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CHAPTER 1

I TURNED THE bar of soap over and over in my hands, working up a lather. The sticky remains of Raspberry Ripple clung to my fingers, stubbornly refusing to shift under the weak stream of water.

The low purr of a car on the street outside sent me scurrying to the front window, but the shiny SUV crawled past the row of McMansions without stopping. A mom lost on her way to a kid’s birthday party? A nosey realtor? I headed back to the bathroom and finished up, depressed by the woman staring back at me in the mirror. The last couple of weeks had taken their toll—with little sleep and the stress that came with every job, I’d developed eyebags and a fucking wrinkle. 

The water ran clean at last, and I dried my hands on my fancy slacks. I needed to hurry. Not only was my vehicle bound to be reported stolen soon, but Ripple’s wife would be home from Pilates at four. When she arrived, she’d find his pasty white body lying out on the bed, dick carefully arranged in his hand. At least he’d died happy. I wanted to be well clear of the place when her screams rocked the neighbourhood.

Chocolate.

Strawberry.

Mint Choc Chip.

Rum ’n’ Raisin.

Peach Melba.

Pistachio.

What do you think of when you see that list? Hot summer days? Relaxing on the beach or by the pool, maybe? Two scoops in a cone, floppy sun hats, the smell of saltwater hanging in the air?

I envy you.

For me, that list meant three years of blood, sweat, and finally tears. And now I’d added another flavour to it—Raspberry Ripple, the latest victim of the Ice Cream Project. 

What, I hear you ask, is the Ice Cream Project? Well, in American society, men exist who do things they shouldn’t. Things that would make the public spit their cornflakes across the breakfast table and lock up their kids if they ever found out about them. Rich men, powerful men, who for one reason or another, weren’t practical or cost effective to prosecute. So what did the government do? Hired me to take care of the problem without any comebacks or complications. An assassin. Fight fire with fire and all that. I got paid to melt them.

Take Ripple, for example—a corrupt police chief who’d gotten away with taking bribes for years unchecked, because the time and effort it would have taken to gather evidence and remove him outweighed the benefits. At least, until he took a backhander from a businessman known to hang out with kiddies in his spare time, and my employers decided enough was enough.

Since I started working on the project, I hadn’t been able to touch ice cream. Even the sight of the stuff on a restaurant menu made me queasy. And Vanilla was the worst, plain old fucking Vanilla, my nemesis.

As I put miles between me and the house where Ripple’s body lay, a little of the stress that had built up inside me while I planned and executed the job dissipated. Each time, that stress got worse. At thirty years old, I had the experience to kill quickly, cleanly, and creatively, but I no longer had the hunger, especially for dessert.

[image: Image]

By the time I found a cheap motel, a dingy, squat little box within spitting distance of the freeway, the local newscaster crackling out of the radio in my “borrowed” Honda was busy warning his listeners about the dangers of too much fried chicken. So they hadn’t found the body yet—a cop dead from a heart attack in the middle of self-induced passion would sure as fuck take precedence over counting calories in your chicken nuggets.

Which gave me the gift of time.

I shoved the door to my room open with my shoulder when it got stuck halfway, then clicked the light on. Home, sweet home, at least for one night. The place looked like a thousand others—a tired bed sagging in the middle, carpet that you wouldn’t want to walk on barefoot, and a bathroom shared with four cockroaches and a moth. I peered at the kettle. The frayed wires invited me to play a game of Russian roulette with electrocution if I wanted a coffee. 

I dumped my bag on the bed, then flung my itchy wig after it. Blonde had never been my colour. With the dark skin I’d inherited from an Indian grandmother, peroxide blonde made me look less exotic and more like a porn star. At least, that was what the police chief had said when he jacked off over my tits. His yellowed smile hadn’t left his face even as he breathed his last, so I guess I’d done something right.

After twenty-six hours awake, I flopped back on the bed, desperate for a few hours’ sleep before I moved on. Although where to, I hadn’t quite decided. It wasn’t like I’d put down roots anywhere. Since leaving home at the age of sixteen, I’d lived in eight different countries and travelled to three times that number. The longest I’d voluntarily stayed in one place was the four months I spent with Vanilla and look where that got me.

No, I was destined to be a nomad.

My phone rang as I contemplated a shower, weighing up the need to rinse off the sweat with the orange-tinged water dribbling out of the faucet. I shut it off and answered.

“You okay?” a woman’s voice asked.

“Define okay.”

“Well, I can hear you’re alive, so let’s go for satisfied with your work.”

“It’s done.”

“Good. At least the Ice Cream Man might stop moaning for a day or two.”

“More like an hour or two, if I’m lucky.”

“What’s next?”

“I don’t know.” I sighed. “I mean, I know what should be next, but... I’m tired, Emmy.”

“Take a break for a week or two. Recharge.”

“Maybe.” A tropical garden somewhere, a hammock, a book, a cocktail menu. Loneliness. Boredom.

“Why don’t you come here?”

“Virginia?”

“Or one of our other places. Pick one.”

It had been a long time since I’d stayed with Emmy. Before Ripple. Before Vanilla. Her house was always full, and right now I didn’t feel like being social, but nor did I relish the thought of isolation.

“How many people are there?”

“Me. My husband. Bradley and the other staff. Tia’s moved to New York, so she’s not around. I’ll keep things quiet.”

“In that case, I’ll stop by for a few days.” Aware that I sounded like I was doing her the favour rather than the other way around, I added a soft, “Thanks.”

“You’re always welcome, you know that.”

“I’ll see you soon.” I did the calculations in my head. “Thursday.”

“Thursday,” she repeated softly, then clicked off.

Now all I had to do was “borrow” another car, switch my identity, find something to eat that wasn’t fried chicken, and get to Virginia.

Easy.


























CHAPTER 2

FIVE DAYS LATER, I laid out next to Emmy’s indoor pool as she stroked up and down, barely making a splash. I’d shifted the sun lounger right back to the wall, but even then, it was too close to the water for my comfort. A couple of palm trees cast their shadows over me, their leaves blowing gently in the breeze from the fan heaters near the ceiling. Last time I was here, Bradley had installed a fake beach in the corner and the sand got in everything, but that was gone, replaced by a fucking ice cream kiosk.

I pretended to read a book, or rather a gun catalogue, but I barely saw the array of shiny barrels in front of me. Instead, I counted Emmy’s lengths from the corner of my eye, and when she’d swum a mile, she stopped next to me and propped her elbows on the edge of the pool.

“Sure you don’t want to join me?”

I shook my head quickly. Too quickly. Emmy knew what was running through my mind, and she climbed out and dragged another lounger up beside me.

“You still haven’t been in the water, have you?”

“Does the shower count?”

She stared at me.

“Okay, fine. No, I haven’t. You try nearly drowning and then see if you feel like going for a swim.”

“You used to love it.”

“I used to love a lot of things that turned out not to be so good for me.”

“Jack Daniels?”

A bark of laughter escaped. “Him too.”

Emmy reached over and squeezed my hand, reminding me of the downside of having a friend like her. She saw my pain while everyone else believed in my smile.

“So, what are you gonna do?”

“About Vanilla?” Of course about Vanilla, but asking the question stalled for time.

“The job still needs to be done.”

I stared at the ceiling, sunlight twinkling through the glass and reflecting off the leaves of the miniature rainforest. “Did you get rid of the birds?”

“They were shitting everywhere. Stop changing the subject.”

“I know I should deal with him, but the thought of seeing him again makes me want to curl into a ball and hide under my duvet.”

“We all have moments like that.”

“But we don’t all fall in love with the man we’re hired to kill.” There, I said it. My failure as an assassin laid bare.

“True, although if my husband leaves bits of gun everywhere in the bedroom again, I’ll be tempted to kill the man I fell in love with. Sorry. I’ll be serious. Look, you made a mistake, and Vanilla is kinda hot.”

Yeah. That was my downfall. Until the first night with him, sex had meant nothing to me. After my daddy fucked the soul out of me as a child, the act took on all the passion of a business transaction. I’d lie back while a man pounded away on top, thinking about the best way of achieving my objective, which in my case wasn’t an orgasm, it was usually death. Oh sure, I’d moan in the right places, but out of practice rather than enjoyment.

Since high school, I’d known there was something wrong with me when it came to sex. While my classmates were chasing boys and experimenting with them behind the bleachers, I’d already been there, done that, and collected the mental scars to prove it. Instead, I waited until my daddy passed out, then snuck his gun out to the woods to practise. I loved the woods, and I loved that old Colt. I’d taken it with me when he died of heart failure—that and my battered copy of Grimm’s Fairy Tales were the only reminders of my childhood I wanted to keep.

After my deep and meaningful relationship with a semi-automatic I tried dating, but men didn’t do it for me. Eventually, I’d suspected I might be gay, but a little research showed that wasn’t the case. An undercover job had led to a few nights spent with Emmy, who’d try anything once, and we both soon realised the girl-girl thing wasn’t for us. Not permanently, anyway. Luckily, we came out of it with a friendship that lasted longer than any president, and over the years we’d had the occasional bit of…fun? Experimentation? Call it what you like. She was crazily in love with her husband now, and he seemed to view our antics with amusement rather than jealousy.

Although months could pass without us speaking to each other, when Emmy and I did meet, we picked up where we’d left off, and it was her I’d called after Vanilla did his worst.

Ah, Vanilla. 

“He’s a walking bunch of pheromones stuffed into a made-to-measure suit,” I said wistfully. Not to mention the only man ever to make me come. 

When it happened, when those elusive shivers of pleasure rushed through me, it was like an epiphany. Some women got addicted to alcohol, some got addicted to drugs. Me? I got addicted to a giant prick. And when I say giant, I’m talking about the man’s ego and not his equipment. That was average at best. 

“There’s not many things that look better on a guy than a good suit.”

“He wasn’t bad out of it, either. Dammit! I have to stop thinking like this. He’s an asshole. A murdering asshole.” With dark, wavy hair, a chiselled jaw, and eyes that sucked you in until you felt breathless. Even now, my brain flip-flopped between wanting to put a bullet in his brain and wanting to put his cock in my mouth. He’d screwed me in every way possible—mind, body, and soul. “Maybe I could get some pills to help.”

Emmy looked at me sharply, then rolled off her own sun lounger and squashed onto mine. “Honey, you are still taking your pills, aren’t you? Tell me you didn’t stop?”

“The lithium? Yes, Mom.”

I might have had a few tiny issues. And by “issues,” I mean that I was probably bipolar. And by “probably,” I mean that I’d never been professionally diagnosed—the last thing I wanted was someone poking and prodding, not at my body and definitely not at my mind—but the symptoms seemed to fit. The lowest lows that sent me spiralling into darkness, followed by highs that left me grinning all day long. Pills helped. I’d been self-medicating for half my life. Now I was powered by lithium, kind of like a battery. Well, by lithium, bad memories, and crazy ideas.

When Emmy had picked me up in the early hours half a year ago, I’d been a gibbering wreck. A dark period had followed, but she’d given me some undercover work to take my mind off Vanilla, and these days…these days I felt okay. Okay-ish. 

“Good. The lithium keeps you steady.”

“You know me—like the Energizer Bunny, I just keep going and going and going. And by pills, I meant I should get something to kill my libido. It’s taken on a life of its own.”

“What happened with Raspberry Ripple? Did he have the same effect as Vanilla?”

“Fuck, no. I was going through my grocery list while he screwed me. The most exciting part was the air embolism I gave him at the end.”

And that was what made me so good at my job. When the CIA had needed a girl to run honey traps a decade ago, I’d volunteered for the position and made it into an art form. Quite literally—I’d done it in positions that put the Kama Sutra to shame. Then I’d gone freelance and turned the art into cash. And until Vanilla, I’d never felt the slightest attraction to any of my targets.

“So, it’s just Vanilla. Maybe you could try replacing him with a better flavour?”

“No more fucking ice cream.”

“How about something different? Sticky toffee pudding? Cookie dough? Brownie? I know plenty of guys.”

“I don’t want another man. All they do is fuck up your life and your sanity. I just wish I could go back to how things were, but the bastard’s still alive, and I can’t move on until I deal with that.”

Emmy squeezed my hand. “Do you want me to deal with it for you?”

A lump came into my throat. At times like this, you really found out who your friends were. “Thanks for offering, but it’s something I need to do myself. Closure and all that.”

“The offer still stands if you change your mind.”

I hugged her and she squeezed me back, and for the first time in months, I felt a thread of happiness. Why hadn’t I come here sooner? We stayed like that until a shadow loomed over us.

“Should I be worried?” her husband asked.

She grinned up at him, then licked my face. I groped her breast as he shook his head, a slight smile creasing his lips. 

“Not sure I’ll ever understand you two, but if by any chance you want to help me try...”

Emmy let out a peal of laughter. “You couldn’t handle both of us.”

He leaned down, close enough that his chest brushed against me, and his musky scent invaded my nostrils. A perfect example of the male physique, good genes enhanced by hours in the gym.

“Try me,” he whispered.

Emmy’s pupils dilated and her right nipple hardened under my hand. I knew exactly what she wanted. But I felt...nothing. Nothing. A man like Black should have had me drooling. What the hell was wrong with me?


























CHAPTER 3

AFTER MY TALK with Emmy, I knew I had to sort out the Vanilla problem so I could get on with my life. I’d start first thing tomorrow morning. After I’d used the gym. And had breakfast. And sorted out my laundry.

No! I’d start now. The ridiculously expensive Gucci timepiece Vanilla had bought me said it was half past seven. I stared at the watch for a few seconds longer, then unbuckled it and hurled it against the wall. The sound of the glass cracking wasn’t as satisfying as I’d hoped.

Embarrassed that I’d lost control, I scooped up the jagged remains, tossed them in the trash, then went downstairs.

Emmy and her husband were the majority shareholders in Blackwood Security, a firm they’d started fifteen years ago and grown into a global player through hard work and possibly a few of Black’s shadowy connections. While the public face of the company offered executive protection, training, technology solutions, and investigations, behind-the-scenes Emmy and a few others provided services similar to my own.

They’d offered me the use of whatever resources I needed, including the backup control room at their opulent home, and that was where I headed. As I walked in, Daniela di Grassi rushed up and threw her arms around me. She’d been one of Emmy’s best friends for as long as I’d known her, and that made Dan a friend of mine too.

“How are you? It’s been what, five months?” 

Five months, two dead bodies, and a whole lot of sleepless nights trying to forget a man who I should hate. “Yeah, about that. I’m okay. You?”

“Neck’s a bit stiff.” She worked her head from side to side. “And my new Mustang’s two feet shorter than it should be.”

I stopped my eye roll halfway through and went for sympathy. “Aw, another car broken? What happened?”

“Dude I was chasing lost control on a bend and spun into me.”

“And how’s he?”

“Eating through a tube. Emmy said you needed some help locating Raul Barone?”

I grimaced at the sound of his name. “Figured it was time I did something about him.”

“I can’t believe you’ve left it so long. If he’d done to me what he did to you, I’d have shot his bollocks off ages ago.”

If they’d been anyone else’s bollocks, I would have. Although I preferred to use a knife. The intimacy of a blade up close somehow added to the horror. With a gun, one blast and it was all over. 

A sigh escaped my lips. “I don’t know why I haven’t. Everything’s messed up in my head.”

“Love and hate are the closest emotions, and you’ve drawn that line a little wonky. One day it’ll straighten itself out.”

“As long as I end up on the right side of it,” I muttered.

“We’ll all be here to give you a shove if you don’t. Now, I’ve got good news, bad news, and worse news.”

“Give me the good first.”

“I tracked down Raul.”

That was what I wanted, right? So why did a pit of dread open up in my stomach? “Where? Atlanta?” That was where he lived, where he and his family ruled their part of the city, untouchable. “What’s the bad news?”

“He’s on vacation. Well, it seems to be more of an extended trip.”

“Where?”

“On his yacht.”

Fuck. Water, water everywhere. “Where’s it moored?” 

Raul may have owned the yacht as a status symbol, and he enjoyed hosting parties on it, but I happened to know he got seasick if he spent more than a couple of hours on the open water. On one trip, he’d dashed from our bed six times in the middle of the night to puke over the side. No, he’d be anchored up somewhere, enjoying the nightlife.

“Right now?” She tapped a few buttons on the screen in front of us and zoomed in. “Grand Cayman.”

Sun, sea, and money. Figured. His family had to launder their cash somewhere, and what better place to do it than one of the world’s biggest tax havens? I peered at the picture Dan had called up. “Wow, the resolution on that’s amazing.”

“Emmy got it. I’m not sure how. There’s a rumour floating around that she invested in a satellite company.”

In front of me, Raul knelt on the sun deck, his tan showing he’d spent quite a bit of time up there. He needed a haircut. But that wasn’t my main concern. My jaw dropped as I recognised the brunette beneath him, her mouth open in a sigh as he massaged her ample tits.

“That’s his fucking secretary. The one he hired just before he dumped me.” 

And when I said dumped, I meant it literally. You may wonder why I got so upset about the revelation that Raul was a cheating bastard when my attempted murder left me numb. Well, to me, murder was business. Trading me in for a different model was personal.

“She won’t be doing a lot of typing in that position.”

“That bastard! He told me she had a big mouth and it drove him crazy.”

Dan clicked on the next photo, which showed Raul on his back, shorts around his knees as the brunette crouched over him. “I don’t think he was lying.”

When Raul told me it was over, I’d asked if there was another woman, and he’d looked me square in the eye when he answered, “There’s nobody else, Sadie.”

Dan flicked to the next picture in the series, with the woman leaning to the side so Raul could unsnap her bikini top. Dammit! He’d been a better liar than me. 

“I need a gun and a plane ticket.”

An arm snaked around my waist. “Have you finally seen the light?” Emmy asked.

I pointed at the screen. “He cheated on me. With his secretary. He couldn’t even be original.”

Emmy leaned forward. “He has no taste. Those are definitely fake.”

“She’s had her lips done as well.”

“Ick. I always wondered what that would feel like. Do you reckon they go tingly?” She caught my glare. “Okay, okay. So, now what?”

“I’m going to finish my damn job.”

“On the yacht? You know that thing sits on water?”

I gritted my teeth. “He has to come ashore sometime.”

“Why not wait until he comes back to the States? Have you even been to the Caymans before?”

“Once.” I didn’t want to mention it was only for two days. “And at least it’ll be sunny.” 

I motioned at the windows where rain fell in sheets from a leaden sky. Grey, like my fucking soul.

“I suppose he’ll be off his home turf as well.”

“And he won’t be expecting me.”

“Well, of course not. He thinks you’re dead.” She sighed. “If you’re set on this, I’ll give Bradley a call. He can give you a new look. Unless you plan on haunting Vanilla to death.”

“Now, if I could induce a heart attack...”

“I was thinking more of a poltergeist. Do they throw knives?”

“They do now.”

[image: Image]

By nine o’clock, Bradley was fussing around the bathroom, muttering about split ends. “Who did this to you? It looks like a rat chewed it.”

“Uh, a salon in Atlanta. It looked okay six months ago.”

He threw his hands up and gasped. “Six months? You’ve left it six months?”

“I had other things on my mind.”

“Didn’t you look in a mirror?”

“The whole point of my job is to stay out of sight. It doesn’t matter if I don’t look runway ready.” Although when I lived with Vanilla, I went to the hair salon every two weeks, had my nails done each Monday afternoon, and never, ever ventured out without lipstick.

He sucked in a breath. “Well, I’m going to have to take a few inches off.”

“Whatever. I don’t care.”

While he snipped and covered my hair with gunk, I busied myself reading the intelligence files Dan had sent over. According to his credit card statement, Vanilla took his secretary out for dinner at least four times a week, and from the prices, they were living on lobster and caviar. I looked back farther, to the months when we were together, and found he ate out five times a week when he only ever took me out three. That sneaky little shit! He must have been cosying up to her, even then.

“All done,” Bradley announced, and I looked up.

Lesson number one. Don’t ever, ever give Bradley free reign to do what he wants. “Where the fuck is my hair?”

He pointed to a messy pile on the tiled floor. “Looks fantastic, doesn’t it?”

My waist-length hair was now a choppy bob, with a long fringe sweeping sideways just above my eyes. I’d worn it honey blonde with Vanilla, and in a fit of anger, I’d dyed it dark brown in my bathroom after he dumped me. Now it had cherry red overtones that caught the light as I flicked my head.

“It’s different,” Emmy said.

“Good different or bad different.”

“I’d better say good while you’re in reach of the scissors.”

“It’s Bradley I want to kill.”

He took a couple of steps towards the door. “I just need to check on something.”

As he sprinted along the hallway, I turned back to Emmy. “Maybe I should drink a bottle of wine and go to bed.”

“Don’t think like that. You still look beautiful. New hair, new start.”

“I hope you’re right.”


























CHAPTER 4

IT ALL SOUNDED so simple in theory—hop on a plane, travel to Grand Cayman, top up my tan, then dispatch my ex to hell.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t be better waiting a week or two?” Emmy asked. “We could come up with an actual plan.”

“It’ll be fine. I’ve done this plenty of times.”

“But not with the emotional involvement.”

“Or the whole water-issue thing,” Dan chipped in.

I stuffed another pair of shorts in my case and stood up, trying to work the kinks of a sleepless night out of my back. “I’ll stick to the middle part of the island. It’s not all boats and beaches out there.”

“And how will you watch Raul’s yacht from the middle of the island?”

“Uh, binoculars?” 

Truthfully? I hadn’t thought that far ahead.

“If you wait a week, I could come with you,” Emmy offered. “I’ve got a couple of meetings coming up that I can’t get out of, but I can shuffle things round after that.”

“This is my mess. I created it, so I’ll clear it up.”

I caught the looks they gave each other and knew what they thought of that idea, but neither of them said anything. “Could one of you give me a ride to the airport?”

Emmy did the honours, thankfully. The way Dan drove, I’d have gone to the Caymans via the emergency room. As it was, we arrived almost on time, having hit a slight delay when Emmy got pulled over for speeding. Again. I’d once asked her how she still had a licence and she just laughed.

“I’ll grab a coffee before I head back.” She yawned wide, remembering at the last second to cover her mouth with her hand. “I’ve been up since five.”

I planned to sleep on the plane. “Decaf for me.”

Except we’d barely gotten into Dulles airport when we hit the first snag. “Where did all these people come from?” 

The lines for security were almost out of the door.

A cleaner hovering nearby filled us in. “Security scare, miss. Someone phoned in a threat.”

“Fuck it,” I muttered under my breath. 

Emmy knew exactly what I was thinking and trailed me out to the car so I could remove the disassembled bits of handgun from my luggage. On any other day, I’d have sneaked it through, but who knew what would happen if the rubber glove brigade decided to earn their money?

“Still sure you don’t want to delay this?”

“I’ll find a gun out there if I need one.”

The truth was, I felt afraid that if I didn’t go now, I never would. I’d put it off for long enough already, and while the anger pumping through my veins gave me the impetus to get on the plane today, who knew if I’d feel the same way after I slept on it for another night? When I woke up this morning, I’d already had second thoughts. It was now or never, and I hurried back inside the airport before I could change my mind.

“Don’t think I’ve got time for a drink now,” I said.

If anything, the line had grown longer while we’d been outside, a depressing snake of disgruntled travellers shuffling forwards a foot at a time.

“I’ll save a bottle of champagne for when you get back.”

At least someone had confidence in me. I gave her a long hug. “Keep it chilled.”

“Of course. Call me if you need anything.”

With that, I joined the happy throng and reached the gate just as my flight was boarding. As I’d left it to the last minute, the window seats were all booked, and I’d had to settle for the aisle. The lady next to me smiled as I sat down. Not many ninety year olds could carry off hot pink lipstick, but she was working it with the orange warm-up suit and yellow sneakers.
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