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      The one he wants is the only one he can't control.

      

      Ravi

      When my parents were killed almost four years ago, I went to live with Liam.

      For two years, I’ve been in love with him.

      I’ve also hated him nearly that long.

      He’s overbearing, controlling, and lately he tracks my every move.

      I can’t take it anymore.

      I’ve saved some cash working as a companionship escort, but it’s not enough to escape.

      So, I decide to auction myself off. It’ll give me the money I need to leave this town—and Liam—in my past.

      Except nothing goes to plan, and my escape goes up in smoke.

      Liam

      I’m not a good man. I’m certainly not one who should be charged with someone else's care.

      But I promised my old friend—Ravi’s safety is my priority.

      Even if I’m protecting him from me.

      But the more I work to keep him out of danger, the harder he rebels.

      The harder he rebels, the harsher my punishments.

      Then I discover his ridiculous, harebrained auction plan.

      If I can’t stop the auction, I have little choice.

      Ravi will not become a stranger’s plaything.

      Not while I have a plan of my own.

      

      Guardian is a dark MM, enemies-to-lovers, kink awakening romance featuring a tortured vigilante hero who’s met his match in the sunshiny male escort he’s been charged with protecting. This story contains a significant age gap and consensual non-monogamy (after all, sharing is caring).

      

      Reader discretion is advised. Possible triggers include: revenge sex, spanking, imprisonment as punishment, stalking/tracking, use of restraints, off-page military trauma, on-page torture and murder of bad guys, accidental drug overdose, attempted kidnapping, forced OHs, bondage, and some of the consent is a bit dubious.

    

  


  
    
      If you’ve picked up this book, you are my kind of people. Welcome. We’re a little bit twisted, and we like it. Jump on in, the water is fine.
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      If you're like me and enjoy pairing your reading with music, the following songs helped to inspire Guardian:

      

      
        
          	
        “Run” - Snow Patrol
      

      	
        “Hemorrhage” - Fuel
      

      	
        “Mouth” - Bush
      

      	
        “Live Forever” - Oasis
      

      	
        “Blurry” - Puddle of Mud
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        Want to keep in touch? Sign up for my newsletter to stay in the loop about future releases.

        https://sendfox.com/BethChristopher
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      Ravi

      

      I think my biggest mistake was going barefoot.

      When you see people streaking in movies, they don’t show the person stopping to put their shoes back on, right? But I guess they must, because right now I’m running across a gravel lot and regretting the rocks under my feet almost as much as the bullets whizzing past my head.

      At least, like, equally as much.

      Every shot makes me flinch. Every rock makes me stumble.

      “What the fuck is that stupid son of a bitch doing?”

      Ordinarily I’d find it hurtful being called stupid. Considering these men work for an asshole who’s been trafficking people and drugs, I won’t take it personally.

      They probably had difficult childhoods or something.

      “Jesus Christ, Ravi, what the fuck are you thinking?” My boss, Brennan, is somewhere behind me. Behind the bad guys. Brennan is also a bad guy, but the ones chasing me are…badder guys? Worse guys?

      “I already told you!” Since I’m running away from him, I don’t know if Brennan can even hear me, but isn’t it the principle of the thing? He came to this warehouse where some rival worse guy is holding people who’ve been taken off the street, people to be sold, and the plan is to release the people and burn the place down.

      “Somebody fucking grab that fucking kid!” Worse guy. Gotta be.

      I mean, yes, Brennan did tell me to wait in the car. When someone needs help, though, I can’t not help. And those people being held here need help. Brennan needed a distraction. He’ll appreciate my help in the end. He will.

      So, you know. Streaking. It seemed like a good idea at the time.

      Liam, my guardian, would call it reckless. I prefer to see it as taking initiative. Or, like, a public service. I’m being useful, dammit.

      “Someone fucking grab him and just fucking shoot him!”

      They’ve tried.

      Honestly, it’s exciting. I’m flying right now. Liam once told me it’s a lot harder to hit a moving target, and I’m a fast runner, so mostly they’re wasting ammunition. I’ve been sort of zigzagging to make it harder for them to aim.

      I’m passing an open loading bay when something flies close to the left side of my face and embeds itself in the edge of one of the bay doors. I fight the urge to duck when the heat of it brushes my cheek. So I zig right, into the brightly lit warehouse. There are voices in there. People.

      The guys with guns won’t shoot with their own people around…right?

      More yelling behind me. Not words I can understand, mostly grunts and thumps and a bunch of swearing. Maybe that means Brennan’s guys got them all?

      When I look over my shoulder to check, there’s still one dude behind me. He’s not shooting, but he’s tall. Long legs. And he’s gaining on me.

      “Shit,” I breathe. There’s a noise in front of me—some guy carrying a wrapped bundle of some kind. He pulls a knife. He sees me, but there’s nothing I can do to stop.

      Then my toe slams into a seam in the concrete. “Ow.”

      Now I’m really flying. Toward the guy with the knife. The bundle.

      You know how you put your hands out to catch yourself when you fall?

      Well, my hand hits the knife.

      Which hits the bundle.

      The bundle explodes. I get a face full of powder.

      Drugs, my brain supplies. These are bad guys. Worse guys. They deal drugs.

      Bitterness coats the back of my throat. I gasp like a fish, but my lungs won’t fill with air.

      My heart, already racing, races faster. Dizziness hits.

      Get up. The worse guys are coming. Get up, get up, get up.

      “Ravi? Fuck.” That sounds like Brennan. He’s poking at my neck, slapping at my face. “Jalen, grab him and get him outside. We’re going to need to call a fucking ambulance. Jesus, Ravi, you’re a fucking menace.”

      My lips and tongue are weirdly numb. I can’t make them move. It feels like I’m dying. I don’t want to die.

      I was only trying to help.

      I really hope I did. It’s the last thing I think before the lights go out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Liam

      “Please. I swear. I don’t know anything else.” After hours of begging, the man’s voice is raw, cracked by desperation. Good.

      Everyone in my line of work plays favorites with their tools. Some have pet names for their knives and guns. My favorite knife doesn’t have a name. Just a purpose.

      “Reece. Give me the fillet.”

      My employee hands over the blade.

      The man tied to the stainless-steel chair starts thrashing. Water drips down his face with the steady, annoying cadence of a broken faucet.

      Thunder claps outside the East End warehouse. Storm season in Belle Argo, Florida lives up to the name. Comes in handy. The drips from holes in the roof aggravate the interrogee. Thunder muffles their screams.

      The former bartender we tracked down is good looking, pretty even, with his blue-gray eyes and artsy, new-school tattoos. Or he was before we got hold of him. Between my knife and my employee, Reece, who smashed the guy’s head into concrete when we picked him up, he’s not looking so pretty now.

      “Okay, let’s go over this again.” I place the tip of my knife at his sternum and press in. Not a lot. Never go big when you can go small, I say. It’s enough to get this guy’s lower lip quivering.

      “Several wealthy young men and women were taken from parties over the span of a few months’ time, and the interesting thing is you just so happened to bartend at almost all of them. You’re telling me your interactions were only ever with the party promoter. He’s the one who gave you the money and the drugs and told you who to slip them to. Nobody else?”

      He bobs his head. “Yeah. Yeah. Exactly. This guy, Tony, he seemed to be at all the parties. Always used the catering company I worked for. He’d slip me a grand and a picture. All I did was put the shit in their drink like he asked me to. I don’t know who was paying him or who he was working with. I sure as fuck wasn’t the one shipping them out of the country. I just needed the money, okay?”

      My knife “slips” a little. The sound he makes is more of a whimper than a scream, but I enjoy the way the tendons stand out on his neck.

      “What’d you need the money for?” We’re probably going to kill this man anyway. Even if he was desperate for the cash because his little sister needed a kidney transplant or something, he could’ve gotten the money some way that didn’t traumatize people and tear up families. Still, it’s worth asking.

      “Man, I had gambling debts, okay? I moved here to try and lie low while I made some cash, but the dude I owed sent a guy, and I was running short on time.”

      I glance at Reece. He raises an eyebrow, thinking the same thing I’m thinking. We’re definitely killing him now.

      I crouch down so I can look into the eyes in his sagging head. “Here’s the trouble I have with all that, my friend. You knew they were drugging people. You probably knew exactly what they were going to do with them, and you still sold them out for a measly few thousand dollars.”

      Over to the side there’s a stainless-steel table where I keep my tools and my phone. The device is on silent, but the screen has been lighting up with notifications.

      Ravi has left home.

      Where’s the little shit going when he doesn’t have class for hours? I’m going to need to have a talk with him. I take a breath and turn back to the man in the chair.

      “I didn’t know,” he protests. “I didn’t know they wanted to, like, sell people or whatever. I thought it was a little harmless fun.”

      This is where Reece comes in out of nowhere and slugs the guy in the side of the face. “A little harmless fun, you sick piece of shit? Drugging kids? You’re telling us you were all right with assault, but kidnapping is where you draw the line?”

      I glare at Reece. He’s one of my newer guys, so we’re still working on communication. “Give me some warning next time, huh? You almost got the business end of my knife.”

      “Sorry, boss.” His face flushes pink as he moves to stand against the nearest wall.

      Fucking guy’s like a golden retriever with a penchant for murder. We’ll have to work on his self-control.

      I return my knife to the bartender’s chest and continue drawing a line down the center of his sternum. He grits his teeth, trying not to scream. Gotta give him some points for that, at least. Most guys scream. Even the tough ones.

      Especially the tough ones.

      “Here’s the thing, Brad. Seems awfully convenient that you’ve only got one co-conspirator, given that trafficking operations tend to involve a lot of people. Multiple people transported those kids who were drugged. Put them in a van, drove them away, and put them on a plane or a boat. Someone made sure you were assigned to work those parties. Who was your boss? Your boss’s boss? Who handles scheduling for your employer?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t⁠—”

      I drag my knife farther down his chest. Right through a stupid-ass tattoo of a rooster on his chest. It’s well done for a barnyard animal. Detailed. That one probably cost some money.

      “Okay. Okay. My boss is…” I glance over at Reece to make sure he’s getting the names this guy is rattling off.

      “Make sure to look into those people,” I tell Reece when the bartender has run out of breath.

      Not that I have high hopes. For all we know, the party planner simply requested Brad’s presence. Still, it doesn’t hurt to check. If we keep digging, eventually we’ll find someone who knew something. Persistence is key.

      I pick up a tool that looks a bit like a gardening claw, but with razor-sharp ends. “Anything you’ve forgotten to tell us?”

      “I don’t know anything else. I swear, I swear.”

      The bartender is bleeding from cuts and scrapes all over his body. We’ve been working him over for a couple of hours, so it doesn’t surprise me when he mutters, “Man, I’m really dizzy.”

      I sigh. “Was there anyone else at the parties other than this Tony person who seemed like they could’ve been involved? Anyone else he could have been working with?”

      “It’s like I already told you. Dude was a social… What do you call them? Butterfly. Social butterfly. He talked to everybody. Liked to go around hugging and handshaking and snorting lines of coke off the coffee tables and whatever. He seemed to know everyone, so how would I know who he was working with?”

      “There were a couple of vans we think he used to get people out of the parties. Did you ever see the vans? Ever help him load someone inside?”

      “No. No. I never did…any of that. But I did see the van. It looked like one of our standard catering vans, except he usually parked it in front of the venue, which the staff weren’t allowed to do. After a while I figured out that was how you could tell.”

      “Ever see the driver?”

      “Fuck no. Tinted windows.”

      The bartender’s head lolls to one side.

      “We’ve probably gotten about all we’re going to get, boss,” Reece puts in.

      I pause in my carving. “You’re probably right.”

      The guy’s head shoots up. Probably calculating for the first time that if he isn’t useful, he’s dead. “Wait. Wait. There was, uh, another guy. I think he was a cop. I could swear I saw a badge once.”

      “Did you get this cop’s name? Can you give me a description?”

      “Kind of tall. Dark hair. White. Uh…” The bartender squeezes his eyes shut tight. “That’s all I can remember. But, hey, I could go back. Like, if you let me go, I could go work more parties. Keep an eye out for him. For anyone who’s suspicious. I could report back to you.”

      “That’s a real nice offer, Brad…” I put my knife down on the table and pick up my phone, which is flashing again.

      Ravi has entered the parking lot of Belle Argo University, Lot C.

      Ravi is at Campus Coffee.

      Ravi is at the BAU Campus Gym.

      “Problem, boss?” Reese asks.

      I shake my head. “Just my fucking ward being a fucking idiot.”

      “So…” Brad trembles in the chair, trying to hold his head up. “So, you’ll let me go, then? You’ll let me go, and I’ll inform for you, like…like you’re the cops?”

      “You know we’re not actually the cops.”

      “No, yeah, I got that. Cops don’t interrogate you with knives in a warehouse. I don’t care who you are. Just… Do we have a deal?”

      “I’m afraid that won’t work, Brad. That Tony fellow you mentioned is dead, and with him that part of the operation has dried up. It wouldn’t get us anything.”

      He rattles the cuffs that hold his wrists behind the chair. “Something else, then. Come on, motherfucker. There’s got to be something, right? You can’t fucking keep me here. You’re talking about a bunch of pampered rich assholes. You know how they treat people like me? You don’t get to kill me over them.” The last part comes out in a yell. The big-eyed innocent act seems to have fallen away.

      I hold up a finger and then return to my phone, shooting off a text.

      Liam: You should not be at the gym so soon after a near-fatal drug overdose.

      Placing the phone back on the table, I see movement from the corner of my eye. Bartender Brad is twisting in his chair, trying to work his wrists loose. He’s straining forward, eyes on the table, almost like he’s interested in what’s happening with my phone.

      Growling, I grab my pistol from the table and fire off two shots. The bartender, who drugged several twenty-something partygoers and sent them off to be trafficked, is still looking startled when he slumps over.

      Then I send a follow-up text: Ravi. You’re smarter than this.

      A quick check of the bartender’s pulse tells me he’s definitely gone. Good.

      I see the moment Ravi reads the message, but there’s no reply. Not even the three dots to tell me there’s one in progress. Ungrateful kid.

      “Okay,” I say to Reece. “Not that we got much, but at least it’s one less piece of shit running around. Let’s get this all cleaned up.”

      My employee’s eyebrows dip. “You didn’t think it was worth trying to get him to give us information?”

      “It’s like I already said: Tony, the guy who paid him, is dead. There have been no more missing people from that side of town. More than likely they’ve shut it all down for now. The cop he mentioned isn’t enough to go on. I’ve got a whole list of potentially corrupt guys in the Belle Argo precinct, and probably eighty percent of them match that extremely vague description. It’s a dead end.”

      Still no response from my text to Ravi, so I send another.

      Liam: I want you home when you’re done with classes today.

      “Everything okay?” Reece asks again.

      “Fine. This kid’s been a pain in my ass since day one, that’s all. An even bigger one lately.”

      “The guys mentioned you had an adopted kid or something.”

      “Not adopted.” Thank fuck. The last thing I need is to be someone’s actual parent. “An old friend and his wife got killed about four years ago. We’d lost touch, but his will was old. No local family, so the kid ended up with me.”

      “Shit, that’s got to be tough.”

      Reece starts rolling up our body in plastic. I get started hosing down the floor and dousing it all in bleach.

      Ordinarily, talking to my employees about my personal life isn’t something I would do. Lately Ravi’s got my frustration leaking out all over the place. Sort of like the blood on this floor.

      “He’s stubborn like you wouldn’t believe. I tried to go easy at first because his parents had been murdered, but I feel like that backfired. Almost got himself killed a couple of weeks ago, and he’s still not listening to shit.”

      My phone lights up, finally, with a reply from Ravi. Not one I was hoping to see.

      Ravi: My research indicates that light exercise is fine if I’m feeling up to it, and I am, thx!

      With an IQ of one hundred fifty-four, you’d think he could at least spell properly.

      “Kid doesn’t listen to a damn thing I say,” I mutter.

      “Teenager?” Reece asks as he tapes up the body.

      “Nineteen. Twenty in a few months.”

      Reece chuckles. “Yeah, they’re all assholes at that age. I was. Weren’t you?”

      “Still am. Hey. How’s your grandmother?”

      Reece grins. “In remission. Thank fuck. Apparently she’s made lots of friends in treatment, too, so her social life is more interesting than mine.” He hoists the body over his shoulder. “I’ll get this out to the truck. What project am I billing this to?”

      “2740.”

      “That’s, like, the internal code we use when we don’t have anything else to bill to, right?”

      “Exactly. We had a client a few months back who had tasked us with tracking down suspected trafficking victims. The names of the abductees were being pulled from their client list. We tracked down all the victims we could, so technically the project is over. This is us cleaning up loose ends.”

      This is me needing to cut the head off the monster. I’ve learned too much to think the world can truly be rid of evil, but I’m sure as fuck going to take as much of it with me as I can before I go.

      Even though sometimes I’m one of the monsters.

      “Got it.” Reece gives me a halfhearted salute and lugs his bloody package out to the loading bay. Meanwhile, I tap out one more text, because I’m tired as hell and I never can leave well enough alone.

      Liam: If you don’t come the hell home after class, I will hunt you down.
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      Ravi

      “Hey, Rav, you know you get more benefit from the weights if you’re actually moving them. You taking a nap right now or what?” my sort-of friend Troy asks.

      Shoving my phone into my pocket, I give an apologetic shrug. “Sorry. Did you want to use this one?”

      “Nah.” Troy, who’s perched on a nearby weight bench, shakes his head. “Trying to make sure you’re still with us is all.”

      Of all my sort-of friends, he’s the one who seems to notice me most. I’m not sure why, but it’s kind of nice. He’s right though. At the moment all I’m doing is taking up space.

      If my mother were here, she’d pinch my ear and tell me not to laze around.

      “Oh. Uh. Thanks. Texting my guardian?” Calling him that feels weird. Calling him anything feels weird. He isn’t a parent. He isn’t a friend. He’s… I don’t know. He’s Liam.

      “Is he on your ass about the warehouse thing still?” Next to Troy, his roommate, Adam, pipes up.

      “He doesn’t think I should be here working out.” I shrug again, because I’m not sure what else to do. Liam’s always been sort of protective of me, but it gets worse as I get older, not better. “At least he hasn’t found out I’m failing biology yet.”

      My friend PJ looks up from the mat he’s been stretching on. “From what I’ve heard so far, this Liam guy sounds like a prison warden. You didn’t OD on purpose. It’s not like you have an addiction. Guy knows you’re an adult, right?”

      “I wish he’d understand I was trying to help people.” I sigh.

      There were innocent people being held in that warehouse. Trafficking victims. Liam can bluster all he wants, but one thing I’ll never do is ignore people who need help. It hurts too much to do nothing. Especially after what happened to my parents. After knowing I was close enough to do something, and I didn’t.

      “Can’t you tell the guy to fuck off?” Troy asks.

      Sometimes I’d like to. A lot of times, really. But. Well. “He’s paying my tuition, right? Until things change, I feel like I kind of have to keep him happy.”

      There’s one small problem with that, though. Nothing makes Liam Masters happy.

      I adjust my feet against the leg press and start counting reps again. I try, anyway. I barely make it to ten before my phone buzzes again. Liam’s mad because he doesn’t like how I answered his last message.

      “He’s making me stay at his place ever since the accident,” I complain to nobody in particular. “He keeps yapping on about where I am. I’m pretty sure he’s tracking my phone.”

      “That’s intense,” Troy murmurs. Adam nods in agreement, long hair bobbing in a bun.

      My lit teacher, Mr. Monroe, seats himself at the pulldown machine next to me. “If you don’t mind me asking, Ravi, how long have you lived with this guy?”

      Too long.

      “Since my parents were murdered.” It’s not something I like talking about, though. I don’t like the pitying looks and the questions. “It was a little before my sixteenth birthday.”

      One month and four days. We were supposed to spend the weekend in Washington, DC, visiting the museums and art galleries. Dad was going to take us to this café I liked but was too far from our home in Virginia to visit often. Now I’m in Belle Argo, Florida, and my favorite café is nine hundred and two miles away.

      I don’t know why I bothered looking that up. Couldn’t help myself.

      “Not that I know from personal experience, but I’m sure it’s a big responsibility taking care of a teenager whose parents have died,” Mr. Monroe says. “I’m sure this Liam guy is only trying to protect you, even if it doesn’t always feel that way.”

      A plausible argument, right? Except Liam Masters wasn’t always like this. And I wish his protection didn’t feel so much like iron-fisted control.

      “I get what you’re saying, Mr. Monroe, but I was already pretty close to being an adult when I went to live with him. He was away a lot for work back then anyway. He’s gotten stricter with me since I turned eighteen.”

      Since the night I told him I loved him. Another mistake, and like the warehouse incident, some mistakes can’t be taken back.

      “Ravi, I’ve told you, outside of class you can call me Fallon,” Mr. Monroe says as he gets up to kiss PJ. I guess because he and PJ are dating, he’s, like, friendlier with me outside of class? Still, it feels strange.

      I’m happy for PJ though. He deserves to be with someone nice. Mr. Monroe is a nice guy. Even if I don’t like the homework he assigns.

      I don’t want to write an essay about the family dog getting killed in The Grapes of Wrath, okay? It’s so sad.

      Off to the side though, someone is not as happy as Mr. Monroe and PJ. Mr. Monroe’s brother, Wes. He teaches some class for the hospitality department, I think? Why he comes to the gym with us is beyond me, since he’s always scowling at everyone in the group like he’s disgusted. Especially by PJ and the openly possessive way he touches Mr. Monroe.

      I’m not disgusted. The achy twist in my stomach at the sight of them is envy. What would it be like to belong to someone the way Mr. Monroe seems to belong to PJ?

      Some things you can’t find out from doing research, and I haven’t really belonged anywhere since Amma and Pop died.

      “I’ll work on it,” I say to try and appease Mr. Monroe before returning to my reps. I’m not sure I’m comfortable with it, though—calling my teacher by his first name, even outside of class.

      Adam pipes up. “Hey, you said this Liam guy’s former military, right? Bet that’s why he’s such a pain in the ass. Dated a girl who was in the Air Force for a little while. Those folks are all about routine and control.”

      “That does sound like Liam,” I confirm.

      For reasons I can’t figure out, everyone all of a sudden gets weirdly silent. Troy puts down his weights and Adam puts down his water bottle. Everyone’s staring at me. The only sounds are PJ clearing his throat and the rhythmic thud of Mr. Monroe’s brother jogging on the treadmill.

      “Hey, Rav,” PJ comes over to stand next to the machine I’m using. “I know you think I’m beating this to death, but we’re all pretty nervous about this auction thing you’re planning to do.”

      Oh. This again.

      I’m a male escort. We all are. Well, except for Mr. Monroe and his brother. But I’m sort of unique, I guess? I’m a male escort who’s still a total virgin.

      For now.

      “Look, Brennan said auctioning off my virginity would make me a ‘metric fuckton of cash.’ His words, not mine.”

      Brennan’s our pimp, I guess? He prefers to see himself as some sort of resource coordinator. Since what he’s coordinating is people who want dates or sex with people who are willing to get paid to go on dates or have sex, I’m not sure how that’s different from a pimp.

      “There are a million other ways to make money,” PJ protests.

      He’s trying to help. PJ always thinks he needs to look out for everyone else. It’s nice to be on that list, it really is.

      But.

      The second I saw the look on Liam’s face the night I told him I was in love with him, I knew I needed to get as far away from Belle Argo, Florida as possible. Getting away costs money.

      My father loved old Western movies. There’s that phrase they use, something like “This town ain’t big enough for the both of us.” Well, Belle Argo isn’t big enough for me with Liam Masters in it.

      “The faster I can get out of town, the better,” I tell them all. I focus on managing another ten reps rather than looking around, because I can guess at the looks on my sort-of friends’ faces. I’ve seen it all before.

      “Besides”—my body heats. I don’t like the growl in my voice or how I can’t keep my rising frustration down—“it doesn’t make to sense give up my ass to a hundred guys over the course of months. Not when I can use this opportunity to make a bunch of money all in one shot.”

      Everything’s quiet again, except the clank of the weight stack as I do each rep. Which makes me finally sit up and look at all of them. Everyone’s looking sort of surprised. Or sad. Or in the case of PJ, his face is sort of angry and red?

      “What are you all looking at?”

      Adam swallows. “We, uh, didn’t know you were planning to leave town.”

      “Oh.” I take a breath, standing to wipe the machine. Nobody else does it here, but I can’t stand not to. It’s rude. “Well, it’s for the best. And it’s my decision. Not yours.”

      “Rav, we’re trying to help,” PJ insists.

      It would be easier if they weren’t.

      Maybe I can travel around the country for a while. Maybe I’ll find someplace that really feels like home. Someplace I belong.

      When I bend down to the floor to retrieve my water bottle, my hand catches on a rough piece of metal at the base of the leg press machine. It’s only a little blood, but the dizziness hits me before I can even straighten up again. My forehead bumps the machine, threatening an even worse problem.

      “Not again,” I murmur. I hate when this happens. With my hands braced on my knees, I try to steady myself so I can stand.

      It doesn’t help that after running into that warehouse, I’ve had some lingering issues. Since detoxing in the hospital, I’m doing better, but I still have weird spikes and dips in my blood pressure.

      “Rav, are you okay? Here. Sit. I’ll be right back.” Troy guides me over to a bench before running out of the room.

      Mr. Monroe is checking my forehead for some reason. I don’t want to be rude, but I’m sure I don’t have a fever.

      “Your pulse is a little high,” Adam says. I didn’t even notice he’d grabbed my arm. I try to shake him off politely, if there even is such a thing.

      “Guys, I’m fine.” But they keep fussing.

      “Here.” Troy returns after a few minutes, shoving a green smoothie in my face. “Drink it. The veggies and fruit will help. I had them leave out the honey. I know you don’t like it.”

      “Oh. Thanks.” I’m not hungry, but I appreciate the gesture, so I take the drink. Besides, I seem to have the metabolism of a hummingbird. I’ve learned the hard way that I shouldn’t skip meals even when I might prefer to.

      “Since when did you become such a mother hen, man?” PJ pokes at Troy.

      “Since always,” Adam mutters. “Ask me how I know.”

      “Your body needs nutrients to recover from the damage the drugs did.” Troy glares at Adam before returning his attention to me. “Saw it plenty on the street.”

      “Thanks, Troy.” Drinking something green seems gross, but I take a sip anyway. “Although, I’m guessing the guys you lived with on the street didn’t have access to kale smoothies.”

      “Malnutrition is a huge problem, yeah. Which is why I know you need to drink that,” Troy insists.

      Well. It’s easier to drink the smoothie than be rude, after he went to the trouble.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t be working out yet,” Mr. Monroe suggests.

      Even if he’s right, I’ll walk into traffic before I agree. If I agree with Mr. Monroe, then I’m agreeing with Liam. Which is not happening.

      “I want to try and put on some muscle before the auction,” I explain.

      “I say this with love, Rav,” Adam says, “but that’s not super likely. It takes months to put on muscle, and you’re…”

      He doesn’t finish his sentence. He doesn’t need to.

      The word is “skinny.” Small. Whatever. I’m five-five and about a hundred and twenty pounds, and that’s after putting effort into bulking up this past year.

      “I’ve been making progress,” I insist. “Or I had been before the accident.” That’s what I’m calling it, because it was an accident. “The problem is I need to eat, like, three thousand calories a day to maintain my weight, and I haven’t had as much of an appetite this last couple of weeks.”

      “The smoothie will help.” Troy nods as if a liquefied salad is the answer to all my problems. After a few sips I decide it actually doesn’t taste as awful as I thought it would, and besides, I am starting to feel a little better. The dizziness is passing.

      “Rav. Is this Liam guy honestly so awful that you feel like you need to leave town?” PJ asks. “I get it, you’ve got to do what you’ve got to do, but it’ll suck. This auction idea is a nightmare. Besides, we’d all miss you.”

      They’re probably only being nice, but still. I don’t know if I’m touched or pissed. I love that they care. I hate how they’re treating me like a kid.

      “I’m sorry.” I really, honestly am. Belle Argo is a nice place, and I’d rather not go. “I’m not sure about literally anything else in my life. But I’m sure about this.”

      “Is there something we can do to help?” Mr. Monroe asks. He looks side to side then back to me. “I think I speak for everyone here when I say if you’re stuck in a difficult situation, you don’t have to deal with it alone.”

      Everyone is still looking at me as if I’ve announced that I’m dying. I don’t know how to answer these questions, and I don’t like the squirmy feelings they give me. So, instead, I change the subject. “So, I was researching fetishes again last night…”

      Everyone starts moaning and groaning. Which I knew they would. I almost laugh to myself. I tend to overshare in a big way, and lately I’ve been researching kinks and stuff. But this time it works to my advantage. Everyone has stopped looking at me with pity and quit asking me about the auction.

      “Seriously, though, this auction thing could be hella dangerous,” Troy says out of nowhere. “If a guy pays fifty grand or whatever to fuck you, what else are they going to think they have the right to do?”

      Guess I spoke too soon.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket.

      Liam: If you don’t come the hell home after class, I will hunt you down.

      Anger clogs my throat as I flip the screen to show it to everyone. “This is the kind of thing I’m talking about. This is what I live with. It’s why I have to do the auction, and it’s why I can’t stay in Belle Argo.”
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      Ravi

      I avoid making eye contact as I walk into the kitchen, heading straight for the fridge. After working out this morning and then a full day of lectures, I’m starving. Still, I can feel Liam’s presence, large and looming on the other side of the room.

      “Your last class was over an hour ago. You’re late.”

      Being around Liam raises my blood pressure. Given my recent hospitalization, it’s a bit of a problem.

      Determined not to let him rattle me, I square my shoulders as I pull bread and jam from the refrigerator.

      “Ravi, stop.”

      It’s not a request. He says it the way he’d say it to the guys who work for him. When Liam Masters gives an order, my body responds before my brain.

      I turn to face him, dropping my backpack, along with the bread and jam, on the kitchen counter with a sigh. Not that I’m good at staying still for long. When he doesn’t speak after a second, I swerve around where he’s seated at the kitchen counter to grab a plate and some peanut butter.

      “You can’t live off peanut butter sandwiches, kid.”

      Kid. I’m not a child. I turn twenty at the end of November.

      “According to my research, peanut butter sandwiches can add approximately thirty-three minutes to your lifespan, Liam.”

      “Fuck’s sake.” He nods to a paper takeout bag sitting on the granite counter. “I got chana masala. Your favorite.”

      When I glance up he’s rigid in his seat, with his unfairly chiseled jaw clenched. His dirty blond hair looks messier than usual, as if he’s maybe run his hands through it a whole bunch. His blue-green eyes glow under the kitchen lights, sharp and assessing the way they always are. I’ve read too many fantasy novels. I keep expecting him to turn into something immortal that bites.

      His hands are clasped on the counter in front of him, and I can see how tense he is by the way the muscles in his forearms sort of bulge. He’s got a tattoo there of a skull with a snake, and the words “memento mori.” Right now the snake looks as if it’s slithering.

      Since I seem to be a constant source of tension for Liam, I pretend not to notice the way his hand slides over his stubble. It’s something he does when he’s frustrated. Most of all, I pretend I’m not thinking of him slicing open his palm on his razor-sharp features, which gives me a disturbing sense of satisfaction.

      Honestly, I try really hard not to be angry. Liam brings it out in me.

      No. Stay positive. Silver linings and all that.

      I return my focus to my sandwich making. I’ve got it down to a science. Well-toasted whole wheat, a thin layer of vegan butter on each slice, peanut butter, and then strawberry jam. Always strawberry. Then a sprinkle of sea salt.

      Liam tells me all the time how my way of making a PB&J is an insult to sandwiches, but honestly it’s one of my favorite things. It’s so good, in a place where good things are hard to find.

      “Thanks for ordering dinner,” I tell him. Because I do realize it was a thoughtful thing to do, even if Liam is generally kind of a dick. “Maybe I’ll have some tomorrow.”

      Not that I can stomach the spices lately. Tomorrow I might.

      “Sit down and eat a real meal for a change,” he grits out.

      “I’d honestly really like to do that, Liam, but my digestive system hasn’t been great since the accident. I’m sorry, but I don’t feel like I can handle a spicy meal right now.”

      That sounded mature. Right?

      “I talked to the owner. Told him you weren’t feeling well. He said he’d make it mild.” He glares at me as if I should be grateful for the effort he’s gone to on my behalf.

      I do have to acknowledge the effort.

      Except the owner of Spice Road Grill knows us, and he knows I’m Indian. Indian mild isn’t mild-mild, which Liam ought to know.

      “Thank you. Maybe tomorrow,” I say again.

      There’s always a sour taste in the back of my throat when I thank him for things, because I’m not convinced he’s ever doing them to actually be nice. It’s obligation.

      I’m an obligation. That’s all I’ve ever been.

      “What the fuck ever, kid,” he mutters under his breath.

      Liam and I didn’t always clash the way we do now. At first he at least—sort of grudgingly—taught me things. How to shoot a gun and some self-defense stuff. How to change a tire. Even hung out with me when I was sick or struggling. Which is probably how I got so attached.

      Still, it’s always been clear my presence was inconvenient. I’m not sure what it says about me that I developed a crush on him anyway.

      I probably ought to research Stockholm syndrome.

      “How is your digestion going to get any better if you’re eating the same damn food every day?”

      “I had a smoothie earlier.” At lunch I tried getting a burrito on campus. Couldn’t even take more than a bite. Lesson learned.

      “Ravi.” His clenched fist lands on the counter, bringing my gaze up to his. “When are you going to take responsibility for your actions? What happened to you wasn’t an accident. You ran naked into a drug warehouse. You nearly died.”

      There’s a sinking sensation in my stomach. Does he think I don’t know? “Newsflash, Liam: it’s not like I wanted to die. How was I supposed to know there were drugs in there?”

      His face reddens, but he doesn’t answer.

      I slam the knife into my sandwich a little too enthusiastically, cutting it diagonally into triangles. It’s how my mom always used to cut my sandwiches. They don’t taste the same otherwise.

      Liam yanks open a cabinet door with a huff and starts plopping rice and spicy chickpeas onto the plate he pulls out. The smell of the samosas almost gets me to reconsider, but they’re deep fried, and nope. My stomach rebels at the mere thought of all that oil.

      “You’ve got to grow up, Ravi. You keep doing impulsive, reckless shit like this? You’re going to end up like your parents.”

      He doesn’t understand. I do reckless shit because of how my parents ended up.

      What’s the point of being responsible and safe when you might be gone tomorrow?

      “I’m not a married man who’s sleeping with a mentally unstable art student,” I argue. “It’s not even close to the same thing.”

      His hand slams on the counter again. “Don’t pretend to be so fucking obtuse. You’re more like your dad than you think. Careless. Just because you’re not an art professor who’s fucking his models doesn’t make that less true.”

      Wow. I know it’s rude, but I’m kind of giving him the finger. Mentally.

      I grab an orange out of the bowl on the kitchen table and pour myself some almond milk. There’s no point in trying to argue. Once Liam’s
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