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You think you’re dealing with either an idiot or an optimist, which, arguably, are two sides of the same coin. So, you shake his negroni, slip an orange peel on the rim of the glass, slap the glass on a coaster, and slide it across the spectacular strip of burnished mahogany at the bar—one of a half dozen here at the casino, this one an Italian grotto (if grotto walls were made of plastic)—telling him, “Sure, ride your winning streak. Go back to the same table.”
“Why not, right?”
There are plenty of reasons why not, of course, beginning with the fact that the house rarely loses, especially to a fish like this. He’s neither a whale nor—until tonight—a high roller. Guy’s a guppy. He is, he has told you, the divorced manager of a chain restaurant in Albuquerque known from coast to coast for its fifteen flavors of croutons at the Salads and Sides Bar.
Ah, but tonight he is betting big and living large, and so naive that he left his heater—his winning streak—to come to the bar and (his word) assess. You see guys (and women) like this every night, and you’ve grown a little numb. It’s like watching the flickering black-and-white silent films of people waving to the passengers flocking aboard the Lusitania or the Titanic. The stories just don’t end well. But, alas, you haven’t grown completely anesthetized: there’s a difference between a little numb and not caring at all.
You know how fragile happiness is: it’s that skim of ice on the pond that can be cracked by the smallest of falling branches.
And now he’s hitting on you.
And, so far, hitting on you badly. He’s an amateur, which is surprising mostly because of that negroni. The cocktail suggests worldliness. Or, at least, the palate of a guy whose idea of a salad does not include biscuits ’n’ gravy–flavored croutons.
“You from Las Vegas?” he asks.
“Clark County, born and raised.”
“Casinos in the family DNA?”
No need to confess that your family DNA, that double helix that makes you who you are, came from two snakes who would have traded their only kid for crap tequila or a carton of Camels. You last saw Daddy when you were eight; you last saw Mommy at the funeral, though the casket was closed, so a literalist would argue that you last saw her in the ER, after she’d overdosed. You were at UNLV then, the tuition eight grand because you lived in state, but you paid almost nothing: someone in financial aid agreed with someone in admissions that you were a life worth saving. (You sure showed them, parlaying that degree into a poetry chapbook nobody read and eight years now behind a casino bar.)
“Nope. First in my family to work in one,” you reply simply. “But I do come from a pair of serious obsessives. If they liked something . . . they liked it a lot.”
He smiles, and when he does, he looks a bit like a little boy in a man’s body: smooth cheeks with constellations of freckles, an elfin nose, hair the color of bark mulch. He continues to chat you up. You pay attention to his questions when you can, as you mix and shake cocktails and pop the tops of bottles of beer, and answer those questions when you can. He’s about as smooth as the coralline tile at the edge of the casino’s swimming pool, a coarse plateau designed to ensure that even the booziest denizens are unlikely to slip. But that’s part of his charm, part of what makes him cute.
And you’re really not very tired: it’s a Monday night and you had Sunday off. So, you find yourself interested in him the way people are drawn to three-legged cats and dogs whose masters have died. You peg him for late thirties, a decade your senior, and while his arms aren’t guns, neither does he have the dad paunch of most chain restaurant managers you see across the bar. His windbreaker is draped sloppily over the back of his barstool.
And tonight? Tonight the man’s winning big. Or was winning big, until he made the rash decision to leave the table.
Which is a perfectly fine thing to do, if you’re satisfied.
But, clearly, he’s not.
He’s just unaccustomed to not losing.
Or, to avoid that double negative—though this also makes you sound crueler than you are—he’s just unaccustomed to winning. You know the type. Your life has been spent among the defeated and downtrodden. They sustain you.
“So, what about you?” he’s asking. “You have any obsessions? Maybe some interesting vices?”
“Obsessions and vices are different. For a girl like me? Shoes could be an obsession. But not a vice.” Unless you spent money you didn’t have on them. And since you don’t have much money, you don’t have many shoes. But you tend to wonder, What if? What if, like the guests you sometimes see across this very bar, you actually had money to burn?
“Are you into shoes?”
“It was an example.”
“I’ll bet you have very cute feet.”
“I do have a very sexy arch,” you admit, unsure whether you are trolling for tips or there is something more going on in the back of your mind. Or, to be precise, the deep center of your mind. The reptilian core, the basal ganglia, that holds sway over your most primitive drives. You don’t have a type. But this one? A loser who’s winning? There’s more to him, you can sense it, and you feel the tug of the magnet inside you.
“No high heels and stilettos to disfigure your toes?” he asks.
“In my past? Nope. Not even to my prom.” (Ah, but you didn’t go to your prom now, did you, so shoes weren’t an issue. Proms were too prosaic, too common, for the dark poet inside you. By then your daddy was long gone and your mom was popping percs and living in la-la land—the mindfuck, not the City of Angels—thanks to little c, o-bombs, and morphine when she could get it.)
“Then tell me: Your vice? Or, maybe, vices?” he asks.
His tone is as kind as a therapist’s, and you love that he went for the plural. It clinches it for you: definitely more optimist than idiot. He’s hopeful your tattoos are the red blinking lights of the damaged or the judgment impaired.
“Okay,” you agree. You could flash him your five-year coin. A half decade sober. Actually, better than that: give credit where credit is due. Five years, three months.
“I’m a drunk,” you tell him, a little surprised at yourself for lowering the bridge across the moat. Cravings swim in that water—and in your blood—like viperfish. “Or I was.”
“No shit?”
Belinda, one of the waitresses working the room tonight, is giving you a drink order. You nod and pour a chablis into a wineglass, and then two fingers of rum and a fire hose’s worth of cola from the soda siphon into another. You can feel him watching you work, aroused by the idea you’re an alcoholic who lives amid the unbelievably beautiful world of spirits. Even the goblets and tankards and highball glasses are little works of art.
“No shit.”
“Drunks aren’t known for their willpower,” he says.
“Nope.”
“But then, how many people at a casino are? How many have any willpower at all? So, I’m seriously impressed you can do this for a living.”
“My shift ends in fifteen minutes,” you tell him. He has come to fascinate you.
“And then?”
“We’ll go back to the poker room together. You and me. To your table.”
“You’ll be my good luck charm?”
You smile and swallow the sentence you were about to say, a reflex: Oh, baby, I am nobody’s good luck charm. “Sure,” you murmur instead. “I’ll be your good omen.”
“What’s your name?”
“Dove.”
“Dove?”
“Isn’t a dove a good omen?”
He nods. A part of you thinks that you’ve cowed him.
But another part knows that you’re wrong.

The dealers rotate, and now his table has a succubus named Nessa with silver hair and moonstones for eyes dealing the cards. Her nephew used to work at the casino as security and, years ago, before you were sober, made the mistake of offering to drive you home after work. (In all fairness, you compounded the mistake by saying sure. You were twenty-three.) Instead of going home, the two of you went to another bar for a nightcap, which, because of who you were back then, meant nightcaps. Plural. Then you headed home. You knew he was a thug but were still unprepared when he announced his thanks should be fellatio in his Plymouth Barracuda, a 1960s muscle car older than your mother. You tried to laugh it off, but it escalated in ways you hadn’t expected: you aren’t one to be patient with men with thick wrists who grab your neck with one hand and pull out a box cutter with the other. There’s a reason that among your tattoos is one on your left arm that reads “A wounded deer leaps the highest.” It is, like all the ink across your arms and legs, on your abdomen and lower back, Emily Dickinson. When he bragged about notches on his belt and thought his prurient pun about holes was clever, you’d heard enough. He’d done this before and would do this again, and so, regardless of how Nessa felt about it, you head-bumped him hard in the chin and grabbed his blade. When he smacked you so violently on the cheek that the side of your head slammed into the window glass, your impulse was to fight even harder, and you swiped that blade across his neck before he knew what was coming. Later, when you deconstructed what happened, you were quite sure you were aiming higher, going for a nonfatal slash across his face. In the moment, mostly you were grateful that the only fluid he was getting all over your blouse was his blood.
Still, killing a man has a way of sobering you up fast. Especially if you didn’t mean to. There’s that expression: Well, he needed killin’. This one sure as hell did. The world, in your eyes, is a better place without him.
But still . . .
He’s long gone now, and the case is as cold as whatever remains of his corpse, though you are positive—positive!—you saw his Barracuda last month on the Strip. It was a woman behind the wheel this time, and that made you smile. (God, you’d thought after the vehicle had accelerated with a growl through the traffic light and disappeared down Fremont, the poor son of a bitch at the detailer who had to clean the blood off the dashboard and seats.)
Now you’re watching Nessa deal, and the floor—the poker room boss—is paying rapt attention. In the months after you killed her nephew, you steered clear of the woman. But, little by little, you’d realized that even she didn’t miss him. Hadn’t liked him. “Suppose he had it coming,” she’d muttered one evening.
Francis—your chain restaurant guppy—is indeed on a winning streak, but it has become increasingly clear that he’s no babe in the woods. He knows his Texas Hold’em. He’s one of seven guests at the table, and his stacks of purple chips, each clay disk worth $500, are becoming cylindrical skyscrapers: you see in your mind the Capitol Records Building in LA. He’s won with a backdoor flush and he’s drawn to an inside straight. Since the time you’ve been watching, you’ve seen two gifted players leave the room card dead, shaking their heads. When the second one shuffles away, you have to restrain your desire to touch your new (and the word surprises you) friend, if only to run your fingers over his shoulder. But you don’t dare, because you don’t distract a player like this. Francis, it’s clear as lit neon on a dark, dark night, reads an opponent’s tell the way you read emojis on your phone: instantly and precisely. At one thirty in the morning, he sits back and surveys the wonder that is his world: mounds of money made of clay in purple and yellow.
“What did you start with?” you ask him after he tells Nessa he’s done and tips her a thousand bucks, sliding across the felt to her one of those chips that make a canary’s lemon feathers look lifeless and dull.
“I planned to lose a couple hundred dollars,” he says, obviously lying.
You nod like you believe him. Also a lie. He’s leaving the table, ahead easily fifty G, which is no small feat anywhere—but especially here. This is a room with topflight talent. Sharps who know what they’re doing. These are some of the casino’s highest rollers, the whales with comped suites who are met by the hotel’s drivers at the airport when they arrive, which is probably why the room boss and Nessa were watching him so intently. Nessa had said something that suggested she’d never seen him before tonight. No one here had. He’s the revenant of every faceless loser fleeced by every casino since the El Rancho turned on the lights in 1941.
Nessa thanks him and asks if he’ll be back.
“I don’t know. I shouldn’t press my luck, right?”
Nessa shrugs, carefully pocketing the chip in her shirt. You see her pat her chest, making sure it’s there, that—like so much else in this city—it didn’t disappear like mist in the morning.
“So, where should we go now?” he asks you.
“You staying here?”
“Hah! I couldn’t afford a place like this.”
“You couldn’t a few hours ago,” you correct him, “but you can now.” The truth is, you’re dead confident he could have afforded this place the moment he tossed the valet his car key and, more likely than not, tipped him a Jackson. (You personally steer clear of Jacksons. He was a despicable man and you loathe despicable men. When Harriet Tubman finally gets her face in the oval, you will use them, assuming you’re not decomposing somewhere in the desert with, for instance, Nessa’s nephew.)
So, you’ve definitely misjudged Francis. If that’s even his real name, which you’ve come to doubt. You’ve definitely misread the room. Still waters and all.
“Where are you staying?” you press. You nod when he tells you. You wouldn’t slide your naked body between the sheets at that place.
“I’m too wired for sleep, and you don’t drink,” he says. “So . . . what do we do now?”
“Let’s be clear. You said you’re divorced. There’s no other woman in your life?”
“Nope.”
Is this, too, a lie? Could be. But winning gamblers are unicorns and, for you, an aphrodisiac. Though it’s late, you feel the adrenal rush of so many purple and yellow chips. This guppy? He’s a shark. The kind with three hundred razor-sharp teeth.
“Then let’s go to my place,” you tell him, draping your hands on his shoulders. You stand on your toes and whisper into his ear, licking his lobe when you’re finished and giving him chills, “I make a mean milkshake.”

But, of course, you never even get to the freezer to retrieve the ice cream to make a shake.
Because, he says to you on the casino floor, he has a better idea. Room service. Here. At this hotel.
“Look,” he continues, “I don’t doubt your culinary skills. Anyone who makes a negroni as good as yours can make an excellent milkshake. I mean, I know the milkshakes we make at my restaurant. The formula. And—”
You put two fingers on his lips, quieting him. You nod. You consider telling him how to get his room comped, but he’s a man on a mission. “Shhhh. The casino makes a perfectly adequate milkshake,” you assure him. In a world in which most everyone is a loser, a winner will still make your heart beat a little faster.
“Wait here,” he says, and he goes to the front desk and gets a room.
And you do wait, and in the delay your mind has a moment to reset and reassess. Does he want to stay here because he doesn’t want to see your apartment or because he doesn’t want you to see his car? Is the vehicle too good for a guy who claims to manage a crouton-centric restaurant and would force him to unmask? Or is he embarrassed by the fast-food stink in the jalopy from the places he visited on the way here from Albuquerque?
Or would you see that the plates weren’t even from New Mexico?
Who drinks negronis? Stanley Tucci, that’s who. Not a guy like this, who, when he left the bar and then the poker table, climbed into a windbreaker with more pockets than a pair of cargo shorts. More zippers and snaps than anyone needs who isn’t playing SEAL Team or Survivor.
When he returns he says, “Got us a room in something they call the tower. That good?” he asks before telling you the floor.
“That’s fine,” you say. He’s on the floor the casino reserves for the richest wastrels they have.

The lights are on when he opens the door, because the lights are always on when a room is awaiting a guest. There is the view of the Strip with its phantasmagoric radiance out the picture windows, the electric drapes open (for now), and the pillows placed on the couch and easy chairs with the precision of chess pieces before a grand master. There is the mood music wafting from the corridor that leads to the bedroom with its California king.
A second or two after the hotel room door clicks shut, he spins you around and pins you against the wall, his lips pressing hard against yours, his tongue, that formidable muscle that dabbles as sex toy, trying vigorously to slip past the Dior gloss. You push against his chest, shoving him away a couple of inches as you murmur, “Whoa, cowboy.”
But, as if he were a showroom magician, he pulls from one of those jacket pockets—you’ve no idea which one, because there are just so many—a pair of zip-tie handcuffs and, in a heartbeat, has them around your wrists, pulling them tight so your hands are restrained before you. He pushes a ball gag with a headband into your mouth and pulls the strap behind your hair.
“Try and spit it out and scream and I’ll kill you,” he says. He’s not smiling; his eyes have grown a little wide.
Well, now you know: this is his tell. Clearly, there’s more in those pockets if he carries zip ties and ball gags, and so you knee him hard in the groin, doubling him over. Then, because the cuffs mean it’ll take an extra second (or two) to retrieve your automatic knife from your pants, you knee him once again, this time in his nose, which is still down around his waist.
“What the fuck!” he hisses, looking up, runnels of blood already coursing from both nostrils. You press the bull’s-eye firing button and release your blade, and now he is eye level with a steel dagger at the end of a teal handle. It’s as feminine as it is effective. Even with your hands in the zip ties, you could cut him badly. Kill him, if you had to. You’ve done it before. Instead, you cut the strap on the ball gag, and, exactly because he told you not to spit it out, you bend over and spit it into his face. It bounces off his cheek, hits the floor, and rolls toward the minibar like a cat toy.
He inches away from you. “I misread the situation,” he says, his voice choked from pain. “I thought you wanted something you didn’t.”
He’s right on both counts. And if this dude were merely into some S&M role-playing, you might have gone along for the ride. Not your thing, usually, but with a guy who just left a room ahead fifty grand? That is observably hot. But there’s more going on here: you’ve learned not to snub that great gift of fear ever since you had to take down Nessa’s nephew.
Or the bodyguard for that Russian oligarch last month whose idea of a postcoital kiss was to pull out a Glock because he didn’t like “loose ends,” and whose body you left in the robber baron’s Porsche on one of the few streets in Vegas without eyes in the sky.
Yes, there are two on your ledger. Two. Both loathsome creatures. But, still, two is two.
You reach into one of those jacket pockets and discover that he carries a switchblade (Just like you. Imagine.), and his has a serrated edge. He also has a couple of pills the color of Pepto-Bismol, and you just know they’re Rohypnol. Roofies.
“What the fuck, Francis? Was the plan to drug me, kill me, and bury me in some goddamn succulent garden?”
“What do I look like, a serial killer?”
“Well, yes. As a matter of fact, you do.”
With your hands clasped in prayer, the knife protruding like a candle, you use your fists like a club and pummel him hard in the head, sending him to his knees. You yank his wallet from his pants pocket and flip it open. There’s the driver’s license: Russell Krinder. Lives in Las Vegas. Based on the address, it’s likely one of the city’s most luxurious co-ops.
“Have you been checking me out, Russell Krinder? Following me to work?”
“No!”
You will be able to cut off the zip ties yourself, but it’s going to take time.
“Then what, Russell?” you demand, using his name again because it diminishes him. He wants S&M? You can dominatrix the fuck out of him. “What in holy hell were you planning to do?”
But you know the answer to that.
If only this were about S&M.

You’ve cut off the cuffs and have his knife. And yours. And his little bitty Glock 19.
The Glock was the clincher.
You didn’t break his nose, but the blood has dried black above his lip like a mustache. The welcoming mood music housekeeping left on when they prepared the suite fills the living room. You’ve never been ashamed of your apartment—it’s perfectly nice, and the pool’s a dream—but it isn’t the high roller digs here at the casino. He’s sitting on one of the Platner easy chairs, his elbows on his knees, staring at the knives you’ve left open on the couch beside you and the gun you are pointing at his core. The Platner is where you instructed him to sit while you decide what to do with him, because it has the easy-to-clean fabric. You’d have to bleed out on the cushions to create an uncleanable mess, which, yes, might end up happening to him, but you haven’t landed there quite yet. After all, there have been cameras everywhere watching you with him for the last couple of hours: on the casino floor, in the lobby, in the corridors on this wing, reserved for profligates, rock stars, and sheikhs.
“So, tell me,” you ask. “You wanted to know about my obsessions at the bar. What are yours? Killing bartenders? Or just any girl you pick up?”
“It’s not like that.”
“You picked the wrong chick. And the wrong spot.”
“‘A little Madness in the spring,’” he says, motioning at the tattoo on your right forearm. The cursive is small: he must have read it back when he was sipping his negroni—which feels like a lifetime ago.
“What about it?”
“It’s Emily Dickinson. So is the quote on your left arm.”
This is unexpected. These are not the “Hope is the thing with feathers” tats that teen girls get. They’re not obscure, but neither are they the usual Dickinson ink.
“You are an endless source of surprise,” you tell him. “You like Emily Dickinson?”
“I like her on you.” He says it lasciviously, as if he’s hinting at a fantasy threesome.
“What do you really do?”
“Little of this. Little of that. I invest. I play poker.”
“Not here. Nessa had no idea who you were. Neither did the room boss.”
“Off the Strip. At the places in the desert.”
“We’re in the desert, Russell.”
He rolls his eyes. “You know what I mean. Out toward California. North toward Reno. That’s where I go. I’m obsessed with poker. Blackjack. Even the slots. Most games on the casino floor. I’m a player—and, forgive me, a pretty good one.”
“‘Pretty good.’”
“All right. Very good.”
“But there’s no skill to a slot machine.”
“True. But they’re hypnotic. And fun.”
“If you’re obsessed with gambling, you’re an addict, Russell. You need help.”
“You like to say my name an awful lot.”
Yes, you do. It isn’t the way you can savor its inherent sibilance with every purr, or the way you have been using it to govern him. There’s an association: the name conjures for you a pathetic sixth-grade boy with man boobs at eleven. That year, in that class, you were his only friend. You kept him safe from the bullies who, at that age, were just coming into their own. “It never ends well for addicts, Russell.”
“Well, I’m still standing,” he says, trying—and succeeding—in sounding matter of fact. “Look, I lose at games of chance like slot machines. I win at games of skill like poker. And blackjack. Can I brag?”
“Sure.”
“I can count cards, and it doesn’t matter how many decks are in play.”
“I’d wager you’ve never even been inside one of the restaurants you said you managed. True?”
“No fucking way. I hate croutons. When I order a Caesar, I insist that no crap bread touches my romaine.”
“Gluten allergy?”
“Nah. How do you know if someone’s gluten-free?”
“How?”
“Oh, they’ll tell you.”
You smile involuntarily.
“White bread is just so bad for you,” he continues. “I try to eat right.”
“Who knows you’re here? Friends, family?”
“Here—at this casino? In this room?”
“Yes.”
“I told no friends and I have no family. Just a lone wolf.”
“You’re lying.”
“If I am, it’s a lie of omission.”
“Show me your suitcases.”
You watch him for the tell. But he’s good. He doesn’t move, his eyes remaining glued to yours. You repeat yourself, a little more firmly this time.
“Why would I have a suitcase here? I’m checked in at—”
“That was bullshit.”
“Nope. You saw me go to the front desk and get a room here. You witnessed that.”
You shake your head. “I saw you walk up to one of our receptionists and, dollars to doughnuts—”
“A girl like you using ‘dollars to doughnuts’? Wasn’t on my bingo card.” And this time when he smiles, it looks less like a boy’s. It’s rakish, sharp. Composed, for a guy looking straight on at a gun.
“Dollars to doughnuts, you told the receptionist you left your key in your room. Forgot it. Guests do it all the time. So, you showed her your ID and got another.”
“I have no suitcases here.”
“Put your hands over your head.”
“What is this, a bank robbery in 1932? Who says ‘put your hands’—”
“Do it.”
He does.
You fire the Glock, putting a bullet into that appallingly expensive armchair an inch or two from the left side of his rib cage. Maybe four or five inches from his heart. The pop isn’t all that loud. If there is someone in the adjoining suite, they’re likely asleep—if the gunshot was even audible through the walls and rooms and over this suite’s mood music. And, if they did hear it? Unless you fire a second time, they’ll not be sure what they heard and will probably assume it was somewhere down on the Strip. Something that doesn’t concern them.
“Have I made my point?” you ask.
“So, you want me to stand up. Is that okay?”
Clearly, you have made your point.
“It is,” you agree. “And you can even put your hands down.”
You follow him through that slim corridor to the bedroom. You stop to give him an extra few feet of cushion. It’s a balancing act: you don’t want him so close he could surprise you with an attack before you could shoot him, but you don’t want him so far ahead he could grab something he has handy in the bedroom. The corridor has a window, but the glass is shatterproof, not bulletproof. You’re on the seventeenth floor. You don’t survive that kind of dive. Your heart had calmed when you were sitting on the living room couch; you can feel it racing once more, the ever-spinning reels of a slot machine. You’ve already let your guard down once and made a rookie mistake: you’d confused the turndown service offered the high rollers with the idea that the room had been cleaned between guests.
When you reach the bedroom, as well lit as the living room, you—yes, even you—are momentarily cowed by its extravagance. There’s too much faux gilt for it to be tasteful: the interior designer clearly dabbled in metallurgy. But the bedroom is bigger than your living room. The bed itself is bigger than your kitchen. He goes to the closet, and you stand just outside it, the gun in your upraised arm, your eyes on his hands, because you just don’t know what may be in his bags and whether they’re open.
The good news is that they’re shut tight.
The bad news is that they’re massive rollers. Brand new. A pair of mini steamer trunks on wheels.
“Voilà,” he says, waving at them like a game show hostess.
You step away from the french doors and order him to roll them out into the bedroom. He does. You command him to open them, and he does that too. The only thing in the first one is a box of thirty-gallon plastic garbage bags. The only things in the second are a vinyl tarp, thick rubber gloves, a butcher’s smock, and an electric chain saw. The kind of chain saw so small and quiet it’s not much more—or much louder—than an electric carving knife.
“I’m guessing, Russell, you like to kill a girl slowly, then carve her up.”
“I don’t like to carve them up. No one likes to clean up their toys. It’s an occupational hazard.”
“And to think I agreed to come to your room.”
“I would have gotten you here eventually.”
“I was just thinking how complacent I’d gotten.”
“Don’t beat yourself up. It wasn’t like that. It isn’t like that. I mean, forgive me, you’re not really my type.”
Not his type? You raise an eyebrow. This is what has registered, and you’re actually a little insulted. “Not your type?”
“But we would have gotten to this point. Eventually.”
“I repeat: Not your type?”
“I’m sorry. You’re a little . . . unclean for me, Dove. Dirty—but not in a good way.”
Now you are very insulted, and he can see it in your expression.
“Look, you asked. Men are all about visuals. Lust, for us, begins with the eyes. You? Women? You’re deeper souls. You can see past the paunch and fall in love. Or fall in lust. Whatever. So many more things turn you on than will ever turn me on. Think of how many more women than men say things like ‘Looks aren’t that important to me.’”
“You’re proud of your gender’s superficiality?”
“I prefer to view it as curation. A view toward that which is objectively pleasing.”
“My abs are so tight.” You say this with pride, not defensiveness.
“I was making a point. Besides, I’m sure you have types too. I didn’t mean to insult you. I’m just not attracted to girls who have tattoos. Usually.”
You’ve heard enough. “Russell, I’m calling 911, and you’re about to get arrested.”
“Go for it. And I will tell the police about Mikhail Popov. And with my one phone call, I will tell my lawyer to tell Mikhail’s boss that you’re still alive. And they’ll just send somebody else.”
“Excuse me?”
“Oleg knows you killed his bodyguard—a young guy he loved like a son. And an oligarch like Oleg Fadeyev? Oh, you’ll be better off dodging shivs and ducking the—and let’s be polite—‘attention’ of prison guards for the next ten years than trying to stay alive on the outside. But Fadeyev is a patient man. He will wait till you’re out and finish you off then. He is both imperturbable and relentless.”
“You work for Oleg Fadeyev?”
“Freelance.”
“You don’t just kill for your jollies?”
“My jollies?” He shrugs, not really answering your inquiry. “No. It’s not a hobby. What do I look like, an animal? A cannibal?”
“You don’t. It’s true.”
“Thank you. I’m a pro.”
“Meaning no skeletons in your closet.”
“Oh, I have skeletons in my closet. And skeletons I had to have cremated. Or skeletons I mostly got rid of with sulfuric acid. Mostly. Not totally, if you know sulfuric acid. I’ve found the stuff unbelievably overrated. But it makes what’s left a whole lot more portable. And easy to dispose of.”
You have no idea how he knows about Fadeyev’s bodyguard. You have no idea what else he knows.
All you know for sure is this: you are, suddenly, at an impasse you hadn’t expected.

Yes, you’ve killed in self-defense. Twice. Or, to paraphrase Russell Krinder, at least mostly. In theory, you could have wounded in self-defense. But you have, you admit only to yourself and only then in your darkest moments, the soul of a vigilante.
This Russell Krinder? A contract killer. That’s different.
“So, we’re just going to sit here?” he asks. “Or do we order room service? Dessert? Champagne? Oh, wait, you don’t drink. Anymore.” He snaps his fingers with regret and makes that condescending tsk-tsk sound you detest. He does this, clearly, just to get under your skin—which actually makes him a little more endearing. It’s the kind of thing you would do if he were pointing a gun at you.
“The lava cake here is quite good,” you tell him.
“I’ll bet.”
“Whenever real players say those two words, an angel gets its wings.”
“That a fact?”
“It is.”
You sigh. You could shoot him. One more pop, a few minutes distant from the first. No one would hear, or—so far removed from the first—think twice, if they did. You could then carve him up the way he planned to dismantle you, slicing and dicing him into enough pieces to fit into a couple of suitcases.
But the cameras: they showed you both in the corridor. They’d show you leaving alone. With his suitcases.
Which would be a very bad look.
And there’s that bullet lodged in the chair in which he’s sitting.
So, if you’re going to leave, you’re going to have to leave together.
“Give me your jacket,” you command.
“Going to strip me naked? That might be fun.”
“Just the jacket.”
He leans forward and peels off the windbreaker with the crazy number of pockets and hands it to you. You put it on and stand and then take a step back. You check to see that the Glock will fit in your hand inside one of the two front pockets. It does. You could walk him out of the room and down the hall and into the elevator and through the gaming floor and out the doors and finish him off . . . wherever. If he lunged at you in front of any of the cameras, you’d be shooting in self-defense—and this assumes he wants to take a bullet.
Which is unlikely.
You place both knives in the jacket, one closed and one open, zip up the pockets, and inform him that the two of you are going to leave the suite. And Russell Krinder, man of a thousand surprises, says, “I have a last request. If, that is, you really do plan to kill me.”

He picks Medusa. The guy who said your tats were too dirty for his effete sensibilities has chosen a slot machine with a psychedelic video of a slut with snakes for hair, eyes that are dangerous, and a bustier that can’t hold her cleavage. Now she looks unclean. (Between games, she explodes in smoke—the video paroxysm phantasmagoric—and even the soot looks more like fingernail grime than ash.)
In truth, you rather like Medusa. The real Medusa. You admire any woman that badass. But this slot machine version? Whoever designed the art was a man, and he was more into breasts than brains.
But Russell picked it, and you are a woman of your word.
Still, you understand this detour may be a gambit. A ploy, a ruse, a scheme to survive.
Or he’s just stalling. Which must be at least partly true.
After all, you’re buying time, too, as you try and decide your next step.
If, that is, you really do plan to kill me. That’s what he’d said. The if is everything. He knows you’re conflicted.
But his happiness is infectious, and little by little you feel your wariness waning, a half moon dwindling to a crescent. This is different from the intensity with which he played poker. He doesn’t care that he’s down fifty bucks, then a hundred, and then two fifty. He has a wad of hundred-dollar bills in a money clip, he just keeps bankrolling the loss with his Benjamins, and you find his utterly carefree, childlike exuberance contagious. You laugh with him when the Gorgon once more disappears, blowing up as if one of those uncoiling snakes tripped a land mine.
“Poof,” he says, and he spreads wide his fingers.
“Poof,” you agree, unsure whether he meant another ten dollars or Medusa. You’ve loosened your grip on the Glock. You both know you’re not going to shoot him here in the casino. You don’t want to go down for that.
But you might not shoot him anywhere. Something has changed; the planets are no longer aligned. His amusement. The way he is so goddamn blithe.
Or, perhaps, it’s the opposite: they were out of alignment when he showed up at the bar, but as you’ve spent time together, they have resumed their proper orbits.
“Don’t you just love these?” he says, his enthusiasm catching. “The graphics, the music, the sense of time.”
“I get the first two. The third?”
“Time?”
You nod.
“C’mon, you’re an Emily Dickinson little flicka. You with your wild-horse, leave-me-in-peace eyes. How long have you let me play?”
“Fifteen minutes.”
“Wrong. Twenty-five.”
You glance at your watch. He’s right.
“‘Luck is not chance—it’s Toil,’” he says, motioning at the machine. “Ever notice how you lose all sense of time before these babies? Either time moves at Formula One speed, or you feel like you’re running—or failing to run—in mud season slop.”
“I almost had that tattooed on my ass.”
“The Dickinson couplet or ‘mud season slop’?”
With your free hand, you give him the finger, but it’s good natured.
“You have other tattoos you chose instead for your rear?” he asks.
“You probably think that’s, what, unclean?”
“If someone had asked me yesterday at lunch? Yeah, I would not have approved. But I don’t know, maybe you put something special in the negroni. Now? I think it’s a little hot.”
“You’re just saying that because you don’t want me to kill you,” you argue, but you don’t mean it. He’s being honest.
“Maybe cleanliness is my obsession,” he says, his tone growing ruminative. “I am kind of a clean freak.”
“You were going to chainsaw me like I was a dead steer in a slaughterhouse. That would have been very, very messy.”
“Not when I was done,” he says, correcting you, which is precisely when five Grecian urns—or the slot machine designer’s idea of what a Grecian urn looks like—slide in a row, full stop, this game’s equivalent of a royal flush. And he has just won $11,445.69, putting him instantly about nine G in the black. The bells and whistles are loud even in the cacophonic audio maelstrom of an acre of slots, and the machine dispenses the slip of paper that he can cash in for eleven and a half grand.
“See? You were right all along: you really are a good omen,” he says, grinning—and there it is again, that face of an elementary school geek. He leans over, your eyes meet, and he kisses you on the cheek.
Then he pulls back.
“You didn’t shoot me.”
“You moved slowly, and you didn’t go for the gun.”
“Not the first time someone’s been pointing a gun at me while I went about my business.”
His eyes return to Medusa. He pockets the slip with his winnings.
You ask, “Seriously, how do you know so much Emily Dickinson? Why?”
“What, you don’t believe I have the soul of a poet?”
“Killers usually don’t.”
“And you know that how?” he inquires. It sounds like curiosity, not a challenge. He is playing again, losing C-notes at warp speed, and, clearly, couldn’t care less. “I’ll have you know, I have deep thoughts.”
“Tell me the truth.”
“Okay. I did my homework on you. I always do my homework on a job. And the same part of my brain that counts cards is, more or less, a photographic memory. When I saw the photo of you and saw the tattoos—the ones on your arms—I did a deep dive into the belle of Amherst. Just in case I needed it. You never know. My favorite poem?”
“One of the ones about death, I predict—you being a hit man and all. But I also predict I will be wrong.”
“‘If I can stop one heart from breaking, I shall not live in vain.’”
“On my thigh.”
“Inside?”
“Yes. I’m sure its proximity to the action turns you off.”
“No. Seriously. Not anymore.”
“You ever had thighs with tattoos wrapped around you?”
“I have not.”
“Shame if you die missing out on that.”
He responds, and you hear a slight quiver in his voice for the first time, but it’s longing, not fear. “Yeah. That would be a . . . a shame.”
You use your hip and push him off the leather swivel chair. Your hand is still on his gun, but a slot machine isn’t a video game: you don’t need the dexterity of your right hand to thump a button nearly the size of a coaster. “My turn,” you tell him. “A hundred dollars, please. To start.”
“Let me get this straight: you’re going to spin with my money.”
“That is correct. You won’t need it.”
He rolls his eyes when you’re seated.
“How much are you going to take me for?” he asks. “Sky the limit?”
“We’re both obsessive personalities.”
“I was afraid of that.”
And it is amazing, even to you, the speed with which you can lose his money.
“This is fun,” you murmur, your eyes moving among Medusa, Russell, and the reels.
“For you.”
“Oh, it’s fun for you too. It’s only money, and you don’t care.”
When you’re down a thousand, you wonder, “What was the bounty on me?”
“I wouldn’t call it a bounty. It’s a fee.”
“And?”
“Twenty-five thousand.”
You’re unsure whether you should be insulted or flattered. You have no idea what a hit costs. As if he can read your mind, he says, “If you had a bigger family, it would have been more. There’s a correlation in this business between loose ends and fees. No one knows where Daddy is and Mommy is . . .”
“I know.”
“And you have no siblings and no boyfriend.”
“So, you think no one will care if I disappear.”
“That sounds so harsh. Don’t take it personally. If bodyguards weren’t a dime a dozen, I’ll bet Oleg would have gone to thirty-five or forty.”
“What will Oleg do if you don’t kill me?”
“Oh, I don’t want to find out. He’s not a terrible man. Not by a long shot. But he doesn’t like to be disappointed.”
“But killing you won’t solve my problem—when it comes to Oleg,” you tell him, thinking out loud.
“Not a chance in the world. Don’t bet on yourself, Dove. Not this time. I say that as . . . as a friend.”
“A friend.”
“Well, someone who likes you.”
“Okay, then, Russell. Tell me this.”
You stop pressing the Spin button, and even Medusa seems to grow a little quiet. Or, to be precise, quieter. She’s waiting.
So is he. He’s waiting too. The world—your world—has hit pause.
You look into those boyish freckles of his and ask, “How do we end this?”

The two of you go straight from the casino floor to the parking garage. His car is a BMW, an M4 that’s hazmat red and comes with a sticker just shy of six figures. It’s about what you expected he’d drive, given his address.
It’s four in the morning, and you want this done before sunrise. He’s driving and you’ve given him back his Glock. After all, he’s the assassin. But you’re holding on to both knives. “Keeper of the Daggers,” he has called you playfully, as if this is cosplay Game of Thrones.
“I’m still not sure I believe in love at first sight,” he’s saying. “Wait, strike that. It wasn’t love at first sight. Maybe love at second sight? Or third?”
“You don’t know if this is love or madness.”
“I think it was when we were with Medusa. Slot machine fever dreams.”
“Go with madness. We’re both obsessives.” You’d felt it there too. When the two of you looked into Medusa’s eyes, your usually cold hearts weren’t turned to stone: instead, it seems, they’d melted.
“But I will see your feet. Eventually. Those arches you yourself said are so very sexy.”
“Now, Russell, do you have a foot fetish you haven’t shared?”
There isn’t much traffic at this hour, even in Las Vegas, and so you’re surprised when he has to weave between a pair of black town cars and a bakery delivery truck. “I do not. It’s just the idea you’ll be naked but for your tattoos. Feet too.”
“When we’re through.”
“Yes.”
“And, of course, assuming we’re still alive.”
“We will be. I’m very good at what I do.”
“Hah! If you’re so good at what you do, why am I still breathing?”
He accelerates, and you feel yourself pressed back against the leather seat for a moment. There was, you suppose, a cause and effect between your gentle barb and his crushing the gas pedal with his boot.
“We’ll be fine,” he says, staring straight ahead, eyes on the road. But his bristling is brief; he steers with his left hand and drops his right onto your thigh.
Which feels good. You breathe into the heat that spreads from his fingers through the denim and up your leg.

The plan is simple. The doorman will buzz Oleg Fadeyev’s apartment, and his inner man—the bodyguard inside the penthouse—will let you up. The outer man—the dude who sits in the corridor outside—will be alerted that you’re coming upstairs. It’s unlikely Fadeyev will be awake, and he almost certainly will be alone. He sends his young hookers off into the night when he’s done, because he doesn’t like to share a bed when he sleeps.
It’s the outer man who replaced the bodyguard you killed.
As if Russell can read your mind, recalling where you left the dead body, he says, “Corpse in a Porsche. Sounds like a children’s book for little Wednesday Addams.”
Neither of you know the degree of loyalty the outer man will feel; the inner man has, in theory, proved himself and will be more invested—emotionally and fiscally—in protecting the sort of boss whose relationships tend toward the transactional. Most of them, anyway. Russell will emerge from the elevator before you will; you will hide inside, your finger on the button that holds the sliding doors open. The guard in the hallway will suppose Russell is here to meet with the oligarch when he awakens, and brief him on whatever task he has been assigned. The corridor sentry is unlikely to know the details. Russell, however, will disarm him at gunpoint, which is when you will emerge from the elevator and tie him up. Gag him. Together you’ll drag him away from Fadeyev’s door.
Then Russell will ring the doorbell, and the inner man will beckon him inside the penthouse.
And the two of you will perform the same dance. When this second bodyguard is restrained, Russell will execute Fadeyev.
Or you will.
But Russell is insisting this is his hit, and you are unsure if this is chivalry or if he’s such a perfectionist that he trusts only himself to get this right.
You feel a dart of doubt, the idea you are walking willingly into a trap and that his hit will, in the end, be you. After all, you’ve nearly gotten yourself killed at least twice before. But you have come this far, and while your judgment is, clearly, one very broken gyroscope, you are awash in adrenaline. A tsunami. This man with little-boy eyes and the soul of a leopard has you under his spell.
Or is he under yours?
It’s happening too fast to parse.
You ask, “You’re really not worried the guards will rat us out when Fadeyev is dead? You really don’t think we need to kill them too?”
“How much blood do you want on your hands?”
“I want to be sure I’m not always looking over my shoulder until that awful day I look back and see only a gun.”
“‘My Life had stood—a Loaded Gun.’”
“My God, you’re good.”
“Where is that one on your body?” he asks.
“Below my navel.”
“Above your pudendum.”
“I have never, ever heard that word verbalized.”
He slows the car as he approaches the apartment complex. “Well, then: you need a higher class of lover.”
You try it out: “‘Lick my pudendum.’ Nope.”
He ignores you and says, “No. I do not believe we have to kill either of them. Fadeyev getting executed on their watch? They are going to get the hell out of Dodge and never come back.”
“Never?”
“Never.”
You feel another wonderful rush. It’s like coke, but better. All natural and your nose doesn’t burn.

The bodyguards are trussed and gagged in the living room of this opulent castle in the sky. But when you enter Fadeyev’s bedroom on your little cat feet (Dickinson may be your goddess, but you know your Sandburg too), he leaps from behind the door. Fadeyev, a geriatric? The man’s a goddamn lemur. He conks Russell Krinder, who is ahead of you, on the head with a solid brass bookend of an angel. Knocks him out cold. Leaving him, you fear, badly concussed. But your reflexes have always been better than your judgment, and you fall on top of Russell, grab that Glock, and dodge Fadeyev’s avenging angel.
Or almost dodge the angel. This is no chubby cherub: its wings are like the finials on a wrought iron fence, and one thumps hard into your back. But you are able to kick out your legs and trip Fadeyev, sending him onto the plush carpet beside you. You point the gun at him. You are almost face to face.
When he says nothing, you rise. He gets as far as his knees before you command him to stop where he is.
You glance at Russell. Your fear that there’s a brain bleed, an arterial flash flood that will drown his gray matter, evaporates when he blinks. He opens his eyes and rolls his neck. You can see the world is returning to focus for him. He rubs his head and then studies his fingertips. There’s no blood on them. He looks at you and then at Fadeyev.
“I hate it when my killers decide to kill me,” the Russian says. He has just a trace of an accent. He looks and sounds more like a movie producer from one of Hollywood’s golden ages than he does an oligarch smart enough to have moved his money to safe harbors before Putin invaded Ukraine. His hair is a leonine silver mane, and he’s wearing the purple-and-gold paisley pajamas in which he was sleeping.
Russell pushes himself to his feet and shakes his head like a wet dog emerging from a pond. He motions for the gun. “I can do it. Finish him off,” he says.
And yet, now, the rush is subsiding. The bloom, as you have heard people say, is off the rose. The two times you’ve killed in the past, it was in the heat of the moment. Now you’re staring at a guy who, for all you know, has been reaping AARP perks for decades, a dude in the sort of pajamas Hugh Hefner wore in Playboy After Dark. This man on the floor looks more like a randy grandfather with movie star hair than a ruthless crime lord.
“I don’t know,” you murmur. “This doesn’t feel like . . . like self-preservation. Not anymore.”
“Oh, it still is,” Russell says, disagreeing. “If we don’t kill him, he will kill us.”
“He’s right, you know,” Fadeyev says.
A sliver of light is starting to crease through the bedroom drapes. The sun is rising.
“After all,” Fadeyev continues, “you killed my bodyguard. Very nice boy. You left his body in my car. In. My. Car.”
You sit on the side of the bed. You tell him why you shot him, not so much because you are pleading your case—you’re the one with the gun—but because he needs to know. You leave out no details, even as the retelling leaves you queasy and mad. Furious. When you are done, both Fadeyev and Russell are quiet for a moment.
“I’m sorry,” Fadeyev says. “I didn’t know. Obviously. I expect more from my people.” He shakes his head. “Needless. Wasteful. So stupid.”
“You have daughters of your own, Oleg,” says Russell. “Granddaughters.”
Fadeyev folds his arms in front of his chest and rocks back and forth for a moment. “I do,” he murmurs. “I do.” He looks at you, his eyes betraying his age. “If ‘I’m sorry’ are my last two words, so be it. There are many, many things I could apologize for. Too many. But let this be one.”
“How old are you?” Russell asks him.
“Eighty-one. Even if you don’t put a bullet in my head tonight . . . this morning . . . I may have a heart attack in a few hours. Or days. Just fall over on the golf course. Boom. Or with some girl a third my age—”
“A quarter, Oleg, a quarter,” Russell corrects him. “You wouldn’t fuck a twenty-seven-year-old.”
You turn to Russell, impressed by the rapidity with which he did the math. He sees you looking at him, shrugs, and says, “I really am very, very good with numbers. You saw me in the poker room.”
“Are my men still alive?” Fadeyev asks.
“They are.”
“Good. Spare them and kill me. I’m ready.”
You recall the way he surprised you and Russell, the way he wielded a bookend with the agility of a musketeer with a cutlass. He’s courageous and maybe he is ready to die. But you don’t believe that. His desire to live is at least as strong as his willingness to die for his men or atone for his bodyguard’s transgressions. “You just tried to put an angel through my back,” you remind him. “I’m shocked I don’t have cracked ribs. That showed a pretty solid survival instinct.”
“I repeat: You’ll spare them? I am very, very loyal to my people. After all, the only reason I sent Mr. Krinder here to take care of you was because you killed a young man who worked for me.”
“Who, you now know, was a goon of the highest order.”
He nods. “I do. So . . . we have a deal, yes?”
Russell puts out his hand so you can give him the gun and he can bring the barrel to the back of the Russian’s head.
“I have one more question,” you tell him, the idea inchoate and filmy but gaining solidity fast. “Do you pay well? You were paying Russell twenty-five G to whack me.”
Russell spreads his arms in disbelief. “Dove, we’re not negotiating with this man!”
“‘The Soul selects her own Society.’ Story of my life.”
“Where’s that one?” Russell asks. He recognizes it right away as Emily Dickinson.
“On my back. The ink is dark blue, but it’s going to be lost to one fuck all of a bruise for a while because of that bookend.”
“Yes,” Fadeyev says. “I pay very well.”
“If I go full-on vigilante . . . it’s only to take out the Cerberus-like cretins in your world.”
“I don’t know this Cerberus.”
“Dog with three heads who guarded the underworld. Which, arguably, is Las Vegas. Russell too. Same rules for Russell.”
“Whoa! I’m a contract killer and—”
“If you ever want my inky, dirty, unclean thighs—”
“You are never going to let me forget that.”
“If you ever want my inky, dirty, unclean thighs around your hips, you will never again pull the trigger on a good human being.”
“What is good?”
“We all know.” You turn to Fadeyev. “Get dressed. You and I and Russell are going out for breakfast.”

Bonnie Parker—Clyde Barrow squeeze and gun moll made famous by Faye Dunaway—was no Emily Dickinson, and you have no plans to deface the canvas that is your flesh with her doggerel. It’s Emily or it’s bare. But some nights behind the casino bar, when someone appears on a stool before you and looks at you a little too intensely—or is doing the opposite, doing everything he can to watch you without his gaze becoming obvious—you think of Bonnie’s couplet, “Some day they’ll go down together / they’ll bury them side by side.” Russell Krinder is a better man than Clyde Barrow was, but you tend to believe that you and Bonnie Parker share more than you’d like to admit when you gaze in the mirror. This life is unlikely to end well.
But, as you have tattooed across your lower back, your idea of a tramp stamp, “My life closed twice before its close.” You live for the nonnarcotic exhilaration of danger and dangerous people.
And tonight you will mark six years sober. Six years. A cause for celebration.
There is more blood on Russell’s hands than there was when you met, but you love to feel those hands on your body. He has only had one hit in the nine months you’ve been together, given the new ground rules, and the more Fadeyev regaled you with stories of this victim’s malfeasance and corruption, the women this barbarous cretin had defiled and shamed, the more you know you would have been willing to waste the son of a bitch yourself. (In all fairness, that wasn’t why Fadeyev had ordered the hit: the victim was his accountant and had been stealing from him for years. You don’t embezzle from an émigré oligarch and get away with it. Still, who’s to say the world isn’t a better place without this turd walking upon it?)
Now you are standing beside Fadeyev, watching Krinder take the rubes around him in Omaha Eight. You find poker an excellent spectator sport, perhaps because you’ve discovered that Russell Krinder himself is strangely enticing eye candy. He really has grown on you. Aesthetically.
He is one sleek and striking killer whale.
When Russell has had enough, Fadeyev and his entourage—tonight that includes his muscle, a nephew from (he says) Moldova, and a hooker from (she says) UNLV—will return to his penthouse, and you and Russell will pick out a slot machine and either win or lose a few grand. Tonight, it is your turn to choose the game, and you’ve already decided it will be one of the Hobbit machines with its fire-breathing lizards. You’ve become obsessed with them. It’s rather like foreplay. Or, as the belle of Amherst said (and it is writ beautiful but small across your left breast, near the beating core that powers your soul), “The Heart wants what it wants—or else it does not care.”
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