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        Vicious Knight: A High-School-Football-Star-Bullies-Band-Geek  Romance

      

      

      Everyone has secrets...

      What do you do to the person who learns yours?

      I’ll tell you what I did. I went after her.

      I wrecked her credibility.

      I destroyed her friendships.

      I ruined her reputation.

      And she responded in the most foolish way possible. She fought back.

      My last name might be Knight, but she’s the furthest thing from being rescued.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BEFORE YOU BEGIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Hi, dear reader.

      

      Before you begin, I want to thank you so very much for your interest in Arseni. I truly hope you enjoy this story as much as I loved writing it.

      

      I also want to give you a quick heads up that this book is darker than my previous work. The main male character is young, deviant, and brutal, with little respect for consent. There are several scenes of violent bedroom acts that may be triggering for some.  There’s also mentions of the age gap between the characters and inappropriate attraction that might be seen as predatory on the part of the female protagonist.

      

      If you’re cool with all that… Happy reading :)
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          MARGOT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six years prior

      

      

      The boy’s name is Arseni.

      He’s seventeen years old, was abandoned at birth, and has been through every group home in Vegas, as well as two stints in juvenile detention. At one time or another, he’s been charged with vandalism, theft, and assault. He doesn’t respond well to authority, especially from men, and has provoked fights with his last five foster fathers.

      And he’s on his way to my house.

      My heart beats rapidly as I make his bed for the fifth time, practicing the pronunciation of his name again and again. The colors in this room, in his room, are neutral, but I secretly hoped I’d be placed with a girl. Someone between the ages of eight and twelve. I told the agency none of this. When they asked if I had a preference, I felt too guilty to say, so instead I let fate decide.

      I could picture the daughter I’d one day adopt so clearly in my mind—blonde hair, a freckled nose, looking for love the same way I am. The same way I was when I was in her place.

      Instead, they’re placing me with a son.

      I stand up straight when I finish with the bed and look around at the blue walls covered with posters of cars and old rock bands. I lift my thumb to my mouth to chew on the nail.

      When I was putting the posters up at one in the morning after panic buying everything boy-related I could think of, they seemed to give the room the masculine feel that would bring comfort to a seventeen-year-old boy. I paired it with a peach candle and sheer curtains that I felt added balance and a pleasant smell. Now with the morning light leaking through said sheer curtains, the room looks like a gross mashup of feminine and masculine energy.

      When the doorbell rings, I jump, my nail ripping from my mouth. I spin toward the doorway but go to the candle instead to blow out the flame. Candle wax sloshes onto my finger as I jerk the jar too quickly off the dresser, and I end up dropping it on the floor, hot wax melting into carpet.

      “Fuck,” I hiss, trying to shake the burning wax off my hand, but it’s already hardened.

      The bell rings a second time as I stare wide-eyed at the carpet. I kick the candle beneath the bed and furiously wipe wax onto my jeans while hurrying to the door.

      I throw it open with a smile on my face that feels too wide, my tight skin stretching to accommodate it.

      My face almost droops when I register the far-too handsome kid standing behind the social worker I spoke to on the phone last night. A garbage bag is thrown over his muscular shoulder, his chest expanded. But it isn’t his toned body that stands out. It’s his face, clear of any blemish or facial hair, a chiseled jaw and strong chin the only thing breaking an angelic look. He looks caught between a boy and a man, long lashes framing the deepest chocolate brown eyes I’ve ever seen, as empty as they are deep.

      He doesn’t return my smile.

      “Hello!” I say, my voice embarrassingly high. “Angela, nice to see you again.” I hold my hand out to the social worker. The woman takes my sweaty, wax-caked palm as she smiles grimly. When she pulls away, she wipes her hand on her slacks and opens her mouth, but I interrupt before she can speak.

      “And you must be Arseni.” I make sure to put emphasis on the second syllable of his name. It comes out slow and accented. Forced. I hold out my hand—my left this time—and am partially relieved when he chooses not to take it. His brows pinch together as he eyes me warily.

      “May I speak to you in private for a moment, Ms. Stevens?”

      My smile falters, but I recover it and nod. “Of course.”

      Angela steps past me inside while Arseni stands in silence. An awkwardness comes over me when I’m not sure if I’m supposed to just leave him on my porch or if I should invite him inside to check out his room. I thought my memories were crystal clear, but I can’t remember a thing about adult procedures from when I was young. Did they leave me outside?

      “Ms. Stevens?”

      I shuffle backward and shut the door.

      Angela stares at me with her lips puckered in a lemon-sucking way when I turn around.

      “Ms. Stevens, I want to thank you again for allowing Arseni into your home. During your training, you learned that being a foster parent can be tough. They’ll test you beyond what you think you can handle. But as I’ve said before, Arseni is a special case. If he had anywhere else to go, anywhere at all, he’d be there.”

      My smile falls completely at that. I don’t think she meant it as insulting, but it curbs my enthusiasm, nonetheless.

      “You’re going to want to regularly attend a support group with your fellow parents,” she continues. “Do you still have the information I provided?”

      I nod. “I do, yes, and I appreciate your concern. I think I’ve mentioned that I’m familiar with the system?” I wait only a moment to see if her memory will jog. I don’t know what I expect. Maybe for her eyes to light up and for her fingers to snap. Ah, that’s right. You’ll be just fine. I see now the boy is in good hands.

      “I’ve seen it all,” I go on. “Some kids just need proof that you’re not going to abandon them. Trust me, I can handle a little boundary pushing.”

      It’s fucking up his room that I can’t handle.

      Or not being what he needs. Him sleeping in constant discomfort under a roof with yet another person who doesn’t understand him. Me creating the same environment that made me feel so utterly alone.

      I don’t tell Angela any of this. I’d never admit my fears aloud.

      Angela blinks but says nothing else. She walks to the front door and opens it up for Arseni. I don’t hear what she says when she speaks low into his ear, but I watch his blank expression to see if it’ll break. It doesn’t. Not until she says her goodbyes and leaves.

      As soon as the door shuts, Arseni drops his trash bag of stuff by the entrance and tucks his hands into his pockets. He roams the room curiously.

      “I’m so happy to have you here,” I say, my awkwardness returning. “I don’t know if Angela told you, but I’m Margot. I’ve heard so much about you.”

      His lips lift into a smirk as he turns his head toward me. Like he knows exactly what was said. And not a thing was positive.

      I’ve heard so much about you. Why the fuck would I say that?

      He wanders over to the standing shelf next to the kitchen entrance.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask, fidgeting with my hands. “I could make you something to eat. Or would you like to see your room? I wasn’t sure what you liked decor-wise, so it might not be your taste, but maybe later we could go to the store to⁠—”

      “You said your name is Margot?” he interjects. His voice is perfectly balanced. Smooth. It makes my chest flush from embarrassment at how nervous I am. I’m supposed to be the source of calm, not him.

      I take a moment to even my breathing before I respond. “Yes.”

      He picks up the framed drawing of my mother’s from the shelf, and I bite my tongue to keep from asking him to be careful. I should’ve put it away before he arrived.

      “Mar-got,” he repeats, my name slow and enunciated coming off his tongue. My earlier struggle with his name feels so ridiculous now that my shoulders hunch. It strikes me that he has no trace of a Russian accent because duh, he wasn’t raised by Russian parents, but still, I don’t know what I expected.

      “Are you an artist?” he asks.

      “No, that was my mother’s. I’m an engineer.”

      He sets the frame back on the shelf, relaxing tension in my shoulders.

      “Can I tell you something personal, Margot? Would that be all right?” His words are timid, but his voice is silk. He has this glint in his chocolate eyes that makes my lungs pause.

      “Of course. You can tell me anything. I want…” I shift my weight while thinking of the right words. “I want this to be a safe place for you.”

      He looks around and nods. “I’ve never called anyone my mother before, but I don’t know, you seem … different,” he says, his voice low. Now he sounds timid. “You just look like you get it, you know? So would it be all right if I called you Mom?”

      My mouth drops open, and I stumble on words before answering. “Y-yes. Yes, of course. I’m so happy you can see it because I really do understand what you’re going through. Before I was adopted, I spent years in the system, and I know what it’s like to⁠—”

      “Can I give you a hug?”

      A hug?

      Already?

      Suspicion settles in. This feels too soon. But I still nod.

      “Of course.”

      When he comes toward me, I get the urge to back up. His strut is a little too confident, his eyes run a little too low. I’m not sure if he’s staring at my breasts or my blouse. I glimpse down at my chest and spot an orange, waxy splotch. Small but noticeable.

      When Arseni wraps his arms around me, I stiffen but manage to hug him back. Part of me hopes he feels the discomfort I feel. Hopes this is the last hug for a while. His palms run over my back as he sighs, and when his hands lower to my waist, I try to ease away. Strong arms hold me in place and bring panic to the surface of my mind. I try to pull away more forcefully but then freeze as his full lips press against my cheek in a hot kiss.

      “Thanks, Mommy,” he whispers, the word charged with sexual energy.

      He lets me go and steps back, a slow, evil smile lighting his face. It feels like our roles have been flipped because it’s me who doesn’t smile back this time.

      I cross my arms over my chest and try to ignore my blistering cheeks. The spot that he kissed me stands out among every other inch of flesh. “I’m happy you’re comfortable, Arseni. I so badly want us to be comfortable with each other. But as with any relationship, boundaries are important. I think maybe just mom would be best, or if you aren’t comfortable with that, you can call me Margot. And as far as kissing goes⁠—”

      “I’ve been here five minutes, and you’re already giving me the boundaries talk? Come on, Mommy. I thought you were cool.”

      “I’m…” My mouth hangs open a moment. I clear my throat and try again. “I’m not supposed to be cool. I’m your foster mother.” I nearly cringe at the word ‘mother.’ I never considered it to be dirty before, but suddenly, I don’t like it. “My job is to keep you safe, and⁠—”

      He laughs. “I’m a good six inches taller than you. Who are you protecting me from?”

      I don’t answer. I don’t have an answer.

      “Look, it’s okay,” he says as he creeps toward me. I don’t fight the impulse to back away this time. “You don’t have to protect me. You didn’t order a teenage boy so you could protect him, anyway.”

      Goosebumps break out over my flesh as the distance between us shortens. I stand still and try to make sense of his words. He can’t be insinuating what I think he is.

      “I didn’t order anyone. That isn’t the way it works.”

      “Really?” He humphs. “I guess you got lucky then.”

      “Lucky?” The word nearly catches in my throat. I don’t know that I want to hear his answer. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      He tilts his head as he smiles. “Yes, you do.”

      Hairs raise on my arms, and I fight the urge to rub the bumps away. He’s scaring me. I shouldn’t show him that.

      “I’m thirty years old, and you are a child. What you’re insinuating is not appropriate nor⁠—”

      “Thirteen years isn’t even close to the biggest age gap between me and one of my rapists.”

      When my eyes pop, he laughs.

      “Kidding. You’re my first. If that makes you feel special.”

      “Excuse me?”

      He holds up his hands. “I’m not complaining.”

      I blink several times before answering. “I don’t know what would give you the idea that I would⁠—”

      “That big sign on your forehead that says Down to Fuck.” He points to the invisible sign.

      “I am not… I would never… Jesus, I’m not a pedophile. I didn’t even want a boy, let alone a teenager. I was hoping for a young girl I could help, not…”

      He puts his hand over his heart. “Are you saying you didn’t want me?”

      I uncross my arms. “No. No, that isn’t what I meant. I just meant⁠—”

      “Oops, now you’re backtracking. Lying doesn’t cultivate trust, and the most important part of making a foster feel safe is proving to them that they can trust you. You took the classes. You know that.”

      His lips, lifted on one side of his devilishly handsome face, both settle me and make me squirm. They settle me because, finally, I realize he’s just fucking with me. They make me squirm because I shouldn’t be considering him devilishly handsome.

      “I think I need to call Angela,” I say before brushing away the cold sweat on my forehead. I turn to go to my kitchen where I left my phone but gasp when Arseni grips my shoulders and forces my back against the wall, caging me in with strong arms that make me question who the adult is.

      My breaths come out erratic, my chest rubbing against Arseni with each inhale. His body heat makes my skin feel impossibly hot, as if he’s on fire, and the whole thing feels so terrifyingly erotic that I stare at his lips, certain they’ll move to kiss me. It’s strange and wrong, so wrong, but it makes me think about the last time I was with a man, eight months ago.

      Arseni is not a man. He’s a boy.

      I close my eyes and swallow while he chuckles, warm gusts of air hitting my face.

      “I’m just messing with you, Ms. Stevens. I know you don’t want to fuck me.”

      I open my eyes and melt with relief at the amusement dancing in his irises.

      “If I promise to be good, will you not call Angela?”

      For several seconds, I just stare. He’s still caging me in, imploring me silently like he isn’t the predator making me his prey.

      I don’t know what to say, but I nod, unsure if I mean it.

      Arseni smiles and pushes off the wall, backing up until he’s several feet away. “Cool if I take a shower?”

      Letting out a shaky breath, I run my hands over my arms. I point to the hallway leading to the bathroom. “The towels are in the hall closet. Bathroom is on the left.”

      He nods. “Thanks, Mom.”

      I wait for him to leave, sure I won’t be able to relax until he’s gone. But he doesn’t move his feet. Facing me, he pulls his shirt over his head, revealing muscles a boy shouldn’t have.

      I turn my head while my breath hitches. “Undress in the bathroom, please.”

      “I would, but I have a phobia of cameras recording me strip. I found one in a bathroom once; you know how it is. There are sick, sick people out there, Ms. Stevens.” The sound of his zipper makes me swing around to face the wall.

      “Your room then.”

      “You never showed me my room.”

      Staring up at the ceiling, I put my thumb to my mouth and nibble the nail while the sound of Arseni undressing makes my skin crawl. There’s this part of me, a sick, fucked up part, that wants to turn around, just to show him I’m not affected by his twisted game. That I can play too.

      But I’m the adult.

      Arseni’s footsteps carry him away while he whistles, the sound fading once the bathroom door shuts. I still don’t turn around. My throat thickens at his accusation.

      As I stand, stricken by this boy—my first and last attempt at fostering—I know I’ve made a grave mistake. I wish I could see what happens next so I could know how to handle this.

      As my two months with Arseni pass, it becomes obvious. I should’ve called Angela. I should’ve reported the incident so nothing else could follow.

      Instead, I make the greatest mistake of my life.

      And I pray to never see Arseni’s torturous face again.
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        Present day…

      

      

      Nothing in this world feels more ironic to me than my hatred for junkies.

      I know the escape drugs can grant. I’ve done things I’m not proud of just to leave my mind for a while. Even so, I feel bathed in hatred as I let the junkie plead behind my gloved hand. His struggle, his fear for his life, makes me so dizzy with power that I don’t want it to stop.

      But, of course, it has to.

      Closing my eyes against my reluctance, I slice my knife across his throat, ending his muffled pleas. Blood squirts onto the dumpster he hid behind like a coward. When I drop him, a puddle forms on the concrete ground.

      No one will miss him. No one will search for his body. He’ll disappear as if he never existed because he was weaker when he was alive than he is now as a corpse, and the world doesn’t tolerate weakness.

      I stand over his lifeless body with so much disgust, it fills my mouth with a bitter taste. I gather saliva to spit, but swallow before it passes my lips. My DNA is in the database.

      Rolling my neck, I emerge from the alley to grab a body bag from the SUV but falter when I spot my boss, Nikita Petrov, leaning against the vehicle. His arms are crossed, but I can’t tell if he’s annoyed at my inefficiency or if he’s merely observing me. It’s strange for him not to wait in the SUV.

      “All done?” he asks.

      I nod as I open the back hatch. “He didn’t have any money to recoup the loss.”

      “Junkies never do.”

      I grab the body bag but halt when Nikita clucks his tongue.

      “Leave the cleanup for the cops. Maybe this will enlighten his friends on what happens to those who steal from the Bratva.”

      I toss the body bag back without a word and shut the hatch. As I’m stuffing my gloves into my hoodie pocket, Nikita tips his head toward the sidewalk.

      “Come… I want to show you something.”

      It feels risky to just leave the vehicle parked here with a dead body twenty yards away, but I’m convinced my boss likes the danger. He gets off on pushing his luck. And something I knew before ever working beneath him is not to challenge him. Ever.

      Rubbing at my forehead, I step onto the sidewalk and walk to the pace of Nikita’s cane tapping. His limp barely slows us down, but I often wonder if he’s in more pain than he lets on. He refuses to show his vulnerabilities or admit that he has any at all, and if you ever point it out, if you ever ask if he needs to sit or slow down or anything of that nature… I’ve seen more than one person lose their life over it.

      Obnoxiously loud voices sound when we turn the corner at the end of the block, and two tweakers come stumbling toward us. One is walking backwards while he talks to his friend in a fur coat too warm for Vegas, even on a fall night like this one.

      “Watch it,” I growl, subtly shifting in front of Nikita so the man doesn’t bump him. When his back connects with my shoulder, the guy spins, his hands held out like he’s going to fall or something.

      “Oh shit, my bad.” He chuckles, an acrid smell coming from his mouth. I don’t guess it’s from food. The guy is so skinny he looks as though he’s on the brink of starvation.

      My annoyance sobers into dread as I recognize the man in the fur coat. His face looks like it’s aged thirty years since I last saw him. It’s only been four, but it feels like a lifetime since the Bratva pulled me from the cesspool of men like Titan.

      I feel the blood drain from my face, and for half a second, I’m stuck. I push around the guy who bumped me and lower my head to pass, but I’m not so lucky.

      “Baby?” Titan grabs my arm. I jerk from his hold and keep walking. “Holy shit, it’s Baby Ruth.” He laughs and jogs to catch me. “How the hell are you doing, man? I haven’t seen you in… Fuck, how long’s it been?”

      “I don’t have a clue who you are, but get the fuck away from me.”

      “Dude, it’s me, Titan.” He laughs and swats my shoulder. “What, you don’t recognize me in my fancy getup?” He twirls.

      When he puts his arm around my shoulder, I swing toward him with my fist raised. “Get the fuck back, you fucking junkie. I don’t know you.”

      Titan stumbles backward with his hands raised. “Woah, my bad, dawg, my bad. Shit, don’t go swingin.’”

      I face forward and resume my strides.

      “Hey, man, you got any change?” he calls to my back. I shove my hands into my pockets and keep walking.

      The two linger only a few more moments before they start the other way. The skinny guy howls like a fucking wolf as they jog across the road.

      “Arseni,” Nikita calls behind me. Too far behind.

      I stop and turn to see him standing still with his cane cocked the same direction his head is. Slowing my breaths, I walk back to him with my head high. It’s forced. I’d be in a fucking corner hugging my knees in shame if he wasn’t staring at me.

      “There a problem, boss?”

      He looks back at the two men entering one of many tunnels the city built for Vegas’s once a year rain. Here, when it rains, it floods. It’s a fucking nightmare for the homeless who live underground. People drown beneath the feet of thousands of tourists who never knew they existed.

      When Nikita faces me, he gives me a knowing raise of his brow. “Former roommates?”

      I don’t blink. Don’t react. Even as shame slams its fist into my gut, I just shrug. “Guy was high, boss. Probably a fucking schizo.”

      “Why did he call you Baby Ruth?”

      Again, I shrug, though now oncoming anger returns the color to my face. “Don’t have a clue. Should we keep walking?”

      Nikita taps his cane while he stares at me for a moment. Finally, he breaks eye contact to gesture to the building across the street. “We’re here.”

      I follow his gaze up the tall office building, at least twenty stories high.

      “My nephew came here the other day to meet with an engineer for one of his good citizen projects. He was practically shoved out the door.”

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I wait for him to elaborate. Whatever he’s wanting isn’t for Vitaly’s benefit. He hates his nephew even more than I do.

      “A year ago, no one in this city would have dared say no to a Petrov. They think he’s weak. And they’re right. But Vitaly looking weak makes the Bratva look weak, and I will not stand for everything I’ve ever worked for to be chopped down by cowards who won’t do what is necessary.”

      When his head turns toward me, I meet his fiery eyes. It’s a cliché to say the eyes are the windows into the soul, but I’ve never felt it truer than with Nikita. He’s quiet but enraged.

      “What should we do?” I ask, hesitant to even open my mouth.

      When he turns back to the building, his jaw is clenched. “The engineer’s name is Henry Duncan. His office is on the eighteenth floor. I want you to go in there and make sure no one in that building ever says no to the Bratva again.”

      “Now? Are we sure he’s in his office?”

      Nikita angles his head at me and says nothing, just stares at me with those blazing eyes. I take the hint.

      I pull up my hood and put my gloves back on. “I shouldn’t be long.”

      “Take the bus home,” Nikita calls to my back as I start across the street.

      I don’t respond, instead jogging the rest of the way to the building. There’s a security guard behind a desk in the lobby who’s enraptured by a newspaper when I enter, but he lowers it to lock eyes with me. Hands in my hoodie pocket to conceal my gloves, I give him a subtle nod and carry on past the elevator to the camera-free stairs.

      By the time I make it to the eighteenth floor, I’m breathing heavily and sufficiently irritated. Irritated by who, I’m not certain. Nikita maybe for not telling me about this when we left the mansion. I’m not so sure that first kill was even necessary. Nikita pointed him out from the car, claiming he was the man we were after, but fuck, maybe that was a lie. Sometimes I wonder if he gets off on this shit.

      But I don’t think it’s really Nikita who has my blood pumping with hot anger.

      I consider this as I push through the stairwell door and begin scanning the name plates on the offices lining either side of me. Within seconds, I find the source of my contempt. It’s the guy who should be doing this job.

      Luka. The brother-in-law of the new Pakhan. Once Nikita’s power was ripped away, Vitaly claiming it as his birthright, Luka was quick to settle in next to the snake.

      He’s Vitaly’s lackey. He’s the one who should be here. Instead, I’m cleaning up his mess while he kisses my replacement’s ass.

      At one time, Luka and I were brothers. Now I don’t even recognize⁠—

      My feet stop when I pass a door on my right that catches my eye. I’ve been scanning the plates for solely Henry’s name, but now the job shifts to the back of my mind. I backpedal a few feet and slowly turn my head, reading the name on the plate carefully, as if I’m hallucinating. As if all my thoughts of betrayal are making me see shit.

      But no, it’s her.

      Margot Stevens.

      My memory of her comes flooding back. Her silky, brown hair. The tattoo on her right shoulder blade. The way she sleeps with her limbs tucked together like she’s freezing in the middle of summer.

      Other memories come as well, charging my anger.

      I lower my gaze to the bottom of her door, finding only darkness. My teeth grind with disappointment, but it’s for the best that she isn’t here. I’m not here for her.

      Shaking my head, I face forward but can’t get my feet to budge. I haven’t thought about this woman in years, but now that her existence has crossed my path, it’s too difficult to walk away.

      There are many ways to get this job done, the most direct being threatening the engineer, maybe smacking him around a bit. And maybe if I hadn’t run into those tweakers outside, if I hadn’t had such a shameful reminder of my past, I could move on to Henry’s office and leave this one behind.

      But I don’t think I will.

      My head turns once again toward Margot’s name on the door. Despite the anger heating my blood, I find my lips curving into a smile.

      I have a better idea.
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      I’m two bites into my sushi roll when a quick tap sounds on my office door.

      Setting my chopsticks down and covering my sushi-filled mouth, I call out for the person to come in. It’s after eight, so most have gone home for the night, but there’s always one or two workaholic stragglers left until nine or so.

      Austin King, a man fifteen years my senior with thick, salt and pepper hair many women in this building find irresistible, opens the door and props himself against the frame. His pinstripe suit reminds me of something a mobster would wear, but he manages to pull it off. It shouldn’t be surprising. Everything this man touches feels somehow classier, everyone he smiles at more important.

      Everyone but me.

      “You didn’t tell me you were having dinner. I would’ve joined you.”

      My hand still covering my mouth, I hurry to swallow. The taste of cold salmon lingers on my tongue.

      “I’m actually still working.” I point to my computer monitor. Nothing but my email is pulled up, so if he bothered to check, he’d see through the lie. But I don’t think people lie to Austin. He walks through life with beaming confidence that makes me think he’s never felt rejection.

      “Nonsense,” he says, strutting into my office and taking up the chair across from me. “A beautiful woman like you should never eat alone.”

      “Ah, my knight.” I force a smile. I don’t mention how I’ve spent the majority of my adult life eating dinners-for-one in silence at my optimistically large kitchen table. I swear to God, I regularly have to dust the unused chairs.

      I click onto my work program and type in my credentials to look busy while he stares at me, not taking the hint. Never taking the hint.

      “What are those for?” he asks. My eyes follow his narrowed gaze to the pillow and blanket on my sofa—the black leather all looks and zero comfort.

      My words get caught in my throat for a moment before I recoup my composure. “It’s because of yesterday. Remember, I had that monstrous migraine?” I lift my brows as if I’m waiting for him to confirm the false memory. His forehead wrinkled, he opens his mouth like he’ll question it, but I continue before he can get a word out. “Anyway, I figured I’d just keep those here in case I needed another impromptu nap.”

      I don’t look at Austin’s face, instead pretending to read something on my monitor. But his disapproval makes the room feel hotter. I tug the collar of my shirt when I feel it hugging my neck too tightly.

      “Margot…”

      I look up from my computer at him, keeping my face as neutral as possible.

      “Are you sleeping here again?” His eyes dance between me and the couch.

      “What?” I pick up another slice of sushi and laugh. “No. I’m leaving as soon as I get this report finished. Suzette has been hounding me all⁠—”

      “Is he back?” Austin’s voice is low, full of foreboding.

      Tingles spread throughout my tense body while my throat closes up. I shake my head and nibble on the sushi to avoid having to speak.

      “Shit.” Austin leans back and runs his hand through his hair. “Why would you not tell me? You are always welcome at my place, Margot. You know that.”

      I swallow and set down the food. “I know. And I appreciate it. I really do, but I’m not sleeping here. I’m going home just as soon as⁠—”

      “Then let me come with you,” he says, a little too assertively. It sounds more like a command than a request. “If you’re not going to call the police, then you need some sort of protection.”

      “I’ve spoken to the police many times,” I lie. I haven’t called them once. They can’t save me from my own mistakes. “They don’t have the resources to give me 24-hour surveillance for some stalker who’s never actually harmed me.”

      “He’s terrorizing you.”

      I close my eyes and place my palms flat on my desk. My eyes begin to sting, but it isn’t out of fear or sadness. It’s out of pure frustration. For Austin, for myself.

      My mind takes me to the night I told him I had a stalker, and I wish so badly I could go back in time and strangle myself.

      We had just gotten back to my place after a date, and I was ready to kiss him goodnight, retreat inside, run off the three martinis he’d insisted on buying me, take a shower and go to bed. The entire date, I sat focused on him, listening to him go on and on about everything happening inside his mind. One drink in, I began searching for an escape.

      I wanted to see this man as attractive as the women around me do. I wanted to be flattered by his attention. I wanted to feel giddy when he opened the door to his Mercedes for me, and I wanted to awe at his taste in fine wine. I wanted so badly to fall in love with this man. But I couldn’t.

      Every time I’m with him, I wonder when he’ll see me for who I really am. Every time he talks about his travels, I wonder when he’ll ask how I spent my youth. What private school I went to. What vacations I took as a kid. What prom dress my mother took me to buy, and what boyfriends my father ran off. I’ve spent the last year terrified of those moments. I’ve fabricated lies in my head, studied old literature and world history, and all the while never spent a moment admiring the man I’ve been fooling.

      I was ready to
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