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“SMILE, YOU SORRY EXCUSE for a human being,” I said, following the downward strut of my mark through the viewfinder. I pressed the button of my fancy camera and it took shot after shot in a flurry of motion. It recorded for posterity the desperate fumble of the bundle of joy traveling down his mistress’s stairs. My mark stumbled, almost rolling down the stairs. Served him right for looking so smug.

In my mind, he’d actually fallen down the five or so steps. He deserved it, the cheating dirtbag! He’d only lost his balance for a few thrilling seconds. His misstep had been so minuscule—much like his dick—it wouldn’t have even pulled a chuckle from the most easily amused bystander. 

My target, Mr. Insurance Broker Extraordinaire—yes, his job was as sleazy as his two-timing—arranged his suit jacket and looked around, assessing who might have seen him make his exit. He missed me, short-sighted bugger. He didn’t wear his glasses when visiting the side squeeze, a young but not particularly pretty thing he wanted to impress. She placed a long kiss on his lips, and I made sure to capture every moment of it. 

They’d put a bigger show going in, groping and giggling, and nearly humping against the door in the middle of the day. Grange had pawed at her in abandon, seemingly swallowing the spindly thing whole. He was big and bulky and seemed to always produce an impressive amount of sweat, but neither the mistress nor his wife seemed to mind. 

The wife, Mrs. Grange, my employer, had been truly heartbroken as she’d burst into my office, tears and snot spraying out of her reddened face. I couldn’t understand her distress, he seemed unimpressive, cheap, and rude to me. But I did relate to loving someone and being cheated on. That particular breed of liars made up the worst scourge the dating world had to offer. 

Thoroughly kissed and now well over his earlier embarrassment, Grange crossed the street to his car, which was conveniently parked in front of mine. I leaned over the open window and waved at him, still holding the camera as I plastered a satisfied grin on my face. “Hello, did you have a pleasant afternoon?”

Grange’s eyes went wide, two huge balls on his equally round and now even sweatier face. A purplish tone crept on his cheeks and spread everywhere, coloring his face and neck. “You’re that therapist,” he muttered, the words stilted and his voice so high, it kind of hurt my sensible ears. 

That had been a lie, of course. I wasn’t a therapist. Lying is perfectly okay when you do it to unveil untruths. I’m not a hypocrite, thank you very much. I’d played the therapist part with him and his wife. A ruse the Missus and I had come up with. It gave me an opportunity to ask him, point blank, if he was cheating on his wife. He’d denied it, of course, and then my unique gift—or curse, as I preferred to call it—kicked in. 

Now here I was, with the help of some actual investigating and my accursed talent of always being hit with the truth right in my face, holding the evidence of Grange’s affair. 

“Clearly, that was a lie,” I said.

He opened his mouth, his eyes widening even more than before. This look certainly didn’t do him any favors. 

“What do you mean, a lie?”

I shrugged. “I am holding a giant camera. I have been following you. And your wife hired me. I’m pretty sure it’s self-explanatory.”

He roared and rushed to grab my camera. Too slow. I’d already dropped it on the passenger seat and pressed the button to close the window. 

“I’ll send your regards to Mrs. Grange,” I said, batting my eyelashes as I fired up my car. The loud rock music that flooded the inside of my ride drowned whatever curses he’d bestowed upon me. I waved and smiled again, then motioned for him to get out of the way. 

Mr. Grange seemed a little upset. Enough to kick my car. I couldn’t have that. I reached for my phone and started dialing 911, making sure he could see what I was doing. As my finger hovered over the call button, he groaned and punched the air, then walked away. I’d make sure he received a visual of his antics and a bill from my car repair guy. 

My brother, Tate, the most paranoid human alive, had forced me to install cameras everywhere. My car, several angles, my house, and definitely my office. OWL Investigations—short for Otherworldly Luck Investigations, not that I told my clients that—might be a small operation, but it had the best surveillance in the business. And I hadn’t paid a dime for it. All I had to do was be my usual self, which Tate deemed reckless, and brother dearest would buy me cool stuff for every occasion: my birthday, Easter, Christmas... Even Hanukkah one year, because he’d discovered our distant Jewish relatives on some ancestry website. 

On my way back to my office, a quaint and fairly small Victorian mansion trapped in the heart of the city, skyscrapers towering over it, my good mood vanished. I’d promised myself to stop chasing cheating spouses, but they paid so well. Was it worth remembering my own woes?

An image of Byron, the fucking son of a bitch, flashed through my mind. Not only had he cheated on me while we were dating, but he’d somehow ended up being the childhood friend of the next guy I’d been with. And... he’d somehow managed to end that relationship too. I freaking hated the bastard. 

I pulled in front of my office and pushed the door open. Too much force, but I couldn’t help it. I marched inside and stormed into my office, collapsing on the couch. 

Miss Bigallow yelled her typical “Is that you, dear?” down the stairs and I mumbled an affirmative reply. She owned this mansion and I’d rented the ground floor from her. She lived upstairs and even tidied up the place for me. If she could safely do it without her worried relatives catching wind of it, she sometimes acted as my personal assistant. 

“Would you like some coffee, dear?” She also happened to make the world’s most exquisite caffeinated beverages. 

I sighed dramatically and threw a hand over my eyes. “Make it one of your special cups, please.”

She chuckled and clicked away up the stairs. She was in her late sixties, but she still wore high heels everywhere. She owned slippers and sensible trainers, but, as she’d explained, those had very specific uses. She wore the trainers at the park for her morning speed walk. And she imprisoned her slippers in her bedroom, only changing into them when she was positive she was alone. If I worked late... well, she trotted away in her stylish heels until I closed the office door behind me. Or passed out in the room assigned to me. Otherwise I counted as a “guest” and she refused to turn in for the night.

“Here you go, dear,” she said, placing the steaming coffee mug on my desk and smiling. 

“Oh, thank you, Miss Bigallow. You keep me alive with these.” I forced myself up and dragged my sagging body to my desk. I once again collapsed on my chair and scrunched my nose at the loss of couchy comfort. 

She shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know about that. I most surely keep you awake, dear boy.”

I took a long sip of her rum-spiked coffee and moaned. My eyes fell shut and everything went pleasantly warm. This elixir plucked from the grabby hands of powerful gods was mine and mine alone. It rejuvenated me, sent my demons packing, and tasted like heaven. 

A knock on my door pulled me from my reverie. And just as fast as my pleasure had come, it ran for the hills. 

“Hey, Nao. Good to see you.”

I took another huge gulp of my drink, but the brute standing in front of me, taking liberties with my surname, didn’t disappear. Apparently, alcohol couldn’t cure everything.

“There goes any pleasure I could hope to have today,” I muttered, putting my best glare forward.


Chapter Two
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“STILL DRAMATIC, I SEE.” 

I scowled at the hulking figure before me, but it had little effect as the coffee steam and my giant mug had hidden most of it. Who did David think he was to call me dramatic? He’d been the one to roll his eyes. 

I’d seen him recently at our high school reunion. Ten years since I’d escaped that hell hole. And ten years too few to see David again. 

“What do you want?”

“Come on, Nao! I know you like to charm me, but you’re overdoing it today.” He grinned and I snarled at his annoying dimples. 

He still looked great, of course. I didn’t mean since the reunion, I meant since I’d seen him last on our graduation day. Still tall enough to cast a shadow over half the city. And built like the statue he’d been likely named after. It annoyed me to no end he was smart too. But his imposing stature was what I coveted most. I wasn’t short, and I had put on some muscle on my formerly scrawny body. Since I’d started to work as a PI, I’d focused my physical training regimen on being able to run away fast. No matter how I bulked up, however, I would never intimidate people like David did. And the asshole insisted on rubbing it in my face.

“Stop calling me Nao.”

He winked and sat in the chair across from me. The audacity! I’d never invited him. Horrible person, David. Everyone else had the sense to call me Emmett or Em if they were too lazy to use my full name. He insisted on twisting Naoki, my surname, to his liking. At least we were past his anime phase and the dreadful “Nao-chan” screamed at me across our school’s enormous yard when it was empty. I wasn’t even Japanese. My step-father was, and I’d wholeheartedly taken his surname when he’d adopted us. Even learned a few useful phrases for my step-grandmother’s sake. This information had apparently gone over David’s head, so he’d always acted as if I was a walking encyclopedia on everything Japan, asking me a never-ending stream of questions I had no answer to. I found it offensive. Dad, Naoki-sama to David, found it endearing.

“Not happening.”

I considered physical harm for half a second. That’s how long it took me to remember he could easily overpower me. “Fine, tell me why you’re here so I can get rid of you already.”

David cleared his throat and straightened his back. His playful grin faded, and I couldn’t help following his lead and turning serious. 

“I moved back here. I’m ready to start tomorrow.”

I quirked an eyebrow and crossed my arms, leaning over my desk. “Start what?”

David stared at me, mouth hanging open. He seemed so dismayed, I felt a little bad. It was fine though, that errant lapse in judgment passed quickly.

“You don’t remember our conversation at the reunion?”

Oh! Okay, that might be the issue right there. I’d started drinking before arriving. Thirty minutes into the shindig, I was shit-faced. “I might have been too drunk to remember anything.”

“Are you kidding me? You looked stone-cold sober!”

I sighed and hung my head. “I’m sorry. I know I don’t show it when I’m sloshed. Just... refresh my mind.”

As David started to recount our conversation, bits and pieces of the night came back to me. Fuck me sideways, I’d promised him he could work for me, to take on all the personal security jobs that came along. I had no such requests. I needed an assistant investigator though. 

“Look, David, I’m sorry for this mess. I’m more than happy to hire you, but there might not be any bodyguard jobs for a while.”

He slowly shook his head. “You promised me a job that doesn’t exist.”

“Oh, no, it exists. It’s not watching assholes’ backs; it’s mostly tagging along with me to catch cheating assholes in the act.” And most of the time he’d be my errand boy, which send strange tendrils of pleasure through me. Better not tell him I was going to have him running around town, doing stuff I had no desire to do.

David slumped in his chair, exhaling all the air in the world. “Great, you scared me there for a minute. Thought I’d have to start looking for a job elsewhere. Would have sucked balls to pack up and move again.”

I searched my mind for any information on why David was moving back here. He’d been living in a proper city, not our wannabe. We’d grown up in a town spread out too much to be called that, but it still preserved some of the small community mentalities. It wasn’t boring, exactly. Or maybe it was, who was I to judge? I spent all my time in my office, scouring the internet for information, and chasing creeps who lied and cheated. I wasn’t exactly a socialite these days. I gave up trying to figure out why David had come back to haunt me, thinking I’d either forgotten or he’d never said. 

“So, are you staying with your folks?”

“God, no.” David laughed humorlessly and rubbed the back of his neck. “Not yet in my thirties, so I can’t be one of those thirty-year-olds who move back home and commandeer their parents’ basement after failing at life in the big city.”

I smirked and looked straight into his eyes. “No, you would never do that. Let me guess, you’re even more pathetic. Instead of sponging off your parents, you’re paying rent.”

He gasped and placed his right hand over his heart. “How you wound me! No, I’ve inherited my aunt’s house years ago. I just have to redecorate a little.” David smiled and changed the subject. If it were me, I wouldn’t have missed the opportunity to point out I had also moved back here. I’d made a mental note to give David a few lessons in viciousness.

I couldn’t for the life of me remember who his aunt was. I knew his parents, of course, but I’d never cared enough to meet his extended family. While David had tried his best to meet everyone in mine—mostly on my dad’s side, he’d only done so once a week throughout high school. See, I’d been his tutor. Not because he couldn’t study on his own. David was so lazy, he put real life sloths to shame. Other than sports, he hated everything else they taught him. So, he was in most of our school’s teams and not enough in the classroom. His parents knew mine; I was the only straight A student they knew of, and I got cornered into helping him. 

“So, have you seen anyone else from high school since the reunion?”

“Yes.”

A spark of interest ignited in his eyes. “Who?”

“Couldn’t say. I have developed a sixth sense long ago. I feel the stupid on them from far away and cross the street to avoid them.”

“Yeah, forgot how everyone in high school was beneath you.”

I shrugged. “Not everyone. Just the people you hung out with. My friends moved out of here the moment they graduated.” Well, almost all. I still had my bestie around.
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I walked home because I couldn’t bring myself to do any other form of exercise for today. I knew I needed to stay fit. When you upset crazies, you need to be able to make yourself scarce and be quick about it. Having a voice that carried when you yelled for help was a bonus. I had to start working with David the next day, so I should be proud of myself I didn’t run into the nearest convenience store to buy all their sweets and ice cream. 

David fucking Wright! All sexy and manly and, god, those dimples... He was perfect, physically. He also happened to be smart and funny. Someone I would have totally crushed on hard as a teenager. Okay, someone I had totally crushed on hard all throughout high school. Too bad he was a dick. And his friends had always been bigger dicks. We’d never talked outside those weekly afternoons where I tutored him. As a matter of fact, until our reunion, I couldn’t remember him ever talking to me in public.

And now I’d have to see his smug asshole face every single day because I’d been drunk and weak and promised him a job. Had he even told me a sob story? Or had he smiled, turning me into an imbecile with those dimples? That made more sense. He’d have probably been able to make me promise him my first born at the time.

I kicked a stone and watched it bounce against a hydrant. I kicked it again when I reached it and this time it got lost under the passing cars. It might have hit someone’s precious mechanical baby, which I felt a little guilty about. 

Maybe David would get bored fast. Tailing people, doing background checks, and stalking social media profiles to get dirt on marks wasn’t for everyone. Or maybe this town would make him sick faster than the job. He’d be back to New York or Chicago or wherever he’d lived before coming here and I’d forget all about him. 

“Here to help?”

It took me a second to realize someone had addressed me. I turned my head to find David standing in front of me, holding a shaky tower of cardboard boxes. 

“You must be kidding me!”

“Yeah, I didn’t seriously think you were helping me move in.” He rolled his eyes and carried the boxes to his front door. A door attached to the house next to mine. David was my new next-door neighbor. Fucking brilliant!


Chapter Three
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“RISE AND SHINE,” my brother chirped. His head hovered in the crack of my door and I aimed at it with a pillow. The bastard ducked and laughed at me. “Come have breakfast with me.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

I threw another pillow. He used the door as a shield and laughed even harder. 

Every morning! Every damn day he had to play this game with me. Tate worked for a software company in town. He went in at 8am sharp like the psychopath he was. What the hell are flexible hours for if you never sleep in? No, robot Tate was there at the crack of dawn—yes, the sun rises that late in the day somewhere in the world—worked in a deep trance for four or five hours, then he came back here to work on his consulting side job for another few hours. I was happy he’d found his groove, but why did I have to wake up at stupid o’clock to have breakfast with him?

I dragged my ass out of bed and padded down the hallway and the stairs and all the way into our kitchen. Tate had decorated it, of course, because he was a freak who liked to cook and enjoyed his cozy meals. I would have preferred coffee and a sandwich to go, definitely bought. Not made by me. Not unless the stores ran out of pre-cooked food.

“Aren’t you a vision of morning cheer?”

I glared at Tate and collapsed in my chair. I ran both my hands through my hair, pushing the messy curls back. I then grabbed the coffee cup he’d prepared for me, dark and bitter, like my soul. The first gulp burned my mouth just a little, but before I could begin to feel the pain, its taste hit me, my vision suddenly clear. I moaned and gulped more of the magical elixir, feeling like everything got brighter and more tolerable with every swallow. 

“You’re lucky you make the best coffee in the world,” I mumbled. I wouldn’t say that with Miss Bigallow present, but what Tate didn’t know couldn’t hurt him.

Tate laughed and turned to the scrambled eggs he was cooking for us. As the slices of uncooked bacon he’d cut had enthralled me, I failed to notice something of utmost importance: Tate opening a window and waving enthusiastically at someone. I dismissed it as him being neighborly. But then, he opened his mouth and spoke: “Why don’t you take a quick shower and join us for breakfast?”

“Umm... sure, thanks,” an out of breath David said. 

My eyes zipped from the pile of bacon to the man standing outside. David had clearly just finished his morning run and his muscles glistened in the sunshine, almost blinding me.

I groaned and shielded my eyes. He had to wear athletic shorts and a sleeveless top cut so deep, it barely covered anything. Some things never changed, David’s vanity being one of them. 

Tate turned to face me, a grin so wide on his face, it looked painful. “David is joining us for breakfast.” 

“No shit.”

He giggled and shook his head, returning to his eggs. “Do you want to put a shirt on?”

I arched an eyebrow at his back and sipped more coffee. Yeah, he could feel my disdain, I didn’t need to put it into words. If David had a problem with bare chests, then he would have picked another shirt to wear for his jog.

“Fine, suit yourself. I don’t know why I expect you to be any nicer to him after all these years. It’s not like you’ve grown up, that would be too much to ask.”

I sighed and stood, refilling my coffee cup to make sure I kept busy. If I allowed any idleness, I’d go lock the door and make sure David couldn’t get in. But that would only piss off Tate and then he’d stop making me coffee. 

“He’s not changed one bit, Tate. Why should I suddenly get all buddy-buddy with a guy who pretended I didn’t exist at school? And an employee to boot.”

“That’s exactly why. You’ll be spending a lot of time with David. And he’s our neighbor. Do you want me to tell on you?”

I froze, my hand shaking and spilling coffee all over the counter. No! He wouldn’t tell Mom about it, would he? She’d drive to wherever I was and start lecturing me on being neighborly and polite and less of a disappointment to my own mother. And then the sob gates would open, and she’d wail as if I’d mortally injured her. Most times, she did this in public. And by public, I mean the most people-infested place in our city she could find. Like, say, a huge mall on Black Friday.

I focused on steadying and cleaning my cup, then the counter. Without another word, I returned to my seat and sulked until I heard the familiar sizzle of bacon being cooked. My mouth watered, the smell of it turning everything around me hazy. For the first time that day, I smiled. 

I’d become almost pleasant by the time our door banged open. I turned to face David, but the day’s surprises weren’t over yet. 

“Do you always barge into strangers’ houses without knocking?” Tate pushed his glassed higher up the bridge of his nose and squinted at Byron. 

When it came to Byron, everyone was allowed to be rude. Nasty even. Mom approved, because no one cheated on her babies and then split them up from their boyfriends in round two of the torment. 

Byron rolled his eyes and came to sit across from me. “It’s not a stranger’s house.” 

“Is that what you’re going to tell the police when they come charging in?”

Byron groaned and fixed his eyes on me. “Do something about him.”

I met Tate’s eyes and pointed to the land line. “Tell them a stalker got in and is threatening my life. That should be even better than a potential burglar.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Byron banged his hands on the table top. “Do you really think I’d subject myself to your sour face so early in the morning if it wasn’t important?”

“Everything okay in here?” David asked from behind me, his voice taking that threatening undertone I’d heard so many times in high school. It was usually directed at his unruly classmates or the dodgy people trying to sell drugs around our school. I imagined he looked even more threatening now that he was taller and bigger. 

“New boyfriend?” Byron rolled his eyes. “How long until your paranoia drives this one away?”

I was airborne before I could form the thought. I’d lunged, hands aiming for Byron’s neck, ready to grab onto it and squeeze until there was nothing left of him. 

Just before I could reach him, David pulled me back. “Hey, don’t murder him. I’d be out of a job.”

He’d whispered the words into my ear, his arm burning across my chest as he held me against his stronger body. I couldn’t see straight, fury blinding me to anything but Byron’s throat. I wanted the bastard dead. It hadn’t been my paranoia
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