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The
Hitman






by
Gloria Hayes



Charlotte had just stepped into the hotel room and shut the
door behind her when she felt cold metal against the back of her
head.






She
froze, her blood turning to ice in her veins. She knew it was Lev.
She could smell him, his familiar, masculine scent mixed with the
rank odor of fear and sweat. She could hear his breathing. She
recognized that ragged pattern—he had breathed it into her ear so
many times now.






“Lev?”
she whispered anyway, her voice shallow and shaken.






“I have
to do this,” he murmured, his gravelly voice raking down her spine
and sending shudders through her body. “I’ll never get my revenge
otherwise.”







Confusion swirled through her mind. She kept her hands by her
side, turning slowly around. The gun scraped over the side of her
head, coming to rest on her forehead. She kept her eyes fixed
firmly on the floor, and she felt the metal trembling. His hands
were shaking and fear arced through her. She wondered whether it
was because she feared him pulling the trigger by accident or on
purpose.






“It
doesn’t matter,” he whispered, half to her and half to himself. “If
I don’t do this now, they’ll kill you anyway. They’ll kill us
both.”






“Who,
Lev?” Charlotte said, trying desperately to keep her voice even. “I
don’t know what you’re talking about.”






She
raised her eyes to meet his, and Lev flinched visibly. There was
sweat beading on his forehead and dripping down the side of one
cheek. The room was hot, humid, and Charlotte felt that time was
swirling around them both, condensing, coalescing down to
heartbeats, hers—fluttering madly in her chest, Lev’s—thudding
dimly, a thick, heavy sound. One more heartbeat, then another. How
many were left?






“Don’t look at me!” Lev snapped, pushing the gun barrel into
her forehead. His father’s voice echoed in his mind, an aged man
teaching his son the lessons that he’d been accumulating all of his
life. “We’re gentlemen, son, not
murderers. We don’t kill women. We don’t kill children. This is
what separates us from criminals. We have codes. We have rules.
Don’t ever break them, son. Stick to your code. It’s the only way
you can sleep at night, the only way to maintain respect for
yourself.”






His
father would understand, Lev thought. No one had ever threatened
his family. He had come home to a dutiful wife who never questioned
her husband’s absences, who raised Lev with love and affection and
blindly looked the other way when her husband began educating his
son on topics that she would never know the details of. They had
remained safely out of harm’s way. Not like his Valeria.






Valeria. Beautiful, fiery, enigmatic
Valeria, who had known exactly who and what he was and had loved
him anyway, loved him until the day his contract went wrong and the
men who had hired him took out their displeasure on his wife, on
her beautiful pale skin, and returned her to him a ruin, all of the
life gone from her.






He was
breaking the code now, holding a gun to a woman’s head, but he was
nothing like those monsters. Charlotte would feel nothing when he
killed her. She wouldn’t endure the hours and days of pain that
Valeria had known until the moment when she finally, blessedly, had
succumbed to death. And that was why Charlotte had to die, Lev told
himself, trying to fortify his nerves. She had to die so that he
could visit every moment of torture on those men that they had
visited on his wife.






But his
vision was blurring, and his hands were shaking, and Valeria’s face
kept swimming in front of him, floating on this woman who looked so
much like her, small and petite, pale with masses of curly brown
hair that he remembered tangling his hands in. Hers or Valeria’s?
Who had he made love to all of those nights on the beach? Had he
been with Charlotte, or the memory of his dead wife?







Charlotte was looking at him, and he couldn’t deny that, at
some point, he had stopped seeing the likeness between her and
Valeria and begun to see Charlotte, how brave she had been on the
island despite never having faced anything like that before, how
resourceful she had been, rising to the occasion and helping them
both to survive. He had listened to her stories, listened to her
recount her memories of her father with rising guilt, and he had
finally, his mind fuzzy with alcohol and his body aching, kissed
her next to the fire and taken her there on the beach, their bodies
covered in grit and sweat and desire. Her---Charlotte. And now he
was going to kill her. He should have killed her a long time
ago.






She was
looking at him, her eyes never wavering, and he shuddered, suddenly
regretting, in a wave of bitter grief, every move he had ever made
that had led him up to this point. He thought, suddenly, that he
would have given up everything, meeting Valeria, marrying her,
making love to Charlotte on the beach, if only it would take him
away from this moment, this terrible moment in which he had to pull
the trigger.






His
finger trembled, sliding along the cold metal, curling inwards. One
fraction of an inch more. One split second decision, and his future
would change forever. He tried to call up the vengeance that had
been burning in him for months, the aching sorrow and fetid rage
that had slowly been rotting him from the inside out.







Charlotte whispered, hardly audible: “I don’t understand,
Lev.”






The
words poured from him, bitter and acidic, and he confessed. “I
killed your father, Charlotte.”






He saw
her body jerk, saw her face contort with grief, a dozen different
emotions racing across her face, and her eyes welled with tears
that didn’t quite spill over.






“I kill
people, Charlotte. It’s what I do. But one of my hits went bad, and
the men I worked for—they took my wife. They took her and tortured
her and killed her, and delivered her body back to me so I could
see their handiwork. I went mad with grief. And then I was
contacted, a friend who had passed my name along.






These
two brothers—well, they had a vendetta against the men I had worked
for, and they offered me a deal. If I would fulfill the contract
they had, they would make sure that when they got ahold of those
men—and they promised me they would—that they would let me have
them once they got what they wanted, and I could do whatever I
wanted. I could have my revenge. The catch was that the contract
was for two people—a man and his daughter.






That’s
why they were having such a hard time finding someone to do the
hit. The ones who are good, who know their job—we don’t kill women
and children. It’s our code, it’s how we do what we do and still go
to sleep that night and look in the mirror the next day. But they
were offering me revenge. And as blinded by grief as I was, I took
the offer. That’s why I was on the ship, Charlotte. I’d been
following you for a year, and I had chances to take you out, but I
didn’t take them.






My
employers were getting impatient, but I told them until they were
closer to finding the men who killed my wife, I wasn’t going to
kill you. And then they told me that they had cornered them, that
they would have them in a matter of hours, and once I saw evidence
that they were telling the truth, I got on that ship that you were
headed out on. And then there was the shipwreck, and we wound up on
that damned island.”






“Why
didn’t you just kill me there?” Charlotte’s voice was surprisingly
steady.






“My gun
was lost. Every other way I could think of would have hurt you,
terrified you, your death would have been full of fear and pain. I
didn’t want you to suffer. And then, after…” he trailed off as he
saw Charlotte flinch at the mention of what they had done together
on the island, the reminder that the man that she had given
everything to was now preparing to execute the ultimate
betrayal.






The guilty one is not he who commits the crime, but he who
causes the darkness, Charlotte heard,
echoing in the depths of her mind, her father’s voice echoing in
her ears.






“You
don’t understand, Charlotte,” Lev said desperately. “They’ll kill
you anyway. They’ll kill me too, and everything will have been for
nothing.”






He who causes the darkness.






The
tears spilled over, running down her cheeks. The heat in the room
seemed to be growing thicker, stronger. She remembered hearing her
father’s voice when she had been drowning, whispering those same
words to her. Had he known somehow, what would happen?






Be Valjean, not Javert.



She felt
the same strange sensation that she had felt when she had been
sinking in the ocean, the saltwater spilling into her mouth and
filling her lungs. All the fear leached out of her, draining away,
and she moved towards Lev, feeling the thick air split and separate
around her. The gun brushed against her temple, but she ignored it,
and she stepped up to Lev, pressing her body against his. She
tilted her head back, looking up into his eyes.






“Do it,”
she whispered, her eyes searching his. “Kill me.”






She
kissed him then, bringing her hand up to wrap around the back of
his head, her tongue tracing along the seam of his lips, tasting
the sweat and the salty tears that had dripped down his face and
over his mouth. His lips parted, ever so slightly, and she took
advantage, feeling his body jerk and press against her, felt him
grow hard. He moaned, wrapping one arm around her waist, even as he
still held the gun pressed against her head. She pulled her mouth
from his, her tears slipping down her cheeks and mixing with his on
her lips.






“Kill
me, and free us both.”






She
would remember that moment for the rest of her life, the second
suspended in time when the words flew from her mouth and she knew
that she would die, when she felt every muscle in her body tense,
desperate to run, and yet she didn’t move, still locked in the arms
of the man who was going to kill her.






Her life
didn’t flash in front of her eyes, but she did think, in that split
second, how strange it was that she, born to every privilege and
her every whim satisfied for all of her life, should find herself
here at last, in a dirty hotel room at the ends of the earth,
embraced by a criminal, in love with the very man who would end her
life. And then, as if in a dream, the pressure was gone, and she
heard a hard thud, the sound of metal hitting wood, and she felt
Lev clutching her waist, his mouth on hers, his teeth sinking into
her lower lip, and she thought she had never felt him so hard, like
stone in between her legs, pressing against her.






They
were on the floor, and he wrapped his hand in her hair, pulling her
head back, and she bit him, hard, her teeth sinking into his lip
and drawing blood. He jerked his pants open, yanking hers down to
her knees, his other hand finding its way into her shirt. He was
inside of her instantly, driving into her roughly, and her hands
slipped beneath his shirt to find his bare skin.






Her legs
locked around his waist, her body responding to the violence, to
the very knowledge that she was still alive, and she felt his
tongue plunge into her mouth as he plunged inside of her body. The
heat in the room was stifling, drowning, their clothes soaked
through and sticking to one another.







Charlotte arched off of the floor, her moans turning into
screams, the violence of his thrusting body sending pleasure
lancing through her, almost painful in its intensity. She heard Lev
say her name, desperately, as though he were begging her for
something, and she felt him shake and tremble over her, his fingers
digging painfully into her waist as her nails ripped open his
skin.






As the
pleasure seeped away, and Lev shakily withdrew from her, rising up
on his knees and looking down at the girl on the floor, and
Charlotte’s senses returned and she looked at this man that she
hardly knew, they both found themselves unable to say anything at
all. Charlotte stood up slowly, pulling her jeans up around her
hips again, and without a word, she walked to the door and left,
shutting it firmly behind her, leaving Lev sitting there, the
abandoned gun on the floor, with nothing to say.







***






It was
dark when Charlotte returned. Lev was sitting on the bed, and he
looked up abruptly when he heard the sound of her fist thumping
against the door. He was shirtless, and she found herself staring
squarely at his chest when he opened the door. She looked away and
brushed past him. Lev turned to face her, his hands in his pockets.
The gun was still lying where he had dropped it, and Charlotte
picked it up, weighing it in her hands.






“I should kill you,” she said softly. “I should
want to kill you. You
killed my father, the only person who truly loved me all my life.
You took everything that had ever made me happy away from
me.”






She was
crying softly again, noiselessly, but Lev could see the fresh tears
making their way over the old tracks, and he felt a sudden,
desperate desire to hold her.






“And
then… without me knowing that you were responsible for taking it
all away, you gave me back some of my happiness. And now… what do I
do? Do I punish you for what you did and lose this in addition to
what I have already lost?”






She
toyed with the gun, and Lev watched her do it, thinking grimly that
if she chose to shoot him now, he wouldn’t stop her. He could, with
just a quick motion, but he wouldn’t. He deserved it.






“I had
never been with anyone before you, did you know that?”






Lev
remembered their first night together on the beach, how tight she
had been, how she had closed her eyes tightly and suppressed a gasp
of pain when he had pushed inside of her. How inexpertly she had
moved, clutching his shoulders and jerking her hips against his
until she had finally found his rhythm. He had been with too many
women to not know the difference. He had tried to ignore it,
though, desperately wanting to believe that he hadn’t taken the
virginity of the girl he was supposed to kill.






“I
suspected,” he admitted quietly, hating himself.






“My
father taught me to forgive, to see the cause behind the wrong that
people do. He taught me that those who do wrong are often driven by
other forces that control them, that not everything in this world
is black and white, and that I shouldn’t judge what I can’t
understand.”






She
looked up at him. “How can I forgive this, though? How can I
reconcile the man on the island with the man I now know that you
are?”






Because I would throw it all away to keep you safe. Because I
love you, he thought suddenly, and he
realized, in a moment in which he was torn with guilt and the last
remnants of his devotion to Valeria, that it was true. He had told
himself that he would never fall in love again, that all of his
energy would be devoted to his revenge. But his vengeance had
slipped away in the moment when he had let the gun fall to the
floor. He couldn’t pick it up again. Not to harm Charlotte. Maybe
not to harm anyone, ever again.






He
walked to her then, and he pressed the palm of one hand to her
cheek, feeling the dampness under his fingertips. “If you can
forgive me, Charlotte, if you can understand that everything I did
was out of a blind need for revenge, and not to hurt you, I promise
you I will do everything in my power to keep you safe.” He took the
gun from her hands and laid it on the table beside the bed, drawing
her down to sit next to him. “If I had known you, Charlotte, if I
had known any of this would happen, I would never have done any of
it. I would have gone all my life without this if I could have
spared you this pain.”







Charlotte looked at him. “I don’t know if that’s enough,
Lev.”






He
spread his hands. “It’s all I have, Charlotte. I can’t take
anything back. I can’t change anything. But for all that I have
done, I have never cheated or lied, I have never hurt anyone that I
wasn’t directed to. You may not understand how I could live this
life, but it’s what I was born to. It’s what my father did, and his
father. It’s what I was taught to do. I broke our code when I
agreed to go after you, and I will regret that all my
life.”






He took
a chance then, and kissed her softly. His hand still cupping her
face, he brushed a thumb across her cheek. “I love you, Charlotte.
This is everything I have to give you.”







Charlotte bit her lip, the tears still flowing freely, her
heart aching. She tried to picture walking out the door, returning
to her old life, going home. She couldn’t see any of it. She felt
as though she had died in that storm, as though she were no longer
the same person who had boarded the ship.






She couldn’t untangle the morality of it, couldn’t see if
there was something deeply wrong that she loved the man who had
destroyed her family, but she felt that her father would have
forgiven him, that maybe he had
forgiven him, in that split second when he had
seen the gun at his face, that he had seen past his imminent death
to the darkness that had brought Lev there.






“I love
you,” she whispered, her voice cracking as she lay her head on his
shoulder, “I don’t know what that means, about me, about you, but I
do love you.”






Lev
stroked her hair. “This isn’t going to be easy, Charlotte. These
men have resources, and they won’t hesitate to hire the dirtiest
type of thugs, if they have to. No matter how many of them I kill,
they’ll keep sending more, unless we can disappear. I can’t promise
that we’ll survive this. We may very well both die.”







Charlotte nodded. Fear had taken up residence in the pit of
her stomach, but she forced it to stay there, knotting her hand
against her leg. “Whatever we have to do, Lev, whatever it takes to
survive. Just get us out of here.”







***







Charlotte thought she would probably rather kill a man
point-blank then do what Lev was directing her to do right now. He
had gone out to the store and brought back three boxes of hair dye,
a bleach blonde color that Charlotte knew would be ghastly on her.
He had already shaved his head bald and inserted different colored
contacts. A set of blue was on the counter, waiting for
her.






It was
harder to disguise Lev than her, but he had a few things, a hoodie
and sunglasses that he had purchased to try and hide his features,
a backpack to sling over his shoulder, carry their few things in
and try to make it appear that they were just travelers. Neither
one of them had any papers, no passport or identification, so they
would have to walk, sneaking across borders until they reached
somewhere where they could disappear.







Charlotte was easier to disguise. Lev helped her bleach her
hair and put the dye on. Even he winced when they rinsed it out,
the water in the hotel was hard and full of iron, and the blonde
came out a dingy, orange tinted disaster.






“I look like Milla Jovovich in the Fifth Element,” Charlotte complained
good-naturedly. She obediently put in the blue contacts and dressed
in the clothes Lev had brought, tucking her hair inside the hat he
had given her and putting on the non-descript t-shirt and boy’s
khakis that he had brought her. The idea was to make her look as
boyish as possible, but Lev frowned when he surveyed her. Even in
the clothes, with her hair hidden, her petite face, wide eyes and
pouting lips were still extraordinarily feminine. She looked years
younger, though, and he shrugged. “Maybe we can pass you off as my
daughter.”







Charlotte wrinkled her nose. “That’s gross.”






Lev laughed. “You are several
years younger than me.”







Charlotte raised an eyebrow. “How old are you?”







“Thirty-one.”






“Ten
years isn’t bad.”






“I
suppose not,” Lev relented, rolling their clothes into a ball and
stuffing them into the backpack. “We don’t want to let anyone think
any differently—you have to act like my daughter. The men coming
after us will be looking for a beautiful brunette girl and her
lover—by now they will have assumed that something happened between
us, or else I would have killed you—and they hopefully will
overlook a man and his orange-haired daughter. The type of men they
will be sending after us won’t be the smartest, and that is an
advantage. Nor will they know or have seen half of the things I
have. You have to trust me, and do exactly as I say, and we might
survive this.”







Charlotte nodded. Lev tossed the backpack at the foot of the
bed and gathered Charlotte into his arms, pulling her down on top
of him onto the bed.






It was
slow that night, both of them luxuriating in the last bit of time
that they might have in a long time—maybe at all. Death was looming
heavy over the horizon; the prospect of all of this ending lent a
languorous sweetness to all of their movements. They moved over
each other with care, running fingers over every line and crease,
committing it all to memory in case one had to survive without the
other.







Charlotte traced his scars, the one on the corner of his
mouth, the deep one across his shoulder, the burn mark on his
wrist, the laceration beneath his ribs, the scars on either side of
his groin, trailing down his thighs. He shuddered when her mouth
found those, her tongue running over them again and again until he
breathed her name helplessly and she ended his torture, taking him
in her mouth and running her tongue over every vein and ridge,
closing her hand around him and causing him to buck his hips
wildly, his fingers tearing at the sheets.






When she
came up, locking her thighs on either side of his hips and sliding
down onto him slowly, causing them both to shudder with each inch,
her body closing around him, hot and wet, Lev ran his hands up her
sides, passing over her breasts, the concave slope of her stomach,
one hand coming to rest between her thighs as the other traced over
her face, burning the feeling of her skin onto the rough pads of
his fingertips.







Charlotte rocked back and forth, leaning forward to kiss him,
her hair falling on either side of his face, and he responded in
full, taking her head in his hands and plundering her mouth,
claiming all of her body as his as he took over, thrusting his hips
up, driving into her again and again until he finally flipped her
over, holding both of her hands over her head, pinioning her with
his body.






Neither
of them ever wanted it to end, Charlotte’s body erupting in spasms
over and over again as Lev held back, his teeth clenching and
jawline rigid. Charlotte quivered under him, her hips grinding
against him, and Lev gasped, every muscle in his body hard and
trembling. “I can’t take it any longer,” he hissed, and Charlotte
moaned under him, her muscles clenching around him, drawing him
even more deeply inside of her.






“I don’t
want to come,” he groaned, trying to hold still, but his hips
jerked in a rhythm of their own, his pleasure being dragged out of
him by degrees. Charlotte gripped the back of his head, running her
nails down the nape of his neck, and Lev arched forwards, his
breath coming out of him in a guttural groan as he let go.
Charlotte locked her legs around his back, riding out the wave, her
own pleasure following his as he shuddered and slumped
forwards.






Neither
of them could move. They fell asleep like that, tangled up in each
other, and when they awoke, early in the morning when it was still
dark, Charlotte felt him, still inside her, grown hard again while
they slept. Half asleep, they made love again, the climax slow and
gentle this time, both of them barely moving, exhausted.






They
slept for another hour or two, and then took a shower, both knowing
it might be awhile before one was readily available.






They
left the key in the drop box, slipping away in the early dawn.
Charlotte resisted the urge to grip Lev’s hand as they walked. It
felt so surreal, to be on the run, to know that death was lurking
just behind them, waiting to pounce.






They
walked slowly, trying not to call attention to themselves. Around
noon, Lev went to a food stand that they passed and bought tacos.
They sat on the grass a little ways away from the road and ate.
Charlotte hadn’t realized how hungry she was and she tore into the
food, not even noticing Lev’s amused smirk as he watched her
eat.






“I think
I’m going to buy a motorcycle,” Lev said. “We have plenty of money
to last us awhile, and here I ought to be able to buy one off of
someone for not very much at all. Can you ride on the
back?”







Charlotte gulped down the fear. “Sure,” she said
bravely.






Lev eyed
her with some admiration. “You’re a brave girl, you know
that?”







Charlotte shook her head. “I’m terrified. But what’s the
alternative? Live without you? I can’t, not anymore. And my life is
over if I leave you, literally. It might be over with you, but I’ll
take the chance.”






Lev
couldn’t resist, he kissed her, glancing around to be sure no one
was watching.






“You’re
going to blow our cover.”






“I
know,” Lev muttered, pulling away reluctantly.







***






True to
his word, Lev bought a motorcycle off of an aging salesman for next
to nothing. Charlotte climbed on the back, full of trepidation, but
she locked her arms around Lev’s waist without a word. He felt her
fingers trembling against the fabric of his shirt, but he pretended
that he didn’t feel it, and Charlotte pretended that she wasn’t
afraid. The roar of the motor filled her ears, and as they picked
up speed, she felt the wind tangling her hair around her face, and
she watched her old life spin away from her in the dust kicked up
by the spinning tires.






She
could feel the hard shape of his gun underneath the jacket,
pressing into her arm, the gun that hours before had been pressed
against her skull. She shuddered, and not for the first time since
yesterday, wondered how she could ignore everything that he had
done, everything that pointed to the evidence that she should run
as far away as possible.






She felt
that without him she was dead, not only because she couldn’t
protect herself alone from the men who wanted to kill her, but
because he had opened her eyes to things that she could never have
imagined. There was a reason she had been a virgin only months ago,
at 21. None of the boys she had kissed had ever made chills run
across the surface of her skin even as she felt it heat from the
inside out. No one had ever made her stomach tie up in knots when
they looked at her. No one had ever made her knees go weak just by
touching her.






There
was no one like Lev.






So she
clung to him as they sped down the road, wondering if she was a
traitor for loving the man who had killed her father, if she
deserved the fate that had been laid out for her. She had chosen to
go with Lev, her father’s murderer, instead of choosing to walk
away and die with dignity, as her father had.






She clung to the hope that he too,
would have forgiven Lev, that he too, would have understood the
darkness that had driven him to such measures.

 


***


 


 



Illegal
Surrender






by
Nellie Cross


Venetia
Wexler sat on the bed, covered in the softest satin comforter she
had ever felt in her life. It was red, embroidered with gold rope.
The room was lit by various candles, a few of which were jasmine
scented. The binds were closed, and it was dark outside.






Venetia
herself was wearing a purple silk robe. Underneath the robe, she
wore a matching bra and panty set, with lace topped stockings and a
lace garter belt. Her hair was tousled. She sat on the bed,
waiting, looking around at what was to become her
prison.







***






Hours Prior






Venetia
lay on the floor behind the tablecloth colored table, covering her
head. She tried to calm her breath, but she felt as if it just made
her breathe harder. Her eyes were shut tightly. There was no
denying that she was scared.






She
heard another gunshot go off. She had to stop herself from
screaming out, lest they find her.






“Sweep
the room,” said a man, calmly and matter-of-factly. He had an
accent that Venetia couldn’t quite place. She could hear it in his
tone of voice that he was the leader. Immediately, she opened her
eyes, and was face to face with the body of her boss. He looked up
at the ceiling, lifeless, bloody. She yelped.






“Shhh, I
heard something,” said another man. Venetia began crawling, trying
to find a way out along the row of tables she found herself behind.
She saw a door at the very end of the room and she quickly crawled
towards it. Every inch she moved made the door seem farther and
farther away.






She
heard a gun cock and a bullet flew by in front of her face, missing
her by mere inches. She froze in place.






“What
was that?” The Leader asked.






“I’ve
got a live one,” The Shooter said, as he loaded another clip in his
gun. Venetia regained her senses and made a run towards the door.
The Shooter pointed his gun at her.






“Wait!”
the Leader yelled. He ran after Venetia, grabbing her by the waist
and lifting her over his shoulder. She screamed out.






“You
said kill everyone Lewis,” The Shooter said.






“I’ve
changed my mind. She’s going with us.”






“She’s a
liability!”






“She
also doesn’t deserve to die. Look at her.” Lewis, the leader, put
her down. Venetia was dressed in her disheveled work uniform -
black slacks, black leather shoes and a white Oxford shirt. Her
mascara had run down her face from her recent bout of crying. While
standing there, she choked back a sob.






“Lewis,
I don’t care. What if she gets to the police?”






“Tyler,
she won’t. I promise you that.” He looked at her and gave her a
confident smile. “Start cleaning up.” He took her arm in a vice
grip and they went out of the door.






Outside,
several black Hummers waited for them. Lewis shoved Venetia into
one of them, and followed her into it. “Drive.”






The
windows were tinted to a near black color, and Venetia could barely
see out of them. She looked at Lewis. His beard was short and neat.
His hair was parted on one side, and slicked back, close to his
scalp. His nose was slightly crooked; Venetia guessed it was from
repeated breakings.






He
smiled at her. “Don’t be nervous. I’m really sorry about your
friends back there. You all were caught up in something you had no
idea about. Did you meet Mr. Vitteri?”






Venetia
shook her head. “He owed me money, lots of money and some precious
merchandise that I won’t quite go into; he failed to get those to
me on both counts. It’s unfortunate that it had to come to this
though. I enjoyed doing business with him.”
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