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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            RONAN

          

        

      

    

    
      The throbbing bass pulsed in his blood, making his fingers tingle, his head aching with the neon intensity of the lights. But Ronan Duffy didn’t mind. There were few things that got his blood pumping these days.

      And nothing got him going like she did.

      The woman in front of him bent at the waist and laid her hands on his knees, the heavy pendulums of her breasts swinging near his face. She tossed her hair back, split ends brushing his chin. She reeked of strawberries and desperation, the musk of cigarettes and sweat and body spray.

      She smiled, revealing wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. Late twenties, maybe thirty—but a hard-lived thirty. “I’m Desire. Do you want a dance, baby?”

      She was pretty enough, with a narrow waist and thick hips, but Ronan shook his head. “No thanks. I’ve had all the excitement I can handle tonight.”

      He tucked a bill into her G-string anyway, carefully keeping his eyes away from the bar. He didn’t need to look at her—the one he was here for. He could picture every plane of her face, the sultry curve of her hips, the way her long, toned legs flexed just-so, when she walked across the club.

      That was why he always chose this seat. The light caught her best from this angle. Sometimes, he imagined she was watching him, too, peeking from behind those thick lashes, hazel eyes glittering when she caught sight of him.

      Keyword: imagined.

      But even if it wasn’t imaginary, he’d never do anything about it. No woman wanted a stalker. And that might be precisely what he was.

      The woman—Desire—glanced down at the fifty in her thong, smiled at him again, then trailed her fingers over the stubble on his jaw. “If you change your mind…” Then she was off to the next table, the next sticky chair, the next leering asshole.

      Ronan leaned back, fingers laced behind his head. The Velvet Cage contained neither velvet nor cages, just pink vinyl seating surrounding an open stage, a long bar area to the right, a door at the far back that led to a dressing room and the owner’s office.

      Sometimes, the owner leaned against the jamb just outside the swinging door, watching the main room with beady, snakelike eyes. One day, Ronan would give that man what was coming to him. But Waylon Pierce was a paranoid fuck who never did anything illegal while the public was watching. Even the women who worked here seemed unaware of his criminal activities.

      But Ronan felt the man’s guilt in his blood. The man had a criminal history: statutory rape as a younger man, two arrests for sex with underage prostitutes in his thirties. In Ronan’s experience, men like Waylon abused more than they were ever arrested for. He couldn’t prove it—yet—but his gut was rarely wrong.

      He reached for the particleboard table and pulled his glass to his lips—whiskey. Nothing like the Macallan M his brother drank, but cheap liquor made him feel more connected to those he’d vowed to protect.

      No one here knew that, of course. People in clubs like this stayed away from cops.

      His brother turned up his nose at the mere idea of Ronan having a blue-collar job. The Duffys were part-owners of a multi-billion-dollar media conglomerate, but that wasn’t work, no matter what his brother said. “Children of a now-dead billionaire mogul” or “The bastard heirs to O’Connor Media” were closer to the truth.

      They didn’t even share the O’Connor name—Duffy, after their mother. When the press ran stories about the “Billionaire Brothers,” they weren’t talking about his father’s second family with his stripper mistress.

      Ronan took another slow sip, gazing at the stage. Three women twirled around the poles, all of them topless, one with tassels like bullseyes in the center of each breast, one with glitter on her chest. All of legal age, two in their later twenties.

      But one of them was right on the cusp—nineteen? Though it wasn’t illegal, he didn’t like that one bit. He also didn’t like that he could gauge their desperation by how hard they tweaked their nipples for the crowd.

      Lots of desperation tonight. Good thing he’d hit the ATM. If his mother had had help, she might not have ended up with his father. Sure, he and his siblings wouldn’t exist without Charles O’Connor… but there were worse things than non-existence.

      Ronan and his siblings were never even allowed to engage with his father’s rich-ass society until his father’s legitimate children turned on him. Suddenly, their side of the family had become useful—dear old Dad had thought it beneficial to stack the Duffy voting shares in his favor.

      The other men around the stage shifted, shouted, reached out their hands, their sweaty dollar bills, skin flashing in the neon lights—pink, then green, then pink again. Hungry eyes—greedy. As if any of these women thought that the man of their dreams might be the one shoving singles between her ass cheeks.

      He knew better. The men who frequented these establishments were losers. That wasn’t self-deprecation—some things were just true, and Ronan knew he was as fucked up as any of them.

      The dark-haired woman on the stage gyrated around the silver pole, her blue panties glittering. She caught his eye and touched the tip of her tongue to her top lip, then dropped to her knees. Crawling toward his chair.

      She knew he belonged here in the sweaty trenches. No posh ballrooms. No tuxedos. No ten-thousand-dollar bottles of whiskey. Just glistening flesh, choking on too-sweet perfume and acrid smoke, the burn of alcohol heating his blood.

      The woman stretched herself across the stage before him like a buffet of skin and glitter. Ronan leaned forward and tucked two tightly folded bills into her G-string. The woman blew him a kiss, then made a move to slide off the front of the stage—presumably into his lap—but Ronan waved her away. She was new, like the woman who’d just propositioned him. The others were well aware that he never bought lap dances.

      But none of these women knew he was the one who snuck thousands of dollars into their lockers. They also didn’t know that three women in the last six months had left with him after their shifts, never to return.

      Some things were better off kept secret.

      The dancer’s eyes tightened. She slunk back and crawled off toward the bearded man at the end.

      Ronan watched her go, then dropped his eyes to the whiskey. Almost empty—it was time.

      He raised the glass, downed it, then finally turned to the bar, his heart hammering against his breastbone. The woman working behind it had long blonde hair that ended in blue tips, an aqua hue that curled seductively over her tank top straps. Deliciously curvy in a way that always made his mouth go dry, made his cock stiffen despite his best efforts to control himself.

      She didn’t take her clothes off for money—never walked around in less than that tank top and the short silver skirt that completed her uniform. But, oh, how he wanted to know what she looked like beneath her shimmery outfit.

      Jenny lifted a glass from the bar, her slender fingers grabbing a towel to dry it. Graceful. Like a ballerina—everything a dance. She probably fucked like a ballerina, too, smooth and limber and agile.

      Ronan swallowed hard. Though he was definitely an asshole for thinking it, those physical attributes were not the things that had drawn him to her. It was the darkly suspicious glint in her eyes, similar to the one he saw in the mirror. It was the way her full lips stayed tight when she was trying to figure out whether to trust you—and she never trusted anyone. It was the scar, deep and angry, that started at her shoulder and sliced down over her heart as if someone had tried to cut it out of her.

      The latter was probably why she was a bartender instead of a dancer: Men didn’t like strippers with scars. It made them feel too real, like actual humans with pain and pasts and dreams.

      In contrast, billionaires appeared more real when they were knocked down a peg or two. The public would love to see his scars—would love to see him in a place like this, two drinks deep, pretending not to be too interested in a bartender he’d never have.

      She had shown no interest in him—he wasn’t an idiot, even if coming here week after week might make him a masochist. But whether he’d ever have her, Ronan’s gut was certain that she needed him. He just didn’t know exactly why.

      Jenny froze, her fingertips unmoving on the rim of the glass. She turned her face his way, slowly, tensely. The light hit her high cheekbones, her large, hooded eyes.

      Ronan’s breath caught. For a moment, he imagined what it would be like to close the distance between them, to press his lips to hers, to trace the curve of her waist with his palm. He leaned back instead, masking the heat in his gaze with a lazy, practiced smirk as he raised his glass and tipped it her way—I’ll take one more. Just another smarmy customer, though more attractive than the rest of this brood.

      Muscular and broad-shouldered, and though not as tall as his brothers, he had inherited his father’s strong jawline and his mother’s piercing blue eyes and straight aquiline nose. He spent an hour every morning in the gym sweating out last night’s booze so he could function on the measly four hours he usually slept.

      Jenny turned to the back wall, where they kept the whiskey. He took full advantage of her divided attention, watching her pour his drink. But in his mind, she was looking right at him, lips slightly parted as he traced his fingers over her hip to the softness between her legs.

      She stiffened, glancing over her shoulder toward his chair, but he turned away.

      Ronan licked his dry lips, keeping his gaze on the stage, avoiding the bar. Avoiding her eyes. Pretending he was a good man.

      His brother Charles was certain that the world was created for men like them—that power came with wealth, that they were above consequences. Ronan had never subscribed to that, which was probably why he’d ended up in this line of work.

      His brother was half-right, though: the world was created for the rich. But it was also created for monsters. And a lot of people were both.

      Ronan knew that better than anyone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            JULIETTE

          

        

      

    

    
      He’s here again.

      Juliette’s lungs were too small, a fury she had no right to feel burning in her chest. Her throat had stayed tight until he’d waved Desire aside, but the pressure around her rib cage remained.

      Desire was everything Juliette would never be again—confident, for one. Beautiful. Unblemished, her creamy skin shimmering in the pastel lights of the club. To think that she’d thought working here might help her build her self-esteem back up. What a fucking joke.

      Juliette kept her gaze on the bar, the glass she was drying. She’d already dried it twice, but no one else could tell below the counter—he couldn’t tell.

      But he was watching. He was always watching. Unlike the others here, he didn’t so much leer as glance, and every time he did it, her chest felt warm… warm in her lower belly, too, a subtle but insistent throb between her legs. That alone was a shock. She’d never felt anything close to desire for the men in here. Usually she just felt icky—skeeved out.

      Or afraid.

      He’d been no exception at first. The first month, she’d imagined he was there for her, marching in with way too much confidence, glowering at the room like he owned them all. But he hadn’t approached her once, had never so much as talked to her.

      Three times a week, he was just… here. Never touching, never accepting a lap dance. Just watching.

      While some of the girls here felt threatened by lecherous eyeballs alone, voyeurs never made a move to actually brush their fingers over your skin, never grabbed your ass. A voyeur had never tried to lift her skirt. The men who got enough out of watching didn’t hurt you. Their imaginations were enough to satisfy them.

      But the hairs on her neck were prickling. That man… there was something dark about him—a brooding kind of intensity that felt as dangerous as it was magnetic. He was subtle about it, or at least he thought he was being subtle, but she knew when she was being studied. She’d spent a lifetime being examined.

      What did he do for a living? He had that rich-man’s swagger, so something lucrative. Probably a computer geek—someone who spent all day squinting at tiny pieces of code. Or maybe a stockbroker… but he didn’t look like a stockbroker. He was wearing a suit, but there was something in the set of his shoulders that looked less Wall Street and more back-alley Fight Club. A… CEO of… something?

      She raised her eyes. He lifted his glass, gaze locked on hers. Juliette’s heart stopped, but then he tipped the cup—one more, please—and turned away. The breath rushed back into her lungs.

      Look at me, she thought at him. Watch me. Remind me that I’m worth watching. But he remained stoic, staring straight ahead as if she weren’t even there.

      She suppressed a sigh. What had she expected might happen? Absolutely nothing. This was all just a game she played with herself, a fantasy to sustain her.

      The fantasy that he wanted her. That he came in here just to see her. That she wasn’t just useful but worth loving. And not being able to have him, the unrequited nature of it, the inherent danger… that was part of the fantasy too.

      Her eyes burned, but she took a breath and blinked to clear her vision. Fantasy was all she had until she found a way out of this mess. But one day, she would. One day, her mother wouldn’t be in danger, and she could go back home. One day, she’d have proof that would put a sadist behind bars where he belonged—or under the ground, where he belonged more.

      One day, she’d be doing something she loved instead of withering away in jobs like this one, her scar shivering against her chest as if to remind her of the things she’d left behind. The people she might never see again.

      Daniel still had her mom under his thumb—had tricked her mother into signing over guardianship and power of attorney. Told the demented woman that Juliette didn’t love her, said she was a burden until Mom had begged him to take care of her instead. He’d put her in a nursing home in Ravenbrook. But she was alive, unscarred—Mom’s okay, she’s okay, she’s okay. For now, that had to be enough.

      Abuse didn’t arrive all at once, a neat package full of red flags. It was a slow slide, one you barely noticed until you hit the bottom. Daniel had started by picking away at her self-esteem until he was the only one who made her feel worthy. Then he’d turned her mother, her colleagues, her only friend against her. By the time she’d recognized the abuse for what it was…

      The scar on her chest prickled. Daniel had punished her severely for trying to leave. And though she worked in a strip club, though she was covered in ugly scars, she felt stronger now than she ever had with him. She was clawing her way out of the gutter he’d thrown her into—working on it, anyway. The fact that she spent half of her time staring at some handsome stranger, hoping he’d look her way, was proof she still had a long way to go.

      The bottle clinked against the glass, loud enough to be heard over the music. Juliette winced. The last thing she needed was to get chewed out by her boss, but Waylon Pierce was not standing in his usual spot by the swinging door. Good. She hated the way the old man looked at her—like he was repulsed. Waylon even forced her to wear a shirt instead of the bikini tops the other girls wore.

      Juliette set the bottle aside. It wasn’t that she wanted to bare her breasts to the masses, didn’t even want to dance, though she used to be good at it. It was that the masses didn’t want her to. She used to love being the prettiest girl in the room, and now, men winced when they registered the healed wound.

      But… he didn’t wince. Those subtle glances made her remember what it was like to be pretty. Desired more than Desire herself, who was now writhing in the lap of a bearded man who looked like an out-of-work lumberjack.

      The scar above her heart twitched again as she made her way around the bar, eyes on the floor. She’d never get used to walking in platform heels, and she couldn’t afford to pay for a lost whiskey, let alone a tumbler.

      Another pair of platforms stepped in front of her own, toe-to-toe. Juliette looked up.

      Brittany grinned, a bubble-gum chewing brunette with bright pink eyeshadow straight out of the nineties. Juliette forced a smile in return.

      “Want me to take that?”

      No, Juliette’s brain whispered. But she handed the glass over, and Brittany winked. “I’ll see if I can talk him into a dance while I’m at it.”

      “He never gets dances.”

      Brittany cocked an eyebrow. “A couple weeks ago, Shonda said she wanted to give him a free one—did you hear that he grabbed some douchebag’s hand when he tried to get fresh with her? He’s like… our unofficial bouncer.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      Shonda had left after that night—hadn’t been back since. Girls left here all the time, but the fact that she hadn’t returned to get her share of the tips definitely felt wrong. Waylon took all of their cash at the end of the night, divvied it up once he took his cut. No girl who worked here could afford to forgo that money.

      Brittany bit her lip, glanced over her shoulder, then back to Juliette. “He seems… nice.”

      Uh-oh. Juliette knew that look. Sometimes new girls imagined a patron might sweep them off their feet. After they’d worked here a few months, they realized these men were all the same: assholes with something twisted up wrong in their DNA. Nice men didn’t come to strip clubs, and they certainly didn’t date those in the sex trade.

      Then why did you get so angry when Desire was dancing for him? her brain whispered. Why do you wait patiently until he looks at you? Why do you sometimes imagine it’s him touching you when you go home to your shitty motel room?

      For these questions, she had no answers other than that Brittany was right—he did seem nice.

      Juliette glanced past Brittany’s shoulder at the man in the chair. Dark hair, vibrant blue eyes still aimed at the stage, a square, stubbled jaw. Muscular—thick through the chest. And so damn confident, the way he always swaggered in like he owned the place…

      It wasn’t a good look on most men. He was the exception.

      His eyes flicked to hers as if he’d heard her thoughts. Juliette’s heart ratcheted into her throat. How long had she been staring at him?

      “Jenny?”

      She blinked. “What?”

      “I’ve been calling your name.”

      I doubt that. “Sorry, it’s been a long night. And I have no idea if he’s nice. Most nights, he just hits the buffet.”

      Brittney nodded. “The shrimp here are really good.”

      “Yeah, I guess.” If you like rubber.

      “Anyway, someone’s here for you. They’re in the locker room.”

      Juliette’s windpipe clamped shut, but she managed a hissed, “Who?”

      “No idea. He’s handsome, though—blond. Said he’d been trying to call you all day.”

      He’s a liar. Juliette didn’t have a phone—she was completely off-grid, and for good reason.

      She cut her eyes at the front door, where a curtain of beads sparkled in the neons, her thigh muscles aching with the urge to run. She could make a break for it, but if she did that, she couldn’t come back here. And she needed the money. It had taken far too long to find a place that would hire her this time—three weeks after leaving the last state, sleeping in a bus station bathroom, starving.

      She wasn’t ready to do that again. And at least in this club, unlike that bus station bathroom, she wasn’t alone.

      Brittany, mistaking her hesitation for devotion to this shit job, said, “Jesus Christ, Jenny, Waylon will never know. I’ll cover for you.”

      Juliette swallowed hard and glanced over Brittany’s shoulder. The man sitting in front of the stage was turned their way now, head cocked as if worried. A man who had no problem correcting touchy-feely scumbags and liked his whiskey neat. A voyeur.

      She felt safer when he was here. But she shouldn’t. Trusting a man—any man—was dangerous. Deadly.

      She wouldn’t make that mistake again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            RONAN

          

        

      

    

    
      He watched Jenny ball her fists and head for the back room, his jaw so tight his molars squeaked together. The door swung shut at her back. But he could still picture her standing there, shoulders tensing at whatever the woman in pink had said to her, face shifting from a curious kind of nervous to real fear.

      Should he ask the other woman what had happened? She was approaching him now, his drink in her hand. Too-pink lips, too-pink thong, too-dark nipples, a shade of rose that wasn’t natural. Did she paint them with lipstick?

      Ronan drew his gaze to her face as she stopped beside the table. “Is Jenny okay?” he asked, raising his voice to be heard above the throbbing music.

      Her eyes widened, pink shadow disappearing into the crease. Then she winked. “Do you know all of our names, handsome?”

      No. He didn’t know most of their names, didn’t care about their names, not unless they needed his help—he really was a creepy bastard. But that wasn’t the right thing to say.

      Instead, he shrugged. “It pays to know the person in charge of the whiskey.”

      She grinned. Crooked front teeth, one of them stained with a smear of lipstick. “I guess it’s my lucky day.” She held out the glass—his drink. “I’m Brittany.”

      He took the cup and settled it onto the tiny table that held remnants of the terrible shrimp he’d eaten earlier, the limp-as-fuck salad. Strip clubs: Come for the butts, stay for the buffet.

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      Brittany’s face fell. “Jenny’s fine,” she said, more curtly than before. “She’s taking her break.”

      A break? Most women here didn’t look upset when they walked away from the sweat-infused stage zone. Had he imagined her unease? It was possible.

      The stories his mother had told him about her club days were horrific. He sometimes felt those stories had imprinted on his brain—carved a piece of goodness from his soul to make room for that particular brand of vileness.

      Brittany was still watching as if waiting for him to respond to her news about Jenny.

      “How old are you, honey?” he asked instead.

      Brittany looked young, but was she too young to be allowed in here?

      Brittany’s eyes sparkled. She bit her lip. “How old do you want me to be?”

      He stifled a sigh. This was always the hard part. If she was of-age, she’d role-play. If she was under eighteen, she’d never tell him. And he’d bet his left nut that almost every girl in here was using a name that wasn’t listed on her birth certificate. Sure, Jenny sounded less “stripper” than Brittany, but if Desire was actually on that poor girl’s social security card, her parents had set her up for the pole.

      “I want you to be exactly who you are, Brittany.” When she frowned, he amended, “I worry about you ladies. This can be a rough business. Lots of assholes.”

      He wanted to ask about Jenny again, but that might raise red flags. The chief wouldn’t let another stalking complaint slide.

      “I think you mean lots of asses.” She giggled and dragged her fingers over the bristly stubble on his cheek—what was it with these women and his five-o’clock shadow? “Can I give you a dance, baby?”

      Unlike Desire, his gut told him that Brittany actually wanted to writhe around in his lap for reasons that had nothing to do with the job, but he shook his head. “No thanks. I might have a heart attack if you get too close.”

      She dropped her hand and bit her lip again—a trained behavior, not a natural one. Trying to be sexy. To Ronan, it just made her look nervous, and no woman should be nervous if they wanted you. Ronan had had enough enthusiastic participants in his bed to know the difference.

      “Word is, you’re more into the food than the girls.” Brittany leaned closer, her voice a sultry whisper. “Is that true or just…”

      She snapped back to standing, eyes wide as she turned away from him. Ronan blinked. The dancers on the stage stopped moving, too, their faces swiveling in an almost cartoonish choreographed display. Then he heard it—screaming.

      Jenny?

      Ronan was out of his seat before he registered his intent to move, the whiskey hitting the floor. Brittany squealed and stumbled backward as Ronan flew across the room, drawing his weapon, scanning his surroundings for bad guys, for guns, for danger. Nothing but the flashing neon lights. Even the screaming had stopped, unless it was being drowned out by the relentless bass line.

      He almost hoped it was the music—a lack of screaming could be a very bad sign. What was he going to find beyond that swinging door? A robbery in progress? Waylon on the prowl? Had someone attacked Jenny or one of the dancers?

      Ronan shoved his way through, gun drawn, alert for threat. But he saw no burglar. Nor did he see some handsy scumbag with his fingers up Jenny’s skirt—that might have made him lose his shit. No, just a small room, the off-white walls tobacco-stained, black mold darkening the top left corner.

      To the right, an open door led to a small office. On his left stood an open archway, a row of rusted lockers beyond. Straight ahead was the exit to the back alley, the door wide open, streetlights glinting off the oily cobblestones.

      Ronan lowered his gun.

      Jenny stood in the left corner near the locker-room archway, her arms crossed as if she were cold. An older man stood in the doorway to the office, eyes narrow, jowly neck sagging like his face was melting, the top button on his pants undone—zipper halfway down. Ronan might have guessed that he and Jenny had been together in the office if not for her bloody hands, a stark contrast to Waylon’s unstained physique.

      Ronan finally drew his gaze to the floor.

      The man was tall with a blond crew cut, muscled shoulders more swimmer than bodybuilder. A tattoo of a snake slithered from his left wrist up beneath the sleeve of his yellow AC/DC T-shirt.

      But the yellow stopped at the shoulders; the back of the shirt was soaked in crimson. Jagged slashes tore through the fabric, revealing gaping wounds in his flesh. Beneath him, a puddle of blood pooled, inching across the linoleum like a sluggish amoeba. It was spreading too slowly—far too slowly. And the wound on his back, positioned precisely where his heart should be…

      Ronan stepped around the puddle and crouched at the man’s side. He pressed his finger beneath his jawline. No movement. No breath.

      No heartbeat.

      Ronan pushed himself to standing and edged to the open back door, hand on his weapon. The alley was empty.

      He turned back to the others, glancing first at the club’s sleazy owner, a man he was certain belonged behind bars. “What happened here, Waylon?” He didn’t respect the man enough to use his last name.

      The old man blinked, grabbed his zipper, and fastened the button on his jeans. “I came out ’cause I heard screaming. He was like this when I got here.”

      Ronan turned to Jenny, but she didn’t seem to notice. Her eyes were locked on the corpse. Though she was pale, her breathing remained steady—she didn’t appear to be in shock. Instead, she almost looked to be examining the body. Fascinated instead of repulsed—unbothered by the blood on her hands, the crimson streaks on her thighs where she’d tried to wipe evidence from her fingertips.

      Ronan’s hackles rose, his pulse throbbing in his temples, the acrid taste of dread hot in his throat. The blood on Jenny’s hands told one story, but her eyes… He could not for the life of him determine what they were saying.

      And he couldn’t afford to be wrong.

      Not again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            JULIETTE

          

        

      

    

    
      His blue eyes appeared darker in the yellowed lights. He was more domineering, too, shoulders broader—authoritarian, though he had no more power here than anyone else.

      Though, to be fair, he certainly had more power than Jason.

      Her eyes drifted to the sticky tile. The man’s head was turned to the side, eyes wide and staring, blood reddening a slimy path from his lips to the floor—the flow had stopped. No defensive wounds that she could see. His knuckles were free from gore, and though his hands weren’t exactly clean, he didn’t appear to have blood beneath his fingernails.

      Blindsided, then. Six stab wounds. The first must have been the kill shot, the others for the sake of pure rage. He hadn’t had time to fight back.

      “Don’t move,” the man snapped, and she glanced over as he stepped through the swinging door into the main room, yanking his cell from his pocket. Calling the police from the way he was rapid-firing their address. Within seconds, he was barking orders at her coworkers, or maybe at the other patrons—“You, sit down. You, hit the lights”—voice low and gruff like he had gravel in his throat.

      Strange. He was acting as if he was the owner of this place and not Waylon, who was still standing by the open door to his office, upper lip set in a trembling sneer. The lights in the main room snapped on.

      The hairs on her neck prickled. She turned back to see Waylon glaring at her. It wasn’t just a look—it was a warning.

      “You remember what I said,” Waylon hissed, deep-set eyes tight.

      “I remember,” she fired back.

      He pushed himself off the doorframe but did not step toward her—avoiding the body.

      But Juliette wasn’t avoiding it. She couldn’t afford to.

      She tried to keep her face even, but her mind was racing, eyes scanning the room. No bloody footprints, no obvious dirt from a boot heel, but anything subtle would be hard to see. Waylon owned a mop for the front room, but no one ever cleaned back here. And they should.

      Especially Waylon’s nasty office.

      Her hackles rose, but she pushed those thoughts aside. What was she supposed to do now? The fact that she knew Jason would be a problem if the police put her into the system. And if they realized her license was fake, snapped her photo, and ran it through facial recognition software… fuck.

      She glanced at the swinging door—no more music, just that man barking orders. The back door was still wide open, the night breeze hissing over the tiles and ruffling Jason’s short, blond hair. Smears of ruby on the door itself—transfer stains about the height to be from a jacket sleeve. Nothing on the handle.

      Another chilly gust blew into the room, and Juliette had to restrain herself to keep from racing through the exit. The potential for escape was inviting… which was probably the point. Should she risk it? Would she fare better out in the dark alley? Or was it a trap?

      “I’m serious,” Waylon said, bringing her back. “You didn’t see shit, Jenny. I know enough about you that⁠—”

      “I said I remember,” she repeated. “And you didn’t see anything either, right? Now be quiet, he’s coming.”

      As if on cue, the man stepped back through the door, eyes grazing her face, then Waylon’s before locking on Jason. With the music off, the silence was deafening. She could hear her heartbeat in her ears, the disgusting whoosh of air through her nose.

      “How did you know the deceased?” he said. Far too calm. Far too… used to this.

      Juliette’s shoulders stiffened, her spine a steel rod. The deceased? Who talked like that? Only one group she could think of. People who dealt with dead bodies. With victims.

      Oh no. Juliette lowered her head, avoiding his piercing gaze. Of all the dangerous bullies in the world, cops were the absolute worst. How the hell had she missed this? Because he had money? She’d caught him sneaking around the locker rooms once but hadn’t said a word because Waylon had found thousands of dollars stuffed into their cubbies—money surely meant for them.

      But cops didn’t have that kind of money to throw around. Not unless they were dirty.

      “Ma’am?”

      She raised her head. “I didn’t know him.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Do you often kiss people that you don’t know?”

      “Excuse me? Who are you to⁠—”

      “I’m Ronan Duffy.” He reached into his pocket and flashed a badge—not just any cop. A detective. “And your lipstick is on his mouth.”

      Juliette cut her gaze to the body, squinted at Jason’s face. Blood had never bothered her, but she winced because it should bother her. And Detective Ronan Duffy was right. The dark shade she wore—a reddish-maroon that changed the shape of her mouth—was smeared across Jason’s lips beneath the thin ruby lines of gore. She hadn’t even noticed with the blood.

      “He kissed me,” she said. “I pushed him away, told him to get out, then went into the locker room. I heard a thud, and when I came back, he was on the floor. I touched him to see if he was…”

      She shook her head and raised her hands, showing him her fingertips. If she was guilty, there would be more blood. There would certainly be a murder weapon. And he’d not find that here.

      “Did he say anything before he kissed you?”

      “He…” She swallowed hard. “He said that he liked me.” But he hadn’t. She’d seen only disgust on his face when his eyes had lit on her scars.

      The detective blinked. “What about you?” he asked Waylon.

      “Same.” But he had a smug look on his face, almost like he was daring the detective to ask him more. He probably was.

      They’d all heard the rumor a few months back. Shonda said they’d passed a law that made it illegal for cops to enter adult venues. It was nonsense—at least Juliette thought so—but it was possible that the precincts were cracking down. Detective Duffy might be in trouble just for being here.

      He cocked an eyebrow at Waylon. “You were also in the locker room after kissing the deceased?”

      Waylon frowned. “No, I mean, I was in my office, I heard them talking”—he gestured vaguely at Juliette and the body—“then a few minutes later, I heard a scuffle, came out, and he was on the ground.”

      “He’s right about the scuffle,” Juliette said. “I heard him arguing with someone right before that thud.” The lie slipped from her lips so cleanly that even she heard it as truth.
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