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Prologue


Mikhail POV

15 years old

The basement reeks of bleach and blood, a smell that tells you something has gone wrong before you even step inside.

The fluorescent lights overhead flicker and throw a harsh white glare, and the shadows jump around the room every time they stutter. It should be unsettling.

Most people wouldn’t notice, but I do. I see the flicker, the way shadows twist into shapes they shouldn’t. That’s why most people don’t belong down here. Including me.

If my father knew I was in the basement right now, he’d have my head for it. There are lines in this family, and this is one of them. The basement isn’t for curious kids. It’s for decisions, and I’m not supposed to be part of those yet.

But curiosity is a hell of a thing. I came down anyway.

My gaze drifts to the man tied to the chair. He hasn’t stopped shaking since they brought him in.

Jimmy.

I call him that because I don’t care whether it’s his real name; it fits the pathetic state he’s in.

Death has always fascinated me—the human body is beautiful, even when it breaks.

His wrists are bound too tightly, the ropes digging into raw skin from struggling. Dried blood stains his collar, dark spots layered over fresh ones, and he has a split lip that keeps reopening every time his mouth moves.

He looks like a wreck.

He hasn’t noticed me yet. His eyes flicker around the room, door, floor, drain, back to the door, as if avoiding everything in front of him might somehow save him, which it won’t, because they all look eventually.

I step forward, my sneakers scuffing against the concrete floor. The sound reaches him before I do.

His head snaps up, panic flooding his features before he can mask it.

I take a moment to soak it in. Fear is clearer when it’s fresh.

“You’re not supposed to be here... you’re just a kid,” he stammers, his voice cracking under pressure.

Then something shifts—hope. The wrong kind.

“Hey—hey, listen,” he rushes, leaning forward as far as the restraints allow. “You shouldn’t be down here either. You can help me, yeah? Just—just get me out of here. No one has to know. You look like a smart kid.” I tilt my head, letting a smirk crawl onto my lips.

He thinks I’m harmless, and that makes this easier, because my innocent look has always made people underestimate me.

“I know,” I say, my tone as casual as if we were discussing the weather.

That throws him. Confusion cuts through the panic for a second.

“What?”

I drag a metal chair across the concrete, the scraping sound echoing in the tiny space. He flinches again, like a rabbit sensing a predator.

I sit down across from him, arms resting casually on my knees.

“You said I’m not supposed to be here,” I repeat. “You’re right.”

His brow furrows, trying to make sense of it, searching for something stable to hold onto.

“Then—then help me,” he says quickly. “You don’t belong here. You don’t look like them. Just get me out, yeah? I’ll pay you. Whatever you want.” The corner of my mouth lifts.

“No.”

The word lands heavier than anything else I’ve said.

His face drops, and panic returns, sharper this time.

“Then why are you here?” he asks, voice cracking.

I lean forward, watching him.

This is where it gets interesting.

“So,” I say calmly, tilting my head slightly, “what did you do?” He blinks at me, thrown.

“What?”

I repeat, “What did you do?”

“I didn’t do anything,” he says quickly.

I let the silence stretch for a second, watching him unravel.

“You’re down here,” I say. “Which means you did something.”

“I—I swear, I didn’t—”

“You hesitated,” I cut in, my voice steady, unwavering. “Before you answered.” His mouth closes.

There it is again.

“I just—I didn’t know—”

“You keep saying that,” I interrupt, studying him. “But you’re not saying what you didn’t know.” His breathing gets heavier. Faster.

“I didn’t know it was… this,” he says weakly.

“This?” I echo, my tone innocent.

His eyes flick around the room—the chair, the restraints, the blood.

“Yeah.”

I lean back slightly, considering him. Not what he’s saying, but how he’s saying it.

“You knew enough to be careful,” I say.

He shakes his head again, panic spilling over.

I’m dying to know what he did—what kind of line he crossed to end up here—but that’s not what’s pulling me in.

It’s how his voice breaks under pressure, and how easily fear sits on him, as if it belongs there.

That fascinates me.

“I wasn’t trying to—”

“You were trying to get away with something,” I correct calmly.

He doesn’t answer, and the silence in the basement turns heavy.

“I have a family,” he says.

I look at him for a second too long.

“That’s not really rare,” I say, almost absentmindedly. “You should’ve thought about them earlier.”

I pause, watching not his face but his body, the small signs that give him away before he says a word.

His fingers tremble as they grip the edge of the chair, knuckles white. His shoulders lock, a useless attempt to hold himself together under the dread.

Interesting.

My father doesn’t bring people down here without a reason. So whatever this man did… it matters.

That’s what makes this worth paying attention to.

I take his wrist, turning it slightly, feeling his pulse racing under my fingers, fast and uneven.

I tilt my head, studying the rapid thumping, and hum softly, pleased.

“See, Jimmy…” I murmur, leaning in just a fraction closer. “Can I call you Jimmy?”

I don’t wait for an answer.

My thumb presses lightly over his pulse, and I feel it jump harder, faster now. Fascinating.

“People like you,” I say, almost distracted, “always think it’s about the money.”

He starts to cry without any drama, just leaking.

I watch that too, how his eyes glisten with fear and how he tries to blink the tears away.

“It’s not,” I continue, my voice soft, thoughtful. “It’s about decisions.” I tighten my grip just enough that he drags in a sharp breath and the pain shows on his face.

There it is.

My attention sharpens, focusing on his face, the way panic fills his eyes.

“And you made one,” I add, gently.

Then I move, faster and cleaner than he expects.

My other hand slips into my pocket, fingers closing around the knife like it has always belonged there.

I bring it up between us, absentmindedly, the blade gleaming under the low light.

“For example,” I murmur, letting the words sit between us.

His eyes widen, comprehension dawning too slowly.

The blade comes down in one clean motion with a wet, dull sound, and for a second the basement is completely silent.

Then the scream hits—late, broken, choking out of him as I let go of his hand, the knife slipping free with a slick, fluid motion.

Something small taps against the floor between us—his pinky finger.

I glance down for just a second before returning my gaze to him, calm and steady, as if nothing’s changed.

“See?” I say softly. “Decision.” But I’m not done. Not yet.

My hand shifts from his wrist to his throat, fingers tightening just enough to cut off whatever sound he’s trying to make.

The pressure, the control—it’s intoxicating.

His pulse is different here, slower and strangled, and I notice it.

The blade is already there—already where it needs to be.

It slides in under his ribs before he fully comprehends what’s happening.

There’s a sharp inhale and a choked gasp that echoes in the silence, and the shock lands on his face.

His body jerks once, then again, and I hold him there, unyielding, my gaze on his face, watching the exact moment his resolve gives way and his weight sags against me, until the resistance is gone.

I keep him upright a second longer than necessary, just to be sure and to understand it, because I am learning.

The room is completely still now. I watch the light go out of his eyes.

I don’t feel any regret. Instead, I like the control, the plain fact that whether he lives or dies is in my hands.

“Decisions,” I whisper.

As he slumps against me, I marvel at how simple it is. Control is the whole thing, and this is what it means to be in charge.

Then I let go, and he drops forward slightly, held in the chair even in death, quiet and still.

The door opens behind me. I don’t turn around, because I don’t need to; the footsteps are slow and controlled, and only one man walks like that.

It is my father, Enzo Hydes, Pakhan of the Hydes Syndicate, and behind him come Lucas, Viktor and Liam.

Now I turn, keeping my hands where they can see them.

My father’s gaze moves from me to the body, then back.

He understands everything immediately.

“What are you doing down here, Mikhail?” His voice is calm.

That’s worse.

“I wanted to see him,” I answer.

Lucas lets out a breath through his nose, close to a laugh.

“He’s fucking fifteen.”

“Fifteen doesn’t mean stupid,” my father replies, his eyes focused on me.

“You killed him,” he says, and it isn’t a question.

“Yes.”

A pause.

Then my father steps forward, looking down at the body briefly before speaking again.

“Lesson, Mikhail.”

His voice is still calm. Controlled.

“Dead men don’t talk.” He lets that sit.

“You want answers,” he continues, “you keep them breathing long enough to get them.”

I hold his gaze without getting defensive or apologetic. I just listen, and I note it.

Behind him, Viktor is already assessing. Lucas is watching me now, interest sharper.

Liam—Liam watches the body. Then me.

“And?” my father asks.

“He lied,” I say. “He hesitated before he did it.”

My father nods slightly, his expression giving nothing away.

“Your time will come, Misha,” he says quietly. “But since you’re so eager…” He glances back at the body as he speaks.

“Tell me—what did it feel like?”

Lucas lets out a short laugh. Viktor shakes his head once, already knowing this won’t be normal.

I don’t hesitate.

“The pulse,” I say. “The way it fought at first… then slowed.” I tilt my head slightly, thinking.

“Right before it stops—there’s a second where it almost disappears… then it doesn’t.” A pause.

“It’s… interesting.” Nobody speaks for a second, and then Lucas laughs, a genuine sound that breaks the tension.

Viktor shakes his head.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” he mutters.

My father watches me a second longer, not surprised or disappointed. Just… aware.

Then he turns slightly, already done with this.

“Come on,” he says. “Go clean up before your mother smells blood and decides I’ve ruined her evening.” Lucas smirks.

“That’ll be the real problem.”

My father glances back once more.

“Let’s have dinner, boys.”

Like this is normal, like I fit where I’m supposed to, with no judgement and no surprise.

They don’t always understand how my mind works—but they’ve never tried to change it.

They love me regardless.

I’ve been different for as long as I can remember.

I step back, moving toward the stairs.

Behind me, the clean-up starts, a routine they have clearly done many times before.

I pause on the bottom step just long enough to hear the first bucket fill, and then I go up to wash for dinner.
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Chapter 1


Mikhail POV

The chapel smells of cheap lilies and floor cleaner, and for one stupid second I am fifteen again, standing at the top of a basement stairwell, deciding whether I want to know what is waiting below.

I always know. That is the problem with me. I know, and I go down anyway.

The man in the white jumpsuit and the black pompadour clears his throat. He is the Elvis. He has said the opening lines of the ceremony four hundred times this year and he says them again in a voice flat with repetition. We have bought two gold bands off a velvet tray for nineteen dollars each. We have a plywood arch hung with plastic roses, a plastic cup of champagne someone put in my hand, and a woman who looks at me the way nobody has looked at me in years.

“Give us a minute,” I tell him.

He shrugs. He has seen this before.

I turn to her. She is standing with her heels in one hand, her black hair coming loose, her glasses crooked. Her pupils are wide, and she has to put her free hand against the arch to stay upright.

“Last chance to leave,” I say.

Chrisley looks at the open chapel door, at the pink neon on the street beyond it. Then she looks back at me.

“I know,” she says. “That’s why I’m still standing here.” Behind us the door stays open. Neither of us looks at it.

Nineteen hours earlier.

Twenty-eight years old. Present day.

Crowned Wolf does not sleep.

The bass vibrates through the floor beneath my feet, the same beat as always. Voices rise and fall around it, the controlled chaos of a room running the way it’s supposed to.

Glass strikes wood, orders are called across the bar, and money changes hands with the easy confidence of people who believe they’re somewhere safe.

Most of them are wrong.

The club runs the way it should because I make sure it does, with no surprises, no unnecessary problems, and nobody forgetting whose territory they’re standing in.

From the office above the main floor, I hear everything without needing to see it. The rhythm tells me enough. When the mood in a room shifts, I usually know before anyone else notices.

I don’t move from the window. The whiskey in my hand has been sitting long enough to lose its chill, and I still haven’t taken a sip.

My phone buzzes against the desk. Alex.

I pick it up and read the message twice.

Alex: Third delivery this month with the same freight name on the manifest. Adriatic Meridian Freight. Clean paperwork. Too clean.

I look down at the floor. Somewhere under my feet, in the back storeroom, there are forty crates of imported vodka that came in on that manifest. Nothing in them but vodka. I checked them myself on Tuesday.

That’s what bothers me.

Mikhail: Nobody opens a legitimate shipping company just to move legitimate fucking vodka at a loss.

Alex: Agreed. Someone’s paying to be boring.

Mikhail: Keep digging. Tell no one but Liam.

Alex: Understood.

I put the phone face down on the desk.

The Hydes don’t sell drugs. We never have. It’s messy business that brings the wrong kind of attention and the wrong kind of people, and my father spent thirty years keeping it out of our clubs. Two years ago an Albanian named Kreshnik Zaimi tried to turn our clean fronts into his distribution points, and we taught him why that was a stupid idea. He sent word afterward that he’d backed off. No retaliation. No turf claims.

I didn’t believe him then. I believe him less now.

My phone lights up again before I have finished the thought. Liam, this time.

Liam: Alex sent me the manifests. Whatever you’re planning to do about Meridian, you’re not doing it tonight.

Mikhail: I’m not planning anything.

Liam: That’s the part that worries me.

Liam: Also, Mama asked me why you’ve missed two family dinners in a row. I told her you were working.

Mikhail: I am working.

Liam: She asked what kind of work keeps a man away from his mother’s table for a fortnight. I didn’t have an answer that wouldn’t get me hit with the spoon.

Mikhail: Tell her I’m keeping her sons alive.

Liam: I’ll tell her you said that. You’ll be at the next one, because I’m not taking the spoon twice.

Liam sends messages the way he gives orders, as if saying no were a typing mistake. I have never decided whether that annoys me or is the reason I always answer. I turn the phone over on the desk, and I don’t reply, which he will read as a yes.

The office door opens without a knock.

I don’t look up right away. The sound of her heels is enough. So is her way of opening the door, as if she belongs here.

Rebecca. Tony Volkov’s sister.

Tony is married to my sister Sophia, which makes Rebecca a permanent fixture on the edge of my life whether I arranged it that way or not. She learned how to use that proximity well.

I recognise the strategy because I use it myself.

We started at Lucas and Gabby’s wedding, which should’ve told me something. Weddings make people careless. The open bar. The sentiment hanging in the air. She found me standing at the edge of the room, took the glass straight out of my hand and drank from it.

“You hate weddings,” she said.

“If it doesn’t bleed or explode, I’m not interested.”

Ten minutes later we were in a restroom with the door locked. It wasn’t romantic. Neither of us wanted it to be. We both knew what the other was offering, and that was the appeal.

It’s been like that for months, late nights and no questions, and she leaves before sunrise every single time.

I turn from the window and take her in properly.

She has blonde hair past her shoulders and sharp green eyes with something restless behind them tonight. Her posture is composed, but she has been clenching her jaw for a while, and she worked herself up for this conversation before she walked through the door.

Everything about Rebecca is deliberate. That’s what makes her useful. And occasionally exhausting.

I’ve had women since I was a teenager. I learned early that wanting someone and attaching yourself to them are two separate things, and most people confuse them because they can’t separate instinct from feeling.

I can.

I watch my brothers with their wives. Liam with Bailey, who is due within weeks with their fourth. Lucas with Gabby, who is carrying twins and has not let him out of her sight since the sonogram. Viktor with Elena, who is eight months along with their third and looks ready to throw something at anyone who tells her to sit down. Even Sophia is expecting again, and Tony has not stopped looking pleased with himself since she told him. I see how much of themselves they’ve handed over, and I’ve never once thought it looked like a good trade.

Give me someone to read across a table, someone who understands enough about me not to flinch when the darker parts show up.

Rebecca doesn’t flinch.

I put the whiskey down and let her come to me.

“You’ve been avoiding me,” she says.

“I’ve been busy.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

The frustration slips out before she can smooth it over. I lean back against the desk and cross my arms.

“You usually say what you want. Try that.”

“What I say and what I want aren’t always the same thing.” She steps closer and lowers her voice.

“I’m tired of this.”

I already know what she means: the secrecy, the quiet, and the fact that nobody in my family knows her name belongs next to mine.

“You weren’t tired last week.”

“That was last week.”

“Nothing’s changed.”

She laughs, sharp and short. “Exactly.”

“You made this quiet, Rebecca. Not me. I gave you the option from the beginning. You didn’t want questions. You didn’t want Tony asking who you were seeing. So don’t stand here and act like this is all my fucking fault.”

She looks away first. It’s small, but it counts.

“I want more,” she says.

There it is.

“What does more look like?”

“Leave with me. Vegas. A few days. No hiding. Just us.”

Funny choice of words, considering Vegas is still hiding. Just in a different city.

But Lucas is away with Gabby. Liam is buried in paperwork and the freight problem still hasn’t settled. It’s a bad time to leave.

Bad timing has never stopped me from doing what I want.

And she wants reassurance more than she wants the trip. I can see it.

“Fine,” I say. “A few days. That’s it.”

Relief crosses her face before she can stop it.

“Thank you.”

I don’t answer. I take her waist and pull her against me, because that’s the easier language for both of us. She kisses me like she’s trying to turn it into something it isn’t.

I let her. Longer than I should.

Because standing there with her mouth on mine and the bass shaking the floor, I already know this stopped being enough for me a long time ago.
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Chapter 2


Mikhail POV

The flight from Russia to Nevada took twelve hours, and most of it passed in silence neither of us tried to fill.

I spent most of it with my phone against my ear, but my attention kept drifting to her.

Rebecca sat across the cabin with her third drink, scrolling through something on her phone with practised boredom, expecting the world to wait for her.

She hadn’t looked up in forty minutes. That was the arrangement, wasn’t it? Proximity without presence.

Alex’s voice through the phone was measured and clinical in the way I preferred.

“There’s no identity behind it,” he said. “The name is a dead end.”

I leaned back in the seat, city lights sliding by beneath the jet.

“Explain.”

“It’s constructed. No origin, no pattern, no reuse. The alias exists only through isolated contact points—burners, dead drops, temporary accounts. Everything dies within the hour. Nothing connects back to a real person.”

That wasn’t surprising.

We already knew narcotics were moving through Crowned Wolf, which made the product the least of our problems. The real problem was finding whoever was feeding it into the network.

“And the infrastructure?” I asked.

“Overbuilt. Too clean. Whoever set it up didn’t need to go that far. They wanted it to look bigger than it is.”

I considered that.

Someone had put a lot of effort into building something designed to look invisible. That kind of work didn’t come from panic.

It came from patience, and patience was usually the more dangerous quality.

“Misdirection.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Either someone testing a system,” Alex replied, “or someone small trying to look bigger than they are.”

Neither explanation sat right. Both remained possible. I thought of the freight name Alex had sent me an hour before we left. Adriatic Meridian. Boring paperwork, and behind it something that very much wanted to stay hidden.

I let the silence stretch, and Alex—to his credit—didn’t rush to fill it.

“Nothing survived tracing?”

“No. Every path collapses. No escalation points. No secondary contacts. It’s dead from every angle.”

“So we still don’t know who’s pushing narcotics through Crowned Wolf.”

“No.”

I turned the closed blade of my knife over against the armrest, once, the way other men tap a pen.

“Keep looking. Don’t make noise.”

“Understood.”

“Not worth exposure,” I added. “Passive monitoring unless something changes.”

“I archived it,” he said. “If it surfaces again, I’ll catch it early.”

“Good.”

The line went quiet.

Whoever was behind it had invested too much effort for a simple distribution route. That was the part I fucking didn’t like.

People willing to spend that much time hiding themselves were usually hiding more than their name.

I ended the call and looked out toward the descent into Vegas, the Strip spread out below us, lit up and loud.

The city felt loud even from altitude, and you could sense it before the wheels touched down.

Vegas is a place built to keep people moving so they never look too closely at themselves.

Rebecca fit into it naturally.

My phone vibrated against the armrest as the wheels touched the runway. It was Viktor, who has never sent a message shorter than a paragraph and has never seen why he should.

Viktor: Elena says if you are in Vegas you are bringing something back for the baby. I told her you would bring back a hangover and a story you won’t tell. She said that is what the airport gift shop is for.

Mikhail: I’m not going into a gift shop.

Viktor: That’s what I said. She says you’ll go anyway because she asked nicely, and that you are, quote, secretly very easy, unquote. I would never say that to your face, so I am saying it by text.

I read it twice. It was the nearest thing to an ordinary conversation I had had in a week, and I was aware of the woman across the cabin, who in all these months had never once asked me anything about my family.

We checked into the Wynn without saying more to each other than the desk clerk required, and I took my phone out to the balcony to read through Alex’s notes again.

Rebecca was reclined on the bed when I came back inside from the balcony, red silk catching the light outside.

The suite was all glass, marble and polished steel, and every surface reflected the room back at itself.

Nothing hid well in rooms like this.

She looked completely at home in it, settled rather than performing comfort.

“You’ve been quiet all day.” She used the tone she saved for finding out whether something had shifted, testing the temperature.

I stood near the balcony doors, cigarette between my fingers, watching traffic move below without actually following any of it.

The movement was background noise. I was still thinking about Alex’s call. About patience. About misdirection.

And I was thinking about the five days since I’d watched Marcus die beneath Crowned Wolf, how little it had cost me to watch the life leave his eyes, how Rebecca would react if she knew how rarely I thought about it.

“I’m thinking.”

Amusement crossed her face. “That’s dangerous.”

“For who?”

She didn’t answer that. She never did when the question required honesty.

I didn’t move. The silence stretched between us again, and this time I felt it for what it was: a habit we’d both mistaken for connection.

Everything that brought us to this room in this city suddenly felt obvious from a distance: the secrecy and the repetition.

I could see, too, that the arrangement had stopped being discretion and turned into avoidance months ago.

“I’m tired,” I said finally.

“Of Vegas already?” The teasing was light. Practised. She’d used it before.

“No.” I looked at her then, letting the word settle before continuing.

“Tired of this. I have responsibilities.”

The shift in her happened immediately, small and controlled, but it was there in the slight recalculation behind her eyes and the way her hand paused on her glass.

“You weren’t complaining last night,” she said, moving toward me, proximity used as persuasion. She always did this. Redirected toward the physical when the conversation threatened to become real.

“This isn’t about last night.”

She stopped close enough for me to smell her perfume. Her hands settled against my chest with easy certainty, fingers pressing lightly like she was checking whether I was tense.

Like she owned the right to touch me whenever she chose.

“You think too much,” she murmured.

“That’s what keeps people alive.”

“Yet here you are.”

She thought she still had control of the conversation. I could see it in the angle of her chin. The patience in her hands.

She was waiting for me to concede the way I always had before this. The fact that she was still waiting told me more than anything she’d said.

Her lips brushed my jaw, deliberately, trying to move the conversation somewhere it couldn’t be finished.

I let her. Longer than I should’ve.

Which was its own kind of answer, and I was as irritated with myself as I was with her.

My hand closed around her waist and turned her sharply until her back met the table hard enough to rattle the glasses resting there.

She inhaled sharply, fingers threading into my hair, and I felt the familiar pull of her—the physical certainty that had always been easier than the rest of it.

What followed wasn’t tenderness. It was friction.

Two people working through irritation and boredom and the resentment that comes from realising you’ve been complicit in your own waste of time.

“This doesn’t fix anything,” I said against her mouth, though I didn’t stop. Because stopping required a decision I hadn’t quite made, and I was angry at myself for that too.

“It doesn’t have to.” Her breathing had already changed.

“Just stop thinking.”

That was the core of it. She wanted the moment. I wanted the outcome.

We had never wanted the same things. We’d simply pretended otherwise because it was easier than admitting we’d been using each other badly.

When I stepped back, I reached for my cigarettes again, needing distance more than nicotine. Rebecca stayed where she was for a second too long before straightening and smoothing her expression back into place.

Watching her do it—watching her rebuild the mask with practised efficiency—irritated me more than the conversation had.

“We can’t keep doing this,” I said, and the words landed flat and matter-of-fact.

“You always get like this.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.” Her voice cooled immediately.

People always said one thing to get what they wanted and another once the situation changed. I’d watched it happen too many times to mistake it for anything else.

“We agreed this was temporary,” I said.

Her chin came up. “And now it isn’t?”

That was the trouble with an arrangement built on convenience: it only lasted while both of us got something out of it.

“I’m not your secret, Rebecca.”

It had stopped being worth the effort somewhere around month five.

Her laugh was sharp and humorless. “You think I’m hiding you?”

“You’re hiding from consequences.” I watched the words land. Saw it in her expression before she buried it.

“You made the rules. Don’t pretend otherwise.”

She pulled back completely then, her eyes bright with anger at having been described too accurately.

“Tony would kill you if he found out.”

“He can try.” I said it evenly, without emphasis.

Which was exactly why she knew I meant it.

“He married into my family. If he has something to say, he can fucking say it to me.”

“You’re impossible.”

“No.” I reached for my jacket. “I’m done wasting time on this.”

The slap came hard enough to split skin. Copper flooded my mouth instantly. I tasted blood and turned back toward her.

I smiled, not from amusement but from recognition, the satisfaction of something finally finished.

“Are you done?”

Her hands trembled, from rage rather than fear. “Mikhail—”

“We’re done, Rebecca.”

I took my jacket off the chair.

“Where are you going?” she said.

“Out.”

“You can’t just leave in the middle of this.”

“I can leave in the middle of anything. That’s what’s wrong with us.” I opened the door. “If I stay in this room another ten minutes I’m going to say something about Tony, and about you, and none of it will be fair. So I’m going for a walk. Stay in the suite, order what you like, and fly home tomorrow.” She didn’t answer. She didn’t throw the glass either, which was worse.

I went down to the Strip alone.
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Chapter 3


Mikhail POV

The bar sits two blocks from the hotel, wedged between a pawn shop and a diner whose neon sign flickers on and off.

Tourists don’t stumble into it by accident; you have to want this brand of anonymity, which explains why I found it.

Inside, the air smells of old whiskey and cigarette smoke that settled into the wood grain years ago.

Low amber lights hang over the counter, casting more shadow than illumination.

Nobody looks up when the door opens, which suits me, because being recognised is the last thing I want tonight.

I take the stool at the far end and order whiskey, neat.

The bartender pours without eye contact and without the fake friendliness that passes for service in better-lit places. He knows when silence is part of the deal.

I leave a tip that exceeds the cost of the drink.

The first swallow burns down my throat, familiar.

By the third drink, the sharp edges of the day have dulled, but not enough.

My thoughts keep circling back to Rebecca, and not because I miss her. I fucking despise unfinished business.

I signal for another drink, and the bartender pours.

I scan the room because I always scan rooms, the habit too ingrained to be conscious anymore.

Three stools down, an older man stares at his wedding ring like it has personally betrayed him.

Near the jukebox, two women laugh at a pitch slightly too loud to be real.

In the corner, a couple argues quietly enough to maintain plausible deniability.

Then I see her.

She sits in a booth in the back corner, mostly in shadow.

Short dark waves fall messily around her face, and they don’t look styled.

Black-rimmed glasses frame eyes that track the room with the same detached assessment I recognise from my own reflection.

One leg crosses over the other, the hem of a short skirt riding slightly higher on a tattooed thigh.

A paperback sits open on the table in front of her, spine cracked, pages bent.

She isn’t reading it; she’s watching the room over the top of it.

I pick up my drink and walk toward her.

She notices before I’m halfway there.

She isn’t surprised. She simply lifts her gaze from the book and meets mine, her awareness immediate and complete, without the fractional hesitation most people need to mask their reactions.

I slide into the booth across from her.

One dark eyebrow rises.

“You always sit at strangers’ tables without asking?”

“You looked like you wanted to be left alone.”

“And yet.”

She gestures at the space between us with two fingers, unhurried.

“Here you are.”

“Here I am.”

She studies me like something she hasn’t categorised yet, neither threatened nor charmed, just assessing.

“Mikhail,” I say, because the silence has reached the point where a name functions as a question.

“Chrisley.”

She closes the paperback without marking her page.

Either she remembers where she was, or she doesn’t care.

“You come here to brood, or were you hoping for company?”

“Bit of both.”

“How’s that working out?”

“Ask me in ten minutes.”

Her mouth moves, just the suggestion of a smile.

“What are you reading?” I ask, nodding at the book.

She turns it over, showing me the cover.

No Longer Human, by Osamu Dazai.

I look at her, and she looks back with the mild patience of someone who has watched plenty of people react to that title and found their reactions informative. “Cheerful choice,” I say.

“I find it comforting, actually.” She sets it down between us.

“He’s honest about not understanding people. Most writers pretend they’ve figured it out, and Dazai just admits he hasn’t.”

“You find alienation comforting.”

“I find honesty comforting. The alienation is just what he happens to be honest about.” She picks up her glass of red wine and takes a measured sip.

“What are you running from?”

The question lands without preamble, no softening around the edges.

I consider deflecting and decide against it, because she would notice the deflection and find it less interesting than the truth.

“A decision I already made,” I say.

“You?”

“The opposite. A decision I can’t seem to make.” She tilts her head slightly.

“Why Vegas?”

“Because no one who knows me is here.”

“That’s either very sad or very practical.”

“Both.”

She considers that.

“Fair.”

Her gaze drifts past my shoulder toward the couple in the corner, the ones who have been arguing since I walked in.

I watch her watch them.

“They’ve stopped fighting,” she says.

I glance back.

She’s right.

The body language has shifted, the rigid angles softened, the woman’s hand now resting on the man’s forearm.

“Reconciliation or exhaustion,” I say.

“Reconciliation. Look at her shoulders. She’s not tense anymore, she’s relieved.” Chrisley turns back to me.

“Exhaustion keeps the shoulders up, and hers have dropped.” I look at her.

“You watch people.”

“Constantly.” No apology in it.

“You do too. You’ve checked both exits twice since you sat down and you haven’t had your back to the door once.” The observation is accurate.

Most people wouldn’t notice, and the ones who do are either trained or have spent enough time in rooms where it mattered.

I file that away without commenting on it.

“What else?”

“The bartender has a bad left shoulder. Old injury. He compensates when he pours, and it’s too practised to be recent.” She pauses.

“The two women by the jukebox aren’t friends. The body language is too careful. They’re performing friendship for an audience that isn’t in the room.”

“An ex,” I say.

“Or a mutual friend who reported back.” She shrugs.

“Either way, they’ll stop talking the moment they leave.” She looks at me steadily.

“You’re not going to ask how I know any of this.”

“You’d tell me it’s just observation.”

“It is just observation.”

“Then there’s nothing to ask.”

She almost smiles again, and this time it gets slightly further before she pulls it back.

I notice that I’m tracking it the way I track any movement I didn’t predict.

“Why are you alone?” I ask.

“Vegas isn’t a city people come to alone.”

“I come to places alone all the time.”

She says it without defensiveness, as a simple fact.

“People assume solitude is a symptom of something. I think it’s just a preference.”

“And tonight?”

She turns her glass between her palms.

“Tonight it’s both a preference and a symptom. My roommate wanted to come. I told her I needed the weekend.” She shrugs.

“She didn’t argue, which means she’s either very understanding or very tired of arguing with me. Probably the second one.”

“What did you need the weekend from?”

“Everything that comes with being expected somewhere.” She glances at me. “You understand that.” It isn’t a question.

I think about Liam’s brand of concern, which always sounds like strategy.

I think about the estate, and how nobody there is ever allowed to relax in any room. “Yes,” I say.

“See.”

She picks up her book and sets it back down again without opening it.

“That’s the thing about sitting alone in a bar with a depressing novel. You think you’re invisible, but you’re only readable to a certain kind of person.”

“What kind of person am I?”

She looks at me, direct and unhurried, the glasses catching the amber light from the fixture above us.

“The kind who checks for exits and still walked across a room toward something he hadn’t planned on.”

She pauses.

“Which means you’re controlled, but not as controlled as you want to be. Tonight, anyway.”

That is more accurate than I like, and I don’t acknowledge it.

“And you?” I say. “What kind of person are you?”

“The kind who let you sit down.”

She says it simply, and it lands harder than any explanation would.

“I don’t usually do that.”

The whiskey keeps disappearing, and so do the hours.

At some point I stop thinking about Rebecca. It isn’t effort; Chrisley simply takes up the space the thought was using.

Chrisley asks questions and actually listens to the answers, not for what they confirm but for what they don’t say.

When I speak in generalities, she waits and doesn’t fill the gap with her own words, and because she says nothing, what I said sounds weak, which is not something I’m used to.

“You think connection is a liability,” she says at one point.

It comes out of a longer conversation about something else, but it lands like a conclusion she’s been working toward.

“I think dependency is.”

“Those aren’t the same thing.”

“They become the same thing.” She considers that.

“Only if one person ends up holding up everything else. Then yes, losing them brings it all down.” She turns her glass.

“But that’s a flaw in how you built your life, not an argument against connection.” I look at her.

“You’ve thought about this.”

“I’ve been there,” she says, and her voice goes quieter, just slightly.

Not vulnerable, just honest, the Dazai kind of honest.

“So have I,” I say.

She nods, as if that was the answer she expected, and doesn’t push further.

That restraint is more interesting to me than anything she could have said.

By the time I stand, I’ve been sitting across from her for two hours.

The bar has thinned out.

The arguing couple is gone, the women by the jukebox are gone, and the man with the wedding ring has settled into something that looks less like regret and more like resignation.

The bartender wipes down the counter like a man who has closed a thousand nights.

I should leave. The logic is sound and familiar: return to the hotel, sleep, fly home tomorrow, file this under a one-off mistake and move on. I’ve made that calculation before, and I know what it feels like to execute it cleanly.

I make it halfway to the door.

Through the glass I can see the Strip’s neon reflected on the pavement.

The suite is beyond that, empty, with everything I haven’t resolved sitting in it, and I don’t particularly want to examine any of it alone. I stop.

I don’t turn around immediately. I stand there with my hand raised halfway to the door, aware that I’m making a decision and aware that I’ve already made it, which are two different things that sometimes happen in the wrong order.

Then I turn around and walk back.

Chrisley is watching me, not surprised and not wearing the expression people arrange when they want to look like they weren’t hoping for something. Her head is slightly tilted, the book is closed on the table in front of her, and her glass is nearly empty.

I stop beside the booth.

“Come with me,” I say.

“Where?”

“Somewhere that isn’t here.”

She looks at me just long enough to verify she isn’t making a stupid decision, and not long enough to talk herself out of something she has already decided she wants.

I watch her pulse beat in her throat, the only sign that this moment affects her more than she lets on.

Then she picks up her book, slides out of the booth, and stands.

“You’re going to be interesting,” she says.

Not a compliment so much as a conclusion.

“Probably,” I say.

She slips her fingers into mine when I offer my hand, and her skin is warmer than I expect.

We walk out into the city together.

The neon catches in her glasses as we step outside. The night air is cool and smells of asphalt and something sweet from the diner next door.

I know how this ends.

That’s probably why I do it anyway.
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Chapter 4


Mikhail POV

We left the last bar a little after midnight. I only knew that because a clock over the door said so, and I had to look at it twice to read it. The Strip was still at full volume, and Chrisley walked beside me with her heels hooked on two fingers, her glasses sliding down her nose, and a laugh she kept starting and failing to finish.

“You’re limping,” I said.

“I’m not limping. The pavement is uneven.”

“The pavement is flat.”

“Then it’s very convincingly uneven.”

She had put away two glasses of wine at the table and then whatever the bartender kept sliding in front of us after that, and I had stopped counting my own whiskeys somewhere around the fifth. I wasn’t falling over. I was just a good deal looser than I ever let myself be, and the part of my head that normally tracked every face and exit within fifty metres had gone quiet. That should have worried me. It felt like a holiday.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

“There’s a bar around here somewhere. I haven’t been in years. I think it’s down one of these side streets.”

“You think.”

“I’m fairly sure.”

“That’s the least convincing thing I’ve ever heard a man in a suit say.”

We took the wrong side street, and then the wrong one after that, and she stopped under a flickering sign to lean on my arm and laugh until she had to wipe her eyes under her glasses. I stood there letting her and noticing, with the slow stupid clarity of a man who has had too much to drink, that I hadn’t made anybody laugh like that in a very long time. On the third try I found it by the smell of old cigars coming out of an air vent, and I felt more pleased with myself than the achievement deserved.

The door was heavy and black, with no handle and no sign. A small camera sat above it. I knocked three times, waited, then knocked twice more, and I was honestly surprised that my hand still remembered the rhythm. The door opened.

“Do they know you in there?” she whispered.

“God, I hope not.”

Inside, the bar was small and dim, with dark wood and old photographs of mobsters and film stars in black and white behind glass. A velvet curtain at the back led through to a club, and the music from it came through the walls as a dull thump.

I hadn’t been in this place for years. We had come here as a group after Vicky walked out on Liam, the four of us in the first week, because Vegas was far enough from home and loud enough that we didn’t have to hear how quiet the house had become after she left, something Bella had been too young to understand. Liam hardly drank that night. He watched us instead and said very little, and none of us asked what he was thinking. We stayed. It’s what we do.

The bartender was in his sixties, with big scarred hands and the eyes of a man who had learned not to notice things. He looked at me for a second too long, then set down two glasses of whiskey without being asked.

“That’s not what I ordered,” Chrisley said.

“You didn’t,” he said. “Drink it.”

She picked hers up, sniffed it, and drank half. “Okay,” she said. “That’s fair.”

We took a corner booth with leather cracked by age. The whiskey was strong and I drank it faster than I meant to. Chrisley slid down in the seat until her shoes were on the opposite bench, which I would have objected to from anyone else, and looked at the room with her head tilted.

Most of the women I met performed interest. They touched my sleeve, they leaned in, they laughed too loudly. Chrisley did none of it. She was quite drunk by then, and it made her slower but not less sharp, and she watched the people in the room with the same blunt attention she gave to me. Every so often she drew shapes in the wet ring her glass had left on the table and lost track of what she was saying halfway through a sentence.

She noticed things before I pointed them out. The man in the corner who checked his phone every minute or so. The woman at the bar who had been nursing the same drink for an hour and watching the door. I told her it was a bad habit to notice that much. She told me it was a worse habit to notice and say nothing.

Somewhere between the whiskey and the red light I started noticing things about her that I had no business noticing: the curve of her mouth when she laughed, the way her glasses slid down her nose when she tilted her head, how comfortable she was in her own skin without wanting anyone to look.

“Which one is sadder?” she asked, and pointed her glass at the corner and then at the bar. “The guy waiting for a text, or the woman buying drinks for friends who aren’t coming?”

I followed her gaze. “The guy.”

“Really?”

“At least the woman can pretend she’s expecting company. That poor bastard’s sitting there hoping somebody remembers he exists.”

A small smile touched her lips. “That’s oddly specific.”

“Occupational hazard. I notice things.”

“So do I.” She looked at the bar again. “I still think it’s the woman.”

“Why?”

“Because she knows they’re not coming.” She shrugged. “And she ordered the drinks anyway. Some people would rather wait than go home alone.”

I should have gone back to my hotel. The thought came up clear and sensible, and I remembered the last conversation with Rebecca and the reason I had walked out of the suite to begin with. Instead I sat in a cracked leather booth looking at a stranger who had put a hole in a very bad week using nothing but her attention.

Chrisley pulled her feet off the bench, stood up, and grabbed the table when the room tilted. She laughed at herself, glanced down the hallway toward the bathrooms, and looked back at me.

“Are you coming?”

She didn’t spell it out, and she didn’t need to. It wasn’t an invitation to another drink.

I didn’t think about it. One moment I was sitting there with a glass of warm whiskey in my hand, and the next I was following her down the narrow hallway with the noise of the bar dwindling behind us. Maybe it was the alcohol, or the way she looked at me like she understood something about me that most people didn’t. Or maybe sometimes chaos was simply easier than control.

The door swung shut behind us, and after the red lamps in the booth the light in there was bright enough that I had to squint. It was a small room with one stall, a sink with a dripping tap, a hand dryer bolted to the wall and a paper towel dispenser with a dent in it, and the mirror showed Chrisley with her glasses crooked and her mascara smudged, and showed me with a grin on my face that I had not noticed arriving.

She didn’t wait for me to say anything. She took two fistfuls of my shirt and went up on her toes, and because she was drunk and I was taller than she had judged, she kissed the corner of my mouth instead of the middle of it, and we both started laughing. “Hold on,” she said. “I’ll do it again.” The second attempt was accurate. Her glasses pushed into my cheekbone, she tasted of lime and whiskey, and I got both arms around her and stopped being careful about anything, which I could not have said of many nights in my life.

She started on my shirt and got two buttons undone before the third came off in her fingers. She looked at it in her palm, said “Oops,” and dropped it into the sink, where it rolled around the basin and went down the drain. “That shirt was made for me in Milan,” I said. “Then Milan should have sewn it on properly,” she said. I tried to return the favour with her skirt, which had a zip at the side that I could not find. I have stripped and reassembled a rifle in the dark, and I stood there turning her by the hip, one way and then the other, while she told me it was on the left, then on the right, then that it was stuck and I should forget it. In the end I shoved the skirt up around her waist, and she pulled her top down off one shoulder, and I put my mouth on her neck just under the ear and bit down, harder than I meant to. She yelped, then laughed, then told me to do it again.

I walked her backwards toward the wall, and on the way my hip caught the edge of the sink and set off the soap dispenser, which squirted a pink line down my sleeve. Her elbow, flung out to steady herself, hit the button on the hand dryer. It came on with a roar. We both jumped, and she shrieked, and then she was laughing so hard that she had to put her forehead on my chest while I reached across and slapped at the button until the thing wound down.

Her back met the tile beside the sink, and she hissed at how cold it was through her top. By then she had her hands at my belt, and after three tries she announced that the buckle was a conspiracy, so I did it myself, on my second go, with fingers that refused to be quick. She pulled her underwear aside with her own hand because I was taking too long. “Mikhail,” she said, “I am going to sober up. Hurry.”

“That isn’t how it works.”

“Then hurry before you do.”

I lifted her, and she wrapped her legs around my waist. The first time I tried to get inside her I missed, and we both groaned and laughed with our foreheads together, which had not happened to me since I was seventeen and which I did not mind in the least. On the second try I found the place and pushed in, and then I stopped, because she was a good deal tighter than I had expected and her whole body had gone stiff around me.

“You’re a virgin,” I said, and it came out more like an accusation than a question.

“No,” she said, too quickly, looking at my collar instead of my face.

“Chrisley.”

“I’m not. Don’t be strange about it.”

“Do you want me to stop?”

“If you stop, I’ll bite you again.”

“That isn’t an answer.”

“It’s the only one you’re getting.” Her fingers dug into my shoulders. “Please don’t stop.”

I did not believe her about the first part, and I did not ask a second time. I would like to say that was because I was thinking of her, but the truth is that I was too drunk and too far in to be of any use to anyone, so I moved.

There was no rhythm to it. Each thrust shoved her back into the tile, and her heel kept knocking the paper towel dispenser with a hollow clang, and the bin by the stall rattled in answer. “Stop laughing,” I said. “You’re clenching.” “The dispenser keeps hitting my foot!” She pushed her glasses up her nose with the back of her wrist, since both hands were busy holding on to me, and for some reason that is the part I remember best. Then I got a hand between us, and she took my wrist and moved it where she wanted it, saying “There. No, there,” and she stopped laughing. Her breath went high and fast, her head went back against the tile, and she came with her teeth in my shoulder through my shirt and a sound that was half a swear word and half a giggle. That was all it took. I finished a few seconds after her, a good deal sooner than I would have liked, with my face in her neck, swearing in two languages and gripping the backs of her thighs hard enough to bruise.

The whole thing had taken about five minutes, which on any other night would have embarrassed me. When I lowered her feet to the floor her knees gave, and I caught her around the waist, and we stood there holding each other up and breathing as if we had run up a flight of stairs. Then I looked down. There was a thin smear of blood on the inside of her thigh. It was not much, but it was there, and it settled the argument about her answer.

I said nothing about it, and she did not either, though a flush crept up her neck as she watched me notice. I lifted her onto the edge of the counter by the sink, yanked a handful of paper towels from the dispenser, and ran them under the hot tap until they were warm and sodden.

“Hold still,” I said.

I cleaned her carefully, with steady hands, wiping the inside of her thighs and then between her legs while she watched me with bright eyes and her bottom lip caught between her teeth. I had never done this for anyone. In my experience, a woman I had finished with could find her own way to a sink, and I had never once felt the lack. I told myself that it meant nothing, that it was only manners, and that the whiskey made it seem like a natural thing to do.

My phone buzzed against my hip in the middle of it. I took it out with my clean hand and looked at the screen, where Rebecca’s name sat above a missed call, and I put the phone back in my pocket without calling her back and without feeling anything about it except mild irritation that she had picked tonight.

Chrisley raised an eyebrow, and I shrugged. She did not ask, which I noted in her favour.

I dropped the towels into the bin, helped her tug her skirt down, and watched her try to flatten her hair in the mirror without much success. It struck me that I was not ready for her to walk out of the room and out of my evening.

“Have a drink with me,” I said. “Properly, this time.”

A slow smile crossed her face, with a hint of something that suited her far better than shyness had. “You’re buying?”

“Always.”

She laughed and checked her lipstick, which was long gone, and I stood behind her in the mirror and looked at the red mark my teeth had left on her neck, wanting to turn her around, put her back on that counter, and do it all again at a much slower pace. I did not. I opened the door instead and held it for her, and told myself that restraint was a discipline, and one I was good at.

We went back out to the bar, past the point of thinking clearly, and we settled at the counter with our shoulders pressed together. The bartender poured another round without asking. Chrisley had her chin on her fist and told me, in a very serious voice, a story about her friend Jasmine and a goat that I lost the thread of twice. Rebecca, home, and every responsible thing I owned felt like they belonged to somebody else in another country.

Then a man slid onto the stool beside her, smelling of cheap cologne and too sure of himself, mistaking persistence for charm.

“Buy you a drink?”

The reaction in my head was immediate. Not jealousy, but something worse and simpler. Possession.

“She’s my wife.”

I said it low, and I let the threat sit in it. The word felt strange in my mouth and came out heavier than I intended.

The man froze, his eyes flicking from me to her and back, and he backed off with his hands raised.

Chrisley turned on the stool, one eyebrow lifted, swaying a little. “Your wife?”

I shrugged and ignored the satisfaction settling under my skin. “You looked taken.”

“Interesting strategy.”

“It worked.”

“It did.” She considered me for a moment with her head on one side, then burst out laughing for no reason I could see.

Outside, the night air hit me harder than I expected. The Strip glowed around us in artificial colour, crowded and loud, and the drink had settled into my legs. Chrisley slipped her arm through mine and said something that had us both laughing, though a minute later I couldn’t have repeated it for money.

We stopped in front of a small, bright chapel with plastic flowers in the window and a pink neon sign that buzzed. An Elvis impersonator stood by the door smoking a cigarette, wearing a bored expression, as if he had seen this mistake too many times to still find it funny.

Chrisley tilted her head. “Well. That looks responsible.”

I should have walked away. The thought was clear and logical and had nothing to do with the whiskey burning through my veins or the woman beside me who smelled of sex and poor decisions.

Instead, I laughed. “You first.”

“Is that a dare?”

“It’s whatever you want it to be.”

Her eyes narrowed, and she stepped inside. I followed.

The chapel shared a wall with the county licence bureau, which stayed open all night for this sort of mistake. A clerk with a lanyard and a cold coffee took our IDs, looked at us once, asked whether either of us had been married before, and slid two forms across the counter. She didn’t ask whether we had been drinking. She asked whether we could sign our names. Chrisley’s signature went off the edge of the line. Mine was worse. It took fourteen minutes, most of it spent finding a pen that worked, and we walked out with a piece of paper neither of us had read.

The chapel smelled of cheap lilies and floor cleaner. For one stupid second I was fifteen again, standing at the top of my father’s basement stairs.

I had gone down them that night. A man was tied to a chair in the concrete room below, and I had asked him a simple question: what did you do? He told me a lie, and I watched him think before he said it. I used the knife I had brought down in my pocket. When I was done, my father was standing in the doorway with Lucas, Viktor and Liam behind him. Nobody shouted. Papa looked at me for a long time, measuring something.

“Your time will come, Misha,” he said quietly.

Then he sent me upstairs to wash before Mama saw the blood and decided he’d ruined her evening. I understood that night that my family wasn’t afraid of what I was. That should have comforted me. It’s the reason I’ve never been sure whether I was born this way or raised into it.

In the chapel, the Elvis cleared his throat. He asked whether we had rings. We didn’t. He produced a velvet tray from under the altar, and we picked two plain gold bands at nineteen dollars each, because it was easier than thinking. Someone put a plastic cup of champagne in my hand, and I drank it without noticing.

“Give us a minute,” I told him.

He shrugged. He had seen this before.

I turned to Chrisley. She stood by the plywood arch with her heels in one hand, her hair coming loose, her glasses crooked, and she had to put her other hand on the arch to stay upright.

“Last chance to leave,” I said. “I’ll put you in a cab and we’ll both pretend we never walked in here.”

She looked at the open door and the pink neon beyond it. Then she looked back at me. “I know,” she said. “That’s why I’m still standing here.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve done the careful thing my whole life.” She hiccupped and ignored it. “I read every contract twice, I studied law because it was the sensible thing, and I have never done anything I couldn’t undo. I want to do one stupid thing and mean it.”

“It’s a marriage, not a tattoo.”

“Then I’ll draw up the divorce papers myself. I’ve read worse contracts.”

“You’ll regret this in the morning.”

“Probably.” She held out her hand. “Ask me again in the morning.”

I took it.

The ceremony took less than five minutes. Strangers clapped because that was what you did. Elvis talked about love like it meant something, his voice flat with repetition.

“I do,” Chrisley said, her voice steady, the laughter still lingering at the edges. The words hung for a second. Then I answered.

“I do.”

And just like that, it was done.

Somewhere between the neon and the whiskey still burning in my system, I realised something that should probably have concerned me more than it did. I didn’t even know her fucking last name.
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