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For anyone who needs an escape.

This book was mine. I hope it can be yours, too.




Content Warning

This book is meant to be a fun, lighthearted escape, but I know readers have different sensitivities. For a full list of content warnings, please visit my website, authormeredithtrapp.com.
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If I had to rank all the things I hate about my job, turning someone into human soup using lye would be at the top of that list.

The smell.

The second thing I hate would be an overly verbose villain speech. At least let a lady use the restroom before stepping on that soapbox. Third is being forced to fly coach, because I can’t accumulate status with my fake IDs, but all the travel does have some perks. It doesn’t get much better than sitting on a sun-drenched balcony in Malibu sipping my THC-infused hard seltzer.

And by sipping, I mean dumping it into the nearest potted orange tree. The last thing I need is to be tipsy while pouring lye into this tech bro’s hot tub.

“So, Charlotte, you just moved to Malibu, right?” Bryce slides his wayfarers up his floppy hair. It takes a second to remember that’s the fake name I gave him. “How’ve the apps been treating you?”

I almost snort. It’s hard to date when I have to create a fake Hinge profile just to go to dinner, but I’m not about to tell a criminal who refers to his jacuzzi as “The Tub” about my dating woes.

I cross my legs on his lounger and breathe in the salty breeze, ignoring the hint of smog. “The last guy I went out with clipped his toenails in front of me and then put them in a ziplock bag labeled For Later, so you tell me.”

I stole that anecdote off a subreddit called “DatingHell,” since I can’t exactly tell him about the guy who thought the pistol in my nightstand was a dildo.

“So, not great, then?” he says.

“That’s an understatement.” I side-eye his half smile. Some smirks are hot, but his is slimy.

Bryce winks. “So what you’re saying is that life’s better now that you’ve met me?”

The bar’s on the floor, but okay. “Sure. You’re better than the ‘for later’ guy.”

He moves to my side of the lounger. “That’s all I needed to hear.”

Really? That’s all? I squint at the gigantic blow-up flamingo floating in his pool that he introduced as Popeye.

This is why I gave up on dating. Not that this is a real one, but I don’t want to concoct an entire fake identity just to laugh at jokes that aren’t funny, over oysters I pretend to enjoy. I want to look a man in the eye and say, I get paid to remove people from this planet, and not have to worry about them running away, or worse—leaving me with the check.

I’d even settle for someone who knows my real name.

Bryce takes another sip of his craft IPA while I calculate how much longer he has left to enjoy it. Ten minutes tops? The cyanide should hit his bloodstream soon if his height and weight are accurate, but considering his profile claimed he was six three and we’re the same height at five seven, I’m guessing he lied online, which is irritating. That means my measurements might be off, and I’m rarely off.

At least faking a match with Bryce was easy.

Just one phishing email to hack his profile, and then all I had to do was pretend to be into microdosing. I’m still having a hard time comprehending how a man who uses bedsheets for curtains can afford an oceanfront three-story glass condo with an infinity pool, but he must be raking in the cash from his crypto scams.

I’m curious what he did to get on someone’s naughty list, but I’m not in the business of asking questions. After sifting through his bank accounts, I have a feeling it has something to do with the money he’s been embezzling and funneling into offshore accounts in the Cayman Islands.

At least it wasn’t Switzerland.

Switzerland is so overdone when it comes to money laundering.

Bryce skims my black hair, which is as fake as the name I gave him, and places a clammy hand on my waist. “So, you wanna go upstairs?”

Not even if you shaved that neckbeard. “And do what?”

He licks his chapped lips.

Seriously? It’s only been thirty minutes. At a minimum, he would need a new personality. “I think I’ll pass.”

Bryce tosses an arm out at his infinity pool. “C’mon. You’re saying my humble abode doesn’t impress you?”

Who uses the phrase humble abode to describe an infinity pool?

“Oh, it does,” I admit. I was very impressed when I broke into his condo to disable his home security system. “I mean, three life-size Chewbacca statues?”

A wet laugh bursts from his lips, foghorning out toward the blazing sun. “You’re a funny one.”

“I’m really not.” The only person who laughs at my jokes is my pet Betta fish.

Bryce trails his fingers higher up my thigh. I clench my fist so I don’t break them. I need tonight to look like an accident.

“I knew you’d be impressed,” he murmurs. “Everyone loves The Tub.”

He presses his moist lips to my neck, and I fight a cringe. Disgusting. This is another thing I hate about my job. I could strangle him, but I don’t want to leave any signs of a struggle, so if that means suffering through a beer-scented make-out session until the cyanide hits his system, then fine.

I’m a professional.

He starts clawing at my fit-and-flare midi dress, yanking it up with zero care. On second thought, a little strangling sounds like a great plan. I got this dress at Paris Fashion Week.

I grab his wrists. “How about we slow down a little?”

He ignores me, dragging his wet lips up my neck. “Why? C’mon, we’re having fun.”

Fun?

I’m not getting paid extra to be felt up against my will, so I shove him hard enough that he stumbles off the lounger. “My idea of ‘fun’ involves a cup of matcha and lavender Epsom salts, not getting harassed on a date.”

A switch flips, and I see it then, the criminal lurking in his blue eyes.

Bryce grabs my wrist hard enough to cut off circulation to my fingers and growls, “I don’t consider getting played by some bitch ‘fun’ either.”

That’s it. Someone’s getting his hand broken.

A gun cocks.

“Those are gonna be your last words,” a gritty, syrupy drawl slinks through the coastal air.

That voice.

It settles into every crevice of my body, and I go rigid.

A second later, a gunshot slices through the air, muffled only by a silencer. Every muscle in me tightens, bracing for the pain, but Bryce hits the pool with a splash, right next to Popeye, the flamingo floatie.

I stare down at the blood rippling through the water. Maybe I should feel something, but all I’m thinking about is how annoying it’s going to be to drain the pool. After you’ve had to separate bones from liquified intestines, things like this tend not to faze you.

Some people hate doing taxes, I hate bone removal.

With a hefty sigh I finally look up and get reeled in by brown eyes darker than the cinnamon I sprinkle on my morning Americano. My pulse quickens.

There he is, outlined by the setting sun as he glares at me beneath that black cowboy hat. He never takes that fashion faux pas off. His cognac leather jacket is sculpted to his broad chest, biceps straining against the sleeves, and as much as I hate to admit it, I need his tailor’s number, because those Wranglers were carved for his ass.

A scar slices through one dark eyebrow—courtesy of moi. I threw a decanter at his head after he stole one of my targets in Dubai. Dark waves tumble across his forehead, and he has enough scruff to make a woman wonder how it would feel to have his head buried between her legs. I’ve seen him pick a lock with his tongue, so probably incredible.

Not that I would ever let him between my thighs. There’s too much bad blood between our families.

My dad used to say my smile has teeth, and that’s exactly the one I give him. “Lawton Montoya.”

“Sabrina Chastain,” he drawls, pulling out that ridiculous pack of toothpicks from his pocket and stuffing one in his mouth. His eyes drag over my dress languidly, then again. “We have to stop meeting like this, darlin’.”
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“If you’re here to steal my mark again, Montoya, you’re going to end up floating next to Popeye,” I threaten, pointing to the glittering pool streaked with red.

Lawton and I are both freelancers on the dark web app, Onyx, so sometimes we get requested for the same job—and only one of us can get paid. Onyx is basically like Amazon, but instead of paper towels, you get an assassin, sniper, or con artist delivered to your door, and bonus, we don’t come in cardboard packaging, so there’s no breaking down boxes afterward.

Lawton plucks the toothpick from his mouth as he saunters forward and tosses it into the aquamarine water. “Dead guy’s name was Popeye? He seems more like a Jaxon with an x.”

“No,” I say, ignoring the way his low, raspy drawl melts into my skin. It’s always had that unfortunate effect on my body. “Popeye’s the flamingo. Bryce is the floating corpse.”

“Ah. Makes more sense,” he says, cowboy boots clacking on concrete.

He steps into a drop of blood, smearing it all over the crime scene. My eye twitches. It’s like he’s trying to leave DNA evidence for the cops to find. There’s no finesse. No concern. Lawton simply walks through life expecting fate to bend to his will.

It’s infuriating.

I have to stick to a strict 130 grams of protein per day on the not-so-off chance I might have to strangle a man twice my size.

“What are you doing here?” I demand, snapping on the plastic gloves I stashed in my tote. “I’d already slipped cyanide in his IPA, so feel free to flit off to your dusty farm.”

“Ranch,” he corrects, shaking his head. “And only you, Chastain, only you.”

“Only me what?”

“Only you would say ‘flit’ instead of ‘fuck off.’” He smacks a hand to his broad chest. “And shouldn’t you be thanking me?”

The sheer arrogance. “Why would I thank you for contaminating my crime scene?”

“For shooting that fucker.” Something dark and ominous overtakes his expression as he glares at the floating corpse, and I think he’s about to put another bullet in him, but then he blinks, and that tilted smirk is pasted back on his lips. “I saved you. You’re welcome.”

“Saved me?” I scoff. “Did you think I’d let him suffocate me with his Patagonia vest?”

“Now, that’d be fun to watch.” He snaps his fingers, and a memory lights up his face. “Remember when I choked that murderer dentist with floss? Admit it, that got you a little wet.”

“The only time I’ve been ‘wet’ in your presence is when we both got tagged to take out that stalker hunting the meteorologist during Hurricane Ida,” I say, tossing him an extra pair of plastic shoe covers. “Put these on. I don’t want you tracking mud everywhere and leaving evidence. Actually, just toss those boots in the recycling bin.”

“Never.” He snatches them, careful not to touch my skin. “Really, Chastain? Packing an extra pair of shoe covers in case you run into another assassin? Way to stay on-brand. I’ve never met a more neurotic killer.”

My parents always said you can only control what’s in your control, which starts with planning for the unknown, but I’m not about to have a heart-to-heart about the importance of preparation with a man who once vacuum-sealed a dead body in his luggage and checked the bag. He only got away with it because of the fake address, but it was all over the news. UNKNOWN TRAVELER FORGETS CORPSE IN BAG.

“It’s kept me alive this far.” Ignoring him, I pluck the SIM card out of Bryce’s phone. I’ll microwave it later. “Hand me the hydrogen peroxide. It’s in my Bottega.”

“I don’t know what that is.” He cracks his neck, then lazily stretches his arms above his head, revealing a dusting of hair at his navel.

“My tote.”

A cocked brow.

“My purse.”

He digs through it and pulls out one of my snacks, grimacing. “You brought hard-boiled eggs with you? Nasty, Chastain. That’s serial killer behavior.”

“I need to hit my macros,” I say. “Besides, it’s only serial killer behavior if you peel eggs on a plane.”

“Can’t argue with you there.” With a shrug, he pushes up the sleeves of his leather jacket and starts dragging the body out of the water, the veins in his forearms straining with the motion.

I fold my arms, watching his every move. I don’t trust this man. The Montoyas and Chastains go together about as well as Dom Pérignon and Frito pie.

It’s ironic because in the sixties, our grandfathers were partners. The Deadly Duo, people called them. If you needed someone gone, they could make it happen without a trail. But everything changed after a standoff-gone-wrong when Grandpa Montoya put a bullet in mine. It was an accident, but it murdered our partnership. After that, Mom always said you can only trust a Montoya to kill you.

And then there’s the thing we don’t talk about.

“What do you want to do with this asshole?” he says, nudging the soaking-wet body with his boot.

“I was planning on throwing him in a hot tub full of lye.”

“And wait hours for the bones to dissolve? Who has time for that? I’ve got a limoncello-induced coma waiting for me back at the ranch.”

“I always pictured you as more of a whiskey guy,” I say.

All I get is a grunt.

Lawton taps a name on his phone. He puts it on speaker (speaker!) as he digs through his duffel. It rings. “Hey, Ma. I need help disposing a body.”

I’ve never met a man who calls his mother more than Lawton Montoya. If our families didn’t hate each other, I’d think it was sweet.

“Aren’t you by the Pacific?” Her raspy Texan accent comes through. “Find a rock and dump it in the ocean.”

“Yeah, but that requires renting a boat, and I don’t want to leave a paper trail.”

“Then steal one.”

“That’s a pain in the ass,” he says.

“What about sulfuric acid?”

He scratches his neck. “Can’t exactly pack that in a carry-on.”

She’s quiet, then: “Oh! I have a contact at a FedEx in Laguna Beach. Just ship the remains to us. We’ll take care of it at the ranch, but don’t forget to double bag it. You don’t want leaks on your snakeskin boots.”

“How can we trust your contacts?” I interject, knowing she’ll hear me on speaker.

“’Cause Ma’s contacts always come through,” Lawton says, his hand over the speaker. “Her money launderer is the best pet groomer I know.”

“Is that who I think it is?” she bites out, full of fury. “You tell that girl she can freeze her ass off with Judas in the ninth circle of hell.”

“A Dante’s Inferno reference? I’m impressed, Carmen,” I say. “I didn’t know you Montoyas knew how to read, and in case you forgot, my parents can’t step foot in this country thanks to—”

“It’s Mrs. Montoya, you little—”

“Thanks for the tips, Ma,” Lawton says. “Love you. Bye.”

He hangs up.

I pour the peroxide on the blood droplets staining the concrete so they start to break down. “Always a delight, your mother.”

“What’d you expect?” he says. “You thought she’d invite you to Thanksgiving? Did you forget your asshole mom put my brother in the ground?”

I flinch. There it is.

He tries to hide it with a cough, but his voice cracks when he says brother, and for one tiny, embarrassing millisecond, I feel that shard of guilt poking behind my ribs, but I jam it deep down, right next to all the birthday wishes I made for a normal life.

My fists ball up. “How many times do I have to tell you? It was an accident.”

“Yeah, and I’m a priest,” he scoffs. “Her prints were all over his apartment, and you’re saying she ‘accidentally’ killed him? Lie better, Chastain. Your mom took our family bullshit too far by killing my brother.”

A red-hot wave of anger prickles over me, but it’s not like he’d believe me if I told him the truth. “My parents are fugitives because of them. My mom had to flee the country after your family put her on the FBI’s Most Wanted list.”

A storm rolls over his face. “Must be tough living it up in Antigua or Barbados or wherever-the-fuck they are, chugging piña coladas with tiny umbrellas.”

Yucatán Peninsula and mai tais, but close enough.

“So? I can barely talk to them. The cell reception’s too spotty, and I never get to see them anymore,” I say, hating how my voice wobbles in front of him.

And it’s not as if I have anyone else to call on a whim. Having friends as a professional human soup maker is basically impossible. What would I say when I can’t make it to girls’ night? Sorry! Off to strangle a mobster, but I’ll pick up some weed seltzer on the way back!

“Tough shit, Chastain. I’ll never get my brother back, so we’re nowhere close to even.” A wicked, predatory grin slices across Lawton’s face, and then he raises his handgun and points it right at my pounding heart.

Just like I knew he would.
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I lunge for his gun.

Lawton’s always been reckless, even trigger-happy, and he likes playing these games to mess with me. His hands grip my waist, yanking me off-balance right as I rip his pistol away. The handgun slips from his grasp and hits the concrete with a clatter.

“Nice try,” I say, wrestling him between grunts. “But I know you’re bluffing. You won’t shoot me.”

“Wanna bet?” he growls in my face.

“You don’t have anything I want.”

I twist to break free, but he pushes me back against the sprawling floor-to-ceiling condo window and pins my wrists above my head. I could knee him in the groin, but I don’t, only to see what he does next. He presses his body flush against my chest, close enough for his warmth to seep through the chiffon of my dress. He smells like smoke, mint, and salt, and I hate myself a little for taking a second breath.

He toys with a strand of my hair. “Nice hair, by the way. It’s always fun to see what color you’ll dye it for the job. I like your natural brown, but this makes things more exciting.”

“My hair is bronde,” I clarify, seriously considering headbutting him, but that always leaves me with a brutal headache.

The doorbell chimes.

We both snap our heads to the house, then to each other. “Shit,” we say in tandem, and then spring into action.

“Tell me you jammed the cameras,” he demands, dumping bleach everywhere.

“Do I look like a virgin?” I hiss back, pulling on my balaclava.

He scowls, tugging his own ski mask over his head. “I really don’t feel like killing anyone else today, so can we not talk about the men you’ve slept with?”

Lawton only flirts to piss me off, so I toss back, “Why? Wish you were one of them?”

“Not even a little.”

“That might be the first thing we’ve ever had in common,” I say.

The bell rings again. We move as fast as possible, doing everything we can to cross-contaminate the crime scene. Then we hear a door opening.

Lawton mutters a curse. “What do we do?”

“Why do I always have to come up with a plan?” I say, though I’m already thinking through plan F. I scan the outdoor patio for a hiding spot and nod at a white-paneled shed. “Get in the pool house. I wasn’t paid to take out two people, and frankly, I’m not doing the extra work if they don’t deserve to stop breathing.”

“God forbid you have to lift a manicured finger and break a nail.” He nudges me inside the shed until I’m wedged between two doughnut floaties.

Lawton cracks the wooden door, keeping us hidden as he pulls me against his hard chest. I can feel his heartbeat against my back, even though I try not to notice. I usually do these jobs alone, never with backup. Not that I would consider Lawton backup. He’ll probably push me out with a she did it! when this stranger inevitably calls the cops.

We watch through the crack as the housekeeper strides into the kitchen, Lawton’s hot breath at the back of my neck. I’m mentally pleading for her not to come outside, but the first thing she does is fill a watering can and head to the potted lime tree on the back patio, right where blood is turning the pool pink.

“Goddammit,” Lawton mutters. “We have to—”

“I know,” I say begrudgingly.

Killing innocents is not on my to-do list, either. I might have been raised by criminals, but it’s not like I’m stabbing soccer moms with orange slices over here. The people I’m paid to take out are the scum of society, not a house cleaner wearing a Walk to End Alzheimer’s T-shirt.

I would never, but someone has to take out the trash of humanity. I have the skills, thanks to my parents, so it might as well be me.

She slides open the glass door, spots Bryce’s dead body on the patio, and drops the watering can. I pinch one eye closed and brace myself for her scream, but all I hear are honking horns over the ocean waves. She stares for a solid minute, glances around, and then digs through Bryce’s pockets. Without any hesitation, she plucks out his wallet and marches right back out the door.

After a few minutes, a car engine fades in the distance. There’s silence.

Just our two hearts beating.

I give it a minute, then two, then my shoulders finally relax.

“Guess I haven’t pissed off fate as much as I thought.” Lawton snorts. “See, Chastain? This is why you don’t have to make a spreadsheet of every possible thing that could go wrong.”

“She could have just as easily reported the crime, and then we’d be burying two bodies tonight,” I huff.

“But she didn’t. It all worked out. No bulleted lists needed.”

Easy for him to say. Lawton’s always had the luxury of backup. His brother used to be his partner, and now he can always speed-dial his mom. My parents rarely have service, so it goes straight to voicemail. And besides them, I don’t trust anyone enough to be my partner. The one time I trusted the wrong person, I almost—

No.

I shove that thought down, down, down, refusing to even think about that night.

Lawton squeezes my waist with one big hand. I suppress a shiver from his calloused touch and shoulder him away, stepping out of the pool house.

“As much as I’ve enjoyed this tête-à-tête,” I say, letting the door slam into him behind me, “feel free to leave. I don’t trust you to handle cleanup duty. You’ll probably forget to bleach the grout lines.”

He saunters out after me. “I always forget how obsessive you are about cleanup. I guess that’s what having an on-call house cleaner does to a person. I didn’t have a trust fund, so I had to learn to live with a little mess and buy secondhand. Try not to gasp.”

I almost laugh. On-call house cleaner. That’s what he thinks? We never lived in a place long enough to make a mess.

“I still buy secondhand designer because it’s vintage, and you know, good for the environment, so you can bypass purgatory and go straight to hell,” I say.

I won’t apologize for liking pretty things when we live in an ugly world.

“You sure you want to go there? Look at this view.” He nods to the rays sparkling over the Pacific and whistles. “How ’bout we skip the road trip to Satan and hit that big-ass hot tub? It’s got ten different jet settings, I checked.”

I snap on my latex gloves. “You’ll have to drown me before I get in that jacuzzi with you.”

“Necrophilia isn’t my style. I like it when you bite back.” He snaps his teeth, and then he takes his pistol, points it to the sky, and pulls the trigger, alerting every cop car within a five-mile radius of my location. Seagulls caw and scatter across the purple-pink ribbons.

He dips that godforsaken cowboy hat. “Have fun with that, Chastain.”

I wish my smile could kill. “Au revoir, Montoya. Here’s to hoping you’re in a coffin before we meet again.”
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If you ask me, serial killers have it easier than us freelancers.

Those psychos can off someone, leave their victims for the coppers to find, and high-five themselves. They don’t have to walk around their parents’ barn with cotton balls soaked in tea tree oil jammed up their nostrils, chainsawing a dead criminal into pig feed. That’s the kind of disgusting shit no one warns you about until you’re elbow-deep in body parts.

I swear it’s karma’s payback for leaving Chastain to deal with Jaxon-with-an-x last week, or whatever his name was. Don’t care. With the way he was clenching her wrist like he wanted to rip her arm off, his name doesn’t deserve to be remembered.

“Hey now, Carnitas!” I say to my pig. It’s only us in the barn. “It’s not dinnertime yet, you chunky shitweasel.” I yank the severed arm away from Carnitas while holding a bottle of limoncello in my other hand.

That bottle and I go everywhere together. Best mates, my younger brother, Walker, would say, because we had a job in Australia one time (killed a kangaroo poacher) and afterward he came back calling everyone “mate.” That was Walker, always ready with a joke and a lopsided grin that made you feel like the most important person in his life.

I take a swig of the limoncello. “Remember when we gave Buck the Bartender shit for not having Jack Daniel’s on hand, Walker? And he offered us limoncello on the house. Limoncello?”

I can almost hear his scratchy laughter in the barn.

By the end of the night we were saying, another shot of lemonello! I finish the last of the lemony liquid, but there’s a red, fleshy chunk of something stuck on the rim.

“Please don’t be intestines,” I say, sweeping my fingers through my matted hair to get a better view. I squint. That’s … blurry. “Yeah. Great. Those are intestines. I just drank intestine juice. Guess I can add cannibalism to my rap sheet now.”

I sway on my feet a little and grab the pigpen’s wood railing for support. The hay on the floor is starting to spin again, but I’m used to the feeling now. Doesn’t even make me nauseous anymore.

The intestines, though? That has me queasy.

“Chastain could never deal with this shit. Right, Carnitas?” I say to my pig.

He snorts.

“Exactly.” I jab a finger at him, almost trip, but catch myself. “She’s too fuckin’ busy sipping that pink weed seltzer she likes while plotting on her twenty-four-carat-gold bidet that was probably passed down through the generations.”

Another snort.

Knew he’d agree. Carnitas is my guy.

Sabrina’s face jumps into my head to pester me like the ranch’s cicadas that make it their mission to burst my eardrums. They won’t shut up until the weather cools off. I drag a thumb over the scar she left on my eyebrow, and that familiar brew of anger, annoyance, resentment, whatever you want to call it, boils over.

“Damn you, Chastain. Get outta my head.”

All that brown—bronde—hair she dyes, those lips that could make a corpse do a triple take, and that thin scar on her right cheekbone she got from a knife fight. It’s the only part of her face that’s banged up.

I blame her hundred-step skin-care routine.

And I don’t want to talk about those hooded, smoky eyes that always make her look like she just got laid. What color are they, anyway? Gray? Blue? Green?

Every time I stare at them, I want to scoop my eyeballs out with a melon-baller thanks to our fucked-up families.

Do we have cold, hard proof Chastain’s mom killed Walker? No, but who needs proof when her fingerprints were all over his place, and he turns up dead the next morning?

“Accident my ass,” I mutter.

Why was her mom at his apartment? Walker probably did something to piss her off, maybe got blood on her dry-cleaned cashmere, and she killed him for it because she’s a psychopath who doesn’t know the meaning of too far.

Before all this, Sabrina and I had a fun rivalry going. She would bedazzle my favorite cowboy hat, so I’d slip a food-poisoning pill into her seltzer and she’d spend hours hunched over the toilet.

Like I said—fun.

I didn’t hate them.

But now it’s personal.

“You want some lime, hon?” Ma hollers from the wraparound porch. Her voice carries over the oak trees that remind me of giant broccoli heads. It’s got a way to go. My parents have sixty-two acres of pasture that roll down to the Rio Grande.

I cup one bloody hand around my mouth and shout through the open barn doors. “For what? Margaritas?”

“’Course not!” she yells, perching her hands on her apron. “To help speed up the decomposition process!”

“Yes, ma’am,” I yell back, holding up a thumb. “Bring on the corpse ceviche!”

Quicklime—not lime juice—helps the remains decay faster (at least, at first), which makes my job easier. She blows me a kiss before letting the screen door swing closed, and I pretend to catch it in the air because it makes her smile. I might have a hard time getting out of bed these days, but I can make her grin.

Ma used to be a big smiler, but when Walker died over a year ago, she traded in her smiles for chores. Cleaning her guns, organizing the knives, shoveling hay, you name it. Once when she was having a rough day, she painted the porch the most disgusting shade of yellow because Walker liked bananas, so now I call my childhood home “The Piss-stain.”

In my head, not out loud.

Ma’s been through enough.

The paint didn’t last long, but her smiles came back. I always wonder how she managed that, but I guess some people push grief away and others get stuck in it. Most days I’d rather stay in bed, let the dishes stack up, and replay the voice memos Walker left me, but she wouldn’t understand that.

Now the paint’s peeling next to the wicker rocking chairs. The ranch used to be home, but with Walker gone, I live out of my duffel because, unlike Ma, the Motel 6 manager doesn’t side-eye me when I stay in bed until three in the afternoon.

My burner vibrates in my pocket, and I fish it out with bloody gloves, holding the empty limoncello bottle with my teeth.

Onyx: New Contract Available: Partner Assignment

“Partner?” I mumble around the bottle. “Better be a good payout if I have to work with someone. Let’s see what you’ve got for me.”

Onyx is more secure than a president’s phone, so I unlock it with my face, do the two-factor authentication, and enter a ten-digit pin, which I get wrong. Three times.

“Can’t remember the damn password,” I mutter at the spinning screen.

It takes me ten minutes to reset it, and a hell of a lot of cursing. Once I’m in, I skim past the details until my eyes land on the payout. Six figures. Four weeks. Lodging provided. Awesome. Then I check the location of the job and groan.

Benson, Wyoming.

There are some true, honest ranchers in Wyoming, but you won’t find them there. Benson is where millionaires fly into their third homes to play cowboy dress-up; it’s all mechanical bulls, no cattle. But the payout is come-in-your-Wranglers good, so I click accept. I’ll figure out the details later.

I’m cramming what’s left of the dead arsonist into the feeding trough when Ma comes back out with a gallon of quicklime. The pigs all run to her. “Here you go, hun.”

I kiss the top of her bandana. “Thanks.”

She wipes her hands on her floral apron. It’s the one I got for her birthday last year with tiny bluebonnets. Gray curls poke out of her bandana as she gives me a once-over, her eyes lingering on the empty limoncello bottle in my hand.

She crosses her arms but doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t need to. Ma’s got X-ray vision when it comes to bullshit.

I toss the bottle in the barn trash, soaking up the sound of crunching glass. “Sorry, I’ll be better.”

Her eyes narrow. “Did you eat breakfast this morning?”

I can hear what she’s really saying, Are you okay? A couple of months ago on Walker’s birthday, she found me passed out on his gravestone, so I don’t blame her. “I’m good, Ma. I had a big breakfast.”

“What’d you have?”

I throw a severed foot in the trough. Dead guy’s got nasty feet. “I had some avocado toast. Two pieces. Swear I’m good.”

“Avocado toast? That’s an insult to guacamole,” she bursts out, shaking her head. “You and your father … I can count on one hand the amount of times I’ve had avocado toast. You see how many fingers I’m holding up?”

Her hands stay on her hips.

“Zero fingers, Ma.” I never should have mentioned the toast. She thinks avocados should only be served with pico de gallo. “Can we talk about overpriced toast later? I need to finish feeding the pigs.”

Her lips purse. “Why don’t you put down the chainsaw, get out in the garden, and pick some fresh cilantro for the quesadillas? Did you see how much it’s grown?”

“Gardening doesn’t do it for me. I’d rather imagine taking this chainsaw to Chastain’s mom and—”

“Don’t talk about that woman,” she bites out.

Her eyes water, and I hate making her cry, so I wrap her in a hug.

“All right, I won’t,” I say, kissing her cheek before letting her go. “We can talk about how you’ve got enough cilantro to fill this barn with guacamole.”

She smiles. “I wrote that in my gratitude journal this morning.”

“Huh. Maybe I was doing it all wrong when you told me to give it a shot. I wrote, I’m grateful my target’s neck was small enough for me to fit my hands around.”

“That’s my sweet boy.” She tosses a severed finger to one of the pigs.

Her brown eyes, which are a shade lighter than mine, search my face. I smile for her, even though it’s hard. That’s what she needs. Smiles, it’s okays. I don’t know what I need, but it’s not a goddamn smile.

She pinches my cheek. “Hurry up. Dinner’s almost ready, and I’m making a side of fresh, honest-to-god guacamole. No more avocado toast.”

I rev my chainsaw.

Nothing like some body-chopping to work up an appetite.
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“Bonnie!” I call out, my voice echoing. “I’m home!”

Well, not home, but it sounds better than I’m back in the studio I rented on the Upper East Side for September!

I dead bolt the door behind me and pause out of habit, listening for anything off. All I hear is the humming from the fortress-sized wine fridge. Once I’m satisfied that there isn’t an angry Montoya lurking in my closet, I put the safety on my handgun and toe off my heels.

I can tell the cleaning person came because the Scandinavian furniture is perfectly fluffed, the bathroom bidet is reset, and even the exposed brick wall looks dusted. Floor-to-ceiling windows reveal the sprawling city skyline, and I’m high enough that the honking horns don’t screech against my eardrums. It’s a beautiful studio, pristine and elegant, but the walls are bare of any photos, there are no shoes by the door, nothing to show I was even here.

“Good.” I force a nod.

With a sigh, I drop my calfskin duffel bag on the hardwood and head straight for the stainless-steel fridge. I don’t even bother unpacking since I’ll probably be on another plane in less than a week. I peek inside the fridge. There’s nothing but expired pickles and four meal-prepped containers overgrown with mold.

“Oh well. I tried.”

After grabbing the pickles, I shut the fridge with my hip and sink on the leather couch. “Bonnie, you’re not going to believe who showed up in Malibu,” I say, plucking one from the jar.

“Lawton Montoya. The imbecile looked good, too, but I’d rather give up dry cleaning than admit that. I mean, he disposes of bodies by feeding them to livestock. So gross. He has no finesse, but it’s like he thinks he’s better than me because he gets his hands dirty. I can get my hands dirty, too, I just have to take off my press-ons first. Okay. I’m done ranting.”

Bonnie stares back at me, belly-up at the top of the tiny fish tank.

I tap the glass. “Bonnie?”

She’s floating, unmoving. My shoulders slump. This was Bonnie the Seventh. I really need to stop buying fish just to have someone to come home to. “I’m sorry, Bonnie, rest in peace with Clyde, my sweet little soul.”

I’m preparing a makeshift funeral involving a plastic baggie and a toilet when my phone vibrates. Restricted. I drop the baggie, hurrying to swipe right. “Hi, Mom. You there?”

Her toasty, chipper voice crackles through. “Hi, darling! Can you hear me?”

My heart catapults. “Yes, finally. Why haven’t you answered? I’ve called you like ten times this week.”

“I know, sweetie, I’m so sorry. The cell reception’s such a mess down here.”

“It’s fine. I’m just glad I get to hear your voice for once.” I grab Dad’s Coffee Makes Me Less Murdery mug from the cabinet, the one I bring with me everywhere. “What have you been up to?”

“We went couples snorkeling with one of the Hell’s Angels chapter presidents. Apparently, the Yucatán Peninsula’s a popular spot for runaways, and here we thought we were being unique.”

“And your mother dropped her wedding ring in the Caribbean.” Dad’s deep voice pops onto the line. “So someone had to dive fifty feet without an oxygen tank to get it.”

“And someone needs to stop complaining,” Mom interjects. “You stole that ring from a Moroccan heiress. I wasn’t about to let it go. It’s from the Gilded Age!”

Mom and Dad used to be two of the best freelancers back in the nineties. They started out conning criminals, but the jobs eventually got deadlier, and the higher stakes meant more money but less freedom. Sure, we could go anywhere in the world we wanted, except we could never stay there for more than a couple of months.

All it took was me getting kidnapped for ransom when I was six, and we never slept in the same place twice. The drug lord who took me gave me a ton of Swedish Fish, so I didn’t mind the whole experience, but after that, I became great at packing my duffel. Dad even got me a vacuum sealer.

“Did you use the lye in the hot tub like I told you?” Dad says. “I call it the cauldron killer.”

“I had a …” I twirl a strand of hair. “… complication, but we don’t have to waste time talking about it.”

“Yes we do,” Dad says in his overprotective voice, the same one he uses to threaten human traffickers. “What happened?”

“Are you okay?” Mom adds, sounding worried. “Do you need us to call Dr. Ravinsky? He isn’t doing much under the table anymore, but he owes me a favor.”

“No. Nothing like that … I ran into Lawton Montoya,” I say.

A heavy pause.

“You need to be careful with that one,” Mom says, all the sunshine sucked out of her voice. “After everything that happened with his brother, you don’t know what he’s capable of, and you don’t have anyone to watch out for you, so please be careful.”

My stomach twists. I don’t need the reminder. That’s the reason I have backup plans for my backup plans. My parents always had each other, but it’s not like the Hinge date who thought my gun was a dildo could bail me out if things went wrong. That’s why I never leave the house without my pistol, my pocketknife, and my poison-tipped press-ons.

“I’m always careful,” I sigh, plopping onto a rattan barstool. “I miss you guys.”

“Come visit us, darling!” Mom says. “I know it takes two planes, a speedboat, a Cessna, and a canoe to get here, but it’s gorgeous, and—” A burst of static scarfs down her words. “—wanted to—?”

Not again. “What? Mom, you’re breaking up.”

“Let you know—” More static.

I press the phone to my ear. “What?”

“We’ll be unreachable for—few weeks,” she crackles out.

Nothing.

“Mom?” Three low beeps. I stare down at the blank screen. “Don’t forget to put on sunscreen.”

My throat burns. Choppy phone calls aren’t the same as seeing them every week. I miss how my dad always hummed AC/DC when he organized his knives, and doing DIY vampire facials with my mom using our target’s leftover blood, but at least they sound happy. Now that they’re gone, I only have Bonnie to talk to, and she’s not the best conversationalist—especially now that she’s in a baggie.

I pour myself a cup of chamomile tea, do my twelve-step skin-care routine, and sink into a lavender-scented bath overlooking the sea of skyscrapers.

I spot Lucas and Eva in the ornate Art Deco building across from mine. I have no idea if those are their real names, but they have one of my favorite lives to watch, which yes, makes me a stalker, but I once poisoned someone with Pop Rocks, so this isn’t all that bad. It’s the same routine every night: takeout from the gyro truck, brush teeth (together), snuggle while watching reruns.

It’s so exquisitely mundane, I’m envious.

My phone buzzes, so I lurch for it, hoping to see Mom calling back, but it’s a notification from Onyx.

I use my face to unlock the app and carefully read the encrypted file until the bubbles in my bath dissolve.

The target is a twenty-eight-year-old woman, but it’s marked Recon. Only surveillance. Perfect. No cleanup duty for me. The overview says I need to “get to know” this woman (aka stalk) and send weekly reports in Onyx for the next month.

“Looks like someone’s being blackmailed,” I say, scrolling down to check the job location. “Wyoming? What’s in Wyoming?”

All I know about the state is that it has mountains and maybe some cows, but I did binge-watch Girl Meets Cowboy, a reality dating show set in Montana, which is close enough to Wyoming, and it made the Wild West look stunning. The hot springs, the national parks, the showstopping mountains, it’s a year-round wonderland.

Benson looks like an idyllic place, nestled between the Tetons with a tiny town square complete with a gazebo and local stores that all end with Trading Co. or Mercantile. I zoom in on Google Maps and click on the Betty’s Mercantile website.

“Wow, forty-two dollars for apple butter? What’s it made of? Diamond apples?”

I continue reading the job description. Lodging provided. Even better. It appears like this woman runs a local rental called the Little Red Barn on her ranch’s property, which looks exactly like it sounds, but then I groan when I see the description.

Partner Assignment.

I prefer to work alone, but that payout is tough to turn down. This would put a big dent in my down-payment fund, which would get me a lot closer to having a place that’s all mine. A home where I don’t have to worry about stashing my arsenic in a jar labeled Powdered Sugar.

My options are this or staring at Lucas and Eva until I need eye drops, so I click accept, then go back to watching them. It looks like they got a falafel bowl tonight.

I pick up my phone and order a falafel bowl for one.
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I spend the next few days combing through the file Onyx sent, digging up every scrap of information on my target: Bobbi Rae Stockton. The client wants evidence, weekly photo check-ins, even a personality assessment.

What kind of blackmailer wants a Myers-Briggs test?

The app covers everything from social security numbers to dates of recurring horseback riding lessons, but I make sure to do my own sleuthing because I’m not Lawton Montoya and don’t throw shit at the fan to see what sticks.

Bobbi’s parents died in a hit-and-run when she was a kid (I had to read an actual newspaper article to confirm that) and left her with a hefty inheritance, so in addition to managing the Little Red Barn, she also runs Cowboy Candle Co., her homemade soy candle business that barely breaks even. Every candle name starts with “Smells Like.”

Smells Like a Rainy Ride. Smells Like Fall in the Mountains. Smells Like an Abandoned Farmhouse.

That’s a strange scent, but it has notes of sage and lavender, so I order one off her Etsy shop.

Next up are her socials.

They’re full of her dimples popping, nose stud glinting, while pouring wax in “thrifted” fringe jackets that are reselling for $1,200 online. She’s also married to a man named Archibald, but he goes by Arch.

He’s a good-looking guy with his light brown hair pulled back at the nape of his neck and black-framed, square glasses, but I checked his medical records, and he doesn’t need a lens prescription. Red flag. He’s also big into fishing and antiquing, and he carries around a battered Pride and Prejudice copy everywhere he goes.

They seem like a normal, albeit rich, couple, which makes me wonder: What dirty skeletons do they have locked up in their ridiculously oversized closets?

* * *

I LAND EARLY and step off the plane into the brisk fall air. There isn’t a cloud in the sky. The snow-draped mountains greet me in the distance, sparkling in the afternoon sun. Almost everyone at the airport is wearing a cowboy hat and shiny boots that look brand-new. I’m normally better about blending in, but I wouldn’t be caught dead in a cowboy hat—unless Lawton killed me. He’d probably add chaps to the mix and memorialize the picture.

Since I can’t check in to the Little Red Barn until four o’clock, I stash my luggage at the General Store and follow Bobbi into the Wicked Horse Saloon. It’s packed inside, but I’ve always liked a crowd.

The more people there are, the easier it is to fade away.

Everyone is two-stepping beneath a ceiling of two-dollar bills, and the room is hazy despite the No Smoking Unless You’re Smoking Hot sign. As I watch Bobbi dominate the pool tables, laughing and nudging shoulders, I’m convinced she’s the kind of woman everyone secretly wants to be friends with.

And I
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