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Chapter One

 


Some big motherfucker was sitting on Zeke Graham’s
chest, and he didn’t like it one bit. He opened his strangely
groggy eyes, about to use his considerable strength to shove the
fucker onto the floor, when he realized that he couldn’t move his
arms. Or breathe on his own. A horrible tube stretched from his
lips down into his throat, hurting his esophagus. He couldn’t
swallow. Beeping sounds from his left pierced his skull, setting
off a headache worse than any he’d ever had before.

“Zero? Can you hear me? Try and relax. You’re
in the hospital, and you’re on a ventilator. Don’t fight it. You’re
waking up from surgery,” a female voice said. Something cool
touched his arm.

Zeke, known to most everyone as Zero, struggled to
order his thoughts, but everything seemed to float away from him
before he could make sense of it. He tried to turn his head, but
the room he was in was dim and blurry, and he couldn’t see much. He
tried again to lift his arms, but he couldn’t move at all. His
limbs felt like they’d been squashed underwater, and the sound of
the machine breathing for him freaked him the fuck out, not that
he’d show it. He counted to ten in his head. In his experience,
counting slowly did more to calm him down than any fancy meditation
exercise. And given his shit luck for most of his life, he needed
something to keep himself from flying off the handle every other
day.

“Okay, try and cough as we pull out the
tubing. On three,” the voice said.

Zero counted silently as the woman counted
aloud.

“One, two, and three.” She smoothly pulled the
tube out of his throat.

Zero choked, then gasped as a searing pain in his
chest made his headache seem like a joke. “God,” he croaked, but no
sound came out.

“Easy. Your throat is still trying to figure
out how to work,” the woman said, easing an ice chip between his
teeth.

Nausea swept through Zero, and he frowned, clenching
his teeth. The ice chip cracked in half, then melted. “Sick,” he
managed to whisper.

“It’s from the anesthesia. Hang on, and we’ll
get you something for that. We don’t want you vomiting with that
chest wound,” the nurse said.

Zero concentrated on lying perfectly still. He must
have dozed or something, because when he opened his eyes again,
something burned in his arm.

“That’s the Zofran. It should help with the
nausea,” a male voice said. “As soon as it kicks in, you’ll feel
better.”

Somehow, Zero knew that he should be more worried
about what was going on, but he couldn’t seem to focus. He closed
his eyes, and drifted off. A long time later, he woke up again. The
pain in his throat was better, and he could see clearly. He was in
a hospital bed, in a room with a window on his right. A row of what
looked like cloth cells stretched down the left-hand side of the
antiseptic space and around the perimeter of the room.

“Hello there.” A male nurse bustled into his
room, pushing back the curtain. “I see you’re awake. Can you tell
me your name?”

Zero licked dry lips. “Zero. Zeke to my dead
mother.”

“Excellent.” The man nodded, eyes on the
monitor above his bed. “You’re awake, and your vitals are stable,
so we’ll be taking you to your room, now.” The man turned to Zero
and smiled. “How are you feeling?”

“Like a truck sat on me.” Zero tried to lift
his arms, and was happy to find that they worked. Sort of. He
hadn’t liked being so drugged that he couldn’t control his body.
Nearly all his life, he’d had no one to depend on but himself, and
he hadn’t been this vulnerable since he was a kid. He needed to be
able to defend himself if necessary. “Like shit.” He tried clearing
his throat, but the pain in his chest put a quick end to that
action. He concentrated on breathing, counting in his head until he
felt a bit calmer.

The nurse nodded. “I know you feel like crap right
now, but believe me, you came through major surgery better than
I’ve seen most people.” His gaze flicked down Zero’s body. “It’s a
good thing you’re in excellent shape.”

Zero wanted to snort, but he had a feeling it would
hurt like hell. “What did they do?” He hadn’t expected to feel so
bad after surgery. He’d thought the bullet had simply slipped
through his body, no biggie. He knew he had an exit wound on his
back.

“You had your lung reinflated, and a fragment
of a bullet removed. Apparently, a tiny piece had lodged up against
one of your ribs. You’re a very lucky man.” The nurse began to
unpeel the stickers and leads stuck to Zero’s chest. “Your heart is
strong though, so there’s that.”

“How long?” Zero struggled to make his mouth
work. He really needed a drink, but he had a feeling that was off
the table for a while.

“How long what? How long were you under?
Several hours.” The nurse bundled up the EKG wires and shoved them
into the cabinet under the machine.

“No.” Zeke clenched his teeth in frustration,
then tried again. “How long before I can get out of
here?”

“It’ll be a few days.” The nurse smiled.
“Depends on how quickly you can be up and walking around. As soon
as you can use the toilet by yourself, you’ll be good to go.” He
undid the blood pressure cuff. “They took the catheter out while
you were still under, so that’s good. As soon as you start to feel
like you have to use the toilet, just let your nurse know and
they’ll help you get there.”

“You’re not my nurse?” Zero swallowed again,
wincing at the soreness in his throat.

“No, I work on the recovery ward. I’ll be
helping you down to your room, and that’s it.”

Zero nodded, and let his eyes close again. Where
the hell is Felix? And Ariana? he wondered. He’d been helping
his friend out, protecting Jenna, the sister of Felix’s boyfriend,
Nick, and then all hell had broken loose. That little prick Quincy
Edwards had busted into Zero’s warehouse bunker, probably with the
help of both intel and men from his mobster uncle. Zero had taken a
shot to the chest, and Jenna had died. He grimaced. The girl had
been a sweet thing, and she certainly didn’t deserve to lose her
life like that. He might’ve died, too, if Felix and Nick hadn’t
shown up in time to call Ariana, his doctor on call. She was
another one of his favors. He’d helped her out with a problem years
ago, and she owed him a house call. She’d shown up, no questions
asked, thank God. He’d been in the service with her husband, too,
so the connections with her family were tight. He grimaced. He
didn’t like to call in the favor, but it was a good thing he knew
her.

“Ok, there, Mr. Zero, hang on and we’ll wheel
you down.”

“Please, it’s just Zero,” he said as he opened
his eyes to find out that a hospital aide and a new nurse had
appeared out of nowhere. A frisson of fear shot through him as he
took in their unfamiliar faces. Hell. I’m really out of it. I’m
going to bite it if I don’t get my shit together. He couldn’t
afford to be drifting in and out of life like this. He had enemies.
He had a business to run. Contracts to place, and goods to sell. He
wasn’t used to being so weak. It wasn’t safe.

“So, what do you do for a living?” the nurse
asked. Her cheerful demeanor told Zero she didn’t mean anything by
her question. She unlocked the wheels on the bed and nodded to the
aide. The man pushed gently, and the bed began to roll toward the
double doors at the end of the ward. “Are you a cop?”

A cop? Amusement rushed through Zero.
She’s just making small talk, he told himself so his mind
wouldn’t go zooming off into what-ifs. He had no capacity to plan
for an exit right now, so he needed to make do with the situation
as it was. “Not a cop. What would you say if I told you I was a
fence?” he asked, smiling slightly. He flexed his fingers and toes,
gratified to feel the weird, groggy tingling recede. The more awake
he became, the better he felt about his situation. He could
think again, which was what had bothered him more than
anything else. Pain he could handle. Not having his brain work was
a disaster he couldn’t bear to contemplate.

“You like to tell tales, don’t you?” The woman
laughed, and her braids bobbed as she smiled down at him. “Since
you’re not a policeman, I thought you’d say you were a bouncer. You
look like you could bench press a horse.” She guided the bed down
the hall. “Next you’ll be telling me that you’re a world-famous
assassin, or a spy, like James Bond.”

No, being a contract killer is my best friend
Felix’s job. Zero smiled wider, despite the pain starting to
bleed through the fading anesthesia. “I did work as a bouncer once,
my dear.” If he’d been feeling better, he’d flirt a little. The
ladies enjoyed it, and somehow, they always knew he didn’t mean
anything serious with it. “And I can mix a delightful martini.”

“You’re a sweet talker, aren’t you?” The nurse
grinned as she punched the button for the elevator. Her dark skin
gleamed even in the harsh hospital light, and Zero suddenly wished
he had his camera. He liked taking pictures of people.

Everyone should have a hobby, he mused,
thinking about how he’d light her face. Of course, the handsome
male aide silently pushing the bed from behind was more his type,
but Zero wasn’t one to discriminate when it came to art.

“I’m Jacinda. You just lie back and enjoy the
ride,” the nurse said.

Zero nodded, frowning when the last remnants of the
anesthesia made him dizzy. “Will I have a private room?” he asked
as they wheeled him into the empty elevator.

Jacinda looked at him in surprise. “Of course.
Doctor Amon arranged everything for you. I thought you knew. They
told me you were conscious when you came in for treatment.” The
elevator binged, and the doors opened. They pushed his bed out.

“I am still waking up,” Zero said, wondering
if Ariana would make an appearance at his bedside. It would
probably be better for her if she didn’t. He made a mental note to
call her and make sure she stayed far away. If Felix had completed
matters like he’d expected, that disgusting twit Quincy would be
dead by now, and his uncle, Robert Edwards, would be out for blood.
Zero didn’t want Ariana getting caught in the crossfire when he
eliminated the man. He wasn’t keen on anyone breaking into his
home. Not only was it bad for business, he also had a reputation to
maintain.

“Ah, it looks like you have visitors already,”
Jacinda said, pushing him into a room. She arranged the bed near a
bank of monitors on the wall, then locked the wheels. The aide
helping her wandered out, and Jacinda busied herself with letting
down the side rail of the bed nearest the bathroom. “Whenever you
feel up to it, just push this button and I’ll help you to the
bathroom.”

“Of course,” Zero said, and she patted his arm
before heading out of the room. He turned his attention to the two
men waiting by the window. “How interesting. I thought the two of
you would be too busy to come check up on me.” His voice still had
a hint of rasp to it, but he made an effort to speak clearly. He
didn’t want anyone to know how weak he felt, even his friends.
Felix scowled at his words, and Nick frowned. Zero sensed their
exhaustion, even through his own post-surgical
weariness.

“We’ve completed our business,” Felix said,
not elaborating.

Judging from the shadows under Nick’s eyes, Zero
knew precisely what that business had been. Quincy Edwards was
dead. “Heading west, then?” He thought briefly about apologizing,
but the two men already knew how deeply regretful he felt about
Jenna’s death. Nick looked like a man floundering on the edge of
drowning, and didn’t need to rehash the circumstances of his
sister’s death.

“Yes. I don’t really want to stick around,”
Nick said, rubbing his eyes. “Especially since Felix won’t let me
go after Quincy’s uncle.”

“Felix knows that villain is my problem to
solve,” Zero said softly.

“Even though he helped his nephew kill my
sister?” Nick demanded angrily. He took a step forward, but then
stopped when Felix put a hand on his arm.

Zero sighed, and the pain in his chest reminded him
that he wasn’t up to hunting anyone at the moment, damn it all to
hell. Patience, he told himself. “Even so. He invaded my
home. He is my responsibility. I don’t take kindly to men breaking
into my sanctuary. Clearly, he wanted me dead because I would not
work for him. Vindictive bastard.”

Felix nodded. “We understand.”

Zero knew his friend Felix truly did get it. He
wasn’t so certain about his friend’s new boyfriend. “I promise that
he will not enjoy my justice, dear Nick.”

Nick glared at him, then shrugged off Felix’s arm.
“I don’t have the resources to do what needs to be done, despite my
skills. I’d need your help anyway. I’m a thief, not a killer.” He
started pacing at the foot of the bed.

Zero watched him for a moment, feeling the
exhaustion from his surgery dragging at his limbs. “You need rest,
and to grieve. I will properly dispose of the criminal, and we will
all live happily ever after, yes?” He hoped Nick took the hint. The
only thing Zero wanted right now was to sleep some more, and maybe
take a piss.

Felix, inscrutable as always, leaned back against
the windowsill. “Nick. Let it go. Zero will do what he said.”

“Fuck, Felix—” Nick began, but Zero cut him
off.

“It is regrettable, what happened to your
sister. I will tie up all the loose ends as soon as I am on my
feet. Do not fret over it. You know my word is good, and that is
precisely why I will handle the situation. My reputation is my
business.” Zero pushed the button on the side rail, elevating the
bed a bit more. He needed to face Nick properly, so the man could
see his intention on his face. “We’ve worked well together for
several years, haven’t we? We have made a great deal of
money.”

Nick stopped pacing and stood in the center of the
room, hands clenched into fists. “Yes.”

“Then trust that I will take care of it,” Zero
said. He glanced at Felix. “You’ve explained to him how we met,
correct?” He still remembered that day vividly. He’d been barely
fourteen, an early freshman in his new high school. The bleachers
had stretched above his head like prison bars. The boys holding him
down thought it would be funny to rape a “fucking faggot”, as they
liked to call him. Felix, a senior at the same school, had
discovered the boys assaulting Zero, and used his fists to convince
them that it was a very bad idea. Since then, Zero’s loyalty to
Felix for saving him from a brutal rape had never wavered, and he
wasn’t about to let the man down now, despite the recent
debacle.

Felix nodded.

“Good. Then you understand that I keep my
word.”

Nick shoved his hands into his pockets. “You didn’t
keep Jenna safe, though, did you?”

Zero would have liked to shake some sense into Nick,
but he didn’t have the energy for it right now. And, too, the man
was clearly grieving deeply. “You know what happened, and you know
how deeply I am sorry for her loss,” he merely said. He couldn’t
have predicted that fucking Robert Edwards would give his nephew
the manpower to break into Zero’s warehouse, especially not when
the older Edwards wanted his nephew dead. He cocked his head,
thinking about the situation. “I believe that Edwards was simply
trying to ensure his nephew’s death, above and beyond the contract
that he took out on the boy. What better way to do that than to
break into my home? Though very few people know where I lived,
everyone knows how I feel about threats against me and mine. He
would know that I’d retaliate swiftly. Even better if I died during
the process. The elder Edwards has never liked my independence, and
I would never work for him directly.”

“Edwards didn’t pay up yet, I noticed,” Felix
murmured.

Zero nearly smiled at his old friend’s single-minded
thought process, but held back when he looked at Nick again. The
poor man was doing his best to hold it together, but he had a way
to go before his grief over his sister’s loss ran its course. “I
will check into the situation tomorrow,” Zero merely said.

“You still expect him to pay for the contract
he put out on his nephew’s head, after all that happened?” Nick
asked.

“But of course,” Zero said, surprised that
such an experienced thief would need an explanation. “Business is
business. The circumstances of the kill do not invalidate the
matter of Quincy’s death. Felix is owed his money for the job. If
Edwards does not pay, the contract will be declared void, and
Edwards’ ability to do business will be damaged. He dare not risk
it.” Zero reached up and rubbed his face. He was beginning to feel
a lot more pain. He glanced at the nurse’s button, then decided
against calling her. Pain never killed anyone. Spiraling down into
a hole of opioid medication could very well mean his end. He had no
intention of becoming addicted to any substance. He would endure,
and he would heal, as he had so many other times in his
life.

“You act as though Edwards will be able to
continue doing business at all. Dead men don’t get to fucking do
business, Zero,” Nick bit out.

At that, Zero had to let his smile out. He knew he
didn’t look healthy, or happy, and that the smile was more of a
baring of teeth than anything else. “I want him to suffer before he
dies, Nick.” He looked at his old friend, Felix, and saw
understanding in his expression. “And for him to suffer, he needs
to not quite understand what is coming for him.”


Chapter Two

 


Julian stared at his mother in disbelief. “You want
me to what?”

“I just need you to go check up on him a few
times for me, that’s all,” she said, sipping at her coffee as if
her request made any sort of sense. The nervous twitch of her
fingers as she put the cup back on the table betrayed her,
however.

“You’re his doctor. And now you’re telling me
you can’t actually go see him in the hospital?” Julian had no idea
what the hell was going on with his mother, but he didn’t like it.
“You literally saved his life, and now he’s dismissed you?” Julian
remembered the man who’d nearly bled to death quite well: tall,
muscular, bald. Even fighting for his life, Zero wasn’t the kind of
guy who was easy to forget. The circumstances of the situation were
even more bizarre: he and his mother had been having a meal
together when she’d received a call. Her already fair skin had gone
even paler than usual, and the next thing he knew, she’d dragged
him out to a row of abandoned warehouses. They’d discovered a dead
girl and a man lying on the floor with a punctured lung. Felix, the
guy that had called his mother to come help, loomed over them like
a creepy statue as his mother worked to save the wounded guy’s
life. The other dude pacing around the mess of the apartment looked
like someone more than ready to commit extreme violence, and Julian
had later discovered that the dead girl was his sister, so in
retrospect, he understood the man’s rage. Even so, going to visit
the wounded guy in the hospital, incognito, seemed nuts. “Mom,
you’re not making any sense. I know a little bit about emergency
medical treatment, but I’m not a doctor.”

“That’s not why I want you to visit him.” His
mother pushed her long, red hair over her shoulders and sighed.
“He’s asked me to stay away. He doesn’t want the men who broke in
to connect me to him, but I want to make sure he’s healing okay.
It’s important to me.”

“Wait, what?” Julian went still as the
ramifications of that statement sank in. “His injury wasn’t because
of a random break-in?” He’d thought the trashed apartment looked a
bit more deliberate than a typical robbery, but he’d been too busy
helping his mother treat the guy to dwell on the
details.

She shook her head. “No. Zero isn’t an ordinary man.
Nothing about his injury is random.” She fiddled with her mug.

What the hell does that mean? Julian
wondered, frowning. “What does he do for a living?”

His mother looked away. “He’s a fixer.”

Well, shit, Julian thought as his gut
twisted. “You’re going to have to explain that a bit more,” he
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