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  Chapter 1

He was here. 
“Hello, baby. Are you looking for a date tonight?” I purred to the man through the cracked window of his grayish-colored Mercedes.
Clouds of smoke from his blunt billowed out as he waved me over. “Get in.” His hoarse voice penetrated the dark, deserted street as I pulled open his car door and slid inside. 
My bare legs touched his black leather seat, causing them to become sticky with perspiration. “There’s a motel around the corner. I have a room set up.” Tom was a predictable man. He’d been coming around this block every Sunday for a long time—even built himself a reputation among the ladies. It was my honor to settle up.  
Tom sucked the smoke deep into his lungs and passed the rest to me. I waved my hand, moving it away. I didn’t do drugs. It was a nasty addiction—one reason I was in this mess. 
I pointed to the empty lot next to my room door, and he pulled in. “This is it.” I climbed out of the car and sauntered over to my motel room, swaying my hips seductively. I was an innocent girl to him—at least I made myself appear that way. I swung open the door, and he followed closely behind, his hands eager to grab hold of me and do despicable things. 
“Yeah, baby. How much for it all?” he asked, biting his lower lip. 
“One-hundred.” I placed my hands on my hips and watched him pull his wallet from his rear pocket. 
Tom was a middle-aged man with a thinning head of hair, a thick Boston accent, and an excessive beer belly. His poor wife, Little Nora, raised the kids, worked full time, and put up with his porky ass. The woman was a goddamn saint. 
I plastered a greedy smile on my face as he handed me the crisp one-hundred-dollar bill. “You bring the jimmies, or you prefer to use one of mine?” he asked.
I danced a ditsy expression of confusion across my face, enhancing my innocent disposition. “What is a jimmy?” I asked, popping my bubble gum and throwing him a flirtatious smile.
“You ain’t never heard of a condom before?” He chuckled mockingly. “How young are you?”
Tom Macaney loved young girls. It was why I was perfect for him in every way. “Just turned eighteen,” I lied. “We can use one of yours if you want.” I gave his chest a modest push towards the bed. His grin spread from ear to ear, and he licked his lips hungrily. “Give me a minute, would you? I’m going to go freshen up.”
He slapped my ass with a loud crack, and I whimpered for his pleasure. “Don’t take too long.”
I sashayed into the separate bathroom and locked the door behind me. I arranged my dark chestnut-colored hair high in a pony, swallowed my gum, and dug into my purse. My Kimber Micro 9 handgun sat next to the needle filled with the perfect portion of fentanyl. Just enough to overdose one big ass, old man. I palmed the syringe and arranged it at the narrow of my back. He wouldn’t like what was coming for him, and it was my job to see it through. 
I straightened my bra, pushing my tits high in place. When I strolled out, I found Tom lying on the bed, fully naked, rocking a boner that would make the smallest man laugh. Pathetic. I popped my hip, smiled shyly, and put my palm on my hip. “I see you’re ready to go.” I glanced at his small pecker and gagged internally. Let’s make this quick. 
“You took so long I entertained myself a bit,” he said. A devious grin ripped across his face. It made me wish they allowed me to do more.
I walked to him with a seductive gait and crawled on top of him, straddling his hairy thighs. My mouth dusted his sweaty neck, and I tasted the salt on my lips. His hands gripped my sides, and he moaned from my kisses. His meaty fingers slid up to touch my breast, and I wrapped my hand around his wrist, stopping him. 
“Are you ready for the night of your life, Tom?” I reached behind my back and withdrew the syringe from the belt holding my leather skirt in place. I bit the cap with my teeth and pulled. The hollow-tip needle jabbed into his arm like a hot knife in butter. I injected the liquid into his flabby arm, and he bellowed as I hopped off his lap, followed by a string of curses.
“What did you do? How do you know my name?” he stuttered. 
I raced back to my clutch, took out my pistol, and sat on the other bed while he writhed in pain. It wasn’t a pleasant experience to die from an overdose, but he deserved it like all the others. 
“Tom, focus,” I said as I pointed my gun at him. “Luca sends his regards. It’s nothing personal. It’s just business.” I grinned when he groaned and fell to the floor. “Actually, it is personal. You thought you could steal from him, and that wasn’t very smart. Am I right? You see that now, don’t you?”
 “You bitch, do you realize who…” His words trailed off, and I waited for the show that was about to begin.
“No need for name-calling. It’ll be over in a few minutes.” Right about now, he’d be feeling the peak of the high, the bliss, then nothing. It moved quickly when injected into the muscles. Not as fast as in the vein, but the muscle was the best I could do. 
 Tom’s eyes rolled into the back of his skull, and he twitched on the floor, foam dripping from his lips and pooling on the grimy carpet. 
I kept my gun trained on him as his tremors lessened and gurgling replaced his breathing. I watched some men get up at this stage for their last hurrah and fight. Then, as quick as they got up, they dropped dead like a voodoo priestess revoked their presence. It wasn’t a situation I wished to repeat. 
His gurgling quieted, as did the rise and fall of his chest, leaving me to believe these were his last moments. He wasn’t getting up from this. I held no sympathy for the man. He was a vile human being that enjoyed beating hookers and embezzling from anyone and everyone. My boss didn’t take too kindly to that, and I got the pleasure of nixing him. Not that I had a choice in the matter. 
I was owned. 
His breathing stopped, and his lips turned a wonderful shade of blue you couldn’t duplicate. “You picked the wrong person to fuck over,” I said, now talking to his corpse.
The shrill of my phone caused me to glance away from him. 
“Hi, Dad.”
“Cupcake, where are you? Dinner is in fifteen minutes.”
“Sorry, things ran a little late at work today. I need thirty more minutes. Okay?” I put my pistol back into my purse. Tom’s body moved like jello as I nudged him with my boot to make sure it was over. Satisfied, I pressed my fingers to his jugular, double checking for the lack of heartbeat. 
“Okay, I’ll hold your mom off, but you know she doesn’t appreciate having to wait.”
“Thanks, Dad. Be there soon.”
I hung up and dialed another number. “Well, Tom, it looks like this is it for us. Enjoy Hell,” I said while waiting for my boss to answer.
“Charity?” His silky-smooth voice made my knees go weak. I could listen to his voice soothe me to sleep any day of the week… so long as he wasn’t angry.
“Boss, the horses came home.”
“It’s chickens, Charity. They came home to roost, that’s the saying,” Luca said.
“Whatever. You know what I mean. I need a car on Cardinal and Fifth.” I pulled my hair from my pony and washed down the bathroom door handle, syringe, and lid, erasing all traces of my presence, then placed the syringe on the bed and threw the cap on the floor. 
“I’ll send Max. He’ll be there in five minutes. Any problems?”
“Easy as pie, Sugar,” I said in my best southern belle accent, then hung up. 
I buried my phone in my purse, grabbed a hand towel, and wiped down the rest of the surfaces I had touched, then placed the “do not disturb” sign on the door. I held my head low, with my hair obscuring my face, and raced to my pickup location. Walking in heels sucked.  
I stood at the corner for all of a few seconds when Maximilian pulled up in a glossy black car, and I dumped my ass into the expensive seat. “Hi, Max. He sent you in the Vanquish because it’s inconspicuous, right?” I said, rolling my eyes. 
Luca’s extensive vehicle collection would make Jay Leno weep, and he sent the flashiest vehicle, three blocks down from a fresh murder, to pick up a girl in a hooker costume… smart.
“Hey, I was already out with it. You can take the bus if you prefer to blend in.” He smirked.
“Gross. I’m not using the bus,” I said. “I need you to drop me off at my house. I have a mother to appease and a deadline to make.”
“Bene! Boss wants you to come in when you’re done.” The engine roared as he pulled away from the sidewalk.
“I just talked to him, and he didn’t say anything. Besides, I really don’t want to go in. I’m tired.”
“You realize he’s not going to like that.” 
“Yeah… and?” I fingered my hair and shook it loose, letting my locks encompass my shoulders and hang at my back. Max peeled his eyes away from the road and watched me play with my hair. 
Max was a stunning muscular man with tattoos littering his body, but I feared he was way out of my league. That didn’t stop the butterflies that assaulted my belly and the heat between my thighs just from being close to him. Max shook his head with displeasure. Probably because of my lack of respect for his boss—his cousin—the acting Don of the Moreno family. “As much as I love your fortitude, you are begging for trouble. You remember what happened the last time you disrespected him.” 
“Yeah. I do.” Fifteen lashes of his belt across my skin—something I knew he thoroughly enjoyed. But I held a dark secret… I enjoyed it. 
The car slowed, and he drove up in front of my two-bedroom home. 
“I’d suggest you show up, Charity.” 
I rolled my eyes and got out of the car. “Thanks for the ride, big guy.” I shut the door and didn’t stick around to watch him peel away. 
I discarded my keys in the bowl by the door, and my quaint living room illuminated with the flip of a switch. My security system beeped, and I turned it off, then checked the time. I had five minutes to change my clothes. It was all the time I set aside for myself. I told my father I’d be there in thirty, and I intended to keep my word. 
Rushing to my room, I threw off my clothes and pulled on tattered black jeans, a t-shirt, and a black leather jacket. I gave myself a once-over and picked up my keys and helmet. 
A noisy meow from my fat, needy feline caught my attention. “Cannoli, I can’t give you attention, you poor thing. I am going to be late.” I scratched behind his ears, then arranged my holster at the narrow of my back and pressed the arm button on the security panel.
My cream-colored Kawasaki Ninja sat in my garage, waiting for the next impending joy ride. I pulled out the “crotch rocket,” as my father calls it, and revved the engine. I strapped my helmet on, closed the garage, and took off like my life depended on it. 
My father was a simple but honorable man. He taught me that if I gave my word, I should do everything in my power to keep it. It’s just what you did. I wished Josh would have listened to his life lessons. Maybe he wouldn’t have ruined his life if he did.
I slammed on the brakes, pulling up to my parents’ perfect little home with the white picket fence, minus the two point five kids. I climbed off my motorcycle, hung my helmet on my handle, and spun my keys around my finger. I whistled an annoying tune as I walked inside. The one that never ends.
“I’m here. Mom? Dad?” I called out as I rounded the corner to find my parents sitting at the dinner table. “Sorry I’m late.”
“Did you go to work dressed like that?” Mother asked. 
I glance down at my purposely holey pants and gray V-neck shirt.
“Yes, I did. And I even rode my motorcycle in the dark. Can you believe that?” I placed my hand to my mouth to cover my fake shock. 
My mother has generalized anxiety minus the diagnosis. She constantly worried that her dear innocent daughter would die without her plans for my life coming to fruition. She fussed over me, more so now than when I was an infant, I think. She calls it anxiety, but I call it controlling and abusive. Now that I’m old enough to understand that her behaviors towards me are not typical parental behavior, it’s easy for me to call it what it is. 
“It’s not okay to joke about these things. Tell her, Steven,” she said, looking to my father.
He looked tired. Dark circles formed under his eyes from lack of sleep and stress from work. 
“She’s a big girl now, Lyn.” At least there was rationality on one side of the family. There was hope for me yet.
I took my seat. “I take it Josh isn’t joining us again?” I asked. 
“I guess not,” Mom said. “You know how he is.”
I shrugged my shoulders and filled my plate with mashed potatoes and gravy. Yeah, I know how my brother is. The “recovering” drug addict that can’t keep his life together. The reason I’m living my life the way I do now—ungrateful prick.
“When was the last time you talked to him?” I asked.
“Um… about a week or so.” She fixed her plate. “Maybe you could check up on him. He isn’t responding to your father or me lately.” I rolled my eyes. I’m sure he was fine.   
“Sure, but I don’t know why you are worried. It’s not like he hasn’t ignored you for weeks at a time before.”
I buttered a roll and opened my mouth to shove it in. “Charity Faith Gibbons!” Mom announced, halting my movement. “Are you eating before we say grace?” 
I set my roll down, clasped my hands together, and rested my chin on top while letting out a breathy sigh. “No, ma’am.” I closed my lids and prayed for the prayer to be over.
My father blessed the food, and we said “amen” in unison. I forked my potatoes, about to take a bite when my phone pinged. My eyes flicked to Mom and then to Dad. Her glare of death seared my skin to an uncomfortable level. I filled my mouth in haste with mash and muted my phone, noticing the message from Luca. 
Shit. 
I neglected to tell him I wasn’t coming, and Max probably took the brunt of that message. 
“You know we don’t allow the phones at the dinner table, Charity.”  
“Sorry, Dad. I forgot to silence it.” 
I forked another mouthful of potatoes and followed it with the entire half roll. If I stuffed my mouth, I couldn’t speak, which meant they couldn’t ask me questions. That was the rules… don’t talk with your mouth full.
I washed it down with a glass of milk, and my mother jumped at the opportunity to tell me of her latest plan for a blind date. Lord, help me, please. Why did she do this to me?
“I met this wonderful man. His name is Christopher. He owns a coffee shop downtown, and he’s interested in meeting you. I think you would get along swell.” She took a dime-sized nibble, then placed her fork back on her plate. 
I winced at the word swell. This wasn’t the fifties, Mother. 
“Come on, Mom. I really don’t want to go on another one of your blind dates. The last man got scared and left.” Plus, he was studying art at the local college… gag me.
“That was because you showed him a hunting knife in your boot. That isn’t very ladylike, Charity. We raised you better than that.” 
“I was showing him I came with protection.” I shrugged and looked at my father for support. “Tell her it’s not normal for her to be this involved in her twenty-four-year-old daughter’s love life.”
“Don’t drag me into your women’s issues.”
“Dad, women’s issues are birth control and periods. This is her trying to control me.”
“That’s not true. I thought you might like to go on a date with a successful man.” 
Because I can’t find a successful man on my own? I closed my eyes to hide the eye-roll and blew out a sigh of defeat. There was no use in arguing with her. She got what she wanted—she always did. 
“Fine. But this has got to be the last one. I have a busy job, you know.”
“Yes, Dear. We all know your telemarketing job is so demanding.” 
“How is your job going, Dad?” I ignored her patronizing remark, and envisioned my hands rubbing savagely through her flawless hair, ruining it. 
“Busy as usual. Lately, we are dealing with a slew of possibly connected robberies.” I nod my head and feel the long vibration of a phone call. I glance at my watch and see the name—Luca. Fucking hell. What does he want? 
“Why do you think it’s related?”
“No. No cop talk while we are eating, you two. Why do I need to remind you about this every time we have supper together?” 
“Sorry, Lynnet.” My father, the fierce detective… whipped into submission by the good Christian woman. I couldn’t contain my smirk.
My mother finished her food and put her silverware at the six o’clock position on her plate, while I grabbed another buttered roll and popped it into my mouth. The amazing yeasty taste of fresh bread was something I would ask for as my last meal. 
My father raised a brow and tilted his head towards me. “How is your job going, Charity?” I caught his question gaze. 
He’s never used that tone with me before—his investigative voice. The one he used when he was trying to get to the bottom of something. 
“I made Employee of the Month again,” I lied. 
“That’s wonderful, Dear.” 
“Yes, that is very good.” He cleared his throat and shoveled some food into his mouth. 
It was the story I made up from time to time, just to feel a little better about myself. Quite sad, really. Would that satisfy his curiosity? What brought that about, I wonder? My palms became sweaty, and I wiped them on my jeans.
“Small bonus this time, nothing major.”
“I wish you would work at the police department with me. We could use more officers with a work ethic like yours.” 
Not this again. “I know, but I get queasy around blood. What am I going to do against a big man? Nothing. I’d be screwed begging for my partner to save me.” 
“You’re right, Charity, you couldn’t do it because I wouldn’t allow it,” Mom said. “You are in a safe job where I don’t have to worry if you will come home at the end of the day.” She straightened her napkin and fingered a crumb, then discarded it on the plate.
Sometimes, she made me forget just how old I was. I’m still an adult… right? “See, Mom agrees.” I chortle. I love my mother—I do—but I couldn’t care less if she agreed with me or not. 
Dad’s phone broke the awkward tension rising in the room. “I have to get that. It’s work.” 
He took it off the counter in the kitchen and muttered. The muffled conversation was brief and to the point.
“Sorry. I need to go. Someone phoned in a body in a motel.” He kissed my mother atop her head and grabbed his coat from the back of the chair.
“I parked behind you, let me move.” A systematic decision for this specific reason. I enjoyed talking shop with him. Not only did I get the goods on fresh cases, but I could also monitor some that I was involved in. I walked him out and left my mother to tend to the table. “So… dish,” I said as the door closed behind us.
“Not much to tell right now. Someone identified a man’s body from the window in a run-down motel.”
I forced my body to relax. When you become nervous, your body snitches on you to the one with a trained eye. It’s a big tell that you’re hiding something. “That’s terrible.” I tossed my helmet to him, then maneuvered my bike across the driveway. I can’t believe they found him that quick. I for sure thought the blinds were closed. Could it be Tom already?
“Happens every day there. People pick up drugs and hookers and use those rooms to commit suicide. It’s a sad world.” I used my heel to move the kickstand and climbed off the bike. “As much as I’m sad you didn’t follow in my footsteps, I am glad you don’t encounter the death I do.” 
I encircled my arms around his waist and gave him a crushing hug. “Me too. Love you, Dad.”
“Love you too, Cupcake. I’ll see you next week for dinner.” 
I watched him climb into his cruiser and rush away.
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