
  
    [image: Mastering Death]
  


  
    
      
        [image: eBook Cover]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Liv Macy

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Infinites Universe recommended reading order

      

      

      
        
        Becoming Justice

        Resetting Destiny

        Hunting Nightmares

        Tempting Curses

        Mastering Death

        Rituals and Revolutions (2026)

        Binding Truths (2027)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
          [image: Mastering Death Playlist QR code for Spotify]
        

        Liv’s playlist on repeat while writing this book. For the same inspiration, mood, and vibes listen along while reading.

      

    

  


  
    
      CONTENT/TRIGGER WARNINGS: SUGGESTION OF DOMESTIC ABUSE AND GASLIGHTING, EMOTIONAL MANIPULATION, CONTROL AND DEMEANING BEHAVIOR BY A ROMANTIC PARTNER; GRAPHIC VIOLENCE: DESCRIPTIONS OF STABBING, ASSASSINATION ATTEMPT, PHYSICAL ASSAULT, MURDER, DEATH OF PARENTAL FIGURES; DEATH, GRIEF, DISCUSSION OF TRAUMA: NEAR DEATH EXPERIENCE AND REFERENCES TO COPING WITH TRAUMA AND LOSS; VENGEANCE; RAGE; MORALLY AMBIGUOUS VIOLENCE; STRONG LANGUAGE; ON PAGE AND IMPLIED SEXUAL CONTENT.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Copyright © 2026 by Liv Macy and Write To Read Publishing, LLC

      Thank you for buying this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission from the author.

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this publication may be used or reproduced in any form or by any means without express permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      ISBN EPRINT: 979-8-9934264-2-6

      Printed in the United States of America

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Without in any way limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

    

    
      
        Notes

      

      
        Acknowledgements

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      “Ah, yellow—the ultimate chameleon. The sun with its long summer days, warming the Earth, making the green things grow. A cheerfully painted kitchen where family and friends gather around a meal. The stunning simplicity of a sunflower, the whimsy of yellow sundresses. People forget about the strength, the fiery rays, the fury of burns, the blinding ability until it’s too late. Peace and violence packaged in innocence.”
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      I’m slowly dying, suffocated by another.

      “Did you talk to the lawyer about changing your will? Did you remember to call the caterer today? You know I want those little canapés with that melty cheese at the reception, and if you don’t tell her before she finalizes the selections, she won’t make an exception. Not even for you, though we are spending an absolute fortune, and she should be grateful…”

      Each inhale barely moves my chest, and the oxygen doesn’t reach far enough into my lungs before flowing right back out of me, mixing carbon dioxide with cool, air-conditioned air. My heart beats rhythmically and stutters once before righting its rhythm.

      For a moment, I wonder if it will simply stop from boredom, but I’m probably just dehydrated. No such easy escape for me.

      I should speak out, but no sound comes out of my mouth, not even a sigh, because it will only add fuel to his verbal fire. Joel continues to spew senseless words that don’t penetrate my conscience. It’s been months since I’ve actually listened when he begins one of his endless tirades.

      Visualizing a blank canvas for my face, I stand still as a statue. Just getting it over with is the fastest way to get out of whatever is bugging him this time. My fiancé continues yapping, red crawling over his cheeks as he works himself up.

      Oh, boy. This is going to be a long one. Suddenly, his cell phone rings.

      Saved!

      He stops mid-sentence as he glances down at the screen. “We’ll continue this discussion later.”  And he turns away, walking out of the room, already speaking to whoever is on the other end.

      If only that’s what this was.

      If we were actually having a conversation, I would tell him that I don’t really care about the things he thinks are important. That appetizers are silly in the grander scheme of things. But he thinks men are superior to women, and my opinion can’t possibly be sensible.

      And I’ve never done anything to change that misconception. My fault entirely.

      Joel strolls back in, shoving his cell phone into his pocket. “Now, what were we talking about?”

      I look up from the cut daffodils I’m arranging in a vase. His brows furrow at the sunny sight of them, and I hurry before I lose my nerve and he chooses my extravagance as a new topic to harp on about.

      “Is it supposed to rain today? Bob said earlier that we’ll be getting a deluge because his knee was aching badly. I should probably bring in the herbs from the patio.”

      Not that they need to be sheltered, but Joel doesn’t know a thing about gardening.

      I hold my breath to see if he’ll take the bait. He despises Bob, the doorman. Joel’s lips pull down, and I turn on my heel toward the glass door as an added incentive.

      “No need to get your plants. The weather isn’t calling for any precipitation. And Bob should keep his uneducated opinion to himself. Why, just this morning the weatherman…”

      I change course to appease him and promptly tune him back out as I fiddle with the flowers. It’s getting increasingly harder to pretend I’m listening, and I don’t want to deal with the temper tantrum of a grown man.

      “Are you listening, Poppy?”

      I jerk at the closeness of his voice, then nod and make a humming sound in acquiescence. Joel’s breath fans across the back of my neck as he leans down, placing a chaste kiss on the exposed skin.

      “Well, bottom line, I’m glad you got that taken care of. I have to go. Don’t forget, we’re going to dinner with the Springsteen’s next week when I return to town. Wear that black dress I like. But don’t wear those heels you wore last time. They’re probably too fancy for barbecue food.”

      The black dress is too fancy for barbecue anything, but it’d be pointless for me to say so. And what did I apparently say I took care of? Shoot. I hope I don’t regret ignoring him later.

      I spin around and plaster a wide smile onto my face. “Sure! Have a great trip! I can’t wait to hear all about it when you come back.”

      He nods and walks out of the room, the door snicking quietly in place. My mouth relaxes. Ugh.

      I stare at the French doors, the daffodils a wavy reflection from behind me. Why can’t I just say no?

      It took me too long to realize that he doesn’t love me. Joel loves having someone he can talk at, show off as his rich fiancé, boss around, and lately, belittle.

      It took me too long to realize I loved the idea of someone wanting to take care of me. Every time he ordered for me at a restaurant, picked out my outfit for an event, I thought it was the most romantic gesture of care and consideration.

      Now, it’s annoying—and it’s too late because he won’t stop. Maybe can’t stop. The one time I brought it up, Joel revealed his epic gaslighting abilities.

      Yes, I see him now for exactly who he is.

      The problem is, I’m no good at confrontation. I’m terrible at standing up for myself or asserting myself in any manner. That’s why I’m engaged after nearly two years together. To a man I don’t love and can’t imagine spending the rest of my life with.

      I grimace.

      I’ve been dreaming of ways to end this relationship with as little fuss as possible. But none of them are great, and I can’t seem to get up the courage to try anyway.

      I keep hoping that if I just ignore him or irritate him, he’ll get fed up and move along on his own. Alas, every day he shows up at my apartment after work.

      I groan. It’s my own fault that I’m dying a slow and painful death, and if I don’t do something soon? I shudder. Eternal suffocation by extreme mansplaining.

      At least I have a reprieve with Joel’s work conference. He’ll be gone for one fantastically amazing week where I can do what I want, when I want it, and I don’t have to justify it or explain it, or worse, hide it. I shimmy my booty and spin in a small circle before lightning flashes through the windowpanes.

      Thunder rumbles somewhere far away, and I grin, racing to put on my raincoat and head downstairs. Joel can be a problem for future me. The elevator pings at the lobby and soundlessly glides open.

      “Good evening, Ms. Poppy. Will you be needing the car?” Bob asks, already holding the door open. He knows darn well that there’s nothing I love more than walking about in the rain, ducking under various overhangs in the city.

      “No, thank you.”

      I smile and pat his arm as I walk out of the building and past the massive planters overflowing with spring flowers and green foliage, lush against the gray skies.

      “Be careful!” Bob yells, and I wave, acknowledging the concern.

      I smile wider at his grumble. The words aren’t clear enough, but I’m sure he’s lamenting my disregard for proper safety.

      The elderly doorman has been working here since I was a little girl, skipping through the foyer with braids smacking my shoulder blades. He always has a kind word and a twinkle to his eyes.

      His gray hair and wrinkled face seemed ancient even then, and he hasn’t appeared to age while the years have drastically changed me.

      Bob had bandaged up my scraped knees while my parents were at work, and he’d swipe my tears when I’d get dumped and take me out for ice cream during my teen years after my parents died.

      He wasn’t a replacement for them, but he sure was family.

      I frown, lifting my face to the spitting rain. Using him as an excuse to distract Joel wasn’t fair, even though it wouldn’t bother Bob at all.

      Actually, he’d probably encourage it. He doesn’t like Joel any more than Joel cares for Bob.

      Ugh, Joel. My heart races for a second. Focus on this, instead!

      Dodging fat rain drops and jumping over puddles clears away all thoughts about my fiancé and our impending wedding. I giggle breathlessly as I yank open the door of my favorite coffee shop.

      Everyone turns around, their eyes surely taking in my water splashed jeans and soggy sneakers. Many eyes widen.

      I giggle again and step into line. I’m not going to let people’s preconceived notion of how a grown woman should conduct herself spoil my fun. We’ve had a long dry spell, and I needed this tromp through the rain for my own soul.

      I carefully carry my order to my usual spot, watching the level of liquid to avoid spilling it. The Daily Oasis offers more than caffeine to its patrons, embracing its name to the max. I step over one of the stones that I’ve learned the hard way juts out a little farther than the rest around a small indoor lily pond.

      Real ivies crawl out of pots and up trellises propped against the walls. Large leaves sway in the circulated air of perfectly blended coolness and warmth.

      Best to keep one eye on the cup, one on the floor.

      The small tabletop enters my field of vision, but as I’m lowering my hands, so does a booted foot. I stop abruptly, the chai nearly sloshing over the brim.

      I steady the saucer with both hands, and when the liquid settles, my head snaps up. I’ve been coming here for years and never has there been someone sitting in my corner.

      The handsome man, dressed in all black, is a violent contrast to the yellow raincoat folded over my forearm. Black turtleneck, black slacks, black combat boots under them.

      The boots, at odds with the refined clothing, somehow seem like they belong when I stare into his dark eyes.

      “Oops, I’m so sorry! I didn’t realize there’d be someone sitting here.”

      “What the fuck else would I be doing?” a deep, gravelly voice slips out from between his lips.

      The smile drops from my own. Why can’t people just be nice to others? “I was apologizing because I didn’t see you. I kind of have to watch where I’m going because⁠—”

      “I don’t care.” He rises, his lanky body unfolding smoothly.

      My jaw slowly drops when he walks past me. Like I can’t help myself, my head swivels to follow his progress. His cup clatters into the return bin by the trashcan, and the rude man leaves by the side exit door.
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      It becomes a new habit to turn the corner from the coffee counter to the other dining area where I usually sit and pause, checking to see if the strange man is sitting at my table. Without fail, he’s been there all week.

      And while I briefly contemplated staying on this side and out of his view that first day after our encounter, there’s too much of a bustle near the register.

      Besides, the whole point of coming here for the last two years has been to drink in my own personal oasis and forget about the outside world—specifically Joel and my found-myself-engaged problems. I refuse to give up my sense of peace for some jerk who can’t be kind.

      Once I ascertain he’s here, yet again, I keep my gaze on the chai as I maneuver to my—hopefully temporary—table at the opposite corner. I plop myself onto the chair and fold my legs safely under it.

      “I love your shirt!”

      I look up into a pleasant grandmotherly face lined with wrinkles. My smile widens. “Thank you! A friend bought it for my birthday.”

      “Well, the pink flamingos suit you, dear. Have a good day.”

      “You, too, ma’am.”  The genuineness of her compliment fills me with warmth, and I sigh when she leaves.

      I’d kind of hoped she’d stay to chat more. I could’ve told her where Bob bought it. Instead, an uneasy awkwardness rolls through me.

      With every day that’s passed this week, I’ve gotten more and more uncomfortable sitting here. I’ve tried putting in earbuds, listening to all sorts of music, even various podcasts. But no matter what I do, I can’t ignore him.

      Ah, there it is.

      The prickle starts, moving slowly up my legs, my skin pebbling with gooseflesh from a cold draft I can’t feel until it disappears into my scalp. My cheeks flood with color as the blood rushes to the surface before blotching its way across my neck.

      He’s staring again.

      And if I look up, I’ll get caught in those black eyes, unable to look away as my heart hammers in my chest.

      Maybe I shouldn’t come back. My face falls at the thought. This totally sucks. Tomorrow’s my last free day before dinner with Joel and his friends.

      I wince. I’ve been loving my evenings free of his moody diatribes way too much. I know what I have to do, and it’s not tiptoeing around anymore. Twenty-four hours left for me to figure out how to end our engagement.

      A small headache brews at my temples, and I rub them, closing my eyes. If I’m not going to enjoy my time here, I should just leave.

      “What the fuck’s wrong with you?” The voice hasn’t changed from the last time the man spoke to me.

      Clipped. Emotionless. Impossibly deep. My frown deepens before I raise my eyes to meet his.

      Great. This is just what I need. I force my lips to lift in a smile.

      “I’m sorry…” My voice sounds too chipper, even to me. I tone down the forced happiness. “What?”

      “You’re frowning.”

      I…don’t know what to say to that. It’s clearly a statement. Does he want to know why? I side-eye the room before returning to his unwavering gaze. No one seems bothered by our interaction, so maybe it’s not as bad as it feels to my clenched stomach.

      “Yes?” I’m not really asking a question, but it feels like the right inflection to place on the word.

      Anger crosses his rugged face and disappears quickly enough that I wonder if I saw it at all, and I shift in my chair. Is he going to yell or something? I press farther into the back of the seat.

      “I don’t like it.”

      The words don’t have any more depth to them than the others he’s spoken, but my heart quickens in my chest. He’s definitely going to make a scene.

      I wince again. There seems to be no way out of the impending altercation.

      “I’m sorry,” I say again, smiling big even knowing it must look really fake.

      But if I’m not frowning, which seemed to be his whole problem, then he won’t say anything else, right?

      A low growl sounds from somewhere, and I’m shocked when I realize it’s coming from him, not some unseen feral animal.

      Oh no.

      I keep the grin plastered in place, even though my heart’s racing now. There’s a moment of silence when I’m not sure if I should stop or say something or what, and then he pivots and stalks away, his back straight.

      I exhale loudly and slump, releasing tight muscles. I have no idea what just happened, but I’m not coming back tomorrow and risking his unprovoked ire. The café continues to bustle, as if no one else cared that I dodged a messy scene, and I stand up to leave.

      What in the world?

      Through the glass, I watch a group of people dressed in cloaks swirl around the man who’s angry with me. How odd. Are they cosplaying? Is it a flashmob? I could tell them, he’s not the one to be amused. But where are the others? Because he couldn’t possibly be involved in something so carefree and fun.

      “Excuse me.” A man stands behind me along with another couple, clearly trying to leave the coffee shop as well, but I’m blocking their way.

      I have no choice but to move forward, so I push the door open and step out. The people behind me turn left and keep going without a care about what’s happening to the right. One of the hallmarks of a city—absolute disregard for others.

      I glance over, my stomach clenching. He’s definitely getting verbally accosted. This is no innocent mob. The voices seem threatening, even though I can’t make out what they’re saying.

      I imagine he was probably rude to them first, given his sour demeanor moments ago with me. But even deserving of it, this is wrong. He’s outnumbered.

      Something about the situation unfolding in front of me doesn’t sit right, but what can I do? The thought of getting involved in another potential fight makes me nauseous.

      And yet the idea of leaving him to fend for himself tightens my throat. I swallow hard and close my eyes, taking deep breaths.

      There’s no way I can walk away; if something happened to him, I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself. He means nothing to me and, in fact, hasn’t been kind to me at all, but he’s still a human being in need of help.

      I have no responsibility here, but I can’t ignore it.

      I inhale, wiping my suddenly damp hands on my jeans and nod. Just be…myself. I smile and force a jauntiness to my step, my blonde ponytail bouncing side to side energetically. I channel every play I’ve ever seen and give a theatrical exaggeration to the shake in my hips.

      The closer I get, the harder my heart pounds in my chest, and I’m almost lightheaded. I nearly stop because I can hear them now.

      The group of men are speaking another language, and while I can’t understand whatever they’re saying, I was right in my assessment. The tones don’t sound friendly—at all.

      The man I’m intent on rescuing glances my way and does a double take. Maybe my rhythm is off or maybe it’s my obvious destination. I stare into his eyes, holding his gaze, and his dark eyebrows dive even farther than usual and a muscle jumps at his jaw.

      I falter but keep walking. Okay, maybe he wasn’t angry with me earlier because he really looks mad now.

      I gulp as the other heads turn to me with an odd swivel. They all look alike. But…they can’t be identical quadruplets, can they?

      I’m not sure where I find the strength, but I keep moving forward, my eyes on the man’s the entire time. He stiffens when I stop next to him, threading my arm around his bicep and staring up into his face.

      Hopefully, adoringly.

      I didn’t think he was overly tall, but standing this close to him, the top of my head only comes to just below his shoulder. Oh, god. What am I doing?

      I don’t recognize the emotion that briefly flashes across his face, and the prickles of the hair on my neck keep me immobile. There’s no way I’m looking at the rest of the group again.

      I keep my gaze steady and infuse every pretty thought I can summon into my voice, desperate to sound like sunshine and innocence. Maybe they’ll be so focused on it, they won’t hear the tremble.

      “Hi, honey. I thought you got lost. I ordered our coffees, and they’re going to get cold. Are you ready to go in?”

      I’m sure he can feel my fingers shaking, but I press them into his arm anyway, letting him know we should go. He’s like a rock. Solid and strong, and a strange flutter shoots through my stomach.

      It might be my nerves, though. I have about two seconds before I give in to the pressure in my chest and drop my grip to run far, far away. He doesn’t budge, and that facial muscle keeps jumping.

      His bicep ripples under my hand, but he’s still not moving. No one says anything, and the tension gets thicker. I dare not breathe or say anything else. I’m suddenly aware that I’ve probably placed myself in great danger. I hope he understands the silent plea in my eyes.

      But what if he doesn’t come away with me? Or worse, what if he’s not their target at all? I should never have come over here.
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      The four men murmur to each other, and the muscle under my hand tenses even more and I stiffen in response.

      My fingers are now visibly vibrating. Why did I think I could do this? What have I done? His other arm comes up, his hand covering mine, but it doesn’t feel gentle.

      Instead, it feels like I should’ve walked away and left him to whatever fate had in store for him. Oh, god. Something’s wrong.

      My thoughts whirl and my breath rasps out as if an elephant suddenly plopped onto my chest.

      “Go inside.” My limbs don’t seem to work right because I don’t move. I continue to stare at him. His lashes flicker the barest bit, and he squeezes my hand lightly, even though his tone sounds rough. “I’ll be right there.”

      I finally nod. Okay, legs, time to move. I turn jerkily on jelly knees, staring straight ahead, refusing to look at anyone else. His voice was deeper than it had been before, and I don’t know what that means, but I don’t question his command.

      Nearly there. I grip the door handle and pull hard.

      The moment I’m inside, I head to my old corner out of habit and slide into the chair like I don’t have any bones left and cross my arms on the table before carefully placing my head on them, face down. I can’t believe I did that.

      It shouldn’t be this hard to breathe, should it? This is why I don’t like confrontations. There’s never anything good that comes out of them.

      There’s a scrape of the chair, a clink on the table, and the aroma of chai. I lift my head and come nearly nose to nose with the man. His lips part.

      “You want to die?” he whispers harshly.

      Uh, I gulp and widen my eyes. “D-d-die? Absolutely not.”

      Oh no. I was right, he wasn’t their target, he was probably a part of them. I should have known—the undercut, the longer hair on top slicked back screams mafia, or something like that, now that I’m panicking.

      “Never do that again. Understand?” His obsidian eyes stare unblinking as if he’s diving into my soul.

      Yeah, never. I’m going right back to my no-fighting stance. Joel pops briefly into my mind, and regret floods me. I wasted whatever effort I was willing to give on this man who doesn’t need my help, let alone want it.

      As if I could’ve even made a difference anyway. Suddenly, anger replaces the regret. Anger at Joel, at myself, at this man? Maybe all of us.

      “I was trying to help you. But don’t worry, I won’t make that mistake again.” I purposely say it softly, refusing to stoop to his level of brusqueness.

      The same expression as earlier flashes across his face and is gone in an instant. His hands curl into fists on the table and he growls low.

      My anger mixes with the embarrassing knowledge that I went out on a ledge for someone who probably couldn’t care less and who looks like he’s pissed that I tried.

      Why did I think that what I did would matter?

      “And stop growling at me,” I whisper, unsure which of my emotions should take priority.

      He stands abruptly, and my gaze drops down his body. Why is he always in some type of black pants and a turtleneck? Maybe he has something wrong with his skin that he wants to hide. Maybe he has identifying marks, like tattoos.

      He looks like someone who would be covered with them. Maybe he really is a mafia boss. Oh, god.

      Stop it, Poppy. Stop scaring yourself more.

      “You drink your chai every day and flit about life like a butterfly in a carefree, pink little bubble—you can’t help me. And I’ll growl if I fucking please.”

      The flush rises up my chest and throat, burning into my cheeks. What a jerk!

      Just because I prefer to be optimistic and happy doesn’t mean I don’t have important things on my mind. I don’t flit—wait. The way he said it implies I don’t have a thought in my head at all!

      How dare he!

      I forget that, moments ago, I swore to never get into a verbal fight again. I jump up and stand toe to toe with him, my chin angling up toward his. For once, my five-foot-seven frame seems really short.

      “I don’t flit about. And my life isn’t…carefree.” My voice cracks on the word, but I plunge forward anyway. “By any means. You don’t know anything about me. I helped you. Even though you’ve been nothing but rude. So excuse me.”

      His imperceptible gaze, his silence, penetrates my anger, and I’m astonished that he hasn’t stormed off. Why is he still here? Why hasn’t he responded?

      He cocks his head to the side, like he isn’t sure what to make of me. Honestly, I don’t get it either. Why am I still here? What could I possibly be thinking, starting another altercation, and with him of all people?

      Maybe it’s because when he states his piece and walks away, he gives me no choice but to accept his words. I may not like standing up for myself, but I’ve always had the choice to do so—this man always takes that away from me. Never mind that I usually don’t want it.

      Well, it’s my turn.

      “Ugh. Forget it. It doesn’t matter what you think.” I sidestep him and walk out, pushing the door harder than I would otherwise.

      I stop short at the sight of the four cloaked men leaning on the building opposite the exit. Why didn’t it occur to me to ask if they had left? If it was safe for me to leave? I swallow hard, torn between wanting to turn back around and determined not to, for once.

      “Idź. Spotkamy się później.”

      The harsh words come from behind, awfully close to my ear, and I gasp at the exotic sound. The men push off the wall and nod, turning as one and walking into an alley.

      I refuse to acknowledge him and step forward, turning in the opposite direction, determined to walk the few blocks home without wondering what he said to those men.

      It was probably, ‘let’s go,’ because they’re most likely friends. I ball my fists, mad that I’m giving him more thought than I should. Didn’t I just decide I wouldn’t? I purposely picture a field full of flowers. Yellow ones. To combat all the black that man wears.

      A block later, I cross the street and nearly bite down on my own tongue as I spot his reflection in a storefront. I whirl around.

      “What are you doing?” My heart pounds in my chest.

      Bob’s daily warning to be careful echoes through my brain. Is he stalking me?

      “I’m following you.” His tone actually sounds like he’s mocking my thoughts. With his hands in his pockets, his posture seems relaxed, even though it doesn’t look any less straight than it’s always been whenever I’ve seen him.

      Oh no. Am I in danger? My heart picks up speed again. “You can’t do that!” I sputter, like the words are going to make any difference.

      “Yes, I can.”

      What do I say to that? Feeling like I’m five, I respond with, “No, you can’t.”

      “Who says?”

      The fear evaporates as my lips part, and his gaze flickers to them briefly before continuing the inscrutable stare. Is he trying to irritate me? I close my mouth and grit my teeth, inhaling hard through my nose.

      “I do. Cops. People.” I wave my hand around. “I didn’t invite you to come with me.”

      “I don’t need an invitation.”

      I should go back to being scared, but all I can do is be annoyed. Why is that? He continues with his nonchalant stance. Doesn’t he have to go home or to work or something?

      It doesn’t look like he’s in any hurry. Simply waiting patiently for me to continue walking home. As if I were his pet dog he’s taking out to go potty, and I’m sniffing fifty places before choosing my spot.

      I’m eloquent. I know I am, and I can’t think of anything smart to say at this moment in time besides, “Yes, you do.”

      He shrugs. “So, invite me.”

      I want to slap my forehead. I walked myself right into that one. Fine. It doesn’t look like I’m going to get rid of him anyway, and as much as Bob will be aghast at my recklessness, if this man wanted to hurt me, I don’t think he’d wait this long, nor do it this way. Don’t criminals grab and run? They don’t usually provide an escort.

      And…I can’t remember the last time a man wanted to walk me home. Joel usually drops me off in front of the lobby door and drives away before I even make it into the building, if he isn’t coming up.

      I sigh loudly, letting him know exactly what I think of this whole conversation. When he doesn’t move, I shake my head. “Do you want to walk with me?”

      I draw the line at inviting him to walk me to my door. Bob will probably stop him from entering the building anyway.

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, then.” I huff and turn around, walking briskly toward my apartment. He’s soundless, but I side-eye the glass windows next to me and see he’s keeping pace a few steps behind. I stop.

      “This is ridiculous.” I have an urge to laugh at the absurdity of it all but hold it back. He already thinks I’m flighty. I shove my hand out for him to shake. “I’m Poppy.”

      He glances at my hand but doesn’t reciprocate, and I drop it. Well, this isn’t awkward at all.

      “I know.”

      Uh. I raise my eyebrow, but he doesn’t say anything else. I wait a few more seconds. My survival instinct clearly has some serious issues. “Elaborate.”

      “They call out your name when your chai is ready.”

      Oh. Yeah. I forgot about that. That makes sense. But… “I don’t know your name.”

      “Kit.”

      I’m not sure what I expected, but it wasn’t that. Now that I’m looking him over, I don’t know any other name that seems like it would apply to him, but Kit seems disappointingly tame somehow.

      “If you’re going to walk with me, can you actually, you know, walk with me instead of behind me?”

      He doesn’t say anything, but steps forward till he’s closer. A lot closer. His scent wafts on the air, and I swallow hard. I don’t know the components to his cologne or whatever he’s wearing, but it makes a small shiver run up my spine. Its spicy sex wrapped in danger.

      And not just any danger, but a I’ll-do-what-I-want-and-damn-the-consequences-devil-may-care attitude that has been the downfall of many a woman, and I whip around quickly.

      I have no business smelling him. Nor finding it appealing. I glance over my shoulder to see if he’s coming with. Kit takes another step and then matches his stride to mine.

      Nothing like someone who takes direction literally. Heat spreads through me at the thought.

      “Are you overheating?”

      I stop again. “What?”

      “Your body temperature. It went up. Are you too hot?”

      “My…no. No, I’m fine.” How can he know my temperature? I flush but start walking.

      It’s probably best if I just don’t ask. We continue without speaking for several blocks. I expect the silence to be weird, but it’s strangely comforting. Like two old friends, out for a companionable afternoon stroll. Except one of the old friends is hyper-aware of the other while he seems to barely acknowledge I’m here.

      At the corner of the apartment building, I halt and turn to Kit. “This is me. So…I’m going to say bye now.”

      His eyes drill into my own, and I shift my feet. I’m not sure the man doesn’t know how to be any less direct. It should be far more uncomfortable than it is.

      “Why did you want to help me?”

      Huh? Confused, I answer honestly. “Because you were alone.”

      His eyebrows dive down again, two angry slashes over his dark eyes, and I scramble to add, “I don’t like it when people bully others. And I wouldn’t be able to face myself in the mirror if some harm came to someone I ignored and walked on by when they needed help. It’s just how I’m built, I guess.”

      I can’t read his face. I don’t even know why I expect myself to. I don’t know anything about Kit, and what little I know can be summed up as broody, rude, and concise.

      “Why did you walk me home?” I hadn’t meant to ask the question, but now I can’t take it back.

      He steps back, his jaw set. The muscle tics once. “I don’t like owing anyone anything.”

      “But I didn’t do anything. You didn’t need help. And you knew those guys after all.”

      My cheeks redden at the silly idea that I could save someone like him. The all-black dress code, no matter how quietly elegant, the dark eyes and grim expression would warn even the most hardened criminals away. No wonder he thinks I flit. I grimace.

      “You’re frowning, again. Why?”

      Why is he so interested in why I might be upset? What does he care?

      “It’s not something I can explain. What about you? I can’t tell what’s on your mind, either.”

      “Good.”

      Why am I always caught off guard by what he says? It’s like he isn’t concerned with social niceties. Or niceties of any kind. I love my optimistic outlook on life, my sunny nature, and maybe because of it, I don’t understand his mindset.

      Is it because he actually doesn’t care or something else? What’s inside that handsome head of his?

      “You don’t want me to know what you’re thinking?” Why am I prolonging the conversation?

      His unnerving stare intensifies. I didn’t know that was even possible. It makes me want to wrap my arms around myself and rub the skin my short-sleeved shirt exposes.

      “No.”

      What is it about the way he talks to me that makes me want to put myself into his space? To force him to answer me like my questions are valid? Like I matter?

      I arch an eyebrow and smile flirtatiously. It’s been my experience that there aren’t many men who can resist that. It shouldn’t feel so natural with him. “What if I want to know?”

      He barely leans forward, and it’s as if he’s crowding me. My breath seems to come far more shallowly than it should, and it takes everything I have not to back up. Not from fear, but from the heat that pools low in my belly.

      Did I really just want to challenge his personal space? What will I do if he invades mine?

      “If you ever knew what was on my mind, you’d back slowly away…” His gaze never leaves my face, and I’m trapped, hypnotized. “And run as fast and as far as you can from me.”

      I gulp. There’s no other word for the audible sound coming from my throat. My body finally remembers how to be scared. I think.

      “Go inside,” the gravelly voice commands for the second time today.

      I nod mutely and swivel on my heel, hurrying past Bob, who holds the door open, and rushing to the elevator. I jab the button several times.

      I don’t know what scares me more, the still menace that permeated Kit’s words or the way my fingers had itched to do something drastic to put some semblance of emotion on his face or to force him to not dismiss me. Like hit him. Or pull his head down so that I could devour his lips.

      Oh, god.
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      I wake to the sun cutting through a sliver between the curtains and warming my face. I didn’t sleep well last night. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Kit.

      The way his muscles had felt under my hands when we were outside. The way he’d covered my hand with his own possessively, even though it had been brief.

      I blow out air and throw my arm across my face. I’m acting like those women who find themselves inexplicably attracted to bad boys. And that’s not me at all. I don’t want someone who tells me his mind is full of scary things that would make me run away.

      I want someone whose mind is full of intelligence and wit, who is willing—even wants—to share their thoughts with me. Who supports me, respects me and my opinions and can’t wait to hear what I have to say.

      I want someone who loves my optimism, doesn’t see anything wrong with being joyful or wanting to surround themselves with the brighter things in life.

      I want someone to love me for me.

      I’ve recently learned these are important, and that means it’s more imperative than ever that I end my engagement to Joel. He’s not that guy either.

      And he’s keeping me from finding someone who can fit the bill. I deserve to be happy. I deserve to find someone who wants me to be happy, too.

      The hours fly by as I go through the house chores. Why is it that when you dread doing something, time seems to speed up, bringing you closer to it, faster and faster?

      Last night, I had no plans on going to the café today, but the real fear that I’ll chicken out and end up going to dinner with Joel and never bring up the end of our relationship changes my decision.

      I don’t know why, but Kit’s demeanor brings out something in me that makes me feel as if I’m stronger than I am.

      Or at least strong enough to deal with tonight.

      The sunflowers in the vase on the foyer table look so pretty and cheerful that I take one out, break off some of the wet stem, and thread it through my braid so that the flower petals end up in the middle of the twisted length.

      False confidence? Maybe. But I’ll take what I can get.

      My pace, much quicker than normal, leaves me breathless, and I order my chai, nearly bouncing on the balls of my feet.

      Come on, come on.

      I could peek around the corner, but that would be weird. I wait impatiently. Finally, the server places my cup on the counter, and I nearly shove the woman who reaches for it.

      “That’s my order,” I say, just as “Order for Poppy” comes out of the server’s mouth. I smile at the woman’s glower. I
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