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        “Life is a flower, of which love is honey.”

        —Victor Hugo

      

      

      

      Thursday

      Rylee never thought she’d die like this, in the Atlantic Ocean. It was only a week ago at the 2022 Romance Writers of America Conference in Maryland at the Gaylord Hotel when she had stood at the registration table and slipped the lanyard with her maiden name, Rylee Reed, over her head, that everything changed.

      She had dreams and things she wanted to achieve, but they meant nothing now as she swallowed salty water and understood these trappings of success have little to do with what really matters in life.

      Good and bad people had entered her world throughout her life, and often Rylee couldn’t tell the difference. This time, one she thought she’d loved, and who had loved her, tried to take everything away, including her life. Her story is about how an assassin twice saved her, and you won’t find it written on paper inside a bottle washed up on any beach. You’ll find it here, in the words that follow these…
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      The Previous Thursday

      Connor

      “He leaned his elbows on the railing, searching the horde below. “There’s a right way and a wrong way to do things, Connie,” he remembered Pally saying. Can I do this the right way? The unfortunate thing was, if he did, his target, Lyndon Roach the Third, Vice President of Truth Systems Inc., would be history by tomorrow, and he would have to return home. The upside—Connor could watch his favorite soccer team, Galway United, play this weekend.

      Connor loved hotels like this. The Gaylord, outside of Washington, D.C., was Disneyland for adults. Everything was self-contained: restaurants, bars, cafes, sleeping quarters, exercise areas, and shops under one roof. Plus, Connor didn’t stand out. He was just one of thousands of attendees here for a conference. Of course, Connor was an expert at blending in. It had become even easier since he’d gotten older. People seemed to ignore older blokes; somehow, he’d traded in his good looks for a cloak of invisibility when he’d turned fifty.

      “Connor walked to the escalator that carried him down to the lobby and tailed his mark into the cafe. An enormous blackboard listed all the possibilities for coffee and tea drinks. The varieties here were endless: cafe latte, Americano, cafe mocha, cortado, espresso, cappuccino, it just went on and on. And the dozens of syrups further extended the flavor experience. And that was just the coffee menu. Connor remembered when you had two choices: coffee or tea. Roasted beans, cinnamon, and vanilla filled the air. Roach, his target, true to his name, butted in line, getting in front of three other people, making them shake their heads and leave in disgust. Connor dropped in behind Roach, said nothing, and placed his order.

      When Roach picked up his drink a few minutes later, things went even further off the rails. “This isn’t a macchiato!” he screamed. “I want the manager!” He slammed the cup on the counter, the hot coffee sloshing, drops splashing on Connor’s white shirt sleeve.

      “Connor’s face heated. His attention focused on Roach, and everything went into slow motion. He gritted his teeth, a tightness forming under his ear. His hands clenched and unclenched, and he reached for the gun in the holster inside his jacket. He checked his feet, already in position—spread wide, ready to take his shot and blow the guy away. Really? In broad daylight, in a coffee bar inside the Gaylord? Is this what I’m doing?

      Connor started counting, as the therapist in his anger management class suggested. After three weeks, he had to quit the course because he got into a fistfight over a parking space in front of the building and knocked the guy unconscious. He couldn’t take the chance of going back—afraid of being arrested. Flashing back on that experience, he realized the counting here at the café had calmed him, and he noticed his breath had evened out. He removed his hand from his still-holstered gun.

      Roach hadn’t ordered a macchiato as he’d claimed. Still, in situations like this, it’s best not to call attention to yourself by defending the barista, even though Connor wanted to. He simply waited for his double espresso and, when his name was called, picked it up, not making eye contact with the barista and stuffing a twenty-dollar bill in her tip jar, relieved he didn’t kill his assigned hit in front of witnesses and thankful he’d have no problem pulling the trigger on this prick when it was finally an appropriate time to do so.

      Connor walked outside to the atrium and claimed a table by the entrance, with a good view of the coffee shop. He recalled how he bollixed the last job, which required two extra days to complete. The problem was that the victim would do nothing to anger Connor. Finally, on the fourth day, as the target walked his dog, the man dragged it down the sidewalk instead of letting it sniff about and do its business. Connor couldn’t abide the mistreatment of animals, and half an hour later, he completed his task in a parking garage near the man’s place of employment, shooting him twice in the head outside an “elevator. On the flight home, he considered retirement but worried his beekeeping hobby would prove too lonely. He needed to be around people, even if he earned a living by killing some of them. “A paradox,” he muttered.

      Connor stared at Roach’s fat, bald, sweaty head framed in the coffeeshop’s window and scanned the rest of the scene. He squinted as the sun reflected off big slabs of glass and steel. Besides the OIT (Office of Information Technology) crowd, an abundance of women sat in the atrium, filling it with laughter and light. They wore lanyards too. RWA, they read. He pondered what the letters might stand for. He enjoyed the company of women, not just the sexual interlude but the conversation and the sound of their voices. He studied each one, sipping on his coffee until…

      “See anything you like?” a woman asked, smirking down at him. She wore tortoise-shell schoolmarm glasses that took up most of her face, and her hair was knotted into a bun on top of her head. She reminded him of his kindergarten teacher at Bailey Elementary, “in Dublin, many years ago.

      “Excuse me?” Connor asked. His heart beat faster, as his eyes blinked quickly and his trigger finger twitched.

      “I caught you,” she said, shaping one hand into a gun and pointing it at him.

      Fuck me. Is this woman a cop? Connor searched for an exit. Should I bring my weapon out? Make a run for it?

      Her smile grew broader, and it finally clicked. She’s joking. Connor’s shoulders relaxed, and he flopped back in his chair. He wished she’d bend down a little lower, so he could get a better view of her cleavage in the purple sweater she wore. He looked past her glasses and examined her cornflower blue eyes, lively with wrinkles at the edges. His mum used to keep cornflowers in a pot on their front stoop. This woman had a pretty face for an older one. What am I talking about? She’s younger than I am.

      “Afraid to tell me?” she said, tilting her head sideways.

      “Have we met?” Connor asked.

      The woman made a large haar haar sound.

      “Not likely, unless you’re here for the conference. Are you?”

      “No, I am not.” Her laugh was comical. Connor had to force himself not to laugh at her. A hit man’s conference was a novel idea, and Connor could make another fortune if he threw one, but the agency would never allow it.

      “Pleasure, then?” she asked.

      “Something like that.” It would be a pleasure taking Landon Roach down, for sure. It would most likely be a pleasure to know this woman as well. “What does RWA stand for?” he asked, reading her lanyard. “Wait, I’ll guess. Runaway Women Athletes?”

      Haar haar. Her shoulders jostled as she laughed. “No, Romance Writers of America.”

      “They have a whole conference for creating titillating stories, do they?”

      She tilted her head back. Haar haar haar! “I like your accent. Where are you from, Britain or Ireland?”

      “Good guess. The second one.” He enjoyed hearing her laugh, but she asked too many questions. Did she maybe work for a law enforcement agency? He glanced around at different tables. Was anyone observing them? She’d pushed him off his game. Now he’d divulged he’s from Ireland. Get control of the situation. “I’m sorry, I need to go. We can chat later.” Leave the table, eejit.

      “Sure, that would be lovely. I’m Rylee Reed.” She stuck out her hand as he stood.

      “I know. I read your tag,” he replied, taking hold of her hand. “I’m CJ.” He noticed she didn’t have a ring on her finger. “Grand chatting.” He walked away even angrier at himself. Christ, now you’ve gone and told her your name too. Now you’ll have to marry or kill her. Connor shook his head and looked skyward. If Pally could see him, he’d be rolling in his grave.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Connor let the escalator carry him to the upper level of the atrium, taking a step occasionally before reaching the top and gliding off. He continued to observe the woman. No one else approached Rylee Reed, so she didn’t appear to have a partner. Smooth the taking a step occasionally before reaching the top and gliding off. He continued to observe the woman. No one else approached Rylee Reed, so she didn’t appear to have a partner. Smoothly, she forced him to give up his name. At least he’d only given his initials, or he might have an even bigger problem on his hands. In all his years of doing this, no one had ever approached him while he stalked a mark.

      Not a glamour girl. Not a girl at all. A woman. He would’ve guessed a different cover—a librarian or a yoga instructor. She removed some books and a notebook from a bag and placed them on the table. She read one of the books and wrote in her notebook as she drank her coffee, so it appeared she might have told the truth about the writing. He imagined Rylee using her books for yoga blocks and snickered. She had one of those long skirts women favored, but men like him hated. The slit up the side was alright, allowing one of her legs to reveal itself, but the cut didn’t go up high enough. Well-formed calves, though. She was “forties, with a curvy body and a nice chest. Connor hoped she wasn’t one of these women who was always watching her weight. He liked a little extra meat on the bone. The glasses had to go, though…did she need them, or were they a prop to make her appear more literary? She should let her hair free. He imagined it hanging down while she was on top of him and⁠⁠—

      “Check it out,” a teenage boy shouted as he whooped and danced, getting down on his knees and popping up again, attempting a dance trick. At the same time, another one filmed him with his camera. Connor gave them the evil eye, but it had no effect. Instead, they got louder. The one filming screamed, “Do it again!”

      Connor stood up. “You’re too loud. Quiet down.”

      “Lighten up,” the boy filming said. “We’re just having fun. It’s a public place, not a library.”

      In no mood for a back-talking little twerp, Connor moved closer, his hand already folded into a fist. A young girl with a shaved head, wearing combat boots, came up behind the two boys.

      “Control yourself. You’re worked up over nothing,” she said and walked closer, staring Connor down and shaking her finger at him. “If you’re upset over something, deal with your own emotions, but don’t take it out on us.”

      “Let’s leave,” the boy filming said. “We can finish our video somewhere else.”

      “You’re right. Let him live with his own miserable self,” the girl said, flipping her hand in the air. The two boys walked away with the girl following them. She turned once and shot Connor a cool-eyed stare.

      He remembered Rylee’s eyes. They danced when she looked at him. She reminded him of Clover. There was something very feline about Rylee Reed, cautious, but wanting his attention just the same. Rylee’s eyes would have displayed displeasure if she’d seen Connor’s interaction with this group. He’d lost his cool. They were kids, not targets. He grimaced, took a deep breath, and felt a pain in the back of his throat. He shifted his attention back to the window. Where the hell did Roach go?

      “Connor had lost him. He reminded himself that this wasn’t the right way to do things. The old man wouldn’t have approved. “Keep your mind on business and your eyes on the target at all times,” Pally would have said. Of course, he always had a story to illustrate his point and was a patient teacher. Pally acted nothing like his father had been.

      Connor scanned the crowd and spotted Roach near the bar at a larger table with colleagues. Last night, the man had hit the clubs inside the complex hard and seemed to favor vodka. Hopefully, tonight will be the same, making it easy for Connor to complete the job.

      His eyes drifted back to Rylee. A man wearing a black trench coat walked up to her, holding a large manila envelope. Who the hell is he? A boyfriend? Rylee’s mouth sagged downwards as she tossed her head back and forth. She exchanged words with the man and moved her hands about as if swatting off a horde of bees, refusing to accept what he offered. The man shrugged his shoulders, dropped the envelope on her book, and walked away. She picked it up and opened it slowly, treating the contents like a bomb, wired to explode. She read the papers, shook her head, and after a minute lowered her eyes to the tabletop, bending her head and covering her face with her hands, chest heaving. “No,” Connor breathed, rising and sprinting towards the escalator
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        “Bees don’t come to dead things. “

        CONNOR JACKSON”

      

      

      

      

      Rylee

      She couldn’t believe it. Rylee shoved the divorce petition back in the envelope. Her phone vibrated. She glanced down at a text message from the bastard, wiped the tears from her eyes, and flipped her glasses down to read.
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        Moved ur things 2 storage

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll give u something if u don’t start trbl

      

      

      

      

      

      They’d only separated a month ago, and he’d already filed. He’s taking the house. She had used all her savings and her grandmother’s inheritance for it. It was a custom build in Greenville, Delaware, two acres sitting in the 19807 zip code. He expected her to just walk away.

      Ring. Ring. Her caller ID revealed her lifeline and best friend.

      “Hey, Sheila,” she said.

      Pause.

      “Yes, went to my first session, Keywords on Amazon. Ended at three. I’m taking a break, having some coffee.”

      Pause.

      “I’m overwhelmed, is all. You know I don’t do well with crowds and need my quiet time.”

      Pause.

      “I just feel like a fraud.”

      Pause.

      “Because I am. These other authors have series and backlists. I’ve got one book, and it hasn’t even been released.”

      Pause.

      “You’re my friend, of course, you’d say that. There’s something else going on with me, too.”

      Pause.

      “How did you guess? Served me
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