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ONE

 

 

“I STILL DON’T BELIEVE it. It’s like living in a nightmare.”

“You are living in a nightmare, Mila,” Imogen Stratford said. “No one should have to endure this.”

Four days ago, cops pulled the body of Mila’s roommate from a dumpster. The bereaved friend stood fixated on the coffeepot. Blank. Aimless. Completely on pause. Grief had a way of sucking the oxygen from a room. How did someone process such a devastating event?

Three days ago, she’d come to the apartment for the story no one else wanted to tell. No one cared. No one except her. As an investigative reporter with The Chronicler, it was her job to be intrigued by a puzzle, but this case was more than that. Since meeting Mila, a much more profound sense of duty thrummed within her. They were the same age. Had so much in common. The victims could be her friends. Her cousins. Could be her.

“When Steph was missing, I thought I’d do anything just to know, you know?” Spoon in hand, Mila stared into nothingness. “Now, knowing, hope’s gone. Just pulled right out from under me. I didn’t think it would feel like this. She’s dead. I know she’s dead, but… What her family must be going through.”

Stephanie Weet, the deceased, wasn’t close with her family. They were middle class. Respectable. Stephanie was a paralegal. Good job. Nice apartment. Nothing in her history suggested substance misuse or addiction. Law enforcement hadn’t released her cause of death, but she had it on good authority there was foul play. Not that she needed official confirmation. The victim hadn’t died in her sleep. A dumpster was not somewhere a person like Stephanie died naturally.

“It’s a terrible time for all of you,” she said, stroking Mila’s back in comfort. “You need time to grieve. Did she have a boyfriend?”

Mila snapped from her daze. “Cops said they talked to him. I don’t know, it’s just… He came around looking for her, you know, when she was missing? He avoided the cops though. I don’t know how they found him.”

Wouldn’t be the first time a perpetrator stuck close to a victim’s loved ones, despite knowing they were already dead.

“Maybe they knew him. What’s his name?”

“I only knew him as Bryan,” Mila said, picking up her phone to scroll through it. “They were going out a couple of months, but he never spent time here. Not much time. Overnight every once in a while. She could’ve done so much better. He wasn’t even that hot.” She handed over the phone. “What do you think?”

“Uh…” In the screen’s foreground, Stephanie smiled, wearing glasses… Her new glasses, that she’d picked up from the optometrist less than a week before she disappeared. In the background, a frowning guy in profile held a phone to his ear. “Nothing special.”

“Right?” Mila said, looking at the screen, tears gathering in her eyes again. “I can’t believe she’s really gone.”

“Oh, honey.” Compelled to pull her into a hug, someone had to do the job of comforting Mila, now Stephanie wasn’t around to do it. “They’ll find the bastard who did this.”

If they didn’t, she would. Somehow.

“People keep saying that, but…” Pulling away, Mila wiped her eyes with a sleeve. “Do they ever? I mean, can they ever be sure they will? If it was some crazy, spur of the moment, wrong place, wrong time thing, at least we’d know it was a crime of passion or some psycho lost control of himself, but… The injuries she had…” Shaking her head, the grief became disbelief. “They tortured her. Whatever happened to her wasn’t quick.”

Details had not been fully released to the press or the public. Those closest to the victim were provided more information. She understood why it was that way, that someone might want to know what their friend or family member endured. But did it make it easier? She wasn’t sure.

“I’m sorry for her pain and for yours.”

“Why would someone do that? What kind of sick animal would…? And Stephanie? Why Stephanie? She’s the kindest, sweetest… was the kindest…”

Another daze.

The least she could do was pour the coffee. She eased Mila aside to do just that. The woman may not drink it, coffee wouldn’t ease her grief, but it was something. Something to fill the void of futility. Still, somehow, it didn’t feel right to do something so mundane given their topic of conversation.

“Stephanie didn’t deserve it.” She pushed a coffee to Mila. “I know some cops. I can try to find out more.”

The family was best placed to get further details about Stephanie. Often loved ones had to pester the precinct and assigned detectives for broad strokes, but they usually got them in the end. Most of the time. Specifics were harder to come by. Good thing she had a lot of practice finagling things from cops. Anything she learned could take them closer to nailing the perp.

One thing she hadn’t shared with Mila was her own hunch. 

This wasn’t a random killing. It wasn’t an isolated murder. Other women had died in the past few months under similar circumstances. The cops hadn’t put it together, wouldn’t put it together despite her bringing it up more than once. It wouldn’t be fair to scare or upset Mila with her theories. Not until she had evidence.

“Has he been back? This Bryan guy? Have you seen him since they found Stephanie?”

Since they found her body.

Mila picked up the coffee and wrapped her hands around the heat of the mug, propping a hip on the counter. “No. I haven’t seen him at all.”

If he was a real boyfriend, a genuinely concerned boyfriend, she’d expect him to pay his respects. To send flowers. To be near others who knew her like he did. Then again, two months wasn’t exactly a lifetime. Could be he didn’t feel it was his right.

“Do you have a number for him? Maybe he could help piece together what happened. When did he last see her?”

“She left here to go meet him. That’s what she said. He said she never showed up. Cops said he’s got an alibi.”

Had they checked it out? If she could talk to him, get him to give her the info, she could follow up herself. 

“Do you know where he lives or works?” she asked. Mila shook her head while raising the coffee to her lips. “Where he hangs around? Any of his friends? Did they go to a certain bar or restaurant more than once?”

Identifying a regular haunt would be the quickest way to find this Bryan.

“No, I…” The woman’s whole affect changed in an instant. Putting the coffee down, Mila pushed away from the counter to pass her and go into the living room. “We shouldn’t be talking about this.”

What just happened? 

She went after Mila. “Why not?” 

“It’s dangerous.”

Something juicy hung in the eaves of that statement. “Why is it dangerous?” 

Mila put the couch between them. More than bereaved, conflict was written all over the pretty young woman’s face. “She swore me to secrecy, I can’t… It doesn’t even matter, she said she’d never been there, but…”

“But what?”

“She said Bryan had connections. That he could get them into some club.”

“A club?”

“Yeah, but if he had connections… could those connections have gotten her into trouble? Is that why she’s dead? Maybe she saw something. Heard something.” 

And the murderer wanted to shut her up? Possibly.

“What kind of connections are we talking?”

Politics? Drug kingpin? Strung out celebrity?

Toying with her fingers, Mila’s conflict appeared to eat at her. “You ever heard of…” Saying nothing, she waited for the woman to continue. Silence could be the greatest prompt. “I shouldn’t even be talking to you, should I?”

“Hey…” She went around the couch to take Mila’s upper arms. “You don’t have to tell me anything. You can kick my ass out in the street and demand I never come back. This is about what you need.”

“I need what’s best for Steph… If she was here, I’d talk to her and… She swore me to secrecy, said Bryan would be so mad if he knew she’d told me.”

“I don’t care about him. If this is tearing you up, you need to get it out.”

“You said you were going to help. That you wanted to find who was responsible.”

“I do.”

“This isn’t just… it’s not some sleazy story to me. She was my best friend.” Mila sighed. “I want to do what’s best for her… I told them about Bryan, the cops, I mean. They said they’d check him out, I don’t know if they ever did…”

“I can check him out.”

Shaking her head, Mila wrapped her arms around herself. “It could be dangerous. I don’t want anyone else to get hurt.”

“No one will get hurt,” Imogen said and smiled. “My brother’s not the type of guy anyone wants to mess with. He’d go to hell and back for me…” She bobbed her head to the side. “He’d probably tell you he already has.”

Mila managed a brief laugh. “He’ll look after you?”

“Yes.”

It took another few seconds, but the young woman relented. “Vex Manzani… do you know who he is?” Only too well. Youngest son of mafioso don Silvio Manzani. She nodded. “He has this really super exclusive club… Hustle. It’s invitation only. Do you know it?”

“No,” Imogen said. “But I know a man who will.”
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HEATHER LANTRY.

Michelle Cadlow. 

Stephanie Weet. 

Their names were all she thought about. How did no one else see it? Others didn’t want to, so they wouldn’t. People loved to kid themselves.

Someone had to pay attention. Someone had to care. If she had to solve the mystery herself, that was exactly what she’d do.

I can do this. 

That’s what she’d told her editor, Steeple, he hadn’t been so sure. She’d talked him into it. Sometimes it paid to have good skin and a great rack. 

Asking questions was her job. In the name of getting to the story, risks were part of the process. Hadn’t all the greats gone undercover to get to the truth? Okay, she was no hardened crime reporter… or even a jaded detective, but this was worth it. 

Someone had to put the pieces together.

Right then, that someone was her. 

Her brother lived and worked at Jagg’s Autos, her next stop. Ford would be reasonable, wouldn’t he? Someone had to listen to her, why not her brother? First her colleagues shrugged her off, then her boss was dubious. Even the cops shooed her away. Family was her last hope, and she’d choose her brother over her father any day.

The dark gray corrugated metal fence around the vast warehouse site didn’t offer any glimpses inside. Being Friday afternoon, the guys may have closed for the day already. If they had, she’d need to go to her father’s… She shivered. That was one line of questioning best avoided.

The wide sliding gate was open. Good start. Now on to locating her brother. 

Cars and bikes lined up under the covered parking area, running the width of the site. The glass doors at the front meant to be the main entrance would be locked. She didn’t need to peek through the glazed frontage showcasing the beauties inside to know that. 

The real magic happened around the back. Unless someone had an appointment, there was rarely anyone in the showroom.

At the side of the building, a black door led to the front desk of the service department. Yeah, custom paint jobs were the biggest money, but they catered to all kinds of customers. 

All kinds.

Standing around waiting for service wouldn’t get her anywhere. Patience was not a virtue she possessed anyway. Nor was reserve or restraint. The sound of masculine laughter didn’t deter her from rounding the corner of the massive building or striding across the painted concrete floor toward her brother at the back with a bunch of guys. 

Whatever they all did around there, it was car related. Hence the vehicles on ramps or in various states of dismantled. People didn’t concern her. Ford was her focus. She walked right up to him, ignoring everyone else.

“We have to talk.”

“Whoa, shit, who’s the hot-ass babe?” one of his buddies hooted. 

His friendship group expanded and contracted all the time. Those who’d stuck around a few years, she knew. Those who hadn’t were apparently idiots. No surprise. Jagg, the owner of the garage, had a habit of cutting breaks for guys down on their luck. Sometimes it panned out, sometimes he wasn’t so lucky.

“His sister, asshole,” Sutherland said before someone got smacked. “Show some respect.”

“Yeah, off-limits,” Coakley added.

“You say that like you asked, Coak,” the guy with the big trap said.

“I did.”

More laughter, but she didn’t flinch. Ford didn’t either, he studied her expression and must’ve concluded she was serious. 

“Come here.”

The door by them went to the corridor that ran from the back shop to the showroom. From there, he took the second on the left into their breakroom. One of the three doors in the far corner was open an inch, but she had no idea what was back there. Jagg was his best friend and had been forever, but it wasn’t like she hung out there or ever went exploring.

Curiosity would wait. “I need your help,” she said, getting to the point as soon as Ford closed the door they’d just come through. 

“What’s up?” he asked, coming in close. “You’re amped.”

“Yeah, I am,” she said. “Do you still do work for Evander Manzani? Vex they call him, right? Never mind, I know you know people. I need to get into his place.”

“What place?”

“He has a club.”

“More than one. Vex likes to have a good time.” Her brother used the mafioso’s street name. Everyone did. “His family has a lot of business interests. Why do you want to get mixed up with a guy like that?”

“I don’t care about Manzani. I care about getting into his club.”

“Why?” 

“None of your business.”

“It’s one of your stories, isn’t it? You wanna write about Vex Manzani? Do you have a death wish?” His fist went to his forehead for a second before it leaped out into the air. “No. I won’t help you.”

“I will do this with or without your help. Showing up with my brother, who does work on the side for the club owner, I might be saved from pawing hands or crazy gangsters.”

“Not going at all saves you from both.”

She shook her head. “Not an option.”

“Me coming with you is not an option,” he said and came to lay a hand on her shoulder. “If Dad found out—”

“If Dad found out you abandoned me there…”

His head relaxed. “You spoken to him yet?” She said nothing. “Hard for him to find out if you don’t speak to him.”

“It’s complicated.”

“No, it’s not. It’s about the cop.”

Not entirely. Her brother didn’t know about her latest run in with their father. And she didn’t have time to loop him in.

“You know, you don’t have to call him that,” she said. “He has a name.”

“Never learned it while you were with him, don’t plan on learning it now.”

“And it’s that kind of attitude that drove a wedge between me and Dad.”

“Mom didn’t like him either.”

“How would you know? You never visit her.”

“I don’t like leaving the city.”

“Yeah, it’s like you’re worried you’ll die without the pollution, crime, and overcrowded-deprivation infecting you every second.”

“I like the pollution and it likes me,” he said, sauntering around the kitchen island to the counter in the corner. “Want coffee?”

“No. If you’re not going to help me, I need to find someone who will. I don’t have time for coffee.”

“Just once, little sister, pause and pay attention.” He turned his back on the coffee to fold his arms. Great. Lecture time. Her dad did the same pose. “Vex Manzani is dangerous. Not in your league. Not even close.”

“How would you know?” she asked, going closer. “You don’t know anything about my league.”

“I know it includes cops and Manzani is so far away from that—”

“Lachlan might be a cop, doesn’t make him a saint,” she said of her ex. “And who was talking about sex?”

Her brother flinched with instinctual disgust. “No one. What the hell, Im?”

“I had sex with Lach. I dated him. That’s not related to what I want from Vex Manzani. I don’t even want Vex Manzani; I just need to get into his club.”

“Which club?”

“Hustle.”

His brows rose. “And you want me to go with you?” He snorted a laugh. “Good call, sis.” 

When he returned to making his coffee, her irritation spiked. “You spend so much of your time judging me, you never listen.”

“You think I judge you?” he said, filling the machine with water.

“Yeah. We came from the same place you and me. You and your friends look down on me—”

He laughed and spun to face her again. “Down on you? Want to know how many of us rejected the Ivy League?”

Why was he always like this? Always determined to piss her off. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

“You had a chance to make something of your life, little sister. Something far away from here.”

“I didn’t want to be far away from here.”

“You should be far away from any conversation that involves Vex Manzani. You should be far away from that shitty local section, far away from that boss of yours that sends you on these insane, dangerous jobs—”

“He didn’t send me,” she asserted. “I found this story. I want this story. No one else has even noticed. I noticed. And I am not going to let it go because yet another man is short-sighted. People are dying—”

“And I don’t want you to be one of them!”

Why did they fight so much? It hadn’t always been this way… had it? 

“Forget it,” she said after a tense pause. “I shouldn’t have come.”

“Im,” he said when she turned for the door. “Immie, I’m sorry, don’t run out of here.” She stopped. He sighed. “You’re my kid sister. I don’t want you near guys like that.”

“I’m not looking for a date. This is my job. You don’t think it’s important, I do.”

“If you think about writing a story on Hustle or the Manzani—”

“It’s not a story about the club. Why would I waste my time writing about that?”

Scrutinizing her, he took his time. “Aren’t there people better suited to this type of thing? What about the woman that wrote that other Manzani story? The one that’s been all over. She’s gotta be the go-to gal for shit like this.”

Her eyes cut to him over her shoulder. “Your father is my father, Ford.”

Shaking his head, he approached. “I was raised with Dad. Dad’s way. You stayed with Mom.” They’d made their choices when their parents separated. Having been only five, she didn’t remember, but that’s what she’d been told. At that same time, ten-year-old Ford was already a handful. He only wanted to be with their father: famed thief and general scoundrel. “This isn’t your world. Dad and me worked hard to make sure of it.”

They fought. They were different. Both true. But she loved her brother and never doubted he loved her too. 

Breathing out, she let her shoulders fall, showing him what he wanted to see. “You’re right.” He smiled. “I get into these things and… I just want to be good at my job.”

“I get that,” he said, resting his hand on her shoulder again. “You’re a good person, Immie. One who should stay away from the scum of this world. Rule of thumb?” An offer of advice, she raised her head like she planned to accept it. “If you need my help to get to a story, it’s not a story you should be anywhere near.”

She laughed. “Okay.”

Pulling her close, he kissed the top of her head. They’d come from the same place, yet he thought she was made of glass. She wasn’t. Whatever it took, she’d get the story. She’d get justice. One way or another.


 

 

THREE

 

 

SEXY WOULD DO IT.

In theory. Her choice of a circle miniskirt gave her plenty of room to move… though it barely covered her ass. If Ford had believed in her and come along, displaying so much skin wouldn’t have been necessary. A strip of midriff showed between waistline and the halter top held on her body by three thin straps across her back and one at her neck. Skin. Rack. Those were her only chance of getting inside. 

The cab dropped her off at the front. Maybe. There was no sign. No lights. No glitz and glamour. In fact, it was dark and more than a little creepy. Super exclusive, just like Mila said. A few people hung outside, didn’t look like they were getting in. 

A chain hung across the entrance, an actual chain. Not like red velvet or a rope line, nope, real chain. Behind that, two thugs, almost wider than the doors, had already noticed her. Probably because it was cold and her chest was saying hello in its own way.

Widening her smile, she was subtle about arching her spine and pushing back her shoulders. At least, she thought it was subtle. That’s right, fellas, nothing threatening here. Cute and harmless or femme fatale? Her ruby red lips matched her skirt. By the look of the club they were apparently protecting, white may not have been a good choice for her top.

“Evening, gentlemen,” she said, stopping at the chain. Those loitering to the side noticed her too, but men’s egos tended to have a specific bias toward boobs. “I’m meeting someone.”

“You’ve met him. I’m right here, beautiful,” one guy said. “Man, you’re a classy chick.”

With a sly half smile, she did an innocent little shoulder raise as her chin went toward it. “Am I?”

The guy laughed, drawn in, perfect. “Guess we could audition her.”

His partner came closer. “Know a few of the guys who would.”

“And you wouldn’t?”

“I fucking would. I will… Boss’s got rules though.”

Okay, they were talking about her as though she wasn’t there. A journalist’s dream. It was so much easier to gather information when people dismissed her as inconsequential.

“Yeah, we can’t let you in, baby,” the first guy said, touching the halter of her top, drawing his fingers down. 

Was he just going to grope her right there? If she wanted to get in, she’d smile through it. Thank God her brother wasn’t there.

“We can take you round the side,” the second guy said. “Security guys hang there and at break—”

“Much as I’d love to, I really am meeting someone inside.”

The guys looked at each other. “What’s your name, darlin’?”

Did people bluff their way in all the time? She couldn’t see a physical list anywhere. Could it really be that exclusive? She had money in her clutch. Might be time to see if a little grease would help.

“My name?” she said, sliding her purse from under her arm to open the clasp.

“Yeah.”

A name? Did she want them checking her out? Her hand slipped into her clutch. How much was too much? She didn’t want to insult them either.

“Dunn.”

That word came from nowhere. Swinging around, she didn’t expect to see her brother’s best friend, Jagger Dunn, moseying toward them. Her mouth dropped open. Ridiculously tall. Ridiculously built. Mothers warned daughters about bad boys like Jagg. Dangerous. Brooding… Perfect for a place like Hustle and exactly the kind of guy who could get her in.

Hot was relative. No one could deny his appeal in those grubby jeans and heavy boots. In contrast to her extra effort, it didn’t appear he’d given any thought to his attire… or even changed out of his clothes from the day.

“Dunn,” the first guy said, and appealed to his colleague. “Did anyone—”

“No one said you were back in the game,” the second guy said.

“I’m not,” he said, tossing a heavy arm over her shoulder. Resting against the side of her neck, it just hung there in front of her body, urging her against the solid guy at her back. “You gonna move…” he sniffed, “or you want me to move you?”

Both guys took a second before laughing. “Yeah, right,” the first guy said, unhooking the chain. 

“If I was gonna get my ass handed to me by anyone…” the second guy said, reeking of hero worship.

Jagg walked, like she wasn’t even there, propelling her along in front of him. Providing she kept her body connected to his, it was surprisingly easy to move that way. With her own form of human outerwear, Jagg sure made for an amazing security blanket. Just be invisible. Be an extension of him and no one would notice her.

New plan.

Good plan.

The second guy came hurrying over to open the door. The darkness within wasn’t welcoming. Enveloped by it, consumed in shade, the door behind them swung shut.

“Breathe in, Genny,” his voice rumbled against her back.

The door in front of them opened, light flashed across them. The music was loud, bassy, definitely heavy, yet it wasn’t like any other dance club she’d visited. Her eyes hadn’t adjusted yet. White and electric blue lights flashed up and around, but the room wasn’t completely dark. Light stuttered in corners, keeping the illumination jumping and dying in a rhythm that went with the bass of the dulled music.

Still trying to take it in, she was swept forward when Jagg walked again. Going with it, the motion took them inside. It was only when they were there that she got her first look at the people… and what they were doing. 

Benches lined up back to back, side to side, against the walls, in the middle of the room. Rectangles. Circles. Podiums. People occupied them all. And… yeah… she didn’t have to worry about showing too much skin.

She swallowed. Hard. Both were definitely relevant in this room. 

Least she’d kept her sense of humor.

Sex. Everywhere. In every form. Right there. In front of her. Raised on the split level. Standing up. Sitting down. Lying. Reaching. Touching. Men. Women. Together. In threes. In groups. In every position and demographic that ever existed. 

“Want to leave?”

Jagg’s voice made her jump. Right there. Above her ear. She dropped her head as a shiver went through her. Fuck. Why did she have to be there with a walking sex dream? In sex fantasy land, who else should she be with?

Though the music wasn’t deafening, it covered most of the sound going on around them. Thank goodness. Rather than try to talk to him, she twined her fingers between his in front of her, and advanced deeper. 

This wasn’t the time to be squeamish. Women were dying. Heather Lantry. Michelle Cadlow. Stephanie Weet. The victims gave her strength.

Bar to the left, occupied though not overcrowded. As she got over the surprise of the theme, details formed in observations. Bartenders, servers, male and female, wearing only panties or briefs in black or white. Patrons did have some tables to sit and drink at. Few conversations seemed riveted, those people were watching… or foreplaying.

Okay. Not what she was expecting. But this was good. No one was taking names or pictures. She could watch. Wait until she found what she was looking for, then pounce. 

The room opened up to reveal a protruding stage area, a mass orgy zone, with podiums at different levels for those who wanted to put on a show. On either side? Double doors. Interesting. Security protected. Exactly what she’d expect for a mafia son. To get in, Bryan had to know someone. Could he be in that secure room with his contact?

Rather than go the intriguing way, Jagg kept going forward, taking her with him, around a few more tables and benches… beds, to the wall occupied by one guy.

“Move,” Jagg said to him and bent over, her still in the cocoon of his body, as the guy scurried off. 

He flipped the mattress like it was nothing then sat them down. The bed was narrower than a twin, so it wasn’t totally unlike just pulling up a chair in a bar. Thankfully, it had a sort of headboard separating them from the guy being serviced by two women next to them.

Their spot against the wall was perfect. Prime placement. With a view of those double doors. 

No one was going in and out over there. The doors were closed. Did they go to the same space? Did it matter? Left or right?

A long finger hooked her jaw, dragging it around. Her eyes were the last thing to follow. They blinked a few times, taking in the dark ones scowling down at her. 

“Will you buy me a drink?” she asked Jagg, hoping to keep him busy. 

“Would, ‘cept if I leave you alone, you won’t be alone when I get back.”

“I will,” she said, widening her eyes, aiming for innocence. “I’m not going anywhere. I’ll wait right here.”

That was just a lie. If she could get—

“You lied that easy to Ford today too.” Was his voice always so unimpressed and growly like that? “You get a good look around, spy? ‘Cause this is not a place a woman like you should hang out.”

“I am not a spy,” she said, pushing his hand from her face. “And I’ve got all the same parts these women have. Probably done all they’re doing too. Are you shy, Jagg?”

His jaw moved as it tightened. Good. He should be pissed off. She was too. Not because he’d come to get her in. No, he got points for that. Beaucoup points. But for treating her like glass, like her brother, yeah, that cut him down a few. 

“Good thing you’re not,” he said, his face coming closer to hers. “‘Cause there are rules here.”

“What does that mean?”

One of his brows rose. “Didn’t think of that, did you?”

That performing may be required? No, she hadn’t. Though she did know why her brother had laughed when she proposed they visit Hustle together.

“No one will notice what I’m doing,” she said. “Take a look around, everyone else is occupied.”

“Everyone?”

When he tossed a subtle nod toward the room, she took her own advice and looked around… at the nearby faces. Oh, boy. Shit. They were being watched. Her? Him? Both of them? Together? What did people expect? A show or a shot?


 

 

FOUR

 

 

SHE BREATHED IN and pasted on a smile. Thank God she was good at faking it. “Okay…”

His voice warmed her ear again. “People notice a knockout. Men can sniff that shit out from a thousand yards.” What did she care if they were watching? Let them stare. She wanted to do a little of that too. At those doors over there. “You’re new. Newbies get special attention. VIP treatment. A full service.”

Oh, ding, ding. Was that how to get through those doors? Wait. That was information, yes, but no grand prize. She had to fuck her way through those doors? If the guys out front were any indication of the kind of men in the chain of command…

Suddenly, her legs were scooped up. Jagg! Did he have to keep interrupting her thoughts? Surprising her. He draped her across his lap. Good. Yeah. If people thought this guy kept her occupied, maybe she could do a little surveillance without being bothered. 

Like before, his finger hooked around her jaw, forcing it to move. All she wanted to do—why was his face so close, looming there above her? 

“One rule, Genny,” he said, skimming his finger to her chin. “We never breathe a word of this to your brother.”

What was he—his mouth closing over hers erased all thoughts. Was he kissing her? Why was he…? Oh, God, it was incredible. Hot, steady, getting hotter by the second. Releasing her purse on the seat, she parted her lips and coiled her arms around him. 

Did her tongue seek his first… or was it the other way around? Who the hell cared? His broad shoulders offered the perfect anchor for her elbows to dig in and leverage higher. His hard thighs were a better seat than the mattress… and they’d offer a better vantage point. 

Vantage point?

Right. Shit. 

She wasn’t there to make out with sexy white knights. The club. The murders. The contact.

Pulling her mouth from his, she didn’t even look him in the eye while twisting around on his lap, positioning herself back to chest, like he was a part of the furniture. Yep, the doors were so much clearer from there. Still no movement. Stroking her palms down Jagg’s arms, she guided them until she clasped the back of his hands, closing them around her breasts. 

If those in proximity wanted a show, she needed cover, and God, he was good at it. Tossing her head to the side, she pulled the pin from her hair, letting it cascade free. And with a little direction, like her winding her arm around Jagg’s head, she urged his mouth against her neck. 

Over by the stage, a guy walked up to speak to one of the guards. Pushing higher, she scrunched her hand in Jagg’s hair, moving in time with the caress of his tender lips on her carotid. Man, the guy was good. First, he showed up to save her and then gave her more intimate attention than she’d had since Lach.

What were those guys over there talking about? Did the guy want in? Maybe. Who was behind those doors? Manzani, that was pretty much guaranteed, but who else? Bryan? Could be someone back there wanted to talk, wanted to reveal enough to tantalize her with the next clue. 

A tremor of pleasure moved her hips, flipping her stomach too. Shit, her hormones didn’t know this was just an act. Pretend. They were playing a game so she could get a better angle for… Was that his cock?

Pushing back harder, she hooked her spike heels on the edge of the bed, rising to get right up close, right up to that… Oh, shit, it was, he was hard. Incredibly hard and incredibly huge. Mmm… A groan of… something, shook all of her as it left her lips. 

Don’t forget they were being watched. Voyeurism had never been her thing. She didn’t think… had she tried it? Not something that presented itself as an opportunity all the time. Their cover was important. If anyone suspected they weren’t really there to take part, that could spell trouble. That was why her pelvis undulated faster, why her hands snuck around to grab the wooden frame running between Jagg’s back and the wall. 

“Jagg,” she whimpered, doubting he heard it. 

But as she got higher, her head went further onto his shoulder, opening up her collarbone, her throat. His hands slipped under fabric, squeezing, teasing, testing her limits. Oh, limits be damned. 

Rolling her hips, her weight braced between her perched feet and clinging hands. Still steadying herself with one hand, the other snuck its way around between their bodies. That lump in his jeans was impressive. Tempting. Her curiosity needed an outlet, it needed to be satisfied. Shit, yes, she had to be satisfied. 

Pressing hard against him, she did her best to rub him through frustrating denim. His teeth grazed her jaw. Her mouth jumped in instant response, seeking the gratification of his eager tongue’s invasion. Maybe something else could invade. Something longer, hotter, harder. Maybe it could go so much deeper, sate the hunger heating and tormenting her.

Her arm tightened around his head again as the other tried to loosen the buttons of his jeans. One of his hands left her breast. One she hoped would help her. But that wasn’t its mission. Oh, fuck, it wasn’t heading for the apex of his thighs. No. It was heading for the apex of hers. 

Dipping under her skirt, he grabbed her leg, squeezing her hard. His strength. Solidity. Determination. Jagg didn’t apologize for who he was or what he wanted. Never had. Even when her mom ranted at Ford that his friend was bad news, Ford didn’t listen. Yeah, Jagger Dunn was bad news in the worst kind of bad boy way, but no woman could be blamed for giving him everything he wanted when it felt so damn good. 

Dragging his hand higher, he stroked her over her panties. Stupid panties. Why had she thought they were a good idea?

Releasing just enough pressure on his mouth that her lips could move, she exhaled one word, “yes.” 

When she licked her lips, they were so close to his that her tongue met both. A breath passed as his fingers slipped into her panties, caressing her clit with such deliberate control, the world slowed. Man, that… the pressure. The need. Was it all her? Did she…? Should she…?

Flashing between darkness and light, their lips were still in touch when her blind, drowsy, mesmerizing stare met his. Were they looking at each other? Were they kissing? Yes. No. Neither was right. Neither wrong. Awareness only wrought a deeper panting between their mingled breath when his fingertip dipped into her. It went further, slow, oh, so fucking slowly. Her jaw relaxed with each millimeter of his advance. 

The second he got knuckle deep, her arm clenched and her mouth grabbed his, devouring the man meant to be her cover. An advance had never been more welcome. Wherever they were, whatever was… How was he doing that? Finger fucking her and massaging her clit at the same time? She didn’t care. The man worked with his hands for a living, obviously he was good at it. Damn. Shit… Uh… 

Her kiss paused. Her whole body froze. Every muscle tightened; every nerve pounced closer to the surface of her enlivened skin. Oh, shit, she was… Her attention on him lagged. Neglecting him would be bad form if he wasn’t the reason she…

A yelp of climax jumped from her mouth to his. She couldn’t… His head bumped hers, pushing it against his solid shoulder, giving her permission to experience every single incredible second… It kept on going and he twisted his hand, suddenly taking a different approach, swiping her clit the other way and… Oh, God, it was—

“Dunn.”

Dunn? What? Who said…?

Blinking fast, she couldn’t see straight as she lifted her head. There was a guy there. Two actually. Standing right there.

“What?” Jagg snapped, out of breath. “What the fuck do you want?”

“He wants you,” the guy said, eyeing her chest. 

“Does it look like I give a fuck?”

“Looks like she’s about to get one,” the guy behind said. 

“Boss gets what he wants. You know he does.”

“Shit,” Jagg exhaled.

“Leave her here for us. We’ll finish her for you.”

“Yeah, right,” Jagg said, raising a knee to boost her onto her feet. “She stays with me.”


 

 

FIVE

 

 

WOBBLING IN THE unexpected upright position, it was Jagg standing to flop his arm over her again that kept her balanced. 

“My purse.” 

She managed to think straight long enough for Jagg to hand it over, somehow without taking his arm from her.

As she looped the wrist strap around her hand, they walked, winding through people and tables and… other stuff.

Looked like they were getting through those doors after all. Someone had to be watching out for her… Wait, no, she didn’t want anyone watching what she’d just been doing with Jagg. Especially not a higher cosmic power.

The guys stayed close, leading the way. Seeing between them was difficult. Jagg could see right over the top of them. If only she were so tall. She could just climb up on him, not like anyone around there would care.

Adrenaline and anticipation merged with endorphins… and the couple of tequila shots she’d taken at home earlier. Her fingers threaded between Jagg’s. For grounding, her other hand clasped that connection tight. As the security guy opened one door for them, she sucked in a deep breath. 

Time to work.

Stark darkness in the space wasn’t lit the same as the main room. Yellow dusky spotlights illuminated a raised bed to one side. They were led forward to a desk and the guy perched on the front of it.

“Fuck me,” he said. “Jagger Dunn.”

Evander “Vex” Manzani. She’d never met him, but everyone knew his face. From pictures in newspapers, online, and in cop files she may have seen lying around Lach’s apartment once in a while.

“Manzani,” Jagg said in response. 

There were others around. On couches to the right, some next to the bed occupied by those entertaining the mobster. The music was much quieter there, so they weren’t spared the grunts and moans of overt passion.

“I almost didn’t believe it,” Vex said, standing up. “You want a cut?”

“I’m not back.” 

“Sure, you are. And thank fuck, none of these bastards know discipline. Thirty percent of opening night. Twenty after.”

“No.”

“‘Kay. Forty-thirty, but that’s as high—”

“Vex—”

“What about her?” Vex asked, checking her out. “Private or community?”

“Private,” Jagg said. “No one touches her.”

“Ah…” Vex said, sauntering closer, sharpening his scrutiny. “Got a woman to support. Course you need the work. If she belongs to you, she’ll get our fullest protection.” His smile was too sly, too sinister to reassure her. “Welcome to the family, sweetheart, you are a beauty.”

“Thank you,” she said only to be jolted when Jagg yanked her harder against him.

Vex laughed. “Discipline a problem in your house, Jagg? Never struck me as the pussy bitch type.”

“We’re getting the fuck outta here.”

Jagg pulled her back but Vex raised a hand and a bunch of guys closed in around them.

“Night’s just getting started,” Vex said. “Got a live one, if you’re interested.” 

When he nodded to something behind them, she tried to see what Jagg twisted to look at, but he jerked her back before she could get a good view.

His hanging hand rose from in front of her to grip her shoulder, so his arm was hooked around her neck.

“Not interested.”

“Then I’ve gotta wonder…” Vex strolled around his desk. “What would Jagg Dunn be doing in my place if it isn’t to work?”

“Didn’t know I was unwelcome.”

“You’re always welcome, but after the way we left things…” He sank into his chair, lounging as he examined the couple. “You want to make amends?”

Shit. What had she got him into? Her brother and Jagg ran with the Manzanis and other unsavory characters for a long time. They’d been free of that for years… her brother had. And she didn’t know how they got out. 

Vex Manzani didn’t appear to be the kind of guy who’d give up on what he wanted.

“I want to take my girl home.”

“Hmm,” Vex said, examining her again. “What do you like, sweetheart? Danger? Violence?” She didn’t know how to answer. “You like it rough?”

“Watch it,” Jagg snarled.

This wasn’t good. Those who’d been occupied were over the orgy and fixed on the unfolding drama at the desk. Faces. People. Anyone she knew? Anyone she was looking for? It was difficult to focus while under such unwelcome scrutiny. Doing her best to absorb the features male and female of those in Vex Manzani’s inner circle, this pressure couldn’t be for naught. She had to make it count, make this encounter worthwhile.

“You were never good at sharing, Jagg,” Vex muttered. “Weren’t good at commitment either… What’s special about her?”

“I wanted to try it,” she said, grabbing for a believable lie. “Watching… being watched.”

“And now she’s over it,” Jagg said, strengthening his arm. “We’re done.” They turned toward the exit, but the loitering thugs hadn’t let-up. “You looking for a show, Manzani?”

“Always,” he said. “The woman’s like one hand tied behind your back… Could be interesting.” She couldn’t see Jagg’s face. Whatever passed between the men, Manzani relented and waved at his posse. “Don’t leave it so long next time, Jagg…” They were already heading for the door. “Come back and visit us any time, sweetheart!”

They departed and crossed the main floor so fast, she didn’t have time to process. Different goons guarded the door. Not that it mattered. They didn’t linger there either. Jagg took them across the street and around the corner. Lights flashed on a car, then he was pushing her into the passenger side and jumping in the other one himself.

“I don’t know your address.”

Right. Pulling her focus, she took a deep breath and corrected her posture in the seat. “Just keep going straight. What was that about?”

“What about?”

“With you and Manzani.”

“Nothing. Unfinished business.”

“You could’ve finished it,” she said.

“Like he said, I was at a disadvantage.”

Because of her. “Thank you for coming. I mean, I didn’t get what I was looking for, but…”

“What were you looking for?” he asked. “Going in there alone was crazy.”

“I didn’t know it was a sex club. How could I have known that?”

“If you don’t know, you shouldn’t go.”

“It’s not as easy as that.”

“Do you know what could’ve happened to you in there? How much trouble you could’ve gotten into?”

“With the cops?”

His eyes cut her way. “With Manzani. He’s a sick fuck.”

“I believe you,” she said, tucking her skirt around her thighs. “Take a left… I didn’t go there looking for Manzani.”

“You sure?” he asked as they turned. “‘Cause you were damn interested in his security.”

“Why did you come? Why would Ford send—”

“You think your brother sent me to…? I heard you two talking and can spot a liar easier than Ford; when it comes to his kid sister anyway. I’ve known both of you a long time. Maybe you weren’t paying attention. I was. Ford always thinks the best of you.”

“So you thought you’d do the opposite?”

He glanced her way again. “I was right, wasn’t I?”

Okay, he won that round. “Did you tell him you were coming?”

“If I told him I even thought about it, he’d gut me…” On a gruff exhale, he dropped his wrist to the top of the wheel. “I’m going to hell.”

“Think we already knew that anyway,” she said, raising a shoulder in a half shrug. When he looked at her again, she smiled. It was a joke, geez, the guy didn’t have to take everything so seriously. “I appreciate what you did tonight. Looking out for me… getting us out of there.”
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