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        For everyone who hates the word “fuck”…

        …I have terrible news.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            JEZEBEL

          

        

      

    

    
      The complete upending of my life started one sunny April with a hastily arranged wedding in the Black Diamond Hotel, Las Vegas. Not mine, thank fuck. I didn’t do marriage. Hell, I didn’t even date. My one and only attempt at a serious relationship had ended in death—his and not mine, clearly—and I’d long since returned to the world of superficial hookups and no-strings sex.

      The loved-up fools in question were my former roommate-slash-fuck-buddy and his girlfriend of roughly a week, although she’d worked for him for several months, so I guess that him bitching about his emails counted as courtship in their book. Anyhow, I’d been invited to witness him make what was possibly the second biggest mistake of his life, and since Vegas was the closest thing I had to a home, I figured I’d go for the free food. And also, it turned out, for the handsome-in-the-rough guy at the bar.

      That had been five and a half hours ago. Now, I felt for the next step, toes outstretched, the wood cool against the soles of my feet. Nice knowin’ ya, hot stuff. In thirty minutes, I’d be back in my own bed, ready to snatch a few hours’ sleep before I hit the gym at six. Did sex count as cardio? I mean, it had certainly raised my heart rate. Cole had been a ten until he tried the whole cuddling thing afterward—I’d signed up for a quick fuck, not a cosy tête-à-tête. This was why I usually hooked up with assholes. They didn’t give one single shit about my feelings.

      They didn’t ask for anything more than a wet pussy.

      They didn’t abuse my trust and put my career—and my life—in danger.

      Silently, I shifted my stilettos to my other hand and checked my watch. Ten past two. If I picked up a pizza on the way home, would that be classed as a late dinner or an early breakfast?

      What if I chased it with vodka? Dinner, right?

      On second thought, it was almost lunchtime in Italy, so a glass of vino would be more appropriate.

      In the hallway, a grandfather clock ticked steadily, and I timed my footsteps with the movement. Step, step, step. The house wasn’t quite what I’d expected from a man like Cole. I’d figured him for an “untidy hotel room” kind of guy, but what I found when he took me back to his place was a big old ranch-style home set on a generous lot in McNeil, full of old tchotchkes and vintage furniture that looked like the real deal. A small part of me had wanted to ask him why he was living in a time warp, but the bigger part wanted a fast orgasm and a full night’s sleep. One orgasm had turned into three, all better than expected, which was why I was exiting stage left in the early hours. Cole was snoring softly in his king-size bed, face down and dead to the world.

      I’d taken one last lingering look at his ass before I walked out the door.

      So long, angel. It’s been fun.

      I paused in the living room to check my phone. It was my lucky day—an African prince wanted to send me fifty million bucks, and all I had to do was pay the admin fee. If the poor dumb schmuck had known what I did to African princes with dubious ethics, he’d have tried his utmost to stay off my radar. I clicked over to the Order of Service app. I forget who came up with the name for our group chat. Probably Echo, the team geek.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Anyone near McNeil?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Storm

      

      
        Yes, but twenty thousand feet up.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Then shouldn’t you be concentrating on flying the plane?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Storm

      

      
        I’m a woman. I can multitask. Besides, this baby practically flies herself.

      

      

      

      

      

      Storm was the newest member of the Choir. Our pilot. She split her time between testing experimental aircraft that didn’t officially exist and supporting our little team.

      Three years ago, our mentor, Priest, had taken over the project with one simple brief: build a new special forces unit, but make it female. Overload that estrogen. Harness that feminine rage. We were an experiment. What, if anything, could women do that men couldn’t? The answer? A lot. We were smart, and we were sneaky, plus we had a genetic advantage—nearly everyone underestimated us.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tulsa

      

      
        It’s 2 a.m. Just stay until morning. Ride the dick again.

      

      

      

      

      

      Uh, no. It would be harder to sneak out in daylight, and what if Cole was an early riser? He might suggest getting breakfast, or worse, want to talk. I shuddered at the thought.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Negative.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sin

      

      
        Playing poker, can pick you up after?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Are you winning?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sin

      

      
        Of course.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Don’t worry, I’ll take a cab.

      

      

      

      

      

      But not from Cole’s place. I always liked to cover my tracks. People said I was paranoid, which was true, but just because I was paranoid didn’t mean nobody was out to get me.

      Usually, I didn’t shit in my own backyard, or fuck people from it either. I preferred a clean break. But pickings had been slim today at the Black Diamond—the options included a selection of drunk idiots from a bachelor party who probably wouldn’t be able to get it up, an array of sweaty executives, and a cowboy named Boyd who kept calling me “little lady.” Cole had been sitting at the bar on his own, occasionally looking around but mostly staring into his drink as if it held the answers to life. I could assure him that wasn’t the case. Anyhow, he didn’t belong. He showed no signs of gambling, he wasn’t spending as if he had an expense account, and he didn’t talk to anyone. The Black Diamond was the fanciest joint on the Strip. If he wanted to have a deep and meaningful conversation with a Jack and Coke, there were cheaper places he could have done that.

      I’d sipped a cocktail as I wrote his life story in my head. Maybe he’d wiped out at the poker table? Or had he come to Vegas to get married, only to be ditched at the altar by a cheating fiancée? In my experience, either scenario could make a man open to a hookup, although the last jilted husband I’d fucked had started crying afterward, and did I really want to deal with that again?

      I flipped my lucky coin, the silver dollar that came from the father I’d never met. Heads, I’d move on. Tails, I’d talk to the guy at the bar.

      Lady Liberty looked up at me.

      And suddenly, the coin didn’t matter anymore because the guy rolled up the sleeves on his button-down shirt, and holy forearm porn…

      I slid onto the stool next to him. “Difficult day?”

      The stranger slowly turned to study me with eyes the colour of the ocean, and I returned the favour. He was big. Not so big that he’d present a challenge in a fight, but six feet of sinew and muscle that hadn’t come from a gym. The tan suggested he spent time outdoors. The creases on his face said the same—the crinkles around his eyes from smiling and the worry lines that traced across his forehead. His dark hair showed the occasional strand of silver, even though I put his age within a year or two of mine.

      This was no frat boy.

      “I’m not a man who pays for sex,” he said.

      “Good, because I’m not a woman who charges for it.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Fuck. I’m sorry. The make-up, the dress… I just figured.”

      “I’m here for a wedding.”

      “But you don’t want to be?” he guessed.

      “It’s complicated. What brings you to this fine establishment?”

      “Curiosity. I heard it was the best hotel on the Strip.”

      “That’s probably true. Are you staying here?”

      He shook his head ruefully. “My budget doesn’t run to the room rate.”

      Plan A flew out the window, but we could still have some fun. “Did you check out the club on the roof?”

      “Heard tonight’s event is ticket-only.”

      I ran a finger up his arm. “Then we’ll have to sneak in.”

      “Security is meant to be good here.”

      “Fifty bucks says we can get past.” I threw in a giggle so I didn’t sound too competent. “Me and my friends do it all the time.”

      Although I’d feel almost guilty about taking his money. We—and by “we” I meant the Choir—never paid to attend events at the Diamond Club. Spider had found a way in two years ago, and we’d been exploiting it ever since. We just had to make sure that we never discussed it in front of Priest because he’d tell his good buddy Charles Black, who owned the hotel, and the loophole would be closed.

      Did I feel guilty for creeping around at the Black Diamond? Nope. Firstly, Black was a billionaire so he could afford a few freebies, and secondly, he owned a security firm—he could carry out his own damn audits.

      Hot Guy regarded me closely, then finally shook his head again. “I’ll have to pass.”

      “Because you think we’ll get caught?”

      “Because my budget doesn’t run to making bets I think I’ll lose, either.”

      Aw, it was sweet that he had so much confidence in me. I gave him another once-over in light of the new information, taking in the navy chinos that showcased his well-muscled ass, the plain leather belt, and the scratched diver’s watch. He wasn’t drinking expensive liquor from that high-ball glass.

      “Okay, new stakes.” I leaned in close and took a sip of his drink. Straight Coke, not even a shot of whiskey. “I bet you a blow job we can sneak into the party.”

      I mean, I’d win either way.

      His eyes saucered. “Are you serious?”

      “Deadly.” But I could tell he thought I was kidding. “C’mon, live a little. What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.”

      “If only that were true.” He blew out a breath, shaking his head, but this time, it was more “I can’t believe I’m considering this” than an outright “no.”

      I stood and walked away, half-turning and beckoning him to follow. If he did, happy days. If he didn’t, I’d find another willing dick for tonight.

      There was no need to look back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            JEZEBEL

          

        

      

    

    
      I could feel Cole behind me, and when I passed the double doors that led to the kitchen, I saw his reflection from the corner of my eye and smiled to myself. I only ever played to win.

      “Hey, I don’t even know your name,” he called.

      I grinned over my shoulder. “Bella.”

      Anyway, that was how I ended up in Cole’s dated home a little before midnight, naked with my legs spread as he went to town with his tongue. And by all that was holy, he knew what to do with it.

      “If you thought you’d lose the bet, why did you agree to it?” I asked, tunnelling my fingers through his thick brown hair. “Are you a risk-taker? You like to play long odds?”

      At first, I’d pegged him for the cautious type, but on the roof, he’d surprised me by heading for the dance floor and pulling me along with him. The free drinks might have provided some encouragement, but he’d kissed me back when I pushed him up against a palm tree and checked out his junk.

      Which was impressive, by the way.

      He looked up, his chin glistening. “No, I just wanted to taste you.”

      “Don’t fucking stop.”

      He was a magician with that tongue, his fingers too, and if he kept flicking my clit like that, I might be tempted to invite myself over again. But I never went back for seconds. Not anymore. The only constants in my life were Priest, my girls, and the gold-standard vibrator I kept in my nightstand drawer. Some of my former roommates had come back into my life as well, but I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. I had more bad memories of those days than good.

      Cole added another finger into the mix, and I nearly blurted out my phone number.

      Fuck.

      I bit my lip hard as I sorted through my thoughts. Cole Gallagher wasn’t the type of man I usually gravitated toward. I picked out the players, the dirty flirts a decade older than me who wanted a night of fun and nothing more. If they had the telltale dent of a wedding ring on their finger, so much the better—they’d keep their mouths shut about the mystery brunette who was there when they fell asleep and gone in the morning. And they always fell asleep. I took as many orgasms as I could wring from them before I stole out like a thief in the night, and even if they had the sexual prowess of a sea slug, I knew how to use them to get myself off. If they didn’t have the skill, they could watch while I educated them.

      But Cole needed no lessons.

      If I hadn’t slipped his wallet out of his pocket and rifled through the contents while he wasn’t looking, I might have thought his middle name was Venom. But it wasn’t. It was Benjamin. Cole Benjamin Gallagher. He hadn’t been kidding about the lack of cash—he was carrying forty bucks and a credit card—plus he had a San Gallician driver’s licence and an international driving permit. There was also a keycard for the Galaxy, which was one of the shittier hotels in Sin City, and I’d breathed a sigh of relief when I realised he was an out-of-towner.

      So you can imagine my surprise when we climbed into a cab and it headed toward McNeil.

      McNeil was full of historic homes. No hotels there.

      But by then, it was too late. I’d briefly considered bailing out, but jumping from a moving vehicle was never a good idea, especially in a dress. Been there, done that, got the road rash. Anyhow, I deserved a fucking orgasm. This afternoon, I’d watched politely while Brax married a woman he barely knew, and their saccharine vows had left a bad taste in my mouth. It wasn’t that I didn’t want them to be happy, it was more… I don’t know… That I didn’t believe in happiness? And there weren’t enough hours in the day for me to clean up all the messes others created.

      A few hours of mindless pleasure was a far more realistic goal, and Cole was certainly delivering.

      Those delicious ripples of pleasure built into waves, and my hips moved of their own accord, matching the rhythm of his tongue. Shit, he even knew how to find my G-spot. My fingers dug into his scalp as I tipped over the edge, and yeah, the sight of him fucking me with his tongue was definitely getting filed away in my album of flick pics.

      Oh, he wasn’t done yet. Cole kissed his way up my body, pausing to swirl that magic tongue around my pebbled nipples. Damn, he was handsome. And probably the owner of some deeply buried flaw because I couldn’t understand why he didn’t have a girlfriend otherwise. Or possibly he did, and he’d just left her behind in San Gallicano while he did whatever in this time warp of a Vegas home? Was it a house exchange? An Airbnb? The room we were in seemed small for a master, and it lacked the eclectic knickknacks that filled the rest of the house.

      Maybe I’d snoop through his phone before I left, purely out of curiosity, you understand. I’d watched earlier when he typed in the PIN, and the phone was in his jacket pocket. The jacket I’d dropped on the floor in the hallway after I shucked him out of it. It bothered me when I couldn’t get a good read on someone, and Cole Gallagher was more of a mystery now than he had been when I spotted him on that barstool.

      “Do you have a condom?” I asked. That was a rule I’d never break.

      I tasted myself as he brushed his lips across mine.

      “I’ll run to the store.”

      “No need. I have one in my purse.”

      Actually, I had three. My purse was small, and I only carried the essentials, but I never left home without protection. Cole flopped onto his back while I rolled off the bed and rummaged under my discarded dress for the pretty silver clutch that Barbie had gifted me for my twenty-ninth birthday. Cash, credit cards—not in my real name, obviously—lipstick, mascara, Ruger LCP II, suppressor, tampons, switchblade, condoms, and a tracking device for those little emergencies. I fished out the Trojans and tucked the bag away out of sight.

      “You came prepared,” Cole said, but under the admiration, there was a note of curiosity. Curiosity and caution.

      “If a man came prepared, would you question it?” I added in a giggle as I straddled him because I didn’t want to come across as too much of a bitch, even though I absolutely was one.

      “If I found myself in this position with a man, I’d question myself.”

      This time, my laughter was genuine.

      “So you’ve never been tempted to experiment?”

      “Not my thing.” He tilted his head to the side. “Have you?”

      “Who didn’t mess around in college?”

      Me. Mainly because I didn’t even go to college. After high school, I’d spent two years on a fruitless quest to find my father and then joined the Army.

      “Guess I was too busy studying.”

      So Cole had been to college. “What was your major?”

      “Marine biology.” Interesting. “You?”

      “Major in international relations, minor in creative writing.”

      Okay, so I wasn’t great at the diplomacy part, but I did have a lot of hands-on experience in resolving problems overseas.

      Cole gave a low whistle. “So you have a high-flying job now?”

      Pro tip: when you’re bullshitting your way through a hookup, it’s okay to lie, but don’t make yourself sound too interesting. It encourages men to lose focus. Once, I’d told a douche from Omaha that I worked in a lab and studied meteors, and his dick had deflated as he yapped on and on and on about his father, who was part of the team building the next lunar lander.

      I pulled a face. “Turns out college degrees aren’t the golden ticket to a six-figure income. I’m a freelance writer.”

      “Really? What do you write? Maybe I’ve read your stuff.”

      “Obituaries.”

      It wasn’t a complete lie. I’d had a hand in many of them.

      “Wow. Sorry the international relations thing didn’t work out.”

      “Don’t be. My job means I can touch many lives.” I braced my hands on his abs and nestled his cock between my thighs. “What’s your story? There’s not much water in Vegas.”

      Not unless you counted Lake Mead, and that dried up more every year. Sin was starting to worry that the shitty little pimp she’d tossed into the middle several years ago would resurface.

      Cole heaved out the longest sigh. “I’m currently reevaluating my life. You ever been at a crossroads where you don’t know which road to take?”

      Yes, but I refused to discuss it with a stranger. I wasn’t a damn therapist. I’d come here for sex, not to dispense career advice or listen as a man I barely knew bemoaned his poor life choices.

      “Map-reading is a skill I never mastered.” I tore open the foil and covered up his impressive equipment. “But I can promise to take your mind off the decision.”

      Damn, his cock was perfect. Not so long that it poked me in the uterus, thick enough for a delicious stretch. Tulsa had given Dusk a Clone-a-Willy kit for Christmas, and for a brief moment, I considered slipping the emergency ketamine shot out of my purse and borrowing it. How long would it take me to get home and back?

      Bad Jezebel.

      Cole gripped my hips, and I found my rhythm, sliding all the way up his shaft and angling my pelvis so the head hit exactly the right spot when I dropped back down. I was so damn slick the thing freaking glided.

      “Fuck, Bella,” he choked out, his breathing erratic.

      “That’s exactly what I’m doing.”

      “You’re so bossy.”

      “And?”

      “And I like it.” He sounded surprised.

      Cole moved his hands to my breasts, cupping them and then squeezing hard enough to send electricity zapping to my clit. I threw my head back as he stroked with his thumbs. My nipples were sensitive, always had been, and his touch was hard enough to make me moan.

      “Give it all to me,” I demanded. “Every fucking inch.”

      He thrust his hips up to meet me, and our gazes locked, his forehead sheened with sweat. Usually, my favourite position was reverse cowgirl so I didn’t need to look at a man’s face, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away.

      “You feel so fucking good,” I told him, and it was true. Cole wasn’t particularly adventurous, but I’d always pick vanilla with a few sprinkles over a power struggle with a wannabe dom. My tastes were particular. I liked a little kink, but I didn’t enjoy being told what to do.

      He sat up to kiss me, arms wrapped around my waist as I ground on him to the hilt. I wasn’t far off now, and I knew, I just fucking knew, that I’d made a mistake tonight. Cole Gallagher was going to ruin me.

      “Are you close?” I whispered.

      “Waiting for you.”

      The orgasm steamrollered through me, and I muffled my cries against his neck, my walls clenching as his cock jerked and released. And for the briefest moment, I wondered what it would be like to be normal. To be a writer or an accountant or a waitress with a modest house and a husband to come home to each night, instead of spending my life plotting death and destruction.

      Boring, probably.

      Cole kissed me deeply, and I felt myself getting pulled to a place I didn’t want to go. Feelings were as dangerous as bullets for a woman like me, and I’d already paid the price once. Instead, I slid back and offered a reluctant smile.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      No.

      “I owe you a blow job.”

      “You won the bet.”

      “We both knew I would, and it’s only fair that I get to taste you too.”

      I shoved him down on the bed, and maybe I was a tiny bit angry. Angry that he’d delivered on a promise he hadn’t even made, and angry at myself for lifting the lid on emotions I’d locked away years ago. I should have left, just put on my dress and walked out, but Cole didn’t deserve that. Unlike most of the men in my life, he hadn’t done anything wrong.

      “I don’t expect you to⁠—”

      “Hush.” If I was sucking his cock, I wouldn’t have to look into those intense sea-blue eyes. “Relax.”

      Cole was a man who knew how to follow instructions, and I sucked him all the way into my throat until he groaned. He was never going to forget this night. If I couldn’t get him out of my head, then he was damn well going to remember me too. Cole fucking Gallagher. A man who was totally wrong in every way that mattered. A thorn working its way into my fucking side.

      Shit.

      Good thing Marcel couldn’t hear my inner monologue, or I’d owe his fucking swear jar a fucking fortune. Marcel was our house manager-slash-cook, our decorator-in-chief, and a pain in all of our asses.

      Damn it all to hell.

      I wasn’t gentle. I scraped my teeth along Cole’s shaft and pinned his thighs with my hands when his hips began to buck, dug my nails into his skin when he tried to fight me.

      He wouldn’t win this.

      But when had it turned into a battle?

      I cursed in my head as he shot his release into my throat, digging deep for my self-control. But tonight, it had deserted me. And when he flipped me onto my back and fucked me in the way he wanted, which was a whole lot gentler than I was used to but still devastatingly satisfying, I didn’t utter a single complaint.

      The worst part?

      As he held me tight, his front pressed to my back, he whispered the words I never wanted to hear.

      “What if what happens in Vegas doesn’t have to stay in Vegas?”

      I didn’t freak out, and considering how out of sorts I felt, I was pretty proud of myself for that. No, I did what any sensible person would do in that situation and pretended to be asleep.

      Then I waited.

      I waited for Cole’s breathing to slow, for his arms to loosen, for his pulse to steady.

      And then I slithered out of bed, tiptoed to my clothes, quickly got dressed, and made my escape.

      Or so I thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            JEZEBEL

          

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t too far from the Medical District, and there were always cabs near the hospitals. And a walk would give me time to think. Time to remind myself of the myriad of reasons tonight had been a bad idea and why I should never do it again. Ugly, boring assholes were the way to go, or perhaps I should take a leaf out of Spider’s book and venture out of state? She had a little black book filled with numbers from all over the world, and whenever she had an itch that needed scratching, she put on a fake flight attendant uniform and went on a “layover.”

      My phone buzzed again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Barbie

      

      
        Was he hot?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        [image: middle finger]

      

      

      

      

      

      I sent a middle-finger emoji and headed for the front door. Then paused. This house was a puzzle piece that didn’t fit. There were too many personal items for it to be a rental, and a house exchange didn’t seem right either. Folks tidied their valuables away, and there was a Fender guitar hanging on the living room wall. That had to be worth something, right? There was a signature on it. I considered using the flashlight on my cell phone to take a better look, but I caught myself in time.

      Get out of the damn house, Jez.

      Maybe I should leave through the back? There was a security light above the front door, and Cole’s bedroom overlooked the street. If he was a light sleeper, he might notice me slinking out and run along the street after me or⁠—

      No.

      This was a one-night stand.

      Men didn’t chase women down just because they’d had three orgasms and she swallowed.

      I was halfway to the front door when the security light flashed on, and I froze. A cat? A bird? Raccoons rarely ventured into the city.

      A human.

      And the faint metallic scraping suggested they were trying to pick the lock, but not very successfully. Spider would have had the door open already. Hmm. Should I wait here to surprise them? Or flank the asshole and inform them of the error of their ways?

      The second option would be best. If they made it inside, Cole was more likely to wake up, and I’d have some very awkward questions to answer about why I was dressed and creeping around in the middle of the night.

      I turned for the back door, only to stop short when I heard more scraping. There was more than one of these fuckers? Well, shit.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Might be a situation.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Barbie

      

      
        Situation?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Burglars.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Barbie

      

      
        [image: face with tears of joy][image: rolling on the floor laughing][image: face with tears of joy]

      

      

      

      

      

      Three laughing emojis wasn’t quite the response I’d been hoping for, but it was the one I’d expected.

      
        
          
            
              
        Barbie

      

      
        Need a hand?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Stand by.

      

      

      

      

      

      I took the Ruger out of my purse and screwed on the suppressor, then stowed the switchblade in my bra for easy access and toed off my stilettos. Whoever was outside seemed to have given up on the picks, and now the sound of splintering wood reached my ears.

      I tucked myself into the shadows by the stairs and waited. Whoever was there, they wouldn’t be getting near Cole; I’d make sure of that.

      There were three of them, two from the back, one from the front, but they didn’t use flashlights. What did they want? What was in here that was worth stealing? When Player One crossed in front of the window, the light from outside fell on his masked face, only his eyes visible. And I also saw the silhouette of a gun.

      These men weren’t here to steal.

      They were here to threaten at best, kill at worst.

      And maybe…maybe they weren’t here for Cole at all.

      How many people had seen me at the Black Diamond? I kept a low profile in my work, but I’d fucked with enough people that I had enemies, and those enemies were exactly the type of people who would break into property carrying a suppressed pistol with the intention of putting a hole in my head.

      At two o’clock in the morning, they thought I’d be asleep, or at the very least, distracted.

      Guess again.

      The sights on the Ruger were useless with the suppressor attached, but I’d been point shooting for long enough that I didn’t need them. I aimed on instinct. The gun jumped twice in my hand, and Player One crumpled, but not before he let out a garbled curse.

      Nine shots left.

      Player Two ran forward, too dumb or too inexperienced to realise what was going on. I dropped him with a double tap to the head as he left the kitchen, but Player Three came out firing.

      Pew-pew-pew.

      Pew-pew.

      Thunk.

      Great. Now tonight would be memorable for all the wrong reasons. I checked the pulse on the nearest body and found nothing, wiped the blood off my fingers on his shirt, then moved to the next.

      The shadow flickered on the edge of my vision, but I knew what it meant.

      A new player has entered the game.

      Fuck.

      I ran across the room as Player Four began firing, zigzagging as I went, and vaulted over a credenza. The wood would stop a .22 round, even if— Wait, where the fuck was the floor? I bent my knees for impact but instead found myself falling, falling, until I hit a flight of stairs awkwardly and tumbled the last few steps to the bottom.

      Double fuck.

      I didn’t have to be a doctor to know there was a problem with my ankle. I’d felt the pop, and the flash of pain was instantaneous. But there was no time to dwell on that, not with five rounds left and a gunman above me, so I pushed myself to my feet and backed up, stopping when I felt the wall of bottles digging into my spine. Was this…some kind of wine cellar?

      The faint squeak of a rubber sole on tile came from above.

      Player Four was moving forward, but cautiously.

      He didn’t know what he was facing, but he’d probably seen at least one of the bodies, and he wasn’t going to make the mistake of rushing into a trap.

      But I wasn’t going to stay down here like a fish in a barrel.

      Slowly, slowly, I drew a bottle out of the rack, then hurled it into the void. As it smashed a moment later, I was already running up the stairs, and this time, I shot the enemy twice in the back. He fell into the pool of wine and shattered glass, and he didn’t get up again.

      And I didn’t stop running.

      My ankle screamed as I stooped to grab my purse, but I gritted my teeth and carried on, tearing off my dress as I hit the stairs. I made it just in time.

      “Bella, you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You sure? I thought I heard a crash.”

      “Oh, yeah. I’m so sorry. I wanted a drink, and a glass fell down.”

      Cole appeared on the landing, buck naked and rubbing his eyes, and I frantically tried to unpick the jumble of thoughts flying around my brain. Why had those men been here? Home invasion? Hit job? And who had they been looking for? Me or Cole? True, I’d only just met him, but I’d seen enough to believe he wasn’t a monster. Although hadn’t I said the same about Bastian years ago?

      Or could it have been a case of mistaken identity? Maybe the assassination squad had come to the wrong house, or had they been after its owner? Because I was fifty-fifty on whether this place belonged to Cole. If it did, when had he bought it?

      So many questions, and absolutely no answers.

      “Go back to bed, beautiful,” he said. “I’ll clean up the mess.”

      Oh honey, no. We needed a team of professionals for that.

      “We can do it in the morning.”

      “I don’t mind—better than having water soak into the wood.”

      “The glass was empty.” I took his hand and pulled him toward the bed. “Hold me?”

      The smile softened his whole face, and I felt almost guilty as he tucked me close against him. But this was for the best. Cole didn’t belong in this dark world I lived in.

      “What the⁠—”

      He slapped at his thigh as I withdrew the syringe, but it was too late. The ketamine was already coursing through his bloodstream.

      “Goodnight, Cole. It’s been an adventure.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            JEZEBEL

          

        

      

    

    
      Priest perched on the credenza in Cole’s living room, arms folded, legs crossed at the ankles, and he didn’t look thrilled to be there. Although every so often, his lips twitched, and I couldn’t work out whether he was mega pissed or trying not to laugh.

      “Well, Jezebel, you sure hit the jackpot tonight.”

      Tulsa was sitting on the arm of the chair I was currently parked in, and she couldn’t resist poking the bear.

      “Just for clarification, are you talking about all the dead bodies or the fine gentleman unconscious in the bed upstairs?”

      Priest blew out a breath and raised his gaze to the ceiling.

      “You could bounce quarters off that ass,” Dice put in as she taped black plastic over the windows. “It would’ve been a shame if someone shot it up.”

      There was a medic with Cole now, the same medic who’d strapped up my leg, and a spoilsport had covered those glorious butt cheeks with a sheet. But not before Tulsa, Dice, and Sin had shown up to admire the view. I was never going to hear the end of this.

      “You have no idea why these men were here?” Sin asked.

      “Nope. Do you recognise any of them?”

      Sin—or Super Intel Nerd, to use her full nickname—was our intelligence specialist. Mostly, she dealt with bigger-picture issues, governments, military, and foreign agents, but she still kept her ear to the ground in Vegas.

      And now she poked one of the dead guys with a toe. “This jackass looks familiar. I think he worked for the Sad Hatter a few years ago.”

      “The coke dealer?”

      The Sad Hatter had gotten his moniker because he favoured a fedora and always looked thoroughly miserable.

      “Yup. His crew scattered after he went to prison. What do you know about Cole?”

      “Not much,” I admitted. “I picked him because he was pretty, and I didn’t even realise he lived in Vegas until we ended up here.”

      “This place is weird.” Dice crinkled her nose as she looked around. “Like he bought the contents at an estate sale. Could somebody pass the scissors?”

      “Maybe he bought the house and furniture as-is?” Sin helped Dice to cut another piece of plastic to size. Once we’d covered the windows, we could light the place up properly. “I’ll check the property records.”

      The pieces still didn’t fit. “I don’t think he bought the house. He only had forty bucks in his wallet, and he basically said he was poor. Plus the address on his driver’s licence is in San Gallicano.”

      “Okay, maybe he’s poor because he spent all his money on somewhere to live?” Sin tapped away on her tablet. “Oh, wait a minute… This place is registered to a company. Nebula 68, Inc.”

      “Should be Nebula 69,” Dice muttered.

      I glared at her. “No, it shouldn’t.”

      “So you’re telling me you didn’t have a little taste? Go on, let’s see how good you are at lying.”

      “I didn’t say I didn’t taste it; I’m saying that I did it in a different position.”

      “Nebula 69 would still capture the spirit of the event, don’t you think?”

      Priest chuckled. “Entertaining though this discussion is, let’s not forget why we’re here. We need to ascertain whether this was an attempt on Jezebel’s life, and if so, who was behind it.”

      “Hey, is that the Cleaners?”

      Tulsa flipped her mane of red hair back and rose to her feet. “I’ll get the garage door.”

      If I was going to end the night with a pile of bodies, Vegas was the place to do it. Or LA, or NYC, or DC, Austin, Denver, Des Moines, Seattle, Richmond, Jackson, or Miami. The Cleaners had teams based in a number of major cities, plus they’d travel if the need arose. They’d remove the corpses, clean up the bodily fluids, and fix any damage, and they’d do it so well that nobody would ever know there was a crime scene. Remember the time a president’s son smashed up his hotel room in a fit of rage after a hooker overdosed in his en-suite? No, of course you don’t. Because the Cleaners were good at their job.

      Valeria pulled the easily forgettable white cargo van into the attached garage, and a minute later, she led her team into the house. We’d already sent over photos and video via a secure link, so they knew what they were dealing with. Those images would erase themselves after twenty-four hours, and the Cleaners would be finished long before that.

      “What happened this time?” Valeria cast her gaze over the room, assessing the damage. “You couldn’t have spilled white wine? It had to be red?”

      “It was dark.”

      “Not dark enough for you to miss the targets. Who are they?”

      “We don’t know. Can you put them on ice while we work that out?”

      Valeria tutted but nodded her agreement, and then she walked around the room, poking at bullet holes and picking up brass.

      “How many shots?” she asked.

      “I fired eight. We’re guessing eleven collectively from the others, assuming they were each carrying a round in the chamber.”

      We’d gathered up the weapons—all semi-auto .22s—counted how many rounds were left in each magazine, and worked out the number fired. There was a lot to be said for revolvers.

      “Then we’re missing three cartridge cases. Your team can help to look for them while we wrap up the bodies and spackle the bullet holes.”

      “The medic told me to stay put.”

      “Always an excuse. You make the mess, and then you don’t want to clean it up.”

      Valeria grumbled some more and then turned away to organise her people. Priest said she’d been in this role for over twenty years, and I knew from unfortunate experience that she’d do an excellent job. I spent my life working out the best way to destroy things, and she did the opposite. In a drab warehouse in North Las Vegas, there was a whole collection of paint, wood, tiles, building materials, tools, fabric, furniture, and so on, just waiting for situations like this one. When Cole woke in the morning, tonight would be nothing but a distant dream.

      At least, I hoped it would.

      If those gunmen had been here for him rather than me, I wasn’t certain what my next steps would be.
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        * * *

      

      “Nebula 68 is a subsidiary of Nebula Holdings,” Echo said on speaker as I lay in the hospital. “And Nebula Holdings owns the Galaxy.”

      Echo wasn’t a full-time member of the Choir—her choice—but she was my closest friend. We’d met long before Priest came into our lives, eleven years ago in fact, when she was a teenage runaway and I’d still been trying to find my place in life. Those days in Blackstone House had been fun, at least until one of our roommates was murdered.

      The worst part? Ruby’s killer had never been caught. Echo and I had talked about it many times over the years, and nothing about her death made sense.

      But that was all in the past.

      Today, we had a new fuckup to deal with.

      “Cole had a room card for the Galaxy in his wallet.”

      “So maybe he knows the owner?”

      “The owner died,” Sin said, putting her feet up on my bed. She’d claimed the visitor chair while Tulsa went to hunt food. “About two months ago. Had a heart attack in his office, so I heard.”

      “What was the guy’s name?” Echo asked.

      “Michael Trevino. Folks called him Uncle Mike. Nice old dude, by all accounts, but not much of a businessman. Maybe the house was his? It has the feel of an old-man home, and he could have bought it back in the days when real estate was cheaper.”

      “Then why is Cole staying there?” I mused.

      “Could be family?”

      “He said he was at a crossroads and reevaluating his life. I guess it’s possible he inherited the house, and he’s trying to decide what to do with it.”

      The door opened, and a nurse shooed Tulsa inside. “Ma’am, you can’t just meander around this facility.”

      “She was only looking for food,” I told her. “We’re starving.”

      “If you want food, you press the button.”

      “When can I get out of here?”

      “When the doctor says so.”

      “Service with a fuckin’ smile,” Tulsa said once the nurse had backed out of the room. “Should’ve gone to a regular hospital—there’d be better vending machines.”

      After the Cleaners took over, I’d been shipped to the private medical facility at Nellis rather than the nearest emergency room—they’d ask fewer questions on base, and the staff were used to our antics, which was both a good thing and a bad thing. Spare me the lectures.

      “How do you feel about busting me out of here?” I asked.

      Tulsa sighed. “You should wait.”

      “Michael Trevino didn’t have any kids,” Echo said. “His parents predeceased him, and his only sibling was a brother, also dead. He got married at twenty-five and widowed at thirty.”

      “Definitely no sisters?” Sin asked. “Cole’s surname is Gallagher, not Trevino.”

      “Not that I can see. I can focus in on Cole again, but there’s nothing significant in the public domain after he graduated from the University of Coastal California, San Diego campus.”

      “So go to the non-public domain,” I said.

      “I will, but if he’s based in San Gallicano, that makes things harder. And whoever landed on his phone last night did a damn good job of breaking it.”

      Valeria had bitched like crazy about the phone. There was no way of repairing the damage, so she’d swapped it for a dead version of the same model. Cole would have the inconvenience to deal with, but at least we’d fixed the bullet holes. The Cleaners had even replaced the wine, which happened to be a seven-hundred-dollar bottle of Château Lafite Rothschild—cue more bitching.

      Tulsa dropped onto the bed beside me, and I gritted my teeth as red-hot pain surged through my left leg.

      “We need to consider all the angles,” she said. “Sending a four-man hit squad after a person isn’t an everyday occurrence, and from what we know so far, Cole Gallagher doesn’t seem to be a guy in that kind of trouble. Right?”

      I had to agree. A man who made powerful enemies generally had an inkling that he was a target. He carried a gun. He watched his back. Cole’s only weapon was in his pants, and he definitely hadn’t been aware of his surroundings. At the Black Diamond, his eyes had stayed on me and only me.

      “Right.”

      “But Jez was there too, and she’s earned that honour many times over.”

      True, but I did watch my back. My front and my sides too. Nobody had followed us to McNeil last night; I was certain of that. And as for the hit team… The thought that someone would send those four idiots to kill me was almost insulting.

      “That doesn’t fit either. Nobody even knew I was going to be at that property.”

      “What if Cole was bait? You said yourself that he was short of money—what if somebody noticed your penchant for hitting it and quitting it and decided to set you up?”

      I shook my head. “If that were the case, they’d have sent a prick in a suit. A guy older than me, a little drunk, a little horny. Cole wasn’t my usual type.”

      “So why did you go home with him?”

      “I don’t know! He was nice, I guess.”

      Tulsa grimaced. “Yikes.”

      “Don’t start.”

      The doctor chose that moment to make his entrance, carrying a manila folder and a clipboard. Let me get out of here.

      “How are you feeling, Ms. Knight?”

      “Just tell me what the damage is.”

      He sucked in a breath and slapped an X-ray onto the lightbox. “This is your tibia.”

      Which was obviously fractured.

      Fuck.

      “I’m supposed to be flying to Belarus tomorrow.”

      “You will not be flying to Belarus.”

      “But—”

      “As fractures go, it’s relatively benign. You were lucky. It’s a closed fracture, and the bones haven’t been pushed out of alignment. You’ll need a cast. Crutches too, and most importantly…” His gaze lasered in. “You’ll need to rest.”

      Tulsa snickered beside me.

      “You think this is funny, Ms. de Vey?”

      “No, sir.”

      “I’m aware that your entire team finds instructions difficult to follow, but if you keep running around with an injury like this one, you’ll only prolong the healing process. And believe me when I say that I don’t want to see you back here any time soon.” He turned to Sin. “Ms. Fischer, I trust your hand has healed?”

      She flexed her fist. “Feels good to me, doc.”

      “Excellent. Perhaps you could avoid punching anybody else for a few months? Please,” he added under his breath.

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Four hours later, I’d been scanned and studied, and the medical team had fit me with a temporary boot while they 3D printed the cast I’d have to wear for six to eight fucking weeks. I could shower and float around in the pool, but I wasn’t supposed to put any weight on that leg. Not that I wanted to, because it fucking hurt. They’d reevaluate the fit of the cast once the swelling had gone down, but for now, Doc Martinsson had ordered me to Netflix and chill.

      I was ninety percent sure he didn’t know what “Netflix and chill” meant, and after the Cole incident, I’d have to rethink my pickup strategy anyway. In twenty-four hours, my life had been turned on its head. Tulsa was packing for her trip to Belarus, and I was sidelined.

      I should have been royally pissed at the upheaval.

      But as I lay back on the sun lounger beside the pool with the shushing of the waterfall in the background, all I could think of was Cole.

      And that annoyed me to no end.
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            COLE

          

        

      

    

    
      Cole Gallagher thunked his head back onto the pillow and groaned.

      She was gone, and so were her clothes.

      He should have known she was too good to be true, that his luck wouldn’t last. Bella had been a bright spot in the darkness, but now it was time to step back into the nightmare.

      The Galaxy.

      Cole had only met Uncle Mike a handful of times, but he owed the guy. That was why he’d left his life on Emerald Shores and travelled back to the US, into a situation that was far beyond his understanding or control. He had to at least try to fix this. Hundreds of people were depending on him, and he’d never felt so alone.

      His muscles ached as he rolled out of bed, but after last night with Bella, that was no surprise. But the disappointment… He hadn’t been prepared for that.

      She’d been beautiful, confident, fun in a wild way, everything he’d been avoiding for the past six years. He should have known better than to fall for her charms, but this whole state of affairs was messing with his head. Making him crazy.

      Making him do things he wouldn’t normally dream of.

      Until Bella walked into the bar last night, the trip to the Black Diamond had been thoroughly depressing. The decor was modern and immaculate, no scuffs or scratches to be seen. Service was efficient and unobtrusive. He’d listened to guests raving about the spa, the casino floor was buzzing, and Suzi Quade was two weeks into a three-month run in the Diamond Dome.

      The Galaxy couldn’t compete with that. They had to cut corners just to make the various loan payments, and no matter how hard the staff tried to turn things around, the hotel sank deeper into the red with every month that passed. Uncle Mike had been successful in the beginning. He’d built his vision on the Strip, a grand hotel that offered a warm welcome to families, provided entertainment options on a budget, and prided itself on excellent service. But that vision hadn’t changed while the world had moved on around him. Kids wanted VR headsets and race car simulators, not face painting and crafts. The rooms were dated. And they could only afford to book cover acts now.

      What the place needed was investment, but Cole wasn’t the person to find it. Where would he get millions of dollars? He knew plenty about marine life but nothing about running a business beyond his own. And there was a world of difference between hiring out a single boat for diving and scientific excursions and running a five-hundred-bedroom hotel.

      The banks wouldn’t lend any more money, not that Nebula Holdings could afford increased repayments anyway, and then there was Jimmy. Or at least, that was what he’d called himself. Cole had no idea whether that was the man’s real name, and he was shady as hell.

      But that was a problem for tomorrow. Today was Sunday, no longer a day of rest but a time to placate unhappy guests, mediate in staff disagreements, and pray nothing else broke. First up was the daily management meeting, which started at ten a.m. prompt, and he’d have to take a cab because he’d left his car at the hotel last night. Or maybe he could save money by walking? Although everyone had told him to avoid the area known as Naked City, so he’d have to go south and then east… What time was it?

      Cole glanced at the clock, then knifed up in bed, the beginnings of a headache rattling around beside memories of Bella. One thirty? How was it one thirty? His alarm was set for eight, and— Where was his phone?

      He screwed his eyes shut, trying to remember. In his jacket pocket… Bella… Downstairs… Fuck. And when he stumbled into the hall to retrieve it, the damn thing was dead.

      Cole leaned back against the wall and sighed.

      Then frowned.

      Why was the wall sticky?

      He pulled away, and a layer of paint came with him. What the…? Could paint degrade like that? He’d turned down the AC to save money, but his home in San Galli was just as warm, and paint didn’t melt off the walls there. The house was old, so maybe it was a different kind of paint? He sniffed the air. There was a strange odour too. He would have googled if his phone had been working, but it wasn’t, and there was no time to worry about trivial things like decor when he had jobs to save. Uncle Mike’s home was mere months from foreclosure anyway.

      Cole found his phone charger and plugged it in, then jogged up the stairs to take a shower. He couldn’t walk into the Galaxy smelling of sweat and sex and her. What he wouldn’t give to get on a plane and fly back home… To forget about Uncle Mike, Las Vegas, and the whole damn leisure industry.

      His mom had always said his tenacity was a good thing, but now he wished he knew how to quit.
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        * * *

      

      “Stanley Fuller is on the phone.”

      Cole looked up as Nancy, who’d been Uncle Mike’s assistant and was now his, stepped into his office. She’d been with Mike since the early days, and there wasn’t much she didn’t know about the Galaxy, including all the mistakes Cole’s uncle had made.

      “As if today wasn’t bad enough already.”

      “Should I tell him you’re out?”

      No point; he’d just call back later. “Put him through.”

      Stanley Fuller was a former NFL linebacker who’d turned to the leisure industry after he retired from sports, and he’d been running the hotel next door, the Neptune, for a quarter of a century. Successfully, which was undoubtedly why he always sounded so damn condescending. Cole sighed. He couldn’t complain too much—Stanley had helped out with several issues at the Galaxy after Mike died suddenly.

      “How are you doing, son?”

      “As well as can be expected.”

      Stanley chuckled. “Must be difficult, being thrust into a world you know nothing about. Have you given my offer any consideration?”

      Cole had. And it wasn’t a terrible offer if you only looked at numbers on the page. Stanley would pay a little more than the land the Galaxy was built on was worth, and then he’d raze the hotel to the ground to make way for a golf course. The older of his two sons was a golf pro on the PGA Tour, and Stanley wanted to “build up his brand” by putting Jackson Fuller’s name on a new golf school.

      The money would pay off the company’s debts, plus cover redundancy payouts, and Cole would be left with Uncle Mike’s McNeil home, enough cash to buy a bigger boat, and a clean slate.

      But there were two problems with that.

      Firstly, all the staff at the Galaxy would lose their jobs, and with that, their healthcare. The economy was still shaky—President Harrison had been in office for just over a year, but cleaning up the mess the last guy left was taking time—and some of the team were approaching retirement. How easy would it be for them to find new positions?

      Secondly, Uncle Mike’s feelings about Stanley Fuller had been mixed. Cole recalled him mentioning the man once, something about a fundraiser he was hosting with his wife, even though he spent more time with his mistress. Plus Nancy had spilled the dirt. Mike had respected Stanley as a businessman, but he didn’t agree with the man’s ethics. Stanley had cheated on both of his wives, a position that didn’t sit right with Uncle Mike, who’d adored his wife, and after Cole’s Aunt Deborah died young, Mike had never remarried. According to Nancy, Stanley had made several offers to buy the Galaxy when Mike was still alive, and he’d rejected them all. He’d haunt the place for eternity if Cole offloaded his legacy to a man who treated women as accessories. Uncle Mike had morals, but sadly his business sense had been lacking.

      “I have considered it, but I owe it to the staff to see if we can turn the place around first.” They’d been welcoming, and their loyalty to the Galaxy ran deep. “You’re basically offering land value, so I have nothing to lose by doing that.”

      Stanley gave a world-weary sigh, even though he was probably sitting in an office that had its own luxury bathroom, a putting green, and a Picasso on the wall.

      “I can increase the offer by half a million, but my accountant won’t let me go any higher than that.”

      “This isn’t only about the money.”

      “Give it some thought,” Stanley said, ignoring Cole’s words. “You could buy a mansion on that island you call home. Take a vacation to Europe, spend a year on the beach.”

      “Thanks, but I’m planning to run the Galaxy as a hotel and casino.”

      “You have no experience in this industry, son. You’re only prolonging the inevitable.”

      “Rest assured, you’ll be the first person I call if I decide to sell.”

      That was a lie. If Cole decided to sell, he’d explore every available option before he handed the Galaxy over to that man. Helpful or not, Cole just didn’t like him.

      “You don’t have the capital behind you to make a success of the place. The Galaxy is weighed down by debt, and no amount of wishful thinking will change that.”

      “Have a good day, Mr. Fuller.”

      Cole hung up and leaned back in Uncle Mike’s leather swivel chair. It squeaked loudly. Like everything else in the Galaxy, it had seen better days, say thirty years ago. The lucky shamrock hanging on the wall opposite was crumbling too. Uncle Mike had picked it himself on a trip to Ireland right before he opened the Galaxy, and it had hung in his office ever since. According to Nancy, Uncle Mike had been a superstitious man, and he’d firmly believed that the leaf brought good fortune to all who set eyes on it.

      Given that Uncle Mike had collapsed and died over by the coffee machine in the corner, Cole had his doubts about its abilities, although he had run a finger over the glass as he left the office last night. And then he’d met Bella.

      Bella.

      She’d been an intoxicating mix of filth and fun. After they’d snuck into the rooftop party via a set of emergency stairs that the waitstaff used as a shortcut to the other end of the club rather than fighting their way through the partygoers, she’d blown his mind as well as his cock. The scars on her body and the tattoo on her ass—a heart with devil horns and a tail—told a story of their own. She was a risk-taker. An enigma. He should have asked for her number, but he never thought she’d sneak out of his bed in the middle of the night.

      On impulse, he rose and touched the glass again.

      “You found her once. Can you find her again?”
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      “You know, when I heard Jerry Knight was down the hallway with yet another injury, I told the nurse, ‘No, that’s impossible. Jerry’s resting at home with a fractured tibia.’” Doc Martinsson checked my chart and raised an eyebrow. “And yet, here you are.”

      “It wasn’t my fault.”

      “If I had a dollar for every time I’d heard that, I’d be playing golf right now.”

      “We only went out for dinner.”

      “Dinner where? The Diamondback Devils’ clubhouse?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      True, some members of the motorcycle club could be violent, but they weren’t irrational. They didn’t stab you in the thigh with the broken stem of a champagne glass just because you said five words to their boyfriend. Even if those five words were, “Your girlfriend is a psycho.” Anyhow, the wound wouldn’t stop oozing, so after a restless night, I’d given in and driven to the hospital. It was either that or fix the mess myself, and I had to reluctantly admit that Doc Martinsson was skilled when it came to sewing.

      Plus I had a hangover.

      He poked around in the hole. “This needs stitches. Are those glass fragments?”

      “Probably.”

      “Go on then, entertain me while I repair the damage.”

      I lay back on the exam table and sighed as he jabbed local anaesthetic into my leg. Would I end up with another scar? I was into double figures already, and each one of them had a story. Most of those stories were classified.

      “Marcel was on a date, so we figured we’d go to the Salt Shaker.” Marcel was our assistant, and he did most of the cooking. It wasn’t that we couldn’t make dinner by ourselves, more that he got snippy if we messed with his kitchen. “A nice quiet meal, an early night, you know?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “We were waiting at the bar for a table, and there was this guy. Reasonably hot, a little too smooth, hanging out with another dude, so we figured he was there with friends. Or maybe gay, but he didn’t act that way.”

      “How does one act gay? Did you expect him to toss glitter and kneel for the pride flag?”

      “It was more that he kept checking out Barbie’s boobs and my ass.”

      “I see.”

      “They bought us drinks.” Usually, I’d have told them where to stick their offer, but I was annoyed. Annoyed at myself because a certain night kept playing over and over in my head, and I stupidly figured that lousy sex with an idiot might erase the tape. “And then it turned out the pair of them were there on a double date, and the jackass who was into Barbie was waiting for a lunatic.”
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