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Chapter 1


          

          
            Ivan

          

        

      

    

    
      Just one more hit, and the night is mine.

      Easier said than done.

      My mark has been testing my patience for weeks, but I feel it in my bones. Tonight is my night.

      It’s taken me weeks to find an opportunity. He’s careful in public and stays in crowds. When he’s not, he’s flanked by bodyguards. A hothead would have taken him out already, and said damn it all to the collateral, but that’s not me.

      I harness the calm composure, even as everything around me is chaos. The death of anxiety. That’s a luxury a hitman can’t ever afford. Maybe it was my first kill. I can’t remember the last time I gave in to worry.

      Amateurs like to keep their distance. Snipers. Respectable, but not my style.

      And I certainly wouldn’t be so sloppy as to spray and pray. Never been much for prayer, and I doubt God gives a shit what I want.

      No, the Bratva hired me because of my patience. They send me after the hard jobs. This one took even me a while to get a grasp on. He doesn’t have a fixed schedule, and paranoia has him high-strung. Weeks, and not a single opportunity.

      But like all men with power, this guy has his vices.

      Vices he doesn’t even trust his own bodyguards to keep quiet.

      “Shit man, I didn’t see you there. Sorry.”

      I give the man who just bumped into me a curt nod as he scurries off into the crowded streets. Tonight I’ve blended in a little too well. I wrap my wool coat around me, staring off into the Italian Deli across the street. The mob owns it, but I know it’s only a matter of time before the man I’m waiting for makes his move.

      I slip off the sidewalk and across the street, into the mouth of the dark alleyway. There’s a rear entrance to the deli. He’ll use that soon.

      There’s no pity in me. This guy deserves what’s coming to him. A trumped up millionaire from Florida who made his fortune selling coke to college kids. He enforced his reign by brutally beating punks who couldn’t pay.

      Now he’s here in my city, offing people left and right.

      He deserves to die.

      He’s balding, even though he’s only in his thirties. A life of constant paranoia will do that to you; stress you out. But at this point, I’m just annoyed he’s dragged my ass around New York for weeks. He’s been wasting my time.

      My mood is dour. I’m just sick of this shit stain and ready to wipe him clean from the city.

      There he goes.

      A shadow of a smile curls my lips.

      I can finally end this.

      My black shoes are shiny, fancy looking. More importantly, they’re quiet.

      We’re just two well-dressed men taking a shortcut through an alley, but my window of opportunity is narrow.

      It’s not an ideal battleground. The alleyway is short, and a gun won’t do. Too many potential witnesses. Not to mention any asshole in the deli who might overhear and decide to play vigilante.

      I have to go in personal.

      My heart skips a beat, and time slows.

      I’m gonna kill you, you son of a bitch.

      Smooth, long steps. Don’t hurry. I’ve played this out in my mind a thousand times, and my hand reaches into my charcoal grey coat.

      Out comes the knife.

      It doesn’t gleam, doesn’t glisten. This one is a dull colour, but sharp.

      So sharp.

      I close in on my prey.

      “Huh?”

      He’s a canny guy, and he detects me, his head twisting about.

      I’m better than him, and it’s too damn late anyhow. He’s played right into my hand, literally. I grab his mouth, his cries silenced. His eyes are bloodshot and wide, and I gotta end this fast.

      I’ve already done the calculations on how this would go.

      My blade arcs through the air. Every motion is controlled and precise. Right between two of his ribs, I plunge that blade, and I sink into his left ventricle. I know it, because I’ve done it before.

      I intimately know the way it feels as the blade moves through that muscular flesh of a man’s heart.

      He tries to cry out, tries to struggle away, but my blade slices clear through the center of his heart and into the right atrium. Every squirm speeds up the process, his panicked desire to escape hastening his own death.

      I hold his mouth shut until he’s completely limp, then dump him among the garbage next to the overflowing bin. Just another piece of trash.

      The knife’s no use to me now. I can never use it again, because it’d tie me to this killing, so I leave it in him. I look down and see that the blood spurt stained my grey overcoat, and that’s what I’d expected.

      Two grand down the drain.

      I casually slip the coat off me, as if it was just getting too warm for it. I carry on down the alleyway, wrapping my gloves inside it. Each step I take is lighter than the last, my frustration easing off as I make my way through the city. It smells cleaner now.

      It’s done.

      Another cold kill finished.

      I need a drink and a woman.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Katy

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t bring myself to listen to another word the guy sitting next to me is saying, and I have to restrain every muscle to hold back the impulse to throw my drink in his face.

      We’re sitting in the VIP lounge of my own club, and not even the lavish orange tapestries my father decorated the round room with can distract me from the yuppies seated around me. They’re a bunch of businessmen, and they rented the suite for the evening, so it’s my duty as the Amber Room’s owner to stop in for a chat.

      Of course, that was before I realized these sleazebags are trying to buy the place out.

      I know I don’t look like the most intimidating person in the world.

      My one-piece dress hugs my frame, sleek and black in the lounge’s pale light, and my rich brown hair spills down over my shoulder in curls. The pearls wrapped around my wrist slide down my arm as I twirl my hair around my fingers.

      At this point, that’s all I can do to contain my agitation.

      My dress feels hot, and the small room feels even smaller than it is with these creeps crowding it.

      “So,” the guy leaning uncomfortably close to me drones on, “if you consider the property values’ change over the past few years, Ms. Foss—can I call you Katy?—there’s a clear downward trend for establishments like this one, possibly thanks to mob activity.”

      “Uh-huh,” I mutter dismissively, standing up and attempting to excuse myself silently.

      “So there really isn’t a better time to sell while you still can, and if you would just take a look at our offer—”

      I’m already halfway to the door.

      “Of course, gentlemen,” I wave my hand, resisting the urge to refer to them as ‘stooges,’ “leave the paperwork on the table. I’ll have a few drinks brought your way, hm? Do enjoy the evening, and don’t be a stranger to the dance floor, won’t you?”

      I hear a couple of them trying to get a word in edge-wise, but I’m already out the door and heading down the short hallway to the club floor, to my relief.

      The nerve of them.

      Ever since I inherited this nightclub from my father, it’s been more and more trouble. I’d had to learn the ropes of managing the place to keep it from going under in the first few months.

      Between staffing and accounting, it’s a wonder I even have the time to entertain patrons like the suits in the VIP room behind me.

      I certainly haven’t had the time to redecorate the place.

      The Amber Room. Dad had been going for a nod to all the local Russians, I guess. He once showed me a picture of some Tsar’s famous palace in St. Petersburg that had an amber look about it. I push the door to the crowded dance floor open and get a reminder of his artistic vision yet again.

      The place looks like a furnace.

      Marigold-colored tapestries hang from the walls of the rectangular room, and the floodlights along the walls cast an amber light across the dance floor. Tawny booths line the side walls, and two couches stand on the elevated platform I step out onto.

      The bar is at the far end of the room, near the exit. Between me and the stiff drink I desperately need, there’s a sea of patrons dancing to the thrumming music the DJ is playing.

      I plunge into the crowd without a seconds thought and navigate the floor with ease.

      There are eyes on me as I make my way to the bar. I can feel them. They don’t last long, though. I have an air of authority to the way I walk. I made sure to learn that walk early on.

      It was the only way to not get swept up in the noise of the crowd. I don’t get lost in it, I keep above it.

      But the baggage of this place gets heavy.

      I reach the bar and get the bartender’s attention, holding up two fingers. She nods and promptly starts to pour my Jameson. It’s a little quieter here, thanks to the room’s acoustics.

      Natalie, the bartender, knows what the look on my face means: a drink, right now.

      “Everything alright, boss?” she chimes, sliding the drink over to me, happy for the break from the regular patrons.

      I take a drink in response. “The VIPs are realty sharks. Nothing unusual.”

      She frowns, glancing towards the lounge door.

      “Fuckers. Well hey, take it easy the rest of the night, eh? You’ve been working your ass off all week. You could use a little unwinding.”

      That gets a smirk from me. “Yeah? And do what, sit at home worrying about this place?”

      Natalie rolls her eyes. “I dunno, but I know who might have a few ideas.”

      “Oh? Who’s that?”

      “The stud who walked in while I was pouring your drink and hasn’t taken his eyes off you since.”

      I flutter my eyes as I process what she just said, and before I can say “Wait—!” Natalie moves off to see to another patron, a wicked smirk on her face.

      I turn my eyes towards the club entrance to brace myself for whoever she was talking about.

      There are at least half a dozen men making their way into the club, but that’s normal at this time of night. But amid the douches in popped collars tracking in the smell of too much cologne, there’s one figure towering over the rest, and the dark blue eyes that catch my gaze tell me he’s the one Natalie meant.

      My heart jumped in my chest, but not because I was taken by the looks of the stranger. I turn my head before getting a better look at him beyond his tight-fitting gray suit and a teal tie.

      For all I know, he could be a friend of one of the jerks in the lounge showing up late to the party. In fact, I decide that’s exactly what he is.

      I shoot Natalie a rueful look, to which she rolls her eyes with a playful smirk before I down the rest of my drink and spin around on the barstool to get up and make my way onto the dance floor, the clicking of my heels muffled by the music.

      I don’t flirt with patrons.

      Natalie would tease me about it all the time, egging me on to “Live a little, Katy! You own a nightclub. That’s basically a free pass on all the ass in town!”

      But that’s the point, I remind myself as I start dancing with some of the patrons, putting a fake smile on my face while the drunken crowd is cheering the DJ on.

      I’m the club owner.

      In case something goes down, I need to be on my toes all the time. What the businessman in the lounge said offhandedly about the local mob put a rancid, all-too-familiar taste in my mouth.

      I can’t afford to let my guard down in this kind of business. And that means no doing shots with the hot celebs that pass through my little club every blue moon.

      The crowd gives me some cover for a while—the rich, young crowd is here in force tonight. Some of the wealthiest young adults in Brighton Beach are grinding against each other, right here on my dance floor.

      A few semi-familiar faces try to get my attention as I pass by them, but I can hardly tell what’s coming from whom, even as I try to listen for potential trouble.

      “Oh my God, Katy, where did you get this eurotrash DJ? Love it!”

      “Katy! The guy in the purple shirt is a scout for that modeling agency. Help me get his number!”

      “You would not believe what went down at the game tonight. Did you see it?!”

      There it was.

      I shout a few distracted replies as I sneak off the dance floor and ease myself down onto one of the couches lining the walls, just as the music starts to die down enough that I can hear myself think.

      Where there were big, excited, drunken crowds this time of year, big sports games were usually responsible. I don’t keep up with them, but I know games usually mean three things:

      One happy crowd, one angry crowd, and a lot of bets on both sides. Only one of those is good for my club, and I don’t like those odds.

      Although, I have to admit, even as I’m texting the bouncers to keep an eye out, I can’t help but glance around the room and think I’ve lucked out and gotten the winning team’s afterparty. All I see are giddy faces tonight, for a change.

      But then my eyes pan across a familiar face in a gray suit heading my way, and I curse, lowering my eyes to my phone and twirling my hair nervously. Why did I have to leave the crowd?

      I can feel him getting closer, and just as I lift my head to tell him I’m very busy and can’t talk right now thank-you-very-much, I yelp as I realize he’s already towering over me.

      “Heart-shaped face and eyes like the sea? I think you outshine your own club.”

      His voice is deep, and it carries over the now-dull music with natural authority—there’s a faint accent in it I can’t place, but it only makes the attention he commands all the more soothing.

      His jaw is chiseled, outlining a clean-shaven face that’s only marred by the crease of his dimples as he gives an easy smile with full lips. His nose is straight but wide, offsetting soft eyes that are as soothing yet commanding as his voice. His short, light brown hair is clean cut, making the imposing figure look like a statue come to life.

      Up close, I realize that his tight-fitting suit is covering a powerful physique, even as he leans casually against the side of the couch I’m sitting on, arms folded like he’s as relaxed as ever. I can just barely make out the edges of what might be a tattoo on his forearm, something without any immediate significance to me.

      Color rises to my cheeks as I realize I’ve been staring at him blankly for a few moments, taken off-guard by his looks.

      Not the kind of guy I was expecting. Not by a long shot.

      “And who says I own this place?” I say, marshalling my composure again and crossing my legs, letting my hair dangle to the side as I tilt my head in curiosity, my gaze level.

      “Your bartender is chatty,” he explains, his face splitting into a grin. The lines on his face tell me he smiles a lot. “She said you were hoping I’d say ‘hello’ before the party gets worked up again.”

      I sit back, turning my chin up at him and letting a smirk play across my features. “Oh, did she? Maybe I ought to pay her a little more to keep her lips tighter.”

      I uncross my legs and lean forward, looking at him a little less playfully. “Look, if you’re here with the realtors, you can tell your buddies in the VIP lounge to hit the road if they didn’t get the message.”

      He arches a thick but neat brow. This guy takes good care of himself, I notice.

      “Not sure who you’re talking about, but if you’re hiding from them out here, they don’t sound like VIPs, do they?”

      I open my mouth, then close it again as I feel a blush in my cheeks again, and I cover my face with my hand, laughing at myself embarrassedly.

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry!” I rub my temple with my fingers. “I… I don’t know what to say. It’s been a stressful night.”

      “Seems so,” he laughs. “I know you can’t exactly choose between ‘business or pleasure’ here, but you seem tense. You shouldn’t let a night like this go to waste, you know.”

      There’s a playful glint in those eyes, dusky blue like a smoke-filled sky, and I realize that he’s daring me. To do what, though?

      As the dance music starts to pick up again and he gives a sideways nod to the dance floor suggestively, I get the message, biting my fingernail with a thoughtful smile on my face as my eyes rove over him.

      Maybe Natalie’s right, for once.

      Besides, those lips are starting to make me curious.

      I get my last chance to decide to be a responsible adult as he offers me a hand to draw me up, and before I realize what I’m doing, I’ve set my own slender hand into his, and a strong, gentle grip is lifting me to my feet and pulling me towards the dancers.

      Whether it’s the drinks or the atmosphere tonight, I immediately feel like there’s a weight off my shoulders as I start dancing with the stranger.

      He knows how to move in a suit, and his motions are every bit as limber and flexible as his demeanor hinted at. It’s easy to read a man by how he carries himself.

      I dance close to him, used to moving as well as one can in heels, and I feel his strong hands moving up my sides before long. And I revel in it.

      It’s been so long since I’ve let myself just have fun. In the back of my mind, I remember one more time that I’m barely scraping by. Dad’s old debts are due soon, not to mention the protection money, and this place can’t exactly watch itself.

      Then I tell that part of my mind to take a night off.

      Soon I’m grinding into the guy, the freeing atmosphere of the night urging me to enjoy this stranger’s body, and as my wide eyes meet his, I realize he’s been daring me into this from the moment he walked in.

      It’s in his moves as well as his gaze. He’s always stepping to the side, a hand teasing at mine to follow, not just pulling me around but hinting for me to let him take the lead. With every moment that passes in the deafening music, I realize I want that more than anything else right now.

      His eyes keep flitting to the exit with a meaningful look. I know exactly what he’s hinting at, but my playful smile keeps him from thinking I’ll go so easily.

      By the time the song comes to a close, my backside is pressing into his front, and I feel powerful arms wrapping around me, those luscious lips whispering into my ear now that I can hear him speak.

      “For someone so tense, you’re in tune with your body. That’s a rare pairing.”

      “I was about to say the same,” I answer, exposing my neck to him and letting his cheek brush against it.

      “So,” he adds, hands moving down my sides to rest on my hips, and I can feel the desire in them. “The question is: are you willing to listen to what your body wants?”

      I turn my head just enough for my gaze to catch his, and I bite my lip, a sparkle of my own in my eyes as I let the question linger in the air between us for a moment longer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Katy

          

        

      

    

    
      Less than an hour later, I’m pressed up against him as we push through the door to his apartment, my hands tearing at his shirt while my lips are devouring his.

      I hardly paid attention to where exactly we’d gone—we were all over each other on the taxi ride here. All that catches my eye is that it’s an upscale penthouse not too far from the club.

      He leads me through the richly furnished living space to his bedroom, a platform bed with rich, cream-colored sheets waiting for us as I work his tie off and tear at the buttons of his shirt while his jacket slides off.

      I’ve already kicked my shoes off, and his hands are working my dress down my body, feeling my slender frame as they go. My underwear isn’t nearly as fancy as I’d like, but then again, I never expected to be going home with anyone when the night started.

      But I can’t concentrate on that, because the man’s shirt is off now, and I can’t help but stare at him as my mouth opens involuntarily.

      His body isn’t just strong, it’s impossible.

      Muscles that ripple down his arms meet at massive, rock-hard pecks that I brush my fingertips against in awe, not paying attention to what he’s doing with my bra until I feel it fall to the floor and my breasts spill out before him.

      The desire I see in his eyes drives me wild, my heart trying to pound its way out of my chest. I press myself against him, wrapping my arms around his neck as I feel the bulge in his pants pressing against my waist. His own heartbeat feels just as hard.

      “I need this tonight,” I breathe, need in my voice as I grind my hips into him. I let my hands slip down from his shoulders and slide to his washboard abs, biting my lip. “God, how are you even real?”

      There’s a smile on his face as his hands unfasten his belt while he kicks his own shoes off. “Me? You’re the one with the eyes like a siren’s.”

      I slowly lay back on the bed, watching him strip while I wiggle out of my thong to let my fingers go to my lower lips freely, and I gasp at how ready for him I am already.

      “You know what sirens do to men, don’t you?” I tease, but my heart flutters in my chest again when he pulls his trousers down to reveal a massive, thick cock, already stiff and immediately hardening completely as his hand wraps around it gently.

      “If this is a test of my willpower,” he plays along, kneeling down on the bed and putting an arm on either side of me to loom over me, “then you’ve already won.”

      He lowers himself onto me, and I melt into his kiss, letting his tongue delve into my mouth ravenously.

      He pulls back from it, and I put my hand behind his neck to beg him back to me, but instead his lips dive for my neck, and I let out a silent gasp as his teeth graze the sensitive skin.

      His cock is stiff and grinding against my wet cunt, hungry to delve into me, but as he starts to move it to impale me on it, I gently push him back from me, despite the protests of my body.

      “Something wrong?” he asks in a husky voice as he comes to a stop.

      “Condom,” I breathe, my hands going to my nipples to make up for the pause in stimulation.

      I see his thick arm reach to the nightstand and pull a drawer open, but all I can focus on is the heat of his body. His muscular legs are brushing against my sensitive inner thighs, and I want to beg him to hurry up.

      I watch him tear open the little package he withdraws and slip the thin material over his massive, bulging crown, enveloping the thick girth of the cock down to the neatly trimmed base.

      “Don’t keep me waiting any longer,” I urge him, every tense moment of the past few months eager to melt away under him, and he obliges.

      The man I met earlier this evening lowers his stiff cock to my pussy, and the tip presses against the outside. A gasp escapes me, and I realize how badly I want this.

      I grip the sheets hard as he teases me, rubbing the dark crown against my needful clit. I let my head lie back on the soft sheets, and I feel his powerful hands gripping my ass, the huge cock making its way into me gently.

      “You’re mine, tonight,” his voice growls, that deep, accented rumble sending warmth through my body and up to my face.

      “Prove it,” I dare him, and the next moment I let out a scream of ecstasy as he pulls me up and himself into my cunt, the fiery heat of his cock filling me like it was what I’d needed for ages and never realized.

      He drapes my legs up on either side of his shoulders, broad hands on my hip and the small of my back as he starts rocking himself into me.

      I can already feel the tension in my body letting loose, the man’s cock sweeping it away with every gentle thrust into me. Conscious as he is of me, I feel his hands under me and realize he’s in complete control, almost holding me up with his arms alone, able to move me around however he likes.

      I’m so tight around him, and I try to move my hips in rhythm with his as best I can, but there’s so much of the muscular figure surrounding me that I feel like a plaything in his hands as his thrusts start to get faster.

      Harder.

      I take silent cues from the gentle motions of his hand beneath me tells me when to twist my hips just so, and each time I heed him, the new angle works a side of me I hadn’t even realized was tense, and his rhythmic breaths are punctuated by my irregular gasps of pleasure.

      What am I doing? I abandoned the club. I left Natalie on her own. I-

      My guilty thoughts are cut off as the man leans forward, pinning my arms down on either side of me and rutting into me furiously now.

      The feeling of his shaft pumping in me at a faster and faster rhythm, the man looming over me totally controlling my every move, even though I don’t even know his name. Owning me for one night. Making me his.

      Tension winds up in my stomach as I feel muscles contracting. My pussy is already tight around him, but my abdomen tightens further as I clench my eyes at the unstoppable wave of what’s to come.

      My every reflex wants to jerk away from the sensation, to just come and quickly ease myself out of it, like when I touch myself on lonely nights at my apartment, but this man isn’t letting me.

      I’m a complete puppet to his desires, to his hunger, and I feel his breath hot on my neck as his bucking gets even harder and starts to become less and less regular.

      My orgasm bursts through me like floodgates crashing open, and I let out a long, relieved gasp of pleasure and release even as I can feel the man’s condom filling up inside me, the electric sensation rippling through both our bodies as he continues to ram himself into me.

      I’m able to crack my eyes open through the feeling, and even through the truly overwhelming stimulation I can read on his face, there’s focus, like he’s pressing on and denying his own body the reflex to recoil that he’s denying me.

      Our bodies let themselves drop into relaxation after a few moments, and as he lowers his hot body onto me, his chest brushing against my sensitive nipples and hot breath washing over my neck, my legs tremble as our intense orgasms start to ebb, his shaft still totally submerged in me.

      “Oh… my God,” I manage between breaths, “you don’t know how… how much I needed that.”

      He lifts his head, and his fingers gently guide my chin to turn my head and look at his chiseled, smiling face.

      “Believe me,” he says before bringing my lips to his for a long kiss, “I can tell.”

      I let a long breath out, feeling utterly exhausted and defeated on the bed, but his cock is so hot inside me, and still so hard. Any motion I make makes me gasp as the sensitive skin moves around his member.

      My hand goes to his face, and he lets me touch it as if I were examining a piece of art, particularly as my index finger brushes his soft, thick lips. I can feel his hand stroking my side.

      The only pang of remorse I feel is when he finally draws himself out of me, getting up off the bed and stepping to the bathroom.

      “I’m going to wash up,” he calls over his shoulder as he steps inside. “You’re welcome to stay the night.”

      I blink and turn my head to look at the clock.

      3:00 AM.

      “Fuck,” I whisper to myself. I wasn’t around to close the club!

      I don’t wait a second longer than the man closes the bathroom door to spring out of bed. Or try to, at least, as I almost fall to the ground on wobbly legs. But I power through it as I scramble to get my clothes on.

      The club never closed. Natalie is surrounded by partiers. She’s gonna quit tonight. The club is in ruins. It’s actually on fire. It’s already been bought by someone. There’s broken glass and rubble everywhere. Oh my God!

      Those thoughts race through my head as I rush for the door. I pause for just a moment, casting a glance that lingers on the bathroom door where that statue of a man is running a hot shower.

      I don’t let myself dwell on the thought of how good it would feel to dive in with him, and I make a beeline for the door and call a cab back to the club.

      A few minutes later, the driver is pulling up to the curb, and I see Natalie locking the front doors and strolling down the walkway, twirling the keychain around her finger.

      Her face brightens into a cheery smile as she sees me clambering out of the taxi, flustered.

      “Nothing fell to pieces while you were gone,” she chimes before I can say anything, meandering over to the curb where I’m standing, the taxi still running behind me. “The partiers got drunker, they eventually wandered off, and your VIP lounge emptied out almost as soon as you were gone. We made a killing.”

      At this point, I’m opening and closing my mouth trying to protest something. What, exactly, I don’t know. Natalie reaches me and rests her hands on her hips, smiling smugly in knowing I don’t have a thing to legitimately fret about.

      “So? How was it?”

      I let out a defeated sigh and lean back against the cab, looking up at the sky as I cross my arms.

      “Great. Fantastic, even.” I turn my eyes to look at Natalie sidelong and add with a guilty tone, “You didn’t happen to, uh, catch his name, did you?”

      Natalie bursts out laughing, and I join a moment later as she playfully slaps me on the shoulder.

      “Oh my God, Katy!”

      “I know, I know, shut up!” I run a hand through my hair, embarrassment showing in the color in my cheeks even as I laugh. “But really,” I start again, giving Natalie a genuinely grateful smile, “I needed a night off. Thanks, Nat.”

      “Just keep an eye out for him when he swings by again,” she teases with a wink at me, “and get his damn number next time! Come on, I’ll walk you to the cars.”

      As the sounds of our heels clicking on the asphalt of the parking lot echoes through the street, my smile fades before too long.

      Even if Natalie can help me come to grips with the fact that I can’t work around the clock, I can’t deny the fact that I can’t even look at this club of mine without feeling a pang in my stomach.

      I don’t know what the feeling is. Dread? Worry over the fact that, for all Natalie’s protests, I can’t do this every night? The feeling that I’m trapped keeping this place running? Yeah, probably all of the above.

      Even as I watch Natalie’s motorcycle pull out of the lot and I start the ignition of my own car, the vibration sending a shiver of a reminder of the night up my body, I can’t help but think about how uncertain the future is. I might own a club, but this place is only scraping by month to month. The only thing keeping it up is my hard work.

      The work never runs out.

      And debts are due soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Katy

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s been three months since I let myself take a night off with the suited stranger at my club. I dressed up the night after, even if I didn’t want to admit I was doing it consciously, but all it earned me was a few compliments from the regulars. He didn’t show.

      The same thing happened the next night, and the next, and so on, until I finally stopped counting and figured he regretted something about the night.

      I’m fine with it. I’m not the kind of lady who likes any more commitments than she has to take on, and right now, I have enough pre-existing commitments to worry about as it is.

      The rain is pattering on the glass floor-length window of my apartment. “Floor-length window” being singular—my place isn’t half as ritzy as most of the other club owners’ in Brooklyn.

      It has a charm of its own, though. Cozy, hardwood floors, and a decent view of a park below from where the windows face out onto the streets of Brighton Beach. It’s no dump, but it’s easy to find better places to call home on this side of town.

      None of them are anywhere near my price range, though.

      I’m padding around the apartment barefoot with Natalie, making a mental checklist of some of the junk I have laying around the place and writing them down on the tablet in my hand.

      I raise an eyebrow at a couple of old art pieces I bought a few years back, now hanging on the light cream-colored walls near the windows.

      “Aw, come on, Katy, the room’s gonna look like a hospital without a few odds and ends to make it seem lived in,” Natalie protests when she sees me eyeing the pieces. “You couldn’t get much for ‘em, anyway.”

      “Right now, each of them doesn’t mean much more to me than its price tag, honestly,” I reply flatly.

      I stroll around the house, perusing a few other odds and ends.

      “Let’s see… that old computer could be sold for scrap parts, probably. And these old car speakers, I don’t even know why I have those laying around in the first place. Some dusty college textbooks I never got more than a few weeks’ use out of, those are definitely going.”

      I’m selling my stuff. A lot of it. As much of it as I can live to part with, in fact. Just as I’d had to cough up for my debts three months ago, and each month after that, the time is here once again to pay my dues. My dad’s old debts on top of the ‘protection money’ which just means they won’t rough me up, add up to a lot.

      And I don’t have the money, I admitted to Natalie just a few hours ago over the phone. I stop taking inventory a moment to flop down on the couch—which I can also probably part with too, I decide.

      Natalie is frowning at an old lamp in her hands.
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