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CHAPTER 1


I dislike having to murder someone, but kidnapping is worse. At least when I set up a kill, I know what’s coming. No connections, no honesty, no surprises. Everything I say and do is just another step in luring my victim. Once the victim falls into my trap, the next move is swift; crushed windpipe, fatal concussion, or a good ol’-fashioned headshot.


Kidnapping, on the other hand, is a little trickier. First, the victim has an opportunity to respond. I don’t like this. Sometimes they cry. Sometimes they manage to alert the authorities. And sometimes they escape, usually by inflicting bodily harm on me.


Dead people don’t retaliate.


The second major difference between killing and kidnapping is my conscience. With a kill, I get in and out. We have no chance to bond.


Abductees require a little more one-on-one. As much as I try to keep the switch turned off, I can’t help but listen to their pleas and demands. And usually I’m forced to conclude that I’m an asshole.


That’s exactly where I find myself one late afternoon in June. I prefer doing this at night, but I would really prefer not doing this at all.


Instead, I have a belligerent nine-year-old girl sitting in the passenger seat of my Honda Accord, shackles on her wrists and ankles, and a small stuffed bunny in her lap. She’s eying me in a way that makes me self-conscious. Like I’m the bad guy.


Probably because I am the bad guy.


“My dad will shoot you!” She glares at me. “He has lots of guns and knows how to use them real good. He’ll shoot you.”


Right now, that feels more like a promise of mercy than a threat. I focus on the road and say nothing.


“But you won’t die, he’ll call the police, and you’ll go to jail!” She rattles her chains like a new specter trying out the haunting thing.


And she keeps rattling them.


I clench my jaw and tighten my hold on the steering wheel.


The clanking grows louder. From the corner of my eye, I catch that she’s shaking the chains at me. She’s nine. She’s angry. This is all she’s got.


It’s annoying as shit.


“Okay! Stop it!” I reach for the middle chain to still her.


She shrieks. High-pitched, ice-pick-to-the-eardrum shrieks.


I jerk my hand back to the steering wheel. “Please stop.”


She shrieks louder. Dear God.


“Enough!”


She falls silent. Her eyes are fixed on me, though.


I’m supposed to be the bad guy here. Probably a good idea to say something bad guy-ish.


I got nothing.


My conscience sneaks in, whispering questions about what might happen to her after delivery.


Ransom, I decide. She’ll be held for ransom.


Truth is, I’ll never know.


I bet she’s in a lot of extracurricular activities. Head of her class, ringleader of her friends, exasperation to her parents.


They don’t know she’s missing yet. She was heading home from school when I cut her off at a crosswalk, shoved her into the backseat, slapped the chains on her, and peeled away. I’m a pro at this.


Unfortunately.


If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was a pro, too. She started singing. In the backseat. At the top of her lungs. “The Song That Never Ends.”


Come to find out, that song never ends.


Ever.


So we struck a deal. She would stop singing, and I would let her ride in the passenger seat.


It was a compromise. Her first offer was that I let her go.


Nice try, kid.


She juts out her chin. “Where are you taking me?”


“A big house.” I bat my hair out of my eyes. “A mansion. With lots of expensive things. There’s maids and cooks. Huge yard with a pool that might as well be a lake. Has a waterfall and everything.”


“Is there a pony?”


“Well, there’s—” I stop and glance over at her.


She’s fuckin’ with me.


I groan and slouch in my seat. Not very bad guy-ish, but I think she’s already figured out I’m a poser.


“Look, just be quiet, will ya?”


She starts screaming again.


Mental note: bring a gag next time.


The thing is, I’m not afraid of the cops. They’re more of a nuisance than anything.


Want to scan my record? Go for it. Leo Hartz is clean.


And my real name, Dimitri Hayes? I don’t exist.


I don’t have fingerprints—they were seared off—and any of my DNA in the federal system is linked to long-discarded aliases.


Thanks to me, cold cases litter the desks of investigators across the nation.


I frown. Hopefully another file isn’t going to be added anytime soon.


The city gives way to desert: packed dirt, patches of dry brush, and a few tall cacti. Jagged purple mountains pierce the empty sky on the horizon.


After ten minutes or so, I roll down her window a quarter of the way. We could both use some fresh air.


The drive isn’t over yet.


Despite her shackles, she manages to push herself up against the door and wedge a hand in the crack. The stuffed bunny rolls onto the floorboard. She ignores it and tries to force the window down farther. Probably thinks she can leap out. Wouldn’t surprise me if she tried.


“You need to sit down,” I say, voice even.


“I’m planning my escape,” she says matter-of-factly.


“I see that. Could you stop?”


“If you kill me, my dad will track you down.” She drops back into her seat and glares at me again. “He’ll track you down and kill you back.”


Great, I picked up Liam Neeson’s daughter.


“Yeah, I’m not worried about your dad, ’kay? Just be quiet.”


“What’s your name?”


In the eight years I’ve been doing this, I’ve never had such an inquisitive victim. Normal kids freak out. I just drug the adults. They’re too difficult to move otherwise.


I’m not exactly built for hauling around people against their will. When I learned what I would spend the rest of my life doing, I tried to pack on a few pounds. But I was only fifteen, and the job description didn’t motivate me to pump much iron.


So I traded in the weights for a couple of guns and a supply of benzodiazepines. I won’t use the benzos on the kiddies, though. Too dangerous.


I turn onto a dirt road, and the car begins to bounce and shake. Hondas get great mileage, but they aren’t designed with this terrain in mind.


Not a big deal. When the Accord finally gives out, Karl will have another vehicle waiting for me. Whatever I need, I get. It’s not as exciting as it sounds, especially since I can’t draw attention to myself.


No fancy rides, no fawning ladies. Just a nondescript car and all the ammo and tranqs a guy could ever want.


Up ahead loom solid metal gates set into a twenty-foot-high brick wall.


My passenger goes quiet. I had stopped processing her complaints a while ago. The gates roll to either side, and she leans forward, hands on the dash.


“Wow.” Her voice is a soft breath.


For a moment, she’s forgotten that she’s going to die.


Wait, no, that she’s going to be held for ransom. That’s the story, and I’m sticking to it. With enough whiskey in my system, I might believe it. As soon as this delivery is over, I’m heading straight to the bar. The trip back from the mansion is the worst part, though. The silence. The thinking.


I step on the gas and ease up the long driveway. On either side, the landscaping is unreal. Tall, arching trees. Manicured hedges, whose maintenance alone costs more than the upkeep on my car. A pond that would look impressive if I didn’t know there was a pool with a waterfall on the other side of the estate. And the pool is nothing next to the tennis court, the ten-car garage, and the empty stables.


The mansion itself stands three stories high and sprawls so far I sometimes wonder if anyone has ever walked it end-to-end. There are at least a dozen covered patios with stone archways. I can’t even guess how many balconies.


Uniformed men burst through one of the four sets of double doors out front and head straight for my car. My passenger screams. This time, it’s real terror.


The men yank open the passenger door and drag her out. Not so much as a nod at me. They carry her back in the direction they came from, disappearing into the mansion.


Silence.


I will never see her again.


The stuffed bunny is still lying on the floorboard. I lean over to pick it up and toss it into the glove compartment.


During the drive back to the city, I sing “The Song That Never Ends” to drown out my thoughts.


***


Kocktail Kittens sits right off the freeway. It’s a dive bar, and it really should have been named Kocktail Kougars. Not my thing, but I’m not exactly looking for takeout right now. Just booze and more booze ’til I need a cab and assistance remembering how my front door opens.


I slide up to the bar and toss Leo Hartz’s credit card on the counter. “Tab, whiskey shot, and a Jägerbomb to start.”


The bartender—a wrinkled woman with fading dark hair pulled into a bun and thin red lips—snags the card with Freddy Krueger nails. She winks.


“Sure thing, hon.” Her voice is phlegmy.


She sashays off to pour the drinks.


I turn and scope out the room. A few small tables off to one side, and a neglected karaoke machine on the other. Next to the karaoke machine is a pool table, around which the handful of other patrons have gathered.


They all look like they’ve been living this lifestyle for a few centuries. Probably regulars. I wouldn’t know for sure, because I’m not one. The last thing I need is someone noticing how often the names on my credit cards change. Or being able to identify me.


Like my car, I’m rather nondescript. Average height, brown eyes, dirty-blond hair that could usually do with a trim. Some days I shave. Today is not one of those days.


Maude leans forward as she pushes my drinks toward me. Her neckline plunges so low it looks like she forgot to button up.


I drop the Jäger into the beer and chug it. Does anyone with taste buds actually like this crap? The whiskey chases after, burning my throat.


I thud the shot glass back to the bar. “Another, please.”


“Long day?” Her claws tap on the counter. Those things should be registered as lethal weapons. “You seem tense.”


I hope this routine is a bucket-list entry for her, never to be repeated. She’s terrible at it.


“Nah, just won the lottery and cured cancer.” I nudge the empty glasses toward her. “Please.”


She huffs and stalks away to pour another round.


The exterior door behind me creaks open with a rush of warm air and the click of heels. I turn to see who has entered.


Why, hello there.


Straight, chin-length, bleached-blonde hair, dark eyes, and a body that’s better acquainted with the gym than mine. I might be dining after all. It would be stupid of me to turn down the chance.


The problem with my job—besides making me an unwilling criminal—is the sporadic schedule. I have a lot of me-time, but when he calls, I have mere minutes to respond. That poses a problem when it comes to other aspects of my life, like women.


The only reprieve is that tasks are never back-to-back. Since I just finished one, I should have a day or so before I have to be on call again, and probably months before anything comes of it. I only need an hour with blonde and beautiful, who’s currently glancing around the room like she’s lost.


She obviously needs directions to my house. It’s just right down the street.


I slam back my next round of drinks, confidence warming my innards, and slide off the stool.


As I approach, her eyes catch mine, and a hesitant smile twitches on her lips.


She ducks her head a little. “My friend said to meet her here, but …well, you know how that goes.”


“Your friend has terrible taste.” I step back and gesture at an empty table. “Wanna have a drink while you wait?”


She glances up at me, her hand fingering the industrial piercing in her right ear. “Yeah, I can do that.”


I pull out her chair because I’m a damn gentleman. She places her purse on the ground and slides her cellphone onto the table as she sits. She’s wearing tight blue jeans, a white top, and this little dark, half-jacket thing. Her eyes are heavy with black makeup. She’s pimped out like a rockstar. Haven’t had the bad-girl special in a while. The night looks promising.


I force my attention back to the conversation. “What would you like to drink?”


“Just a coke,” she says.


I grimace. “What is this, an A.A. meeting?”


“Ha.” She pouts a little. “I don’t know if I’m the D.D. Not sure what my friend is up to.”


“There’re these cool things called cabs,” I say. “They pick you up and drive you home. You should check them out.”


She gives me a tight smile, but her eyes are laughing. I’m golden.


“You sure you just want a coke?”


“Yeah, positive.” She cracks a grin and shoos me away with one hand.


I stroll up to the bar and lean over it. “Hey, Maude?”


The gallivanting grandma turns around, face flashing with anger. “You better not be calling me that, boy.”


I shrug.


Her gaze darts to my lovely lady, then back at me. The frown lines pull down her mouth. I try to think of a joke about preferring fresh eggs with my breakfast, but I’m a bit tipsy. Didn’t realize it until now, when my brain won’t jumpstart.


Whatever.


“Regular coke and one with rum, please,” I say.


After she fills the glasses, she sets them in front of me and smirks. “At least you won’t be the only virgin at that table now.”


She saunters away.


Hater.


I grin and carry the drinks back to my pending main course. Somehow, I manage not to slosh them. A killer’s hand is a steady hand.


I laugh, even though it’s really not funny, and place the glasses on the table.


Miss Rockstar looks up from her cellphone and then sets it down. “What you got?”


I slide into the seat opposite her. “Rum and coke.”


“Where’s the straw?” She peers down into her cup. “You sure you didn’t accidentally switch them?”


“Is your sponsor here or something?”


She rolls her eyes and takes a careful sip. After a moment, she nods and drinks deeper. All right, so maybe she isn’t a party animal, but she looks like a bad-ass, and I bet she’s awesome in bed.


“So, what’s your name?” I sit up straight in my chair, hoping I don’t look too intoxicated.


Which I am, of course. Probably a good idea to lay off the alcohol for a bit.


“Syd.” Her phone buzzes, and she picks it back up.


Her nails are painted all different colors and designs. A small black star is tattooed on the knuckle of her ring finger. Wonder if she’d let me play scavenger hunt for the rest of the ink on her body. I promise to be thorough.


She frowns at her phone.


“Stood up?”


“Yeah. Hey, look, I’m gonna go pay for my drink and head out.” She reaches down for her purse as she stands.


I sit forward. “Why? Where you gonna go?”


She shrugs one shoulder, her frown deepening as she looks around the bar. “A club, probably.”


“People still go to those?” I shake my head.


She lowers her gaze to me. “Well, people who can’t stand all the excitement here, I guess.”


I laugh. “Okay, fair enough. Finish your coke first?”


She glances at her drink, then settles into her chair again.


“I’m Dimitri.” I lean back and continue to ignore my drink. “And, for the record, I rarely come here. I’m just glad someone else who doesn’t have great-grandchildren found their way to this shithole.”


Her expression and shoulders relax. She takes a drink. “Dimitri. That’s Russian, right?”


“Nah, Greek. I think.”


“You’re Greek?”


“Not that I’m aware of.” I give in and chug my rum and coke.


“Ah, well, my family is Irish and some Arab,” she says.


Comparing genealogy is not what I have in mind.


She continues. “So, what do you do for a living?”


“Private armed security,” I say. My usual answer. It’s not entirely dishonest, and it also helps explain my arsenal should a woman happen to see it on the way from the front door to the bedroom. I try to guide the conversation back in the right direction. “You live in Phoenix or just passing through?”


“Live here,” she says.


Damn. It’s easier to convince tourists to let their hair down.


She glances at her phone and frowns again. She isn’t impressed with me whatsoever. I probably should just let her go, but I only have twenty-four hours to catch and release.


And now parts of me are riled up. I really would like to find the rest of her tattoos.


Might as well go all-in.


“Yeah, I live here, too,” I say, “and I think it’s very important to know thy neighbor.”


She sizes me up. “Don’t you mean, ‘love thy neighbor’?”


I smile at her. “I’m willing if you are.”


Her eyes glint as she leans forward. “Oh, thank God. I thought we were going to talk about our family histories all night or some shit.”


And just like that, it’s time to go tattoo hunting.


***


I’m far too drunk to be behind the wheel, so we take Syd’s white Chevy Impala. I give directions and admire the body that’ll be wrapped around mine in a few minutes. The more I look, the more I like. I’m sure she’s smart and has a great personality and all that, but I don’t intend to ever find out.


When we pull into my driveway, I get out and come around to open her door. Syd chuckles as she grabs her purse off of the back seat and follows me to the front door. Come to find out, I can still manage the lock. I push the door open and stand aside. The lights are already on.


Syd steps inside, scoping out the place but pretending she isn’t. The house looks far more inconspicuous on the outside.


“Not bad, right?” I shut the door behind us and head toward the kitchen, though I’m sure I’m tottering a little. “Want a drink?”


“No, thanks.” She drops her purse by the couch. “But that answer might change soon.”


I turn back. Her face is dancing with mischief. It’s a good look for her. I grab a couple of water bottles from the fridge and nod for her to follow me down the hall.


When I halt in the doorway, she’s right on my heels and nearly bumps into me. I place the bottles on the nightstand and unload my pockets before sitting on the edge of the bed.


I rub a hand over my face. “You sure you good with this?”


She tips back her head a little and runs a finger up and down her slender neck. I’d like to pin her against the wall and start from her jaw and work down. But I’m opposed to mauling women until they settle themselves on my bed. Seems less pushy that way.


She straightens up. “Let’s get the responsible stuff out of the way. You clean?”


“What?” I tear my focus from her neck and meet her gaze. “Me? Yeah.”


“Me too,” she says, though I could have guessed that, since she raised the subject.


“What about the getting knocked-up bit?”


“Got that covered,” she says.


I inhale a deep breath and survey her again. She’s so tight and fresh, her makeup perfect. I, on the other hand, just came in from a kidnapping.


“Since we’re taking the less passionate route, I’m going to go wash up. Been on the road all day.” I pat the mattress and stand up. “Come relax.”


Smiling, she takes my place as I head into the bathroom. A quick splash-bath, some body spray, good to go. I leave my jacket on the vanity and step back into the bedroom.


Syd is sitting on the mattress, feet planted on the floor, hands in her lap. She smiles up at me, and I’m pretty sure this isn’t a typical night for her. I’ll do my best to make it memorable.


I lift her chin as I sit next to her and bring her mouth to mine. She tenses, and I keep the urge to tear off her clothes in check. This needs to be on her terms, even if parts of me disagree. After a moment, she relaxes into the kiss. Her arm drapes over my shoulder, and she urges me forward as she lies back on the bed.


My hand slides under her shirt and works its way up to massage her breast. She gives a soft moan, sparking all sorts of ill-mannered thoughts.


I break from the kiss, my lips lingering near hers, and whisper, “I really want to fuck you.”


“You make my girly bits tingle.” She smiles up at me. “But you’re pretty drunk. Sure I’m not taking advantage of you?”


“I wish you would,” I say. “That would require you to be on top, though.”


She grins and wedges her hand under my chest to nudge me back. I lift up my shirt, and her eyes and hands trail down my chest. She makes a small approving noise.


I reach for the bottom of her shirt and tug it up as she sheds her jacket. The shirt comes off next. I unhook her bra, and she scrambles out of it and then latches her lips back onto mine. Her tongue slides into my mouth, warm and delicious. I catch the back of her head with one hand, pulling her closer until her breasts are tight against me.


My other arm wraps around her waist as I guide her onto my lap facing me. I work down her collarbone, then go for the lovely, soft mounds. They perk right to attention. Parts of me have perked up, too, straining to find a nice warm place.


I trail my lips down her breastbone as she arches back. Her abdomen flutters a little, and her breath hitches. Something tells me there won’t be a long wait for an invitation inside.


My arms tighten around her to brace her as I work my way down her stomach. I give her a small bite under her navel, right above the waistline of her pants. Her hips rock toward me. I lower my mouth to her crotch and tease her with firm nibbling. Her body clenches, her pelvis tilting.


With a grin, I bring her back in for another long, deep kiss. As much as I would like to yank off her pants and see if she can remember my name, I kind of enjoy prolonging it. She’s definitely a fine entrée, and not just physically. She’s somehow coy and bold at the same time. I never realized before how great of a combination that could be.


It’s a shame I’m going to have to throw her out later in a way that guarantees she’ll never bother to contact me again.


I lie back on the bed so that she’s straddling my waist. The position isn’t accidental. She rubs her hips against me, and my mind fixates on one thought: how fast her jeans need to come off.


I’m already undoing the button and zipper. So much for prolonging. She rises to her feet, towering above me. As she works her pants down, a glimpse of a tattoo peeks out from the top of her panties. As she progresses, more and more ink is revealed, until finally she steps out of her jeans and tosses them to the floor.


Two enormous roses spread across her toned right thigh. Leaves poke out just above her hip bone. The entire image is a stunning display. She begins to lean down toward me, but I motion for her to stay in place for a moment longer.


She smiles, but looks away. I might be too drunk and tired to keep her up the rest of the night, but I’ll give it a go.


I reach up and grab her hand, tugging her back down. Her hair falls forward as she plants her hands on either side of me. In one motion, I hook my arm around her waist and flip her onto her back, reversing roles.


She squeaks in surprise, but I cut off any words with my tongue in her mouth. I deepen the kiss as I wedge myself between her legs and push against her. I’m so damn hard. She rocks her hips, and it’s on. I pull back, yank off her panties and toss them aside, then spread her thighs and give her a French kiss between them. She makes a surprised sound, then her fists clutch the blankets. I move in deeper.


“Oh, God,” she gasps. “Oh, my God, Dimitri.”


Look at that. She does remember my name.


My tongue prods so many delicious places, some with better responses than others, my hands pinning her thighs wide apart against the bed. Intoxication swirls my brain, but I can’t tell if it’s the alcohol or the fact that this gorgeous woman is nearing the breaking point already.


When I pull away, her thighs come together, and she squirms as I strip the rest of the way down. She lifts her head with a gasp, then her eyes focus somewhere that’s not my face.


She lays her head back against the mattress with a soft moan. I crawl over her, hook one of her legs on my hip, and slide in. Her breathing quickens. All sorts of wonderful contractions spread through her and transfer to me.


My fingers go straight to the areas my tongue has mapped out and caresses the soft folds. She moans and squirms a little. I thrust into her harder, even though I can’t take much more of it. The intoxication in all its forms is getting the best of me. I spread her apart and make circular motions, accelerating as her gasps become more desperate.


I consider pulling away, just to watch her reaction, but the game is just about over. Instead, I give her what she wants, and she gives me a spectacular show of arched back and beautiful spasms in return.


I lean over her and wrap her body against mine. Her lips are soft but demanding as she kisses me, her hands on my shoulders. I fuck her until the intoxication takes over and I find myself gasping into her neck.


Heart thudding but body relaxing, I roll off and settle beside her. We’re quiet for a while, staring at the ceiling fan.


Then she looks over at me. “I’m gonna go wash up, okay?”


I nod and indicate the bathroom door, like she couldn’t figure that out on her own. As soon as she’s up, I stand and pull back the covers, then fall onto the sheet.


Water runs, a cabinet door opens, and a few minutes later, she re-emerges. She’s naked, her hair tousled. I had planned for round two, but it’s been a long day. She looks ready to collapse, too.


With a hesitant glance at me, she starts gathering her clothes.


My heart sinks a little. The truth is, I did something horrible today. I didn’t want to, but I still did it. If she leaves, I’m going to think about it.


I hate the silence.


And she’s so damn adorable.


“Hey, Syd?”


She looks up, shirt in one hand.


I smile and tilt my head. “Wanna nap before you hit the road?”


She pauses, then shrugs, and drapes her shirt over the footboard. She comes around to the other side of the bed and crawls up next to me.


We exchange uncertain, but amused, looks. Then I grab one of the water bottles from the nightstand and offer it to her.


She wraps her hand around it, but doesn’t take it. I don’t let go, either. We just study each other’s faces, grinning. I’m not sure why, and I don’t care.


I lean in and kiss her before I realize what I’m doing. She buries her face in my neck. For a moment, I think that she’s ready for another go. But her head is heavy on my shoulder. She takes a deep breath.


With a small shrug, I shift her off of me and bring her face back to mine.


I kiss her lips and her nipples in turn, and then her forehead. “You’re beautiful. Thank you. Now get some rest.”


She smiles, then cuddles down under the covers, and turns away to sleep.


***


I wake in the morning to a buzzing noise punctuated with thumping.


Then there’s silence.


To my right, Syd says in a hoarse voice, “Hello?”


I’m lying flat on my back, naked, with one leg stuck out from under the blankets. The ceiling fan is blowing a small breeze over me. I couldn’t be more relaxed if I’d shot up some of those benzos myself.


“Oh, God,” Syd says, in an entirely different tone than the one she used last night.


I turn my head to look at her. She scrambles out from under the covers, bare-ass naked, and begins hopping into her pants. Her phone is wedged between her head and shoulder.


“I’ll be right there. I just—I, uh, I stayed over at a friend’s house, but I’m heading out right now. Don’t do anything. Just stay right there.” She drops the phone, zips up her pants, then grabs her shirt and pulls it over her head. “I’m sorry, Dimitri, it was great knowing you, but I’ve got to go.”


She grabs her phone and shoes, then runs barefoot out of the room. A moment later, the front door slams.


At least I don’t have to get up to throw her out.


***


When I wake again, the afternoon sun is shining through my window. My bladder is screaming at me to get my lazy ass out of bed, or else.


With a groan, I pull myself to my feet and stagger to the bathroom. Might as well get on with the day. That usually includes a long hot shower, food at a random restaurant, and then either frivolous hours gaming online or more serious practice at the private shooting range.


After eight years, I’m a little bored of both forms of first-person shooters. Bored enough that I would get a job if I could. Being summoned away in the middle of the afternoon might be difficult to explain to the office manager, though. Not sure PTO covers my situation.


On the other hand, I’m not exactly a puzzles-and-model-planes type of guy. Sometimes I request tutors, usually in combat skills or languages, but I haven’t had any private instruction in over two years. I’m not entirely sure I want any more, either. Those one-on-one lessons get pretty intense.


My days are squandered waiting for Karl to need me. That’s my full-time occupation. No weekends, no vacations, and no conflicting interests. I live in this world, but I’m not a part of it. Never have been; never will be. That’s just how my life is. I don’t spend much time contemplating it.


Except when I’m hungover in the shower.


After I’m certain I’ve become personally responsible for a water crisis, I towel off and dress, still thinking about Syd’s deliciously tight body. Too bad I have a rule against keeping in touch. She would definitely be on speed dial.


I whistle a little tune as I unlock the safe bolted to the wall in my walk-in closet. Inside are dozens of wallets, each labeled with the name of the setup.


I return Leo Hartz, since no one busted him during the last assignment. Alan O’Neill is going out to eat today. I cram the wallet into my pants pocket along with my phone, pluck my keys off the nightstand, and head out.


The neighborhood is quiet, just how I like it to be. No one around here knows I work for Karl. No one around here knows me at all.


I unlock my Corolla and slide in right as the housekeeper pulls up. I tug down the sun visor and then remember I need to have someone pick up the Accord and swap out the license plate. Safety measure. That and maybe a new coat of paint. I like to keep things in flux. Throws the proverbial dogs off the scent. I’m not worried about the authorities, but if they do sniff me out, I’ll have to uproot. I’m kind of partial to this house, since my father raised me here and all.


Something tells me that if I screw up and people start nosing around the operation, my next place will make a medieval dungeon look like the Marriott.


My stomach growls, returning me to the task at hand. I start the engine and decide to head to a cafe across town. I’ve been letting laziness win a little too much lately. Time to start circling wider before I become a regular to some waitress.


Thirty minutes later, I pull into the cafe parking lot. My brain is pulsing. Damn hangover.


Inside the cafe, the scent of hot coffee and grease greets me. I take a seat at an empty table near the door. There’s a beat-up cash register on one end of the deserted counter. Only two people are in sight, and one—an older man—is adding up pennies. He uses a finger to poke them aside, his mouth moving as he counts.


The woman, about the same age, spots me, grabs a menu from a rack on the side of the counter, and crosses the small room.


“Can I get you something to drink?” She lays the menu on the table. “Coffee? Orange juice?”


“Yes, both.” I don’t open the menu. “Blueberry pancakes, bacon well-done, hash browns.” I think of the cougar bartender and grin. “And eggs, over easy.”


The waitress nods, takes back the menu, and strolls away.


My pocket vibrates. I dig out my phone and tap the screen. I have a text message.


“Just wanted to apologize for leaving in a rush this morning. –Syd”


What the shit?


I scowl and type back, “How the hell did you get my number?”


After pressing send, I realize it’s not the smoothest way to handle the situation, but a terrible feeling is brewing in the pit of my stomach. And it’s not just the lack of food anymore.


My phone vibrates again.


“Oh. When you were freshening up, I grabbed your number off your settings. Sorry if that bothers you.”


If that bothers me? Why the fuck was she snooping around my phone?


Another message comes in from her. “Sorry. I know it sounds terrible.”


I reply, “It’s fine.”


Nothing a call to the phone company won’t fix. Change of number, and goodbye, Syd.


Hopefully she won’t be bold enough to show up at my place uninvited. But maybe I’ll regret neglecting my role as the morning-after asshole. Goddammit.


The waitress brings coffee, creamer, and a glass of orange juice. She leaves without a word. I stare at my phone, trying to understand why Syd had deemed it appropriate to lift my info.


I text her again, “Why did you take my number?”


A moment later, she replies, “I thought you said it was fine.”


I lied.


The text messages stop coming in. I probably upset her, but I don’t feel bad about it. She rifled through my shit.


No more house guests. I knew better, but I have no idea how to explain hotel charges on my credit card to Karl. Time to figure that out.


The waitress brings over the plates of food, and my attention focuses on the meal. Fluffy blueberry pancakes topped with a swirl of whipped cream. Bacon cooked to a crisp. Hash browns …Well, they aren’t really hash browns. Country potatoes, but it’s all good with a little Tabasco.


I pick up my fork to dive in, and my phone vibrates. So Syd decided to reply after all. With an irritated sigh, I poke the screen to read the message.


“I can explain it better in person. Want to meet for lunch?”


No, I do not. I want her to stop ruining the highlight reel from last night that’s been replaying in my mind’s eye.


Without even picking up the phone, I text, “I’m over it. Have a good life.”


If she doesn’t take the hint soon, I really will have to change my phone number—and come up with an excuse for Karl. Dammit.


I pull my plate closer and cut into the pancakes. They truly are magnificent.


The phone vibrates again.


I drop my fork, snatch up the phone, and press the call button. It rings once.


“Dimitri?” Syd sounds taken aback.


“For fuck’s sake, woman, what in the name of Beelzebub do you want?”


She makes an “uh” sound. Then she seems to collect herself.


“I’m not trying to be that girl. I know it was a one-night stand. But, I do feel bad for taking your number, and—”


“So stop using it,” I snap.


I hang up and go back to eating.


The phone vibrates with an incoming call.


I growl and answer it. “Go away, Syd.”


“Now you’re just being a jerk.” She sounds angry, but her voice is quivering. “A lot of shit has gone down in the last twenty-four hours, and I just wanted to apologize to you. Go to hell.”


She hangs up.


My eggs are getting cold.


I hate cold eggs, but I hate being the bad guy even more. This is one of the few times I’m not forced to be, although I really would like for her to get lost.


I finish my pancakes, then resign myself to calling her back.


She answers on the third ring. “What now?”


A sniffle.


“Have you been crying?” My mouth slams shut, but the words have already escaped.


I don’t want to know. I don’t want to know if she was crying, or why she snooped to get my phone number, or anything else about her or her life. She has taken all the fun out of our drunken shaboink.


“Why are you calling me, Dimitri?”


“I’m going to text you the address to the cafe I’m at. If we really have to do this, you have thirty minutes to get down here.” I punch the disconnect button and text her the address, ’cause I’m a man of my word.


Or whatever.


I finish my food, except for the eggs. The waitress clears my plates and refills my coffee. In ten minutes, Syd is standing at the cafe entrance, staring at me.


I wave her over.


She drops into the seat across from me, purse thudding to the floor in unison. She’s wearing a long t-shirt that’s been cut and tied until it’s not really a t-shirt anymore and skin-tight black pants. Her cheeks have this glittery dust on them, but she looks way too pissed off to be a fairy.


“Fuck you, Dimitri.”


“No do-overs,” I say.


She lifts her arm to beckon the waitress, but keeps her eyes on me. When the waitress comes over, Syd says in a gentle tone, “Coffee, black, please.”


The waitress walks away.


Syd’s voice darkens again. “You don’t have to be a prick. I just wanted to explain what happened with the phone number.”


I shrug. “Explain.”


She glowers, then leans back in her chair. “I had a one-night stand at a hotel once, and later I couldn’t find the guy when I thought I was pregnant.”


“Hold up. You said you had that taken care of.”


“Well, I do, now.”


The waitress sets a coffee mug in front of Syd and leaves.


I narrow my eyes. “But you didn’t then?”


Syd picks up her coffee but doesn’t drink any.


“Well, if you’re all responsible now,” I say, “then you didn’t need my number.”


“Things happen.” She shrugs. “I always try to be prepared.”


“Pretty sure that’s not what the Girl Scouts had in mind.”


“You were drunk and horny, so I figured it was easier to just grab it off your phone.” She sighs and sips her coffee, then wrinkles her nose. “This is really bitter.”


I push the bowl of creamer toward her.


She plucks out one of the tubs and pulls back the top. “You know, there’s a coffee made from monkey shit. It’s like the most expensive coffee in the world or something.”


“Sounds like the high life to me,” I reply, deadpan.


She smiles, but it only serves to emphasize the bleakness in her eyes.


I could ask her why she’s sad, and she would probably tell me. I do not like this idea.


She leans forward and lowers her voice. “Since we’ve got everything out in the open, want me to stop by this evening?”


My first inclination is to say yes, but then I remember that there’s the off-chance Karl might summon me. Unlikely for at least a few months, though.


I do have that rule against bringing home the same girl twice. Usually, the rule isn’t difficult to follow. Syd, however, is terribly tempting. Even as annoyed as I am with her right now, she just might become the first exception. Something tells me she’s looking to forget her troubles, and I’m more than willing to help a good cause.


I drink my coffee, mulling over the opportunity on offer. “You got a lot of guys spitting game, I’d imagine?”


She looks stunned, then her cheeks flush. “Yeah, there’s a few, I guess.”


“Well, that makes things easier,” I say.


She laughs. “I’m not going to demand an engagement ring for Christmas, if that’s what you’re worried about.”


“Smart lady,” I say.


“No offense, but I didn’t expect to find my Prince Charming at a bar.” She shrugs. “It’s just for fun. What about it? You on board?”


I really should tell her to take a hike, but clearly my self-control is on hiatus.


I grin. “Hell, yeah.”


***


Eight o’clock that evening, someone knocks on my front door. It’s Syd, of course. I don’t have many visitors. Any, actually. Except the housekeeper, and she’s long gone.


I open the door, but lean against the jamb, blocking the entrance. “Funny, they don’t usually send the same girl twice.”


“I’m the only one who would put up with your stupid ass.” She pushes past me and invites herself into the living room.


I lock the door and turn toward her. “Make yourself at home. All my important documents are in the top dresser drawer.”


“Are you really gonna be a jerk about it?” She puts her hands on her hips. “I thought we were going to fuck.”


“That’s what the advertisement said.” I nod toward the bedroom, then head for it.


She follows right behind. “You sure you’re single? This place is way too clean and organized for a bachelor.”


“Positive.” I push open the bedroom door and step back with a flourish. “Ladies first.”


She enters, flipping the light switch on the wall. “Do you live with your mom?”


“Yes, she’s downstairs watching Jeopardy. I told her I was having a sleepover.”


I halt in the doorway, taking in Syd’s body. Unbelievably, she’s back for round two. More unbelievably, I let the little sneak into my house again. But I still have no idea what I would tell Karl about a hotel charge. I’ll just have to keep an eye on her this time.


“You’re lying.” She turns to face me. “There’s no downstairs. Is your mom the type who shows up every week to do the cooking and cleaning?”


“Can you stop asking stupid questions?”


She blows air through her teeth. “You suck.”


“Oh, be quiet.” I cross my arms. “Want some wine?”


She drops her purse on the floor next to my bed. “That’s more like it.”


“Red or white?”


“Didn’t realize I was in the presence of Dionysus.” She perches on the edge of the mattress. “Red, please.”


I consider skipping the drinks altogether and just taking her right there. So many beautiful things await me under those clothes, ready to be explored all over again.


Instead, I turn around and cross the house to the kitchen. A half bottle of Malbec waits in the fridge. I pour one glass, reconsider, then pour one for myself, too. Then I return to the bedroom.


She has her shoes off and is sitting cross-legged on the bed, but hasn’t removed anything else. Thankfully. That’s part of the fun.


I knock the door shut with my foot and hand her a glass.


She sips her wine, looking oddly sophisticated for someone with Ozzy Osbourne eye makeup and enough silver in her ears to take down a werewolf.


She peers up at me. “Is it a celebrity?”


I stare at her, dumbfounded.


“The person you protect, is it a celebrity?” Her eyes light up. “Oh! Is it Stevie Nicks?”


“What? No.”


“Linda Ronstadt?”


“No.”


She bounces a little on the mattress. “Is it Jenna Jameson?”


“Good God, Syd.” I step forward and take her glass, placing it with mine on the nightstand.


She says, “You didn’t drink any of your wine. Did you—”


I interrupt the blabbermouth with a kiss. I like kissing. For a brief moment, I can pretend that the person I’m kissing knows everything about me and doesn’t mind. It’s a nice fantasy. The fact that she has been in my bed before makes the lie that much easier to believe.


My hand slides under the back of her intentionally shredded shirt. Her skin is soft, and she tips her head back with a little moan. The familiarity of the sound is tantalizing. I lean in and kiss her neck. Her breathing quickens as I make my way down to her collarbone.


Even knowing what waits for me, I want to take my time. Kiss every part of her from her lips to her knees. Never thought revisiting could be so arousing.


My fingertips trace the length of her spine until they reach fabric. She’s wearing a sports bra. Seriously?


I pull back, lifting her t-shirt over her head and tossing it aside.


My gaze settles on the plump rises. The sports bra isn’t that bad. Still, like a liquidation sale, everything must go.


I reach for her, then halt. Something’s wrong. Not with her.


With me.


My vision tunnels. I know this sensation all too well. I start grabbing at the floor, trying to find her shirt.


“You have to leave,” I say, but my voice sounds distant.


Minutes. I have minutes. Goddammit.


My fingers grasp her discarded shirt. I stand upright and struggle to see. All I can make out is her hazy form.


“Dimitri?”


I hook her under one armpit and fumble with the doorknob, her shirt still in my hand.


“Dimitri, what are you doing?”


Her body tenses. I march her down the hallway, my consciousness waning. That’s how it feels, anyway. I’m not actually going to pass out.


Much worse.


The doorknob on the front door jingles as I fight with the lock. Syd is yelling at me, struggling from my hold. She says something about me hurting her arm.


I finally manage to tug the door open and shove her outside. I chuck her shirt in her general direction. She turns to step back inside, but I slam the door shut in her face. She yells my name. My back meets the door, and I slide partway down. Waiting.


She kicks at the door. “My purse is still in there! What the hell is wrong with you?”


I open my eyes.


I’m standing in a large chamber with an arched ceiling and elaborate metal chandeliers. The walls are painted arabesque designs in shades of teal. Persian rugs, showing age but not wear, hang like tapestries. Etched lamps, tall hookahs with dozens of hoses, lanterns of colored glass, leather floor cushions, and silver trays propped on wooden legs are scattered across the floor.


Sheer fabrics in jewel tones hang down from the rafters the length of the room, barely obscuring the stage at the far end. The stage is elevated about three feet and is draped in thick rugs. On this platform sits a throne of hammered silver. Intricate designs wrap around the legs and the base, up the high back, and down the arms. The cushion is red and gold.


I’ve been in this room more times than I can count. I’m sure the room has been here for a hundred years, even if the rest of the mansion is newer, and the decor must be ten times as old. 
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