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This one is for Rita:

A light in this world 

and one of the earliest champions of my stories.

2 ounces vodka

¼ ounce dry vermouth

1 strip of lemon peel or 1 green olive

(optional garnish)

― Vodka Martini

––––––––
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Grey Goose Martini, straight up with a twist

― The Author’s preferred.

​Previously...

The First Lady of the United States, Nichelle Alexander, codename Jonquil, looked out the tinted glass gymnasium window on the fortieth floor of the Four Seasons hotel. To the south, the rising sun reflected off the art déco windows of Rockefeller Center, with other less dramatic structures striking up into the golden early morning view. Her skin shone from an hour on the treadmill. Six miles. A good run.

There was hesitation in her movement, and he knew she’d noticed him crouched among the darkest shadows of exercise machinery. She turned from the window, biting her lower lip as she clenched her fists to confront him.

Apart from the two of them, the room was empty. The entire floor was empty. The Secret Service had sealed it the night before, as well as the floors above and below. Still, he was able to bypass their security measures.

He’d waited long enough to make his move, to teach her the lesson she needed to learn.

He lunged at her. She sidestepped, but he pivoted and knocked her to the ground, both of them landing with a dull thud next to the elliptical. Gripping her around the neck, he yanked her tight against his body, the strength of his thighs holding her kicking legs securely as he wrenched her torso.

No one would hear her screams.

No one would come to her rescue.

Not this time.

Nichelle squirmed and jabbed her elbow into his ribs to little effect. She tried to bite him. Then she twisted and swung a fist down into his crotch, delivering a miscalculated and indecisive blow to his balls. He grunted and fell sideways, momentarily stunned. It was enough for her to scramble on top and straddle his prone body, to knee him in the lumbar, and adroitly yank his arm around behind his back. She pulled up, bending his wrist back at an awkward angle. Hard. For a moment, he did not move, the throbbing ache between his legs piercing right up into the depths of his gut, dulling his senses. But then he arched, flexed, and rolled beneath her onto his back, his shorts riding up and to the side, his chest heaving beneath the sweat-drenched polo shirt from the unexpected exertion—the disconcerting retaliation from someone known mostly for walking red carpets in lavish Ralph Lauren gowns, decorating the gardens and halls of the White House for Easter Egg Hunts and state dinners.

Aroused by the intimate contact of her comeback, he slid his groin from beneath the moist heat of her buttocks and thrust his legs up behind her. He grabbed her torso with his bare feet and ankles and slammed her down against the floor. 

He didn’t expect her to go for his groin again, but she did. A proven weakness in any man—both for pain and pleasure. She shoved a hand past the meaty length of his cock to grip his balls through the flimsy cotton shorts. She squeezed tight, wrenching, digging her nails deep into the crawling skin of his scrotum. Drawing blood. The added twist made him gag, the pain radiating, burning along every nerve in his body. He involuntarily loosened his legs, and she launched herself up to come down hard on his chest, striking both fists against his heart, making it skip a beat. She screamed—a wild creature—as she gripped his larynx, urging her fingers deep behind the cartilage, and roughly dug a nail into the crease of his eyelid. His eyeball instantly throbbed and shot with blood. Their faces were inches apart, noses touching, both breathing deep of each other’s urgent breath.

“I win this one, Special Agent Smoke,” she said, dropping her gaze to the fullness of his mouth, the bite of his tongue between his teeth.

That was the distraction he’d expected. Had waited for. The lesson she still needed to learn after their months of training. Months of building her confidence, her strength and tactics, her agility and skill. And still he had no qualms about roughly handling the First Lady of the United States for her own good.

He flipped her sideways to throw her down onto her back.

She grunted with the impact, and he rolled on top of her, pushing all the breath from her lungs and pinning her legs with his, gripping her wrists and forcing her arms out wide, her breasts flattened beneath the swell of his chest.

He had her completely immobilized.

Both their bodies firm and hot and slicked with perspiration.

Sweat dripped from his lips onto hers.
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Chapter One
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Thomas Smoke had long been a killer, with thirty-two documented “retirements” before reassignment to the protective detail of the First Family of the United States.

Or was it thirty-three?

He nudged the fringed end of his scarf over his shoulder and pressed a thumb to each fingertip, counting as he recalled their faces. Their names. Reliving each intimate experience—the euphoric moment when life had drained from their eyes. Blood from gaping wounds. Saliva from slack lips. Warmth from his deadly embrace.

Yes, thirty-two.

Almost one kill for every year he’d been alive.

He took a thoughtful sip of his vodka martini before carefully placing the glass back onto the watermark already spotting the otherwise pristine white tablecloth. He rotated it by the stem between his thumb and forefinger. His thoughts deepened, the alcohol warming him in the breezy chill of the alfresco restaurant, burnishing his lips a blood-flushed crimson. Beyond the open pavilion’s Ionic colonnade, Union Square Park lay blanketed in snow almost two feet deep. Maples, impressive in the warmer months, stood bare, dusted with snow , the evening sky beyond a dull gray with gusting flurries aglow in the city lights.

Somewhere close by, distinct from the honk of traffic crawling through the Manhattan grid, the bright brassy tone of a trumpet weaved through the baubles of a Christmas song. It was far too late in the season for such a tune. Days since the Radio City Rockettes had packed away their stockings and dance shoes, and the crystal ball had dropped in Times Square to ring in the New Year.

Smoke turned his cheek toward the invigorating kiss of the cool evening breeze and closed his eyes.

His first kill had been done in the last months of his teenage years. It was unexpected and exciting. A sweaty and eager sexual exploration that had hustled from Manhattan clubs into the ripped and rumpled sheets of a Spuyten Duyvil studio that stank of cigarettes, beer, and semen.

“Tommy,” Taylor had whispered in the dark.

“Mm-hmm,” Smoke said, nuzzling against Taylor’s cheek. He ran his open hand through the tacky spill of warm semen puddled between the ridges of Taylor’s abdomen, over smooth, peach-fuzzed skin that clung to the curve and dip of youthful flesh, to nipples still hard and glistening from the savoring lick of his tongue.

“Kill me,” Taylor said. “Make this weekend complete.” The words were conveyed with barely a twitch of lips and palate, no breath pushing them into the world.

Smoke considered the intensified thump of Taylor’s heart beneath his fingertips. It aligned with his own, quickening the adrenalin and blood flow through his veins, surfacing an unexpected awareness. An excruciating, aching understanding. And want.

He lifted himself over Taylor, their connection warm and wet and sticky. And they kissed.

Leaning back in the restaurant’s plush chair, Smoke stretched his legs beneath the table, resting the toes of his size-thirteen snow boots against the base of a propane patio heater. He winced and reached under the tablecloth to adjust his balls. They ached within the silk weave of his suit pants—still bruised and tender from the morning training with FLOTUS. More blue than black.

But painful enough.

He’d suffered worse during bouts of enemy and friendly fire alike. In the high-thread-count sheets of socialite beds, in the back alleys behind Hell’s Kitchen bars, in violent encounters deep beneath the Manhattan schist.

He pulled his long coat over his lap, the camel hair nice and warm, and fastened the buttons against the increasing breeze from the parkland.

“Thank you,” he said as a waiter positioned a bowl of steaming cacio e pepe before him with white-gloved precision. Smoke admired the length of the waiter’s loose ponytail, a sharp contrast to his own high and tight blonde fade. He ran a hand over his scalp and breathed deep of the decadent aroma of pecorino Romano and ground black pepper.

He still couldn’t fathom how his life had changed from a personal passion for killing to a profession, a skill honed and used by the House—the White House—his Secret Service superiors recruiting and steering him through necessary kills, retirements, to protect a secret even he agreed needed to be kept.

And every one of those government-sanctioned kills had been gratifying in its own way.

He stopped mid-chew.

Two were tarnished with regret.

Daan and Angi Stuyvesant. Spouses. Lovers who’d shared a passionate morning with him. Discarded clothes marking a circuitous route through their fancy Riverdale bungalow—the marble kitchen island hard beneath his naked back, a satisfying detour between lounge and bedroom and bath, where he had killed them.

He could still taste them. Smell them. Feel them.

Intoxicating memories.

He clenched his fist, pressing his nails into his palm.

But their retirement had been a mistake. Another man’s vengeance. A vindictive order passed down through the command line without question.

That was the week everything had gone to hell, his life calming only after he’d killed the offenders and his superiors transferred him to the First Family’s protective unit.

He doubted the President and First Lady were privy to his history. His true skills and desires. The real reason for his reassignment.

He hadn’t killed since.

But he was about to change that.

In three days, he would turn thirty-five.

And he was determined that his total number of kills would match his age.

He shivered and downed the last of his martini, glancing through the snow-covered branches of the park.

The moon was almost full.

Bright even through the ache and blur of his bloodshot eye.

Such a beautiful evening.

Such a beautiful way to begin his birthday celebrations.
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​Chapter Two
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It was a four-block trudge through the accumulating snow from Union Square Park, his belly full of pasta, a slouchy beanie pulled low to cover his ears and thick blonde eyebrows. He glanced around the corner. The broad red awning of the Strand Bookstore stretched almost the entire block along 12th Street between Broadway and 4th.

This was his bookstore.

A place where he’d spent hundreds of afternoons and evenings lost in the worlds of Elizabeth Bennet, Jane Eyre, Jo March, Catherine Earnshaw, and Scarlet O’Hara. He knew he had a type: strong, determined women. One or two with a touch of crazy. He countered them with a substantial embrace of Jay Gatsby, Aragorn, and Heathcliff. And sure, Outlander’s Jamie Fraser as well, with his sweet Scottish brogue. The Strand was where he’d first met them all and fallen in love. And, frequently, later encountered their equal upon the streets of New York City.

He drew the line at Anna Karenina. She was one train station too far.

Smoke made his way among the regimented bookshelves toward the back of the store, unbuttoning his coat against the stifling heat. He needed to get lost in the books, fiction or nonfiction, he didn’t care. Dickens or Sagen or Tolkien or Capote.

But with every step, Smoke focused more intently on the staff weaving through the late-night bookish clientele. Curious what he might find to satisfy his requirements.

His birthday wish.

He passed a display of Stephen King’s latest, printed blood dripping down the spines of dust jackets.

A young man was working in the fiction section. Thrillers, between L and Q. He was perhaps twenty-three. A little bit nerdy. Tall and thin but well formed. Smoke could tell he was tight, the oversized bomber jacket and sloppy khakis failing to camouflage lithe musculature and big dick energy. A lock of dark hair curled across his forehead, and Clark Kent glasses completed the picture.

This was a quick and easy read.

Perhaps too quick. Too easy.

Smoke sensed the man was still discovering himself. Immersed in popular fiction a century old—undecided, or unaware, about who he truly was. And easily manipulated by any who might notice the cues and play along.

Still, he seemed self-assured and comfortable here between the shelves. And Smoke had no doubt he’d fucked among them. In the thriller section.

More than once.

It’d be a crime not to.

“Any recommendations?” he asked.

The man was moving books from a trolley onto the shelf. He glanced at Smoke, gaze flicking the length of Smoke’s body in the narrow aisle.

“Maybe. What are you looking for?” A broad smile spread across his face.

His teeth were chipped. Uneven. Disarming and charming.

Smoke brushed the hem of his coat aside and shoved his hand deep into his pants pocket, fabric pulling taut against his marathon-ready silhouette. “I like surprises. I welcome the unexpected. And I don’t mind if the protagonist comes last.” He leaned against the shelf, glancing at books. “Or not at all.”

“I can work with that,” the guy said. “James Patterson?”

“Perhaps.” Smoke reached for an Alex Cross title, but the man grasped his hand and guided him further along the shelf. The grip of his slender fingers was firm and warm. His palm calloused from the gym, his knuckles scratched. A torn Band-Aid clung to a bruised thumb.

Smoke welcomed the boldness of someone unafraid to touch him despite his size.

He noted the wiry dark hair springing from the man’s open collar, the pulse of a vein above the clavicle, before pulling down the volume his new friend indicated—a collaboration between Patterson and President Bill Clinton.

“Interesting choice.” Smoke said. “When does your shift end?”

The man pushed his tongue against the inside of his cheek. “I’m locking up tonight.” He checked his watch. “In about thirty minutes. After that, the shift can last as long as you can.”

Smoke smiled.

They were on the same page, but he wouldn’t be waiting that long. Wouldn’t stand by until the store had emptied and the front doors were locked. Why not push this to the edge? All the way to the fucking edge.

Happy birthday to him.

He leaned in. Brushed against a solid shoulder. “Is this the one with the assassination plot against the First Lady?” he asked.

The big dick energy wavered, and the man glanced toward the far end of the aisle, then back over his shoulder. They were alone. The bookstore’s intercom crackled, the words indiscernible in the thriller section.

“What do you mean?”

“I often wonder where authors get their ideas. Their audacity. What kind of sick bastard . . .” Smoke left the thought unfinished as he flipped the book over in his hands.

The man relaxed, his gaze fluttering across Smoke’s face. He had absolutely no idea the danger he was in, distracted by Smoke’s peppery breath, and the full lips rouged by alcohol and the chilly evening breeze.

“What happened to your eye?”

Smoke shrugged. “Rough trade down on Wall Street. The suits in the stock market pit are cute but unpredictable. Men and women.”

“Fuck, man . . .” He brushed his thumb confidently along the scruff of Smoke’s jaw. “I can’t wait for closing.”

A glance at his baggy khakis confirmed it.

Smoke raised the book and squinted at the blurb on the back. “If you had written this, how would you have killed FLOTUS?”

The man lifted his chin, considering, that nonchalant big dick energy returning in full. “A single solid jab to the chest should do it. A direct hit to the heart.”

Smoke lifted the man’s hand, noticing the slightly swollen knuckles, neatly bitten fingernails. The smell of peanut butter and jelly.

“Would that really work? Maybe in books, but surely not in real life.”

“You need to read more nonfiction, mister man. The right force. The precise position, the exact moment in the heart’s rhythm—”

The vein above his clavicle pulsed, fat, and Smoke slammed his fist against the man’s chest.

He caught him in his arms, holding him tight against his chest, intent on the horror and wonder shimmering deep in the man’s eyes, the slackening of his face, the melt of his big dick smirk.

Smoke counted one hundred eighty slow beats of his own heart, and then another hundred and eighty. Far beyond the point of brain damage and any hope of resuscitation.

He dropped the body to the floor, dead, then knelt to slam his fist against the chest a second time, straddling him for compressions long past usefulness.

“Help!” Smoke yelled. “Somebody please help me!” He pulled out his phone and thumbed in 911, then held it between his ear and shoulder as he kept up compressions.

Two staff members came scuttling into the aisle. “Gio!” the woman shouted, her hand flying to cover her mouth.

“He just dropped. Maybe a heart attack, I don’t know.” Smoke kept pumping, ribs cracking. “I’ve already called 911.”

The woman knelt awkwardly beside them, and Smoke grabbed her hands. “Keep this going. I’ll meet the medics out front and direct them in.”​

​He stood and backed away a few steps, then turned and strode out to the street.
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​Chapter Three
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Sleet and snow fell throughout the night and into the next day. It buried the streets and sidewalks of the West Village , encrusted parked cars beneath inches of compacted snow. Smoke had shoveled the stoop of his condo’s Jane Street brownstone and dug a trench to the corner. He’d built up a substantial sweat before the elderly couple on the first floor shuffled off at sunrise to breakfast at the nearby French bistro, something they had done every Saturday for forty years. Something he was more than happy to accommodate, for as long as he was able.

He spent the rest of the day barefoot in his pajama shorts and tank top, stretched along his couch, reading. Easy leftover meatloaf for lunch, the winter sun streaming through the loft’s industrial windows.

The bookstore man’s recommendation had been spot on. Someone had called him Gio. Yes, Gio. Gio number thirty-three would do just fine for his recollection.

There was time to finish a couple more chapters, to work out where the author was leading him. To determine whether the laughably clichéd brute would get away with it. He kind of hoped he would.

He liked him.

It was 10:30 pm when he stepped out of the elevator into the twentieth-floor penthouse club at 230 Fifth Avenue. The main bar was empty, so he climbed the stairs to the outside rooftop bar.

The deck’s pine-lined perimeter was piled high with snow, punctuated by trendy, inspirational neon proclamations: Love. Freedom. Are we happy yet?

Hundreds of millennials, pushing into middle-age, mingled with Gen Z influencers—some somebodies, some nobodies, none daring to wear anything but black. People chatted, drank, and took pout-faced selfies, clustered against the bars or around patio heaters. Little black dresses, stilettos, and spritzers—the women feigned imperviousness to the cold. Puffer jackets, high-end sneakers, and chewables—the men bided their time for what they really wanted. Every night. Conversations jumped from buzzword to buzzword. Sustainability. Minimal carbon footprints.

From speakers hidden among the foliage drifted Billy Joel’s “New York State of Mind.”

The Empire State Building loomed a few blocks north, rising over fourteen hundred feet into the night sky overhead. Massive, brilliant, and unnerving at such close quarters. Its spire pulsed yellow and blue against the pitch black.

Smoke was early. Enough time to check his coat, confirm the reserved igloo, and stave off the evening chill with a Manhattan—the warming bite of bourbon welcome in his gut.

He rarely used dating apps, much preferring to cruise bars and restaurants like this one. He enjoyed looking someone in the eye, watching how they treated staff, how they liked their drinks, how they moved through a crowd. How easily they laughed. How carefree.

That had always been enough for him to determine how the evening would go.

Dancing.

Kissing.

Fucking.

Or just talking, giggling beneath the sheets.

Each New York neighborhood delivered its own brand and flavor, and he knew which bars best suited his changing moods. Highbrow or low. Easy. Tense and provocative. Flamboyant. Discreet. Or downright dirty when he needed to get real.

But for tonight’s venture, an app seemed the wisest choice. An untraceable web of VPNs. Selection and connection without biased vetting. A specific target deserving of his intended affection.

Allegra Valentino.

Smoke’s cell buzzed. He swiped his thumb across the screen and held it to his ear.

“What’s up, Nate?”

“Just reconfirming you’re ready for this one. Allegra is a piece of work. Sure, Gio Barone was an evil little prick long past his expiration date, but he was nothing compared to Allegra. If you hadn’t retired him last night, she sure as hell would have once they’d finished their intended job to kill FLOTUS.”

“Understood. Thanks for looking out for me, bud.” Smoke slid the phone into his inside jacket pocket just as Allegra strode out onto the deck.

She was svelte and tall in perilously high Louboutins. Her fine bone structure, feminine curves, and natural platinum blonde hair made her look dangerous as a poison flower.

“Stunning.”

Smoke lifted her coat from her shoulders and handed it to the attendant with a raised brow and a couple of Andrew Jacksons.

Allegra wore white: a pliable leather mini dress cut precisely to her contours, enhancing an unaffected beauty that scalpels and silicone could only hope to achieve.

“You don’t look quite like your profile picture, Tommy.”

Smoke couldn’t place her accent. Her name was Italian, but the lilt and the vowels suggested something just beyond Italian borders. Southern Switzerland, he guessed. Or the Austrian Tyrol.

“Who does?” He smiled. “But I assure you, my bona fides and stats are correct.”

“Yes, that’s clear enough.” Her assessing gaze drifted over him. “My compliments to your tailor. In white linen, no less.”

Smoke offered his arm and escorted her away from the hordes of reveling New Yorkers and out-of-towners, through the snow-covered pines to their private igloo.

Clear hexagonal panes formed the curved walls and roof. Inside, a low semi-circular lounge was upholstered in plush white and gold ombre faux fur. Their upward view was dominated by the Empire State Building and the flurries of snow swirling down from the night sky.

“Any preferences for aperitifs?”

Smoke waited a beat, his mouth open. “Or should I manage everything this evening, from your first taste to your last?”

Allegra brushed her fringe aside with the sharp points of her fingernails. “That’d be nice for a change. Especially in this country. This city. It might help me decide whether you’re a gentleman worth pursuing.”

Smoke beckoned a server. “Dom Perignon, nineteen ninety-five.”

He shrugged off his jacket in the close warmth of the igloo, his sleeves snug around his biceps as he adjusted his cufflinks and loosened his tie. He sank into the cushions, stretching his legs, white Tom Ford Oxfords extended toward the igloo entrance.

“Tell me. What made you swipe right?” Allegra asked.

Smoke studied her face. “You looked like a challenge. Someone who always has control and is bored with the predictability. Someone who has never been fucked by someone who knows what they are doing. And deserves to be.”

Her smile grew, slow and measured. “I thought the same of you. Almost word for word.”

The server returned with champagne, bucket, and flutes.

Smoke thumbed off the foil, loosed the wire cage, and twisted the bottle until the cork released with a soft pop. He poured the flutes and again hooked his arm with hers, drawing her closer.

“Salute. To a wonderful evening, and may both of us get what we deserve.”

“Salute.” She sipped, watching him. “Even for an American, your confidence seems overcompensating.”

“It’s not.”

Despite himself and his knowledge of her, he was entranced by the way she kissed her champagne, her lips plump and red.

The lights of the Empire State Building abruptly shimmered into a sparkling cascade, like the Eiffel Tower in Paris but so in-your-face-American it epitomized the audacity and brashness of New York City.

The spectacle gave Smoke a moment to think.

Allegra had killed more people than he had. None of her kills were compassionate. Many were solely for her own gratification. Barely a dozen were for political or monetary gain.

But he had no doubt she knew how to kill.

She knew how to recruit others to kill.

She’d arranged to kill the First Lady, after all.

And he’d been tasked with her immediate retirement.

Smoke licked his lips, fascinated. Beguiled.

“I’ve always preferred champagne to small talk,” she said. “So much more effective than exchanging unnecessary questions.”

She pressed into him, sliding her hand over his abdomen, down into his lap, skimming the warm linen hugging the bulge at his groin. Her metallic polish shone, her wrist encircled with twisted platinum and black diamonds.

Her touch was smooth and well practiced, and his response was immediate.

Yeah, he liked champagne too.

“May I?” He offered his hand, his nails trim and buffed, the two-hundred-dollar manicure worth every buck.

“I’d be disappointed if you didn’t. What better to complement the Dom Perignon?”

Allegra’s legs were long and bare, her skin smooth over strength, poise, and muscle. He skimmed his hand up their provocative length, her heat drawing him in.

“Why are you here in the United States?”

Smoke rested his forehead against hers, eyes closed, enamored by the texture and warmth of her flesh around his fingertips.

“The same reason you’re here with me tonight,” she said.

Smoke bit his lip, meeting her gaze. Her eyes were the same blue as his. “And that’s why you swiped right on me.”

She nodded.

He’d been tasked with her immediate retirement.

And yet.

First . . .

“Forget the champagne,” he whispered. “Forget the supper. My loft is a ten-minute cab ride away.”

Allegra smiled. “Now, that’s what I’ve been waiting for.”
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​Chapter Four
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Smoke’s bedroom was flagrantly masculine. At least he thought it was. Burberry tartan upholstered the walls, framed by high-gloss ebony molding. Black raw silk curtains puddled on the floor, tied open to offer an unobstructed view of the large magnolia in the middle of the city block behind the brownstone, snow and moonlight painting its branches.

Few had been welcomed this far into his private domain—none he didn’t know or trust wholeheartedly. And he’d only ever shared this bed with two others.

His four-year-old son, Theo, slept over whenever his moms went out for a date night in the city. Or when the two of them stole cherished father-son time together, usually involving Coney Island or a baseball game with burgers, hot dogs, and too much ice cream. Ice skating in Central Park was another favorite. Again with ice cream, no matter the weather.

And he’d also shared it with his fratello, Andrea, a chosen brother based on a bond stronger than blood, when he was recuperating from a bullet shattered femur—damage incurred during the week Smoke’s life had gone to hell, and he was transferred to his current assignment.

The House called it a promotion. He wasn’t so certain.

He rolled onto his side, bunching the pillows beneath his head. His breathing was relaxed and shallow as he drew his pinky along the line of Allegra’s nose, her lips, her chin.

Her eyelids fluttered open.

“Hi,” he whispered.

She turned toward him and smiled. “Hi.”

“I need to skip out for a few hours. A quick errand.”

“What time is it?”

“Almost 2:00. Please stay. I can’t think of anything I’d prefer more than you still in my bed when I return. I want to cuddle the fuck out of you, keep those icicle feet warm, and make you breakfast in the morning. Then maybe stay in bed all day tomorrow and . . .”

“I’d like that, Tommy.” Allegra’s smile was genuine. She skimmed her hand down his body, over the velvety skin of his hip. “Very much.”

She lay back into the pillows and rumpled sheets as he strode naked across the room, confident. Thick blonde curls swathed the well defined musculature of his chest before snailing toward his groin, the curls around his cock and balls more golden than blonde. Years ago, the woman he’d proposed marriage to, long before Theo had arrived—the one who had broken his heart—had referred to him as “golden balls.” The thought of how she’d left him without even answering “no” to his proposal still made him feel unsettled. Sad. He pulled on a pair of blue jeans—commando—a tank top, socks, snow boots, and his long coat.

“It’s still snowing. Won’t you be cold?” Allegra asked.

“Not where I’m going.” he said.

The elevator jolted downward through the brownstone with a grind of gears and the odor of grease as he thumbed a message to Nate.

All set.

Nate’s response was instant, despite the hour.

Jeez, buddy. You had me worried. Let me know if you need a cleanup crew.

All good atm. Where’s the third target?

Their usual hang. Presence confirmed.

Thanks.

Smoke thought for a moment, then continued:

This next one will def require a clean. Possibly a full-on raid to distract. On my call.

Dots bounced next to Nate’s name until his text came through.

Understood.

The northern lane of West 28th Street was piled high with garbage and snowdrift. The sidewalks were deep with snow, only a patch in front of the club’s industrial metal doors was flattened by the footfalls of clientele scrambling from their taxis at the curb. Meanwhile, his own taxi was fishtailing at the corner of 11th Avenue, its engine a high-pitched scream as it reversed through the thick, dirty slush after dropping him off. Smoke breathed in the chilled early morning air, confirming he was alone on the street. The sky was an iridescent orange from Manhattan’s streetlights, side-lit by the silver-white glow from the towers of Hudson Yards.

He shivered, wishing he were still in bed with Allegra. Warm beneath the covers. Warm against her flesh, and in her company.

Just the thought of her.

The thought of still having to kill her.

He scraped open the heavy metal door, the rush of warm air welcoming against the outside chill. He made his way down a pitch-dark corridor, pressing his hands to the walls on either side, the scant dull-red glow slowly coming into focus. Muted, deep-throated house music thumped through the walls, vibrating the humid air, stinking of stale sweat and alcohol. He knew it all too well.

At the coat check, he stripped, passing his coat, jeans, and tank to the attendant and swapping his AmEx for a QR-coded rubber bracelet. Then he trudged deeper into the club, naked except for his socks, snow boots, and the orange bracelet.

On the first floor, the black painted plywood bar was spread with pre-filled plastic cups of flat, sludgy draft beer, watered-down Manhattans, and vodka without the rocks. Smoke opted for a bottle of water and sucked it down two hefty gulps, the plastic crunching in his grip.
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