know who she is either.

			“It’s your birthday,” I say. “We brought a cake.”

			“Oh, how lovely. Thank you.” She admires the homemade chocolate cake the girls helped decorate with about a million sprinkles, and Brian sets it on the bedside table.

			“What have you been up to today?” I slowly tick through my list of easy conversational questions. Whoever lives inside my gran right now, she must be a little afraid, not knowing who she is, where she is, who we are.

			Beneath it all, I can’t stop thinking, I might have been wrong—perhaps she’s not like me. Which isn’t fair. It’s not my gran’s job to be a psychopath. I just thought, maybe, maybe, since she’d so clearly seen me as I am—since she knew how to shoot a gun and sneak alcohol and had a certain sort of ferociousness. And maybe because she clearly had an affair at some point.

			But those things don’t necessarily mean she was a killer. They don’t mean she was like me. It was only my imagination, me wanting to see her how I needed her to be to make me feel better about myself. Oddly, I do feel better about myself.

			I won’t say I’m perfect. I won’t say I’m in control of the monster one hundred percent of the time. But Gran was right—I’m a good mom.

			Brian is alive, and for the first time, we are being honest with each other. Well, mostly. I can’t tell him everything. The girls are happy and healthy, and our family is still together. Victoria has stayed in touch—which means if Ian ever decides to come back our direction, I’ll have notice. Though sometimes I wonder if we should move far, far away. Change our names. Become different people. But today, Gran is alive and celebrating her eighty-sixth birthday, and even if she’s not herself, at least we can come visit as a family. I’ll be grateful for what I do have today and deal with the rest of it—that Ian is still out there somewhere, that he must be who put a hit on Brian, and that he has some odd interest in me—well, I’ll deal with all that tomorrow.

			“No lighting the candles!” I grab for the Bic in Brian’s hand just as he goes to ignite them. “Sorry, they have—” I gesture to the oxygen meter on the wall. “It could cause an explosion.”

			Something I know from personal experience. Let’s just say that being an old mobster doesn’t save you from people like me.

			“Oh god, sorry.” Brian flushes. “I didn’t realize.”

			“The candles are just for looks.”

			“In that case—Gran, can I cut you a slice of your birthday cake?” He stoops down to put himself at eye level with my grandmother, who smiles so sweetly at him, a twinkle in her eye.

			And then she says, “Dear god, Charles Zimmerman, is that you?”

			Brian’s eyes go wide, but I’ve coached him—usually, we just go with whatever Gran says. It’s less likely to lead to her becoming more confused and upset. The general idea is to let people in her position live the happiest life they can, whatever that means.

			“Um, yes. Good to see you, Betty.”

			She scowls. “You left me at the altar.”

			“I did?”

			“He did?” This snags my attention. Piper is busy playing a card game with the girls, and I step closer, lean in. Gran married when she was eighteen. How would anyone have left her at the altar? I flash back to that photo in Paris, the suggestion that Gran had another layer to her life I know nothing about…

			Gran leans in, raises one brow. “We would have been infamous, you know. You and me. You missed out big-time, buddy. I went it alone, you know, and woooheee, was it a wild ride!”

			“I missed out?” Brian manages. “You did what?”

			A smile curves at my lips—it seems I haven’t quite yet unraveled the mystery that is my grandmother.

			All I can think of is that she didn’t say famous—she said infamous.
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