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For Jennie

All the times it didn’t work out, and the one time it has.
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~~~Four Years Ago~~~

The alarm was so loud, Summer Rhoades would probably hear it for days.

Assuming she’d be able to hear anything.

Anything beyond ringing-in-the-ears, the kind usually reserved for multiple-day heavy metal festivals or car races or military air shows. Not that Summer had experience with any of those. She preferred to spend her nights at the theater. Broadway never made her ears ring.

The alarm tripped three minutes and forty-six seconds ago. The first wave of palatial guards burst through the spartan hallways five seconds later.

The guards, Summer could handle. That blasted, incessant alarm? She was over it three minutes and forty-four seconds ago.

But Lola Haskins was having the time of her life.

It should be noted that Summer had asked, the night prior, if there was a way to execute this plan without tripping the alarm. Lola had told her such a thing was impossible, but hindsight and the twinkle in Lola’s eye told Summer she likely chose this course of action specifically because it would set off the alarm.

Apparently, this whole exercise had to be fun—and where was the fun in trying not to sound the alarm? Lola’s definition of fun had always been a bit...different.

Summer? She liked not being shot at. She enjoyed not being chased. And she damn sure preferred being back home, not half a world away running for her life in a dictatorial palace plucked out of some spy novel.

Lola reached back to grab Summer’s hand, shouting over the alarm. “Come on! I know the way!”

Summer couldn’t decide which idea had been worse: taking this job in the first place or teaming up with Lola. She had violated two of her cardinal sins—rules, as Lola called them—in agreeing to this job. Summer often made a point of not taking jobs halfway around the world, and she certainly wasn’t one to accept gigs that put a price on heads of state.

Whether she agreed with their politics or not, Summer had better things to do than dip her toe in international affairs. There were other, better, more insane assassins for jobs like this. The best way to ensure an early retirement was to end up on some dictator’s radar. Politics had never been Summer’s game. There were plenty of people for her to take out without risking Uncle Sam’s notice.

So why had Summer cared enough to try assassinating a despot halfway across the world this time? What was it about Ukraine and Russia that made her say yes when every other time, she had said no?

As much as Summer wanted to argue it wasn’t the woman tugging on her as they ran from a hail of gunfire...fact was, she had found herself doing a lot of things because of Lola.

There were also all those zeroes on the offered check (even splitting the total with Lola, Summer was still in line to make more than ever before on a single gig), and she relished the thought of jet-setting across the world with her lover.

The second time Lola tossed a smile over her shoulder, Summer couldn’t help but smile back. It wasn’t the money. It wasn’t even the fact that their target had apparently been responsible for more than three dozen violations of the Geneva Convention. Summer’s heart had taken over, a fact she wasn’t necessarily proud of. 

Even as the guards shouted in a language she didn’t understand, their voices growing louder as they approached, Summer couldn’t deny this was fun in some sick way.

Just about anything was fun with Lola around.

Even when Lola stopped in her tracks, a devious smile cracking her coal black lips, waves of blonde and purple-dyed locks framing her heart-shaped face. Even when that meant the guards chasing them were catching up even faster. Even when that meant the shots from behind were much closer to hitting their mark. 

Summer flinched at the first few pops. One bullet came so close to Summer’s shoulder, she felt the tiny gust as it went by. The singe on her shirt sleeve. She liked that shirt, too. Lola stood perfectly still and pressed her hand flat against the wall. Clueless, Summer drew the Sig Sauer from the waistband of her jeans and squeezed off two rounds.

One hit the first guard in the left thigh. The other sailed high and disappeared into the far wall.

Damn guns!

Lola had approached Summer with this job two weeks ago, courtesy of a corporate benefactor Lola knew who claimed to be using his fortune to rid the world of its vilest and most oppressive. Something didn’t add up for Summer, and she didn’t fancy the idea of leaving the country for a job that would put them knee-deep in a heavily guarded installation.

To say nothing of the state of affairs in Ukraine. When they flew into Kyiv three days ago, Summer saw the wanton destruction, the literal path of dead bodies on the outskirts of the city limits. Those who hadn’t been killed were doomed to lives of poverty and destitution.

Russia’s attempts at annexation were having a devastating impact on the nation. The fact that even America—always so quick to butt its nose in everyone else’s business—was hands-off spoke volumes to Summer. Just not as loud as spending two weeks with Lola, and certainly not as loud as the payday she had been promised the second they touched down stateside again.

Still, there were so many ways this job could go sideways, and only half of them involved Summer and Lola ending up in body bags. Some of them involved the duo becoming war prisoners, held captive by an oppressive regime and served up as bargaining chips back home—at which point, Uncle Sam would likely turn the other way and claim he’d never seen those two women in his life. 

Which, come to think of it, would also result in their deaths.

In Summer’s experience, taking on political clients was a no-win game. Sure, fascist dictators were bad. Especially those who acted otherwise in public. That didn’t mean Summer wanted to kill them.

It was July, for one thing.

This was supposed to be Summer’s vacation.

“We better survive,” she had told Lola when they first entered Ukrainian airspace, when the true scope of destruction had become clear. “Or I’m haunting your ass forever.”

Lola had responded with a belly laugh and a kiss. Not a quick peck, either; there was plenty of tongue and, were they safe on the ground, the kiss would’ve had them tripping all over themselves in search of the nearest bed.

The things Summer would do for that woman.

A door Summer never even saw opened with a hiss, and she followed Lola through. The door shut behind them, in complete silence this time, and Summer sighed with relief when the gunfire chasing them was now muffled and harmless. Assuming the doors were bulletproof.

A bold assumption, but so far, so good.

“How many guards did you see?” Lola asked, sauntering across the room and pulling an AR-15 from the wall. She studied the weapon with her hands as much as her eyes, hazel globes dancing over the sleek black that was designed for one purpose. Two, if getting Lola and Summer out of this complex alive counted.

“At least five,” Summer answered with a scowl.

The walls were decorated with some of the most advanced handheld weaponry Summer had ever seen. Several models were completely foreign to her, a disquieting notion for someone who made her living in killing others.

Then again, such short-range weaponry wasn’t Summer’s forte. This was Lola’s proverbial playground. Automatic rifles were buttressed by grenade launchers, rocket launchers, throwing stars, melee weapons of various lengths. Axes, staffs, and dual-ended blades all hung from the ceiling, high enough that neither Summer nor Lola had to duck to avoid them. It was the most impressive arsenal Summer had ever seen.

“You knew this was here,” Summer muttered, catching the AR-15 when Lola tossed it her way. She stared through the scope, hoisting the weapon against her shoulder. This weapon may not have been Summer’s specialty, but even she understood the concept of point, aim, and pull trigger.

Lola sheathed a foot-long machete to her hip before cradling another AR-15 in her arms. The way it nestled in her arms just so, Summer found herself jealous. “Of course. You tellin’ me you don’t scope out a place before taking a job?”

Summer wasn’t sure if she wanted to know how Lola had managed to scope out a secure government compound in a militarized zone so far from America. Chances were, she wouldn’t like the answer if Lola told her. And Lola wouldn’t tell her. So, Summer didn’t ask. 

Those were the compromises of the job.

If ever there was a weapon that looked like it was made specifically for one person, it was the gun in Lola’s hands. She was most at home surrounded by firearms, particularly the kind that let her do her job at a distance. But she was proficient in practically every type of gun, and the louder the gunfire outside got, the more apparent it was her expertise could be the difference between escape and death.

Summer usually wasn’t one to stick around when she took a job. More often than not, she preferred to not even be in the room when her mark went down. There were so many ways to do that these days, from toxins undetectable in autopsy to methods that required far more patience than just about every weapon in this room.

Every once in a blue moon, Summer would have someone do the deed for her, so long as she provided a previously agreed-upon percentage of her earnings after the fact.

Other assassins balked at such methods, but as far as Summer was concerned, the job got done. If she could complete a job without getting caught or killed and the check cleared? That was all that mattered.

The people who sought Summer’s services never asked for a job to be carried out a certain way. They only wanted a body. It wasn’t Summer’s fault no one had any damn imagination.

Ultimately, that was Summer’s biggest problem with guns. Particularly the kind she had in her hands. There was no art to them, no real skill. All she had to do was point in something resembling the right direction, pull the trigger, and watch the destruction unfold in front of her.

These things were all mess and noise. They lacked finesse. She wasn’t near the marksman Lola was, who could likely empty a magazine without hitting anything other than her target, but the poetry of Lola Haskins with a machine gun was a rarity.

Most just acted like they were playing Call of Duty.

“Please tell me there’s another way out,” Summer said.

Lola crossed to the entrance and pressed her free hand flat against the wall. She tossed a shit-eating grin Summer’s way, her head cocked to the side. It was the sort of look that always came before trouble. “Nope. We’re going out the way we came in.”

No sooner did the door do that Star Trek thing than gunfire poured into the room. Lola pressed her back against the wall next to the door, and Summer did likewise on the opposite side. They locked eyes, and though Lola’s face started as a mask of indifference, the look didn’t hold. She smiled as wide and as broadly as she had since the previous night when...

Summer cleared her throat, if for no other reason than to get herself to focus.

Thoughts like that would be of no help here.

“There are more than five now,” Lola mocked before pushing off the wall and running with a howl into the hallway. She suppressed the trigger, matching the hail of gunfire with a barrage of her own. Lola’s only saving grace was the fact that most of these commandos appeared to be bad shots. They certainly weren’t military-trained. At least, not any military that knew what the hell it was doing.

These guys were almost as bad as Stormtroopers.

Summer ducked by the wall, glancing around the doorway. Three guards were already on the floor. Two were dead, blood trailing from red holes in their foreheads. The other was sitting against the wall, cradling a wound in his side.

The remaining guards were raining bullets everywhere they could, but Lola’s gunfire came in short, measured bursts. She only shot when she knew she was going to hit her target, which meant the guard still alive was alive because she decided not to kill him.

Summer wondered why until she saw the hand holding his side was missing three fingers—including the trigger digit.

Lola ran up the side of the far wall to avoid three bullets screaming her way, pushing off the surface before socking one guard across the nose with her custom steel-toed combat boot. The man was unconscious on contact. When Lola was back on the floor, she twirled the rifle in her hands and smacked another guard on top of the head with the butt end.

“You joinin’ the fun or what?!” Lola stormed down the hallway, spraying bullets around the corner.

Summer cursed under her breath and stormed out of the room. This was not how she planned on spending her vacation. She should’ve been on a beach in Aruba right now, sunning herself in the skimpiest swimsuit she could find—for no other reason than to get a rise out of Lola.

Not that Summer needed to try all that hard with Lola, but the effort was often rewarded. Several times over.

Besides, Summer looked damn good in that swimsuit.

As she caught up to Lola, Summer pulled the trigger once to put the guard with the side wound out of his misery. Truth was, she thought she had seen him reach for his gun with his good hand and didn’t want to take any chances. That was her story, and she was sticking to it.

Stubby, bloody fingers be damned.

Turning the corner, Summer saw Lola in a firefight with three other guards. Bullets were hitting the floor, littering an already battered and aged carpet with even more damage. It was almost as if they were trying not to hit her—which didn’t make sense unless they had orders to bring Summer and Lola to the corrupt king alive.

And that was not happening.

Mostly because said king was already dead.

Lola mowed down the guards with ease. The thing about AR-15s was how imprecise they were. No real aim was needed; if you pointed one in the general vicinity of your target and held down the trigger, you’d eventually hit them.

Probably multiple times.

In the wrong hands, those things could wipe out people dozens at a time, indiscriminate in their destruction.

To call the fallen guards Swiss cheese would’ve been cliché, but not necessarily wrong. Littered with more bullet holes than Summer could count without stopping, they were likely dead the moment the first bullet tore into them.

That was a small measure of mercy; Summer’s medical background gave her unique insight into what a bullet did when it entered the human body.

And when it exited.

Suffice it to say, it was a sensation Summer hoped to never experience firsthand.

Turning another corner, Summer and Lola spilled into a foyer with floor-to-ceiling windows. The midday sun poured in and bathed the floor in impossibly bright light.

Practically blinding.

It was probably the most beautiful visual in all of Kyiv, certainly nicer than any skyline. A dozen more commandos awaited, and they drew their weapons the second the assassins came into view.

“Well...shit,” Summer muttered, training her weapon on the head commando.

“S’ok,” Lola answered with a one-shoulder shrug, her off-white jacket as pristine as the day she bought it. Of all the things to wear in the middle of a potential bloodbath...

Though Summer had to admit, Lola looked damn good in it. Lola would look even better once the jacket was discarded on the floor, but this was so not the time to think about that. “That’s why we made that little pit stop.”

Um...notice how they have the exact same weapons?!

The commandos all opened fire at once. It took everything Summer had just to leap out of the way and take cover behind a large potted plant at the base of a spiral staircase. The plant was as tall as it was green, and the pot was as orange as Lola’s favorite dress, the backless number she had been wearing the night she and Summer met. But right now, all that mattered was that the bullets couldn’t get through the pot to Summer.

Summer peered over the edge of the pot, finding Lola hunkered down behind the other potted plant across the foyer. The pot was the same color, same size, but the plant was much smaller. Brown and wilted. Lola had to crouch down further than Summer because she was two inches taller, and the top of her head would still be visible in a normal crouch.

The commandos shouted at the top of their lungs. Summer had no idea what they were saying, but she could tell they were angry. That tone was universal, as was the fact that they had all opened fire again as soon as they saw the women.

This time, shoot-to-kill had been the order. Not surprising, since the first wave of guards had failed, and words of the king’s death had likely trickled throughout the complex by now.

Good news: Lola and Summer had finished the job.

Bad news: getting home to collect payment was up in the air.

Lola pushed out of her crouch, slipping her weapon between the leaves and suppressing the trigger to take down three commandos with one swipe. That drew the attention of the other nine, who were all now honed in on her. Summer took advantage, charging across the foyer and firing as she ran. She took out another four—an accomplishment, considering Lola was the far better shot—before grabbing the other woman’s hand and storming up the far stairwell.

“Come on!” Summer shouted over the barrage of gunfire. One of the bullets buried itself in the step behind her trail foot. If this job was Lola’s way of changing Summer’s mind about guns, it wasn’t working.

The storm of footsteps from behind told Summer the last of the commandos were following; fortunately, they weren’t nearly as fast. Even working around the spirals built into the staircase, the duo gained some separation from their pursuers. It helped that both Lola and Summer were dressed in regular clothes while the commandos were weighed down by pounds of tactical armor, covered head to toe in munitions designed to keep them from dying should they take on fire. Unfortunately for them, Lola was particularly adept at hitting where that armor was its weakest.

Not that any of that mattered when the staircase came to an abrupt end, and Summer crashed through a door she hadn’t expected to be there. Fortunately, the heavy concrete slab was unlocked.

But it still hurt when Summer slammed shoulder-first into it. The door gave more than she had anticipated, and as Summer and Lola spilled out onto the roof, they rolled over and over until Summer was on her back and Lola was on top of her.

“Well,” Lola said with a huff, “that was fun.”

Summer arched her brows and snorted a laugh. “Have I ever told you that you have a strange definition of fun?”

Their lips met. Tentative at first, then the kiss deepened as Lola’s hands cupped Summer’s face. They kissed as if they had done this for years, even though they had only been together for six months. They were drawn to each other from the beginning, each touch and glance effortless. If Summer was the sort who believed in a soul moving from life to life, she figured she and Lola had likely been kindred spirits in at least one previous life.

One of Lola’s hands disappeared, snaking its way from Summer’s hip up to her side before finding purchase on her chest, flat against a bulletproof vest. Summer’s first instinct was to lean into the touch, arch her back off the concrete, but she was also tempted to shove the hand away because that would lead to a level of distraction she couldn’t afford right now.

Summer would be damned if that was how she’d go out.

Without breaking the kiss, too blissful to interrupt, both Summer and Lola extended their right arms, matching AR-15s clutched in their respective grasps. They pulled their triggers simultaneously as their tongues swirled around each other, mowing down not just the commandos who had followed them up the stairwell but several of the small army that had been awaiting them on the roof.

The commandos had taken the impromptu make-out session as a chance to surprise the assassins. As many often did, they had underestimated both women.

The gunfire stopped, the echo fluttering through the sky and surrounding the pair. The last of the guards tipped over the edge of the roof, already dead, plunging toward the cracked sidewalk. Making no effort to get off Summer, Lola grinned. But instead of cocky and smug, this smile was genuine. Much softer than what she let anyone else see. She trailed a finger along Summer’s lower lip and cocked her head to the side.

“I hate it when you wear your vest,” Lola teased.

Summer arched a brow. Such an odd thing to admit after they had just been in a firefight.

“And I hate that you don’t wear yours.”

Lola’s recklessness was probably what drove Summer craziest, in a bad way. Not only because of the obvious physical dangers—the last thing Lola needed was to be littered with bullets—but because Summer was not nearly free-spirited enough to pull off that attitude. She was always calculating risks, thinking through all possible scenarios before taking a job or making a move.

But Lola was the embodiment of living in the moment and doing what she wanted. Apparently, that also meant not wearing a bulletproof vest while on a job where there were plenty of firearms.

Lola took pride in staring death in the face and laughing it off. Summer could never do such a thing, though she sometimes wished she could.

“Now be honest,” Lola whispered, “we just fulfilled a fantasy, didn’t we?”

Summer opened her mouth to answer, but a gunshot interrupted her. As soon as the shot rang out, Lola’s eyes went wide, and she rolled onto her side with a grunt.

Summer scrambled to her feet, cradling her weapon in both hands and spraying the first commando she saw with however many bullets she needed to put him down.

Two others followed, and Summer made short work of them.

Summer dropped to her knees and cradled Lola’s head in her hands. She glanced down to see the spread of dark red on Lola’s left thigh, brushing her fingers over the other woman’s hair. “You’re hit.”

“No shit, Sherlock,” Lola teased. Even grimacing, she had that insufferable joy in her eyes. “Just another scar. No biggie.”

The nonchalance with which Lola accepted being shot didn’t sit well with Summer; then again, there were a lot of things about this line of work that didn’t sit well with her.

One of those things being tardiness. Summer glanced over her shoulder with a scowl, brushing aside the auburn hair blown into her face.

Someone was late, dammit.

Heavy footsteps growing louder drew Summer’s attention back to the door they had burst through coming onto the roof. Within seconds, several more commandos filed out of the doorway, their weapons at the ready. They fired immediately upon setting foot on the roof, and Summer lunged for the weapon Lola had dropped when she was hit.

Where did these guys all come from? Did the dictator buy them in bulk from Sam’s Club for Despots?

Summer was piss-poor with an AR-15, and now she had two of them. That would’ve been hairy enough on its own but with all those bullets being fired her way...

Summer leapt over Lola, using her body to cover the other woman’s. Unclenching her jaw because the recoil on these things was a bitch, Summer pulled on both triggers and kept them suppressed until her fingers cramped.

Each commando firing at her dropped with a grunt or a scream, music to Summer’s ears. One commando fell on top of another. Not every gunman was dead, but those still alive were injured badly enough that they wouldn’t put up much more of a fight.

“Where is he?!” Lola called out over the gunfire.

As if on cue, whirling helicopter blades drowned out the gunfire. Confident she had taken care of all the commandos, Summer tossed both guns aside and hefted Lola into a sitting position. They watched a black helicopter emerge from below, hovering just above the rooftop. The pilot, a bearded man wearing sunglasses that were far too big for his head, gave Summer a thumbs-up and nodded toward the open rear.

“You good?” Summer asked, shouting over the rotors and shaking her hair out of her eyes.

Lola gritted her teeth and threw an arm over Summer’s shoulder. Leaning her head against the other shoulder, Lola sneaked a kiss to Summer’s cheek. “Let’s just get the hell outta here. I got plans for this money.”

The duo hobbled toward the helicopter, which lowered even more once they were within reach. Summer took her time loading Lola into the chopper, easing her onto the floor and making sure to keep as much weight off the injured leg as possible.

Summer cursed under her breath at the blood seeping onto Lola’s leg. This was the last time she’d wear her favorite pair of jeans on a job. Lola gritted her teeth and hopped onto the empty seat on the far end of the chopper, keeping her injured leg straight. Blood soaked through from her hip to her knee.

Summer followed, latching Lola’s seat belt before taking care of her own. “You’re late!”

The man at the controls responded with his middle finger.

Summer briefly considered cutting off the finger, but more gunfire interrupted the moment. Summer glared down at the commandos, finding one nursing a stomach wound but having mustered enough strength to squeeze out a few more rounds. Summer gritted her teeth and grabbed the machete on Lola’s hip, tossing the blade at the commando. The weapon buried itself in his neck, and he collapsed in a spray of red.

“Oh, my God...that was so hot.” Lola grabbed Summer’s hand and gave it a squeeze, the smile on her face as bright as ever despite the wound in her leg. She leaned in to close the already limited distance between the two, her nose brushing up against Summer’s.

“Mission accomplished, babe.”

Summer smiled despite herself. “Next time, I choose the mission.”

Lola’s thumb brushed back and forth over Summer’s knuckles, and she stole a quick kiss. The sort she knew often drove Summer wild enough that she would swoop back in for another, much deeper, lip-lock. “You’re a better shot than you let on.”

Summer nipped playfully at Lola’s bottom lip. “Still not going paintballing with you.”

With a deep laugh that Summer found both intoxicating and unnerving, Lola let go of Summer’s hand so she could pull the other woman into a deeper kiss, much deeper even than the one they had shared after they first stumbled onto the roof. Even deeper than when Lola was trying to cop a feel through her vest.

Summer was the handsy one this time, her hands reaching for places the pilot couldn’t see. Their lips parted, and Summer’s tongue found its way into Lola’s mouth.

“Hell, yeah!” the pilot called out from the front.

Summer and Lola responded with twin middle fingers.

Summertime
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Chapter 1: So Hot, It Practically Melts Your Flesh
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The shower’s not hot enough.

The jets are scalding. I can feel my skin burning away. It’s dry, despite the spray. Rough. Battle-hardened. There’s dried blood everywhere. Random cuts litter my back. I hiss when the water fills them. The heat brought me to my knees when I first turned the knob, and I damn near bit off the tip of my tongue to keep from screaming.

Now, I welcome the burn. The pain is a relief. A distraction. If I scrape off enough of my dirty flesh, maybe I won’t feel quite so bad about the ache that’s still in my chest.

Don’t worry about the blood; it’s not mine. Well, most of it. I can hardly tell anymore, and I long ago grew used to the sight of it. If there’s blood on me and I can’t find a gaping wound anywhere, I take that as a good sign. I’m caked in it, but there’s no pain.

No, that’s not right. There’s always pain.

Something’s always aching. My right knee. The small of my back. My left temple, a dull throb that won’t go away no matter how many pills I pop. Comes with the job.

But I relish the physical pain because it means I survived another job. I stared death in the face, flipped the bird, and laughed all the way home.

But the pain persists. Not the cuts or the burn or the bruises. Deeper. Harder to reach.

There’s no pill for this kind of pain.

I’m an assassin. Pain comes with the gig; it’s practically written into the job description. The fine print listed underneath jetting around the world and taking in life-changing gobs of money.

The first time I returned a body, I was sick. Physically ill for days, like my body was rejecting the course I had chosen for my life.

Not that losing your lunch over a dead body is that big a deal. I know two assassins who still yak after a kill, and they’ve been at it for decades. Still, nothing prepared me for the physical hell that followed my first assignment. The first time I killed someone for a reason other than saving my own ass.

Killing someone on purpose... That does things to you. Things they never tell you about. The only relief I could get was to crawl into the shower and let the searing heat melt it all away.

Thus, the beginning of a ritual. My personal therapy which lasts as long as the hot water. Every time I finish a job, I come straight to wherever I’m staying, strip everything off, and let the showerhead do its worst. The perfect balm for anything ailing me, physical or not. Still, there’s one ache the scalding hot water can never quite reach.

No, this ghost hiding under my skin never gets the hint.

~~~~~
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SUMMER KEPT HER HAND steady on her weapon, but just barely. Her lower lip quivered; she clenched her jaw and sucked in a long breath. Willing the tears not to fall, Summer fixed her gaze on the woman holding her at gunpoint.

This was not the first time Lola Haskins was on top of her. Straddling Summer’s lap. It used to be a nightly occurrence. Even in Summer’s dreams, even now, it was a familiar refrain. But this was the first time Lola was holding a gun at Summer’s forehead.

Both women were a flinch away from having their brains blown out. Summer flat on the ground, a trail of dried blood streaking from her left temple. Lola sitting on top of her, her bottom lip split open and a bruise blossoming on her right cheek. Both women out of breath for far different reasons than in years past. 

A torrential rain pounded down on them, drenching through their clothes and matting their hair to their faces. Sheets of water crashed into the earth so loud they practically had to shout to be heard.

Which was just as well. Every time Summer opened her mouth to speak, the words stuck in her throat.

“Rule number eleven,” Lola practically spat, tightening the grip on her gun.

~~~~~
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MY ARMS AND SHOULDERS are beet red. I stare, unblinking, lost in the white noise of the running shower. It drowns out the rest of the world, and I briefly think this would be the perfect time for someone to get the drop on me.

I’d never hear them, never see them coming.

Not until the final blow.

Is that my lot in life? Am I simply running out the clock until the inevitable?

Now that I think about it, I’ve never met a retired assassin. Those I know in their sixties or seventies are still in the game. Seems the only way out of this life is to take the Final Exit Ramp. No retirement lunches. No severance packages.

Just a body bag, if you’re lucky.

Was Lola “retired” by now? Last time we saw each other, I was a finger twitch away from making that call for her. Yet I held back.

Then again, so did she.

For all the righteous fury, for all the rage, the job had been the job. Anyone other than the target was considered collateral damage, and collateral damage is a sin.

~~~~~
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GRITTING HER TEETH, nostrils flaring with each breath, Summer tightened the grip on her weapon. Her knuckles turned white. Her hand trembled against the cold metal of her pistol. The damned thing felt as foreign in her grasp as it had the day she bought it. 

Guns had never been Summer’s cup of tea. They were unwieldy, messy, complicated. They left behind too much evidence that was too easy to trace, and frankly, she didn’t care for all the blood they left behind.

Side effect of having once wanted to be a doctor: Summer knew all too well what these things could do. And unless she managed a headshot or a direct hit to the heart, guns hardly ever resulted in a quick, easy death.

Then again, there were times when slow and painful were fine. But Summer had other, better methods for that. Methods that didn’t leave behind such a mess or a trail that would point a skilled investigator in her direction.

“I took a job,” Summer muttered, “same as you.”

“Weren’t you gonna ask me first?”

Summer cocked her pistol, arching a brow at the way Lola’s eyes widened. She wanted so badly to smile, but Summer bit the inside of her cheek instead. Nearly hard enough to draw blood. “Didn’t think I needed your permission.”

~~~~~
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I CAN STILL REMEMBER the look in Lola’s eyes. Clear as day, even when I close my own. She wasn’t just angry; there was a hatred in her gaze I didn’t think she was capable of. She wanted to pull that trigger.

We’d had our share of rocky times, and the break-up was, for lack of a better word, epic, but...I never thought she was capable of that.

Not with me.

There’s a special cruelty there. To see such hatred from the person you love. But Lola wasn’t just someone I loved. This wasn’t a relative or a lifelong friend or even one of those college flings that felt so deep and powerful in the moment yet was always destined to flame out in hindsight.

No, Lola was The One. The type of love I had always heard of but never truly believed in. Yet it had fallen in my lap, and then it flamed out in the most horrible way possible. The woman I decided I would take a bullet for damn near gave one to me.

I mean, I’ve been in love before. But not like this. Not with someone who still occupies my every waking moment, even now. Stoicism? The stiff upper lip? Yeah, I can’t manage those when my brain drifts to Lola.

Damn tears. Who invited them?

~~~~~
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LOLA LOWERED HER GUN from Summer’s forehead to her throat—okay, that would result in an instantaneous death, too—and Summer couldn’t help it if her eyes meandered down toward the other woman’s cleavage. It was a habit as old as the day they had met, and it didn’t matter that they hadn’t shared a bed in nearly a year.

They were there, and Summer’s eyes betrayed her.

Lola’s eyes followed Summer’s, and she smirked. “Last thing you see before you die?”

With a grunt, Summer slammed her forehead against Lola’s and pushed the gun out of the way. Both women cried out in pain—because, really, there were no winners when it came to skull-on-skull violence.

Lola stumbled to her feet, cradling her head in both hands. Adrenaline pumping through her body now that she was no longer prone, Summer tossed her weapon aside and bum-rushed her ex-lover. She drove Lola to the ground with a yell, pinning the other woman’s hands above her head.

Lola’s gun sloshed across the ground, which was practically a river, coming to a stop near Summer’s. The other woman cursed through clenched teeth and raked her nails along Summer’s arms. Summer shivered and bit back a grunt.

Still, Summer was now on top, and this time, there was no hiding the small, sheepish grin on her face. Even as auburn locks fell in front of her gaze. Even as blood trickled down her arms.

Summer huffed. “I can accept that you walked out on me in Brussels. I can accept that you called me a worthless bitch. But this?” She shook her head as her lower lip trembled, sucking in a deeper breath than before. Because there was no way in hell Lola was going to see how close to tears she was. She wasn’t worth that anymore. “You holding me at gunpoint? I oughta put one in your skull right now.”

“Not your style.” Lola was far too calm for Summer’s liking, especially with a river of blood pouring down her forehead. “Besides...your gun’s over there.”

Summer arched a brow. “So’s yours.”

~~~~~
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THE SHOWER HEAD HAS turned its back on me; the water’s no longer hot. It’s barely even warm. I stay under this spray much longer, and I’ll turn into the world’s bloodiest prune.

I get back on my feet with a grunt—damn, this last job took a lot out of me—and yank on the knob so hard it nearly comes off the wall.

Pushing the glass shower door open, I storm out of the steaming bathroom as quickly as my wobbly legs will let me. I bypass both the towel and the robe by the sink because, as cold as it is in my suite, I welcome the contrast. Let my body adjust to the frigid on its own. I need more distractions.

There’s a tall bottle of clear liquid on the nightstand, which is really what I’m after. I twist off the silver cap, toss it across the room, and stride to the window overlooking downtown Miami. 

I’m on the thirtieth floor, so if anyone can see me, they kinda deserve to steal a peek. I watch a commercial jet climb into the sky. It’s going east...maybe to one of the islands. Maybe Europe.

Maybe those on board are on their way to see loved ones. Probably a couple business trips on board. Maybe there were a few people on that plane simply looking for a way out. There’s a reason that one airline used to have the tagline, Wanna get away?

~~~~~
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LOLA BUCKED HER HIPS—FUCK, she was stronger than Summer remembered—and leaped back to her feet when Summer stumbled off her. She produced a switchblade from somewhere in the small of her back, and she was on Summer before the other woman had a chance to regain her bearings.

The blade dug into Summer’s right side, and she grit her teeth to quell the hiss of agony.

Lola drove Summer into the wall, slamming her good side into the mishmash of brick and cinder block. Summer cried out and doubled over. Lola smashed her knee into the other woman’s nose.

Summer dropped like a ragdoll, her own face caked in blood. She reached for something that wasn’t in front of her, stars awash in her eyes. Lola was a blur hovering over her. A big-haired, red-dressed blur. Whereas Summer preferred hoodies and baggy sweatpants when on a job, Lola had a reputation for flaunting her wardrobe—and her figure.

It didn’t matter how functional the outfit was (or wasn’t); when Lola Haskins was on her way to make a kill, she was going to make a statement along the way. Even now, she seemed intent on letting Summer know exactly what she had lost out on before striking the final blow.

Summer coughed and rolled onto her side. Her nose throbbed, and her vision blurred even more. “Lola, please...”

Lola sneered. “Please what? Please spare you? After what you did to me?”

~~~~~
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I TAKE A SWIG. NOT a small one, either. The burn of alcohol hasn’t bothered me in years. If anything, it stops the shivering.

I steal a glance at my phone. May 25. Thank the fucking gods, at least there’s one thing going right around here. One more week and I’ll have the next three months all to myself. Ninety days to do whatever the fuck I want. Never mind that I don’t really know what any of that is right now. For now, simply not being at someone else’s beck and call is enough.

I have half a mind to turn the phone off. The last thing I want is a job popping up on me within the next seven days. Granted, my jobs typically take a couple days, tops—because I don’t waste my time. I’m very much a get-in, do-the-deed, get-out kind of girl. Still, it’s the principle of the matter. Like a customer walking into a store five minutes before closing time.

Besides, people know me by now. They know how good I am. How reliable I am. And how I have my own set of non-negotiable boundaries. Everyone knows I don’t work June, July, and August, and anyone who hires me has to agree to that. They also know that if I take a job in May and it’s still not done by the time June rolls around?

Well, they know that the fee’s not cheap.

~~~~~
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SPITTING OUT THE BLOOD that had pooled in her mouth, Summer sputtered a half-hearted laugh as she rolled onto her back again. “Rule number five, love.”

Lola produced a Glock from a holster under her dress and emptied the clip, a blank expression on her face. Summer flinched with the force and sound of each shot, the concussion of gunfire pressing firm against her ears.

Her arms came up over her face on instinct, counting the number of shots. Standard magazine, fifteen rounds, all fired in rapid succession. But it wasn’t until the last shot rang out, the echo had passed, that Summer lowered her arms and came to a surprising realization.

The casings were all around her, floating in scattered puddles, but none of the bullets had hit.

Summer was, for all intents and purposes, still in one piece.

Summer glanced up at Lola, who still had the gun trained on her. The faint trail of smoke reached for the night sky.

“Time was, I loved you.” Lola lowered the Glock. “Hell, maybe I still do.”

“Lola...”

Lola turned her back on Summer, and Summer could’ve sworn she heard the other woman’s voice crack. “Get the fuck outta here. I see you again, I won’t miss.”

~~~~~
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SURE ENOUGH, THE PHONE rings.

Because of course, it does.

I bite back a curse, roll my eyes, and take another swig. A long swig, the sort no one should be capable of, especially on an empty stomach. I’ll regret this later, but right now? With my skin on fire and my phone ringing? I need the burn. I need the buzz.

The phone stops ringing. Good. If it’s that important, let them leave a voicemail.

Which, judging by the way my phone chimes seconds later, they did. Another chime. This time, a text message.

Persistent fucker, I’ll give them that.

I trade the bottle for my phone. As I expected, the text came from the same number as the phone call. A number I don’t recognize, but it’s a 202 area code. Which means Washington, DC. That fact alone is enough to make me want to turn the phone off.

But the message catches my eye.

Fancy a trip back to New York, Ms. Rhoades?
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Chapter 2: Hey! I’m Walkin’ Here!
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As a native New Yorker, I’m of two minds when it comes to the Big Apple. On the one hand, the sprawling metropolis is quintessential America, embodying the country’s best and worst traits all at once.

The beauty. The elegance. The entrepreneurship.

The overindulgence. The rudeness. The greed.

The views are spectacular, the skyscrapers awe-inspiring.

And suffocating.

Sidewalks are entirely too crowded. Tourists are often a bit too obvious about the fact that they’re tourists. Seriously, can’t you at least move off to the side when you stop in the middle of Times Square to gawk at all the pretty lights? 

Then there’s the assumption that the whole state is like this. Fact is, New York City is a beast unto itself. Anyone who thinks the whole state is like this has clearly never seen Niagara Falls up close or experienced how close-knit Buffalo will go bonkers if the Bills are any good that particular fall.

To say nothing of the beauty that is the Finger Lakes region, especially when the leaves change color. Why New Yorkers travel to New England every damn autumn to watch the leaves change is beyond me.

And there is no beauty in this world quite like Syracuse University’s campus after the year’s first snowfall.

Still, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel a certain kinship whenever I was in Manhattan. I’m more upstate than city girl, but it’s hard not to appreciate everything New York City is—both the good and the bad. Even now, I surge with adrenaline when my plane touches down at La Guardia. That feeling sticks with me all the way through baggage claim and even when I slip into the back of the black limo that was waiting for me. There’s even a man in a black coat and top hat holding a sign with my name on it. 

What’s more New York than that?

A slice at Angelo’s Coal Oven on 57th—which is where I tell my driver to take me as soon as we pull away from the terminal.

Yes, this is a work trip, but that doesn’t mean I can’t take my time and enjoy the finer things this city has to offer.

Like greasy pizza that doesn’t fit on the plate.

New York traffic being what it is, riding in a limo’s not as cool as you might think. It’s no different than sitting in the back of a taxi or taking a car service; the only thing the limo does is tell everyone else how important the person riding thinks they are.

I’m going no faster than anyone else, but I’m not the one paying for this ride, so I’m content to keep my mouth shut and help myself to a bottle of imported German beer sitting in the mini-fridge separating me from the driver.

I’m halfway through my drink when the limo pulls to the curb and creeps to a stop. The symphony of car horns and bicycle bells and businessmen yammering into the smartphones glued to their ears is as annoying as it is familiar, but that’s not why I’m frowning as I peer out the window. 

We’re still three blocks from my destination.

The glass partition lowers, and I see a pair of coal-black eyes staring at me through the rearview mirror. I arch a brow and polish off the rest of my beer. The eyes staring at me narrow.

“Go three blocks north, corner of 6th and 53rd,” the driver says in an accent I can’t place. They’re the first words he’s uttered this whole trip. Guy wouldn’t even speak to me when I offered to buy him a slice.

I get out on the driver’s side, leaving the empty bottle on the seat and instinctively tossing the middle finger at whoever was lying on the horn behind us. The driver’s side window lowers, and I get my first good look at the driver. Full face, scraggly beard—the kind that needs a weed whacker more than a razor. There’s a deep scar along the right side of his face, and it’s as ugly as the sneer he tosses my way.

“Tip,” he mutters, extending his left hand palm-up.

It’s all I can do not to smirk. “New Year’s Eve at Times Square: horribly overrated.”

The driver shouts a word I don’t understand as I make my way to the hotel in question. I toss him the middle finger over my shoulder in response. I try not to make a habit of being rude, but I got a bad vibe from the guy, and frankly, my reputation is such that I can afford to be a bit snippy.

Especially when we’re this close to June.

The Hilton Midtown stretches toward the sky, the sort of hotel that’s likely hosted its share of swanky affairs over the years. No telling how many companies and organizations have booked this place for their meetings and conferences and black-tie dinners. Whatever excuse to visit New York City, get dressed up for a night, and pretend you’re more important than you really are.

That’s another thing this city’s good at: making people think they’re better, smarter, more consequential than they really are. How else could a failed real estate tycoon and reality TV star with multiple bankruptcies and decades of litigation end up in the White House for anything more than a guided tour?

Slipping through the golden revolving doors, I take an immediate right. I pause long enough to refer to the folded-up piece of paper in my pocket, studying the directions I’d hastily jotted down in Miami last night. I take the escalator—the directions specifically mentioned the escalators—until I reach the third floor.

From there, I hang a left and cross to the end of the hall. A conference room sits to my left, and I enter the room without checking the name sign on the wall. Three chandeliers greet me, illuminating a carpet that’s equal parts sea green and muted orange. Whoever picked those colors should be fired because they had clearly been high when taking the gig.

Something’s not right, and I don’t mean the carpet.

The room’s empty.

Well, unless you count the giant flat-screen monitor to my right. A monitor that lit up the second I entered the room. I shield my eyes and curse under my breath, ignoring the low hum booming through the speakers. Like the old PlayStation boot-up sound but less fun. I feel the bass deep in my chest and lower my arm once the white fades to blue and a logo appears.

Bailey Industries, Inc.

The logo disappears, and I’m left staring at an impossibly bald man apparently missing his eyebrows. Or maybe that’s just the black-rimmed glasses. If this is who I think it is, he’s a young-looking sixty (if such a thing exists), and that smarmy grin stuck to his face is the sort I’d love to slap. Even through the screen.

I was led to believe this would be an in-person meeting. I don’t like being misled, so let’s just say we’re not off to a great start. I fold my
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