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      There’s a reason people are obsessed with crime fiction and murder mysteries. By nature, humans want to solve puzzles. We stay glued to the story, unable to put it down until we can figure out who the killer is and why they carried out their evil plan. How could someone become so angry or so unfeeling that they would kill to get what they want? We want to know the motives of the antagonist as much as we want to root for the protagonist. Add the breathless pace of many crime novels, and you’ve got a recipe for a compelling read.

      In Nefarious, we asked authors to provide their interpretations of crime fiction, whether it be through fantasy, realism, or cozy mystery. There are villains, of course, but there are morally gray protagonists as well. There are betrayals and lies, twists and turns. No one is who they claim to be, and our burning questions are not always answered. Yet some of our criminals are brought to justice, and every story brings about a sense of closure, even if our characters end up in compromising positions.

      I’m proud of what we’ve accomplished here. No two stories are alike, and each one represents the unique talents of the author. You can read a story in one sitting or choose one or two for an evening in. Heck, you could even read the whole thing in one day. Don’t like the genre or style of a story? Try the next one. Of course, I believe each of our authors’ stories are worth reading, but we at Duskbound know that not every reader has the same tastes. We hope you find something to love, follow a new author, or pick up some of our other anthologies.

      

      
        
        Cari Dubiel

        Lead Editor, Duskbound Books

      

      

      

      Types of Crime Fiction

      

      If you are not familiar with crime fiction, get ready! There are multiple subgenres of this genre, and we even have genre-bending stories in this anthology. Here are a few definitions that might help as you seek out new reads.

      

      Traditional Mystery: These are modeled after those of the inimitable Agatha Christie. I highly recommend picking up one of Christie’s books because much of our modern mystery tradition comes from her. I recommend The Death of Roger Ackroyd, Death on the Nile, or Murder on the Orient Express, but there are many others to choose from. Traditional mysteries usually have a formula–a murder happens, there are suspects, and a detective comes to look for clues. While there is no murder or gore on the page, these books may be more serious than cozy mysteries (see below). 

      

      Cozy Mystery: These books draw from Agatha’s legacy but with some twists. The cozy protagonist is usually an amateur, often a young woman returning to a small town after being away for some time. The protagonist will often be opening a store of some kind–a tea shop, candy shop, ice cream shop, and so on. There is often a love interest, although this is a side plot and never the main focus, as there would be in a romance. Like a traditional mystery, there is no murder on the page, and the formula is similar. By the end, all the threads are wrapped up nicely, and the protagonist can go back to running her shop…at least until the next book in the series.

      

      Thriller/Intrigue: Thrillers are fast-paced, edge-of-your-seat reads. They are not always about a particular body and a murder to solve; there may be multiple plot problems going on, such as government conspiracy, undercover spies, murderous antagonists chasing the protagonist, and so on. One subgenre is the psychological thriller, which may not be as fast-paced but gets closer into the characters’ heads before building to an exciting ending. 

      

      Police Procedural: Focuses on a police department’s quest to solve a crime. These are usually impeccably researched and include a lot of detail about the methods used to track the killer. Think of the TV show Castle. Author Richard Castle is an amateur detective, but the rest of the people involved are all police officers with insider information.

      

      Legal Thriller: The legal system is involved heavily in these cases. The lawyers involved may not be directly responsible for solving crimes, but they may be. Court cases may take up much of the drama as the reader tries to suss out what really happened.

      

      Private Investigator: Similar to a police procedural but using the skills of a PI rather than official law enforcement.

      

      Genre-Bending: May include elements of one or more of these crime fiction styles as well as characteristics of romance, science fiction, horror, historical fiction, and others.  

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INSIDER TRADING

          

          PETER L. HARMON

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For Jake

      

      

      Roman Jakes had a mission.

      He had been deep undercover before, but he wasn’t sure he had ever been in this deep. And he wasn’t sure he would call what he was doing now “undercover” per se. Quite the opposite, in fact…

      He adjusted the white robe he was wearing. It was soft cotton, knotted across the front with a wispy belt. The belt was a bonus, seeing as he had nothing else on his person except for the practiced smile plastered on his face. The smile that was usually used to bed women, charm various weapons dealers, or sell the bluff in a high- stakes poker game. Roman had a face that was vaguely recognizable to strangers. He had the countenance of someone you knew from somewhere. People often asked if he was an actor, a model, an actor/model, someone from their high school, just someone that they used to know.

      They didn’t know him. He was anonymous. Generic, but in a handsome way. You wanted to know him. Are you sure we haven’t met before? Like waking up from a dream. You knew something happened, but you didn’t remember the details. Just a feeling. Déjà vu. 

      His bare feet touched the white sands of Karon Beach. A light breeze caressed the palm trees. The sky was blue and stretched on forever. He squinted in the sun. He wasn’t allowed shades at the moment. They weren’t a part of this. He was supposed to be on holiday in Phuket, Thailand, but once the threat had presented itself, his agency had other thoughts. Pleasure had become business. Not that his business wasn’t pleasurable, but he had expected some downtime between missions.

      The sea was at his back. There were about a dozen or so tourists from the nearby resort with easels set up, watching him intently. They had paints or charcoal pencils. Art supplies. They were wearing berets or glasses. Smocks abounded. They were all staring at him. Waiting. He was to be the nude model for their en plein air painting session.

      Roman Jakes was more comfortable driving fast down London streets, chasing a perp through markets in Marrakech, yachting off the Amalfi coast…but different jobs called for different skills. He supposed he was the man for this particular excursion as well.

      He dropped the robe, and his body, which looked carved from marble, garnered gasps from several of the amateur artists. He posed, and once several women in the front row, and even a few fellas in the back, composed themselves, they began painting his form. Though he couldn’t move his body, his eyes scanned the crowd, looking for the contact his agency had said would be present.
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        * * *

      

      Roughly ninety minutes later, Roman was back in the white robe. He had found some discarded thong flip-flops and slapped them on his feet. He had asked the concierge if they had found his sunglasses, an old trick of the trade to get free shades at a moment’s notice, and they brought out a tray. He lifted a pair. He lied easily, saying he had left his Ray-Bans by the pool earlier. He felt more comfortable now. More in his element. Time to rock and roll.

      Thankfully, the beach had a bar, as he needed some liquid refreshment after the eyeball bath he had just endured from the plein air participants. He had the bartender shaking up a Bikini Martini—they didn’t have the Kina Lillet for his usual order, so he improvised and went with a trashy tourist libation—when a ravishing woman in paint-spattered overalls and a ratty t-shirt sidled up to him. Her feet were bare. She had glasses on, and her hair was pulled back in a ponytail like a character in She’s All That. Roman could tell she was a knockout even through her civilian camouflage. She was more suited to black dresses and sky-high heels at galas than her current drab garb.

      The bartender handed Roman his drink and he turned and sipped it, grimacing at the sweetness, staring out at the ocean as it glittered. The woman gestured to the bartender, and he began mixing up her drink. She had the ease of a regular at the establishment, but maybe beautiful women came with that setting as a factory standard. 

      She turned and matched Roman’s gaze. The sun was beginning to set, casting purples and pinks across the landscape.

      “Enjoying the view?” Roman asked.

      “I was,” the woman replied. “But pity, now you’re wearing a robe.”

      Their eyes met.

      Roman smiled. “Do you fancy yourself an artist?”

      “When I’m inspired.” She let her eyes run the length of his figure. The bartender handed her the drink, something fruity with an umbrella perched in it.

      “What may I call you?” Roman asked.

      “Don’t call. I prefer text.”

      “What’s your number?”

      “Guess…”

      “How could I get in touch with you, if I so desired?”

      “If you desire, you can touch me all you want.”

      The woman let out a cackle loud enough to turn the heads of some fellow beachgoers who were packing up, getting ready to leave for the day. Twinkling lights began to sparkle on. A DJ was setting up for the night’s festivities.

      Roman was intrigued. “May I ask what you do?”

      “I do many things.”

      “For a living,” Roman clarified.

      “Breathe. Eat. My heart pumps blood through my body. The usual.”

      Roman made it crystal. “Your line of work?” 

      “I’m a…” She considered. “Multi-hyphenate.”

      “I’d get that checked out if I were you.” Roman’s smile was not the smile of someone who was happy, but that smile of someone who was picking up what was being put down. He sipped his drink. He wasn’t here for romance anyway. He was a player, but this might not be his game. He had work to do. He had a contact to establish before the evening began. 

      Maybe she realized she was losing him. She relented. “I’m DuJour. DuJour A La Mode.” She extended her hand to Roman.

      He took it. “Nice to meet you Miss La Mode. I’m Jakes, Roman Jakes.”

      “I know,” she breathed. “I’m here to help you.”

      He was caught off guard. This was his ally? 

      “I usually work alone. How can I be sure you’re on the level?” 

      His agency hadn’t given him a code word this time, no description to look out for; he was just supposed to feel it, he supposed. 

      “You can’t.” DuJour smiled. “That’s what makes this so fun. Meet me back here in an hour for the beach party. Use the name Feyereisen at the door; you’ll be on the list. And wear something festive. It’s not black tie, but it’s not exactly white robe either.”

      Roman smirked. “And what will you be wearing?”

      DuJour ran a finger down the side of Roman’s face, then onto his neck, opening the collar of his robe a bit to reveal his pecs below. “You’ll see, but you’ll have to use your imagination until then.”

      “My imagination,” Roman said, drawing close, “is very active.”

      DuJour brought her face nearly close enough to kiss Roman, then said, “I’d guess it would have to be if you usually work alone.” 

      She put her hand in the center of Roman’s chest and lightly pushed. 

      “Ciao,” she said casually as she walked away from the beach bar, leaving Roman adjusting his robe to make sure he was still fully covered. 
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        * * *

      

      Roman looked at himself in the hotel room’s full-length mirror. Linen suit in a muted color, garish button-down shirt with a plunging collar, expensive yet functional shoes, and a watch that made the cost of his shoes seem paltry. No gun, in case he was frisked. He’d have to improvise on that one. Maybe DuJour would have a solution—if she wasn’t already going to stab him in the back. His job came with certain risks, which he was fine with. He didn’t pledge allegiance to his country and his agency without knowing the score.

      He opted to take the stairs from his room to the ground floor, eschewing the elevator. As he approached the beach, he saw the velvet roped-off area meant for that night’s party. People were already drinking and dancing. There was a buffet of tropical fruits and freshly caught seafood. There was security. He was frisked. His cover worked. He was in. 

      Roman looked for a weapon of some sort in case things got out of hand. He saw a large knife on a nearby cabana for cutting lime wedges, a first aid kit on the wall, and a flare gun that he slipped into his pocket. Probably left out for any type of nautical emergency that might arise, which was OK. He was nautical by nature.

      The sun was setting brilliantly. DuJour stood by a palm. She seemed to be lit by her own key light. She was almost unrecognizable from earlier, now in a dress and heels, as Roman had predicted in his mind’s eye. Her makeup was immaculate. Her skin was glistening and glowing. She greeted him warmly, as if they were lovers. As she hugged him, she pressed her soft lips to his ear.

      “Wasn’t sure you’d come.” She let the words float from her mouth.

      “Never had trouble in that arena.” 

      She took his hand, and they started walking quickly. 

      “You’re a screenwriter. Last name Feyereisen. You’re here location scouting for a movie.” She fake-smiled quickly at a fellow guest, but her stride didn’t slow.

      “What’s my genre?” Roman tried to keep up.

      “Comedy.”

      Ugh, he thought.

      She continued at a rapid pace. “I’m your wife, been with you since before the money…”

      “There’s money in screenwriting?”

      “There can be.”

      “Who knew?” Roman said, more to himself than to her.

      “We’re going to meet crypto billionaire Jerd McKinley…”

      “Pardon?”

      “Jerd McKinley.”

      “Jerd?”

      “Jerd McKinley. Made a meme coin that blew up for reasons that have yet to be ascertained. Maybe his buddy Elon tweeted about it.”

      “I’m going to try to forget you said those words in that order. Is he our mark?”

      “Yes. Seems he’s been doing some insider trading.”

      Roman was used to a higher caliber of crime than simple Wall Street shenanigans. “Isn’t that a little below our pay grade?”

      DuJour brought her voice’s volume down again. “Not when you hear what he’s been trading…”

      “Bonds?” Roman asked.

      “Insides… Kidneys, livers, hearts. Big business here in Thailand. They call it the Organ Trail.”

      Roman, despite being on both sides of some nasty violence in his day, was a little squeamish when it came to bodily fluids and functions. He could snipe a drug lord or get information out of a terrorist with his fists, but when it came to blood, he was not a fan. “That’s not enough to bring him down?”

      “We haven’t been able to pin anything on him. That’s where you come in.”

      “What do you want me to do? Order a new gallbladder and see if he rings me up?”

      “I’m sure you’ll figure something out. Here he comes. Look, but don’t make it obvious.”

      They paused. There was a hub of commotion near the velvet rope at the entrance of the designated party space on the beach. A man was surrounded by private security, which consisted of large goons in dark cargo shorts and long-sleeved turtlenecks. Roman only caught glimpses of the person of interest through the henchmen’s close guard. Then, in a moment, Jerd McKinley stepped out onto the sand and Roman was able to take him in, in all his… whatever was the opposite of “glory.”

      Jerd McKinley was clad in only board shorts and was obviously very vain, using his nouveau riche assets to enhance his exterior looks. He had Ozempic face and a CryoSculpted torso. Hair plugs had grown out of his skull like spider webs and had been swept back faux-casually. His face was frozen in a parody of itself, with lips bulging like two swollen, opposing Pringles. His forehead was smooth like a doll’s, but his abs had been etched via lipo. He was juiced up with steroids or HGH or whatever the latest pseudoscience was pushing to turn normal men into specimens with superhero measurements. 

      But there was still the tell of the anxious nerd Jerd must have been before the money. His hands were withered and chapped, the sign of obsessive hand washing. Or scrubbing in, Roman thought, to all the surgeries he may perform. Jerd’s eyes darted around nervously even though his mouth smiled with shiny white veneers. Sure, he could rebuild his face and body from scratch, but inside he would always be Just Jerd.

      He was carrying a portable speaker, blasting an anonymous trance beat. The DJ sighed and lowered the volume on his own system, begrudgingly letting Jerd play his tunes. Jerd was laughing it up with his staff; they looked not too enthused to be at the party but had put on a happy face as part of the gig. You could pay for friends, but the camaraderie surely waned when the checks stopped coming.

      “We don’t know how he’s moving the organs,” DuJour said quietly to Roman. “He’s never been caught with so much as a transplant cooler. We think he must have someone on the inside helping him smuggle the goods.”

      “Inside where?” Roman asked.

      “Do your job,” DuJour said quickly, then smiled as she walked Roman right up to Jerd’s entourage. Jerd’s nervous eyes flicked up and down her body. His smile widened to an absurd degree, a parody of self-confidence.

      “Is Mr. McKinley expecting you?” A beefy guard’s hand wrapped around DuJour’s wrist. Roman reached to stop the contact, but Jerd’s voice, nasal yet commanding, piped in.

      “I expect the unexpected. And this beauty is certainly unexpected.”

      Jerd parted his posse like the Red Sea and walked up to DuJour, visibly annoyed that Roman was there.

      Roman stuck out his hand to intercept Jerd. “Feyereisen. Call me Roman. This is my wife, DuJour.”

      Jerd barely looked at Roman but instead took DuJour’s hand in his and kissed it. Only the degree to which his lips were plumped made it hard for him to actually pucker his mouth, so it was more like he pressed his face into her hand. He raised his head with what he must have thought was a suave expression, but in actuality he had no way of contorting his features to show any emotion. DuJour offered her own forced smile.

      “Charmed,” she mustered.

      Jerd finally turned his attention to Roman. “Do you cook?”

      “Pardon?”

      “Cook. Grill. BB the Q, baby. We have some sea bass I caught off the coast this morning… well, I didn’t catch it per se, but it was caught by my crew on my luxury fishing boat, and we need it grilled up. Chef hasn’t shown yet. He might still be recovering from a procedure. Anyway, you look like a guy who has worked in a kitchen before.”

      Roman, having lived many lives before entering the academy, had worked in the back of the house at a kitchen before, but he didn’t feel like it was a compliment coming from Jerd, who had probably never had a legit job in his life. From coding straight to crime, no doubt. Roman knew this was a smokescreen to get him away from DuJour so that Jerd could attempt to woo his fake wife. He didn’t want to cause any friction, yet, so he let one of Jerd’s guys show him to the industrial-sized propane grill. The crony walked with a hitch in his step, like his lower back was in pain. Roman ordered another drink, slapped some fish on the hot metal, and let his eyes wander about the party.

      There were civilians there, of course, seemingly rich couples and singles in Thailand for pleasure and businessmen who were letting their hair down between board meetings with their global conglomerates. But there seemed to be a seedy element as well. The party was rife with buff guards with machine guns over their shoulders. 

      Also, there were a few sick-looking stragglers hanging around, sipping drinks, or pretending to. A stick-thin woman bwho was obviously wearing a wig. A guy whose skin was tinged yellow, which reminded Roman of another agent’s kid, who had been born jaundiced and needed light therapy for the first several days after birth. An older fella with an oxygen tank sat near the water watching the waves. Were these potential clients? It was an odd crowd.

      And then night had fallen. The light was being provided by the full moon and the strings of bulbs that hung everywhere. DuJour was cackling with Jerd, playing her role well. They seemed to be looking over at Roman periodically. Odd, but DuJour must have her game. Roman got a couple plates of grilled fish ready and served them to the long, ornate table that was set up right in the sand under a canopy.

      He whispered to DuJour, “Get Jerd and the bodyguards swimming…” as he passed by her. She looked at him questioningly, but he was already dishing out the filets to hungry guards.

      DuJour took the cue and proposed a toast. “To new friends and old wine” or something to that effect, and if the party wasn’t lit before, it got more so. Wine was brought out, but also champagne and Jerd’s drink of choice: Mountain Dew with blueberry Stoli.

      Jerd’s portable speaker battery died, and the DJ was elated. He started spinning and cranked his system’s volume to 11½. DuJour coaxed Jerd to the dance floor. He was incredibly uncoordinated with his ill-gotten muscles and counterfeit features. Jerd’s security started to loosen up, a couple of them dancing, mostly all of them drinking.

      DuJour was in the center of the dance floor when she kicked off her shoes and stripped off her dress, revealing the lingerie she was wearing underneath. She hopped up into one of Jerd’s guys’ arms and motioned for Jerd and whoever else was savvy to make way to the waves to get wet. Jerd was still only wearing board shorts, so he was ready to rock. He probably hadn’t hit all his macros that day, so he was empty-stomach drunk and stumbling over the sand. His henchmen followed the chaos, looking unsure of the protocol.

      They reached the water’s edge where waves lapped at the sandy shore. There was less light there. Looky-loos from the resort and the beach party kept watch at a distance. DuJour rolled in the sand like it was a photo-shoot, flashing smiles at Jerd and his team. Jerd salivated. DuJour splashed the guards when the waves rolled in, getting their shorts and long-sleeved shirts wet. They looked around nervously.

      Jerd, intoxicated with vodka and the caffeinated mutagen-colored beverage he loved, forgot himself and went down to his knees in the sand, crawling like a lizard towards DuJour. She made frightened eyes to Roman, questioning if he had a plan. He needed her to continue the ruse, so he nodded towards Jerd’s staff, and he motioned to her like he was taking off his shirt. She let out another of her patented good-natured guffaws, letting Jerd know that everything that was happening was A-OK with her. The billionaire took her in his arms.

      “Don’t you ever let your boys have any fun?” DuJour cooed to Jerd.

      His eyes were wild. He swung his head around, looking at the men with the big guns who were staring at him, making sure he was in no danger.

      “What are you idiots doing? Get in the water! Let’s party!”

      The guards exchanged glances; they weren’t sure what to do. Jerd ran to the closest one and untucked his shirt for him. The guy pulled his shirt over his head and dropped the gun. He ran into the water and began splashing about.

      More of the guards followed suit, doffing their duds and frolicking into the frothy surf. Roman guessed these guys didn’t get a lot of leisure time and were jumping at the chance.

      A few of the guards gathered the discarded guns and kept a perimeter so no outside element could disturb the revelry. One large man in particular had his piece trained on Roman.

      DuJour was keeping her act up until she noticed the bodies of the henchmen that were now jumping in the sand and diving in the waves. She met Roman’s gaze, and he nodded knowingly. She put her hand to her mouth as she realized…

      Each of the men was covered in ghastly scars. One had long, puckered, barely healed slashes along his lower back. Another looked almost like he had been bisected down the front and then sewn back up. Each guy looked like they had sustained very intense injuries or undergone life-altering procedures. Roman had been entertaining a hunch, but now everything came bleakly into focus.

      Swiftly, he dropped behind the closest guard and pressed the flare gun up to his temple. Even if the fella thought it was a real gun, it didn’t matter. At this range, a flare to the face would still do critical damage.

      “Jerd, have your boys line up. It’s time to tell the truth.”

      Jerd’s party was officially pooped. He grunted in dismay as he slightly sobered. The henchman aimed at Roman. Red dots lit up Roman’s head and torso like lazily strewn Christmas lights.

      “I’ve been watching your staff, and I have deduced…”

      Jerd pulled a small gun out from his shorts. It was wrapped in plastic. Jerd unwrapped it and shot at his own henchman, who dropped to the sand, moaning. Roman was instantly exposed. He felt more nude than earlier when he had been literally naked in front of dozens of strangers. He put his hands in the air, and the flare gun dangled on his index finger.

      “If you really cracked the code, then you’d know that none of these fools really matter to me. Maybe I just lost a couple grand, but that’s OK. There are more willing participants. They mule for me, I make it worth it for their families.”

      DuJour also had a trick up her… well, she wasn’t wearing sleeves, but she produced a knife from her bra and put it to Jerd’s neck with surprising speed.

      Now she had Jerd’s attention. She was pressing the knife hard enough to Jerd’s throat that his voice came out in a croak.

      “Do what the man said, boys… let’s all be calm and hear him out.”

      Roman nodded thankfully to DuJour.

      He grabbed the knife that was being used to chop limes and a bottle of high proof liquor from a nearby cabana. He poured the liquor on the knife to do a makeshift sterilization job. He flipped over the moaning guard on the ground, lifted up his shirt, and exposed two healed scars by his massive hips.

      “They say Jerd made the initial money in cryptocurrency. Sure, but there are lots of newly rich douchebags because of Bitcoin. What set Jerd apart is that he put his investments to work. Insider trading, perhaps. Organ harvesting…”

      Jerd protested. “Now wait a minute, there’s no proof…”

      By now there was a stir with the party guests. The resort’s security was scurrying around.

      Roman held up a finger to silence Jerd and continued. “We were looking to see if he had someone on the inside, perhaps airport security, someone in customs, who knows?” 

      He ran the knife down the preexisting scars and opened the flesh. The henchman was on his way out anyway and barely registered the new pain. Blood dribbled from his lips into the sand. Roman cringed. He hated what he had to do, but a lot of his job was doing things that no other man would dare. He reached his hand in the fresh wound and dug around.

      DuJour closed her eyes but kept the knife firmly at Jerd’s artery. She could make him bleed out with just a scratch. The thugs Jerd had hired were dumbstruck, fingering their own long, twisted scars.

      Roman brought his hand out of the man’s interior, and it was dripping with gore. He held up whatever he had found triumphantly.

      “It turns out, Jerd doesn’t have someone on the inside smuggling the goods… he’s smuggling the goods inside someone!” He opened his hand and let the kidneys drop to the sand: one, two… three. He pointed a bloody finger at various guards. “I’d guess if I opened up the chest of the gentleman over there that he’d have three lungs. That thug would have an extra liver, which is helpful I supposed when you drink as much as I’ve seen him drink in the last hour.”

      Guests gasped. The rest of Jerd’s cronies began to drop their guns and put their shirts back on self-consciously. 

      “Some of them know. You say you made deals with them in exchange for money for their families. But I bet half of these guys don’t know they’re walking inventory.”

      The resort security and the Royal Thai Police were swarming. Henchmen were running or swimming away with their extra internal organs intact. Jerd watched as his meat market made their exits. The authorities would do the rest. Roman’s job was done, and he could clock out.

      Roman looked to DuJour. “I think it’s time we got a proper drink.”

      Back in Roman’s hotel room, he had the ingredients for a real martini on the bar. He was lying in bed. DuJour shook the concoction and poured it into two glasses. Now she was the one wearing only his white robe.

      She handed Roman the drink and he took a sip, savoring the flavor. She stepped away towards the veranda.

      But something was off.

      “Did you use the Kina Lillet I had sent up?” he asked.

      She didn’t answer. Roman felt strange. Already the fast-acting toxin was making it hard for him to think.

      He struggled to turn his head. DuJour was putting her paint-spattered overalls on. She was putting on surgical gloves. She was brandishing a long hypodermic needle.

      Everything went fuzzy for Roman. 

      Then black.   
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        * * *

      

      He woke up and he was cold.

      His cell phone was ringing.

      He was in a bathtub full of ice.

      He fell out of the tub onto the floor.

      Staggered to his phone and hit speaker. 

      It played loudly through the room.

      Roman was having a hard time understanding the words. It was the head of his agency. She was checking to see if Roman had received the dossier about the other agent he would be working with. She said the other agent would be at the hotel today. That he would be wearing a fedora and the code word was “Elevation.”

      Roman looked back at the tub. There was blood in the water. He was in intense pain. He had a reverse-L shaped scar on his abdomen. There was blood seeping from the hastily stitched wound.

      Roman pawed at his phone and it nearly fell off the bathroom counter. He had a new text. DuJour preferred texting… was that something she had said? 

      Everything was still blurry.

      An unknown number.

      A long message.

      You can potentially live for a couple days without a liver… It’s not a death sentence per se… I’d lay off the martinis until you find a replacement… thank you for getting my competition out of my way… we’ll have to do it again sometime… xoxo DuJour… (by the way, that’s not my real name you idiot)

      He took a belt straight from the vodka bottle. He placed a length of duct tape over his wound. He found his black suit.

      He wasn’t sure he had ever been in this deep.

      Roman had a new mission.
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