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I killed my first man at the age of twelve. I've been killing ever since. I thought it was all I lived for...until Abby. Until the woman I'd kidnapped became the woman I couldn't walk away from.

She owns a piece of me I wouldn't take back, but the rest? The only way to protect her is to hold back the parts inside me that are too ugly to ever reveal. I'll keep her safe, even from me.

And it works. We have the nights, and I hunt my way through the days. Alone.

Until an attack reveals a threat we didn't see coming. One that could take away the dream I didn't realize I had.

Everything. With her.

I'm on the hunt of my life. My prey might run, but in this fight—for her, for us—they don't stand a chance.

∞

Don’t miss the exciting extras from the ASSASSINS series, available only through my newsletter.

Sign up here to get exclusive access!

Join Ella’s Escape Room on Facebook for daily fun, games, and first dibs on all the news!
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To Levi.

You didn’t only lead your brothers through the wilderness. You led me.

––––––––
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The silken sheets caressed her skin, revealing more than they concealed. Too damn much for my peace of mind. I should be out there, on the hunt, but Abby tethered me to her like a fucking chain, refusing to let go. No matter how much safer she was without me.

A gasp escaped her, and she turned on her side, one hand reaching out, searching—for me. “Levi?”

The room was dark, her eyes glazed with sleep. She couldn’t see me in the shadows. It was better that way, but I couldn’t leave her searching. Something inside me, something I both hated and hungered for, held as tightly to her as she did to me.

With a curse I couldn’t quite hold back, I moved to the bed. And felt it the minute she saw me—my body lit up like I’d touched a live wire. Just like it did when prey appeared, every instinct sparking, every sense zeroed in on the body before me. Only I didn’t want to kill this one.

I wanted her life in my hands, not her death.

A smile touched her full lips when my knee settled on the bed. Sheets rustled as she shifted onto her back, tugging me closer with nothing more than her creamy skin and the curve of her mouth. “There you are.” The curve slowly flattened. “You’re dressed.”

Because it’s safer this way. Because I can’t sleep beside you and not let you all the way inside me.

I grabbed my T-shirt at the back of my neck and pulled. “Not for long.”

I stripped as I crawled onto the bed. Crouching over Abby’s body, I let the hunger for her take over, felt it in the tensing of my muscles, the lengthening of my cock, the racing of my heartbeat. A visceral reaction I was addicted to. That’s all it was. She was my drug, and I’d never get enough. Not till it killed me. I just had to make sure it didn’t kill her first.

“You should be asleep, little bird,” I growled down at her.

Her eyes left mine, focused somewhere over my shoulder. Telling me all I needed to know. Another nightmare. Less frequent now, but they’d never go away. I knew that from personal experience.

“I never sleep as well when you’re not beside me.”

Another link clicked onto my chain, choking me with the need to reassure her. I’ll always be here. I need you beside me to sleep at all. I crave your skin against mine until I sometimes think I’ll go insane.

I didn’t say any of it. I couldn’t. The risk was too high.

So I kissed her.

Abby opened to me, a needy flower, defenseless, so fucking innocent even now. I remembered the first time I’d taken her, the first time she’d let me inside, and a groan escaped into her mouth. Her tight fit, the resistance I’d had to force myself through... Just the memory broke me out in a sweat.

I should hate myself for corrupting her. I did hate myself. But it felt more like she’d corrupted me. With her sweetness, her fire. It made me weak when I couldn’t afford to be. But I couldn’t break free either.

Forcing myself back onto my knees, I fisted the sheet and pulled. A slow reveal—nipples, belly, that strip of auburn hair that pointed me straight to the entrance of her body. As if I could ever lose my way. The thought tightened the chain again, choking off my breath.

And then I looked into her eyes. Knowledge glittered there, too much for her own good. Every day it grew; every day she looked at me and that damn knowing was there. She knew my fear, but she never asked for more than I’d already given. Never asked for a commitment. Or if I loved her. As if she knew a yes would damn us both.

For the longest moment I wavered there, on the edge of leaving, fighting the bastard inside me that insisted I stay, the sight of her laid out before me searing my brain. And then Abby shifted, her legs parting, and the scent of her need filled my nose. The balance tipped. An agonized groan rumbled from my brain to my chest and out of my mouth.

I was between her legs before my next heartbeat.

Cream and spice, that was Abby on my tongue. I pressed my mouth to her pussy and pushed deep, seeking out every drop. Filling my senses with her until I knew I was drowning. Her skin was slick velvet against my lips, my tongue, her clit a hard bead against my nose. I licked up, took it into my mouth, and sucked hard, that primal need to nurse, to take my nourishment from her, hitting me like a bullet to the chest. She filled me, sustained me—with her body, her desire, the hungry cries echoing in my ears, the greedy fingers forcing my head closer. Her body and her mouth begged me for more, and I gave it, again and again and again until she exploded beneath my tongue.

I was inside her before the last ripple faded.

“Levi, God, yes!”

My cock was so heavy, so tight inside her hot, wet body. Too much. Not enough. When her seeking hands landed on my chest and slid downward, I knew this would be over before it had a chance to begin, and no way in hell could I allow that.

“No.” Her wrists were fragile in my rough hands, but I forced them back anyway, slamming them to the bed as Abby cried out beneath me. “Look at me, little bird. Now.”

Frantic, pleading hazel eyes snapped to mine. Abby rolled her pelvis, taking me deeper. “Please.”

“Look at me,” I demanded. “Don’t close your eyes.”

I pulled back, the drag of her body around my cock so perfect my eyes threatened to roll back in my head. Leveraging my knees out, I slammed back inside. Abby gasped my name, and I did it again. And again. Those beautiful eyes glazed over, going somewhere deep inside herself where hunger and pleasure roared for satisfaction, taking me with her. Letting me see what no one else had ever seen—Abby, bare, open, completely vulnerable. To me. Alive like no one I’d ever known before, filling and feeding the dead parts of me that I’d long ago given up hope of ever healing.

She could; she did. With her body and her honesty.

I’d never met anyone like her before. And I knew it was only a matter of time before I destroyed her.

Without warning her eyes flared, her legs bending to hook around my hips, pulling me closer. She chanted my name, high and desperate, and I angled my hips up, the head of my cock striking that spot deep inside that made her clench around me, so tight I had to force my way back in. And I did.

My name morphed into a scream on her lips as she climaxed around me. Squeezed me tight and sucked every last drop of semen from my willing body.

The relaxing of her muscles beneath mine drew me out of the fog of pleasure a few minutes later. I raised my head from her neck, glanced down. Abby blinked, her expression smoothing out, but not before I caught a glimpse of the emotions there—longing, desperation, pain. My failure, all in one look. But it was how it had to be.

“I have to go.”

Before she could respond, I was up and headed to the bathroom. I cleaned myself up, wiping away the evidence of her pleasure and mine, thankful that with Abby’s birth control, condoms were no longer an issue. I could be skin to skin with her, mark her, smear my semen over her body so that no other man would dare to trespass on my territory. I needed it. The animal inside me needed it, demanded it. With her I could soothe the savage hunger.

But no kids. Ever.

I returned to the bed with a warm washcloth. Abby parted her legs willingly. When she was clean, I leaned down until my nose met her pubic hair, and breathed deep. My Abby. My woman! the animal inside me roared. But the man restricted me to a brief kiss on her sensitive clit before backing away.

Abby’s murmur of disappointment was a knife to the gut.

“I’ll lock up before I leave,” I told her.

She lay, silent, on the bed, legs bent, body gleaming in the faint light from the crack in the curtains, and watched me return the cloth to the bathroom. With every piece of clothing I added to my body, the silence became sharper, carving me up with its accusing edge.

I moved quickly to check the windows, then walked to the door. I’d melted into the shadows before I heard her voice. “What about a kiss goodbye?”

I couldn’t deny her, not when my body screamed for the kiss too. I returned to the bed, let the covers caress her skin once again as I drew them over her. “Sleep, little bird.”

Her kiss was the padlock on the chain that held me to her. I welcomed it in that moment—delved deep to tangle with her tongue, nipped her lips, buried my face in the hollow of her neck and the sweet scent of vanilla and flowers.

“Be safe,” she murmured as I backed away.

“Always.”

And then I was out the door. Every window, every door was checked, secured—I wouldn’t risk anything happening when I wasn’t here. The shadows in the backyard were deep this time of night, but unmoving. Same on either side of the house. When I walked out the front door and set the security system to on, I did so knowing she was safe inside.

So why did my soul scream at me to go back with every step I took away from her?
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“The fucker will back off if he knows what’s good for him,” I growled into my earpiece. The words were low enough that the crowds on the sidewalk couldn’t hear the specifics, but they didn’t need to. They created a wide berth around me from no more than a glance. I preferred it that way.

“He’ll back off, bro. No worries.” Eli chuckled in my ear. “Your reputation precedes you.”

It better. I’d built the fear of reprisal into my business model, and very few risked stepping over the line and triggering it. But this latest contract...

It reminded me too much of Abby’s father. And that reminded me too much of Remi being shot, having a gun pointed at Abby’s head. The memories could—and did—send me into a rage.

Councilman Roslyn was dead and gone; I tried to remember that. But my body’s visceral reaction had me throwing off angry waves the people around me couldn’t miss. 

My brothers and Abby were the only ones who knew the full story of Roslyn’s involvement with, as he would have put it, the unsavory but necessary elements of society. We kept that secret for her safety, not mine. If it had been public, I wouldn’t be dealing with the fucking asshat I was now. But I wouldn’t risk her by tying her to me. She would never be touched by my life.

I’d made that mistake once. Never again.

My current client, however...he would be touched, all right. And I’d take great satisfaction in doing the touching. And breaking. Two days since I’d seen Abby, two days—because this latest contract had been a major fuckup.

“Tell me about this meeting,” I barked, still seething as I turned the corner at Holmes and Sanderson and headed farther into downtown.

“Abby’s lawyer, Lance Heinz, called,” Eli told me. “Seems the forensic accountant was able to uncover some more accounts linked to her father. In order to retrieve the money, they need some signatures and shit. Remi knows the details.”

I could hear the shrug in my youngest brother’s voice, ratcheting up my tension. Remi was with Abby, not me. I knew he’d protect her with his life, but I didn’t want him to. I didn’t want any of them in danger. I needed to be at her side, not fucking walking down the sidewalk like I was taking a Sunday stroll. Not that anyone around me could call it strolling. More like a bull chasing down a matador.

Which totally worked for me.

Even without the delay, it made sense for Remi to be with her for the meeting at First Bank and Trust. He was a genius when it came to accounting. Not that anyone there would realize it. To the outside world we were her bodyguards. No one knew our true faces—I’d gone to great lengths to keep it that way—so we could safely travel with her, keep her protected, on the rare occasions she had to deal with anything concerning her father.

“Have you got the camera feeds live?” I asked.

Eli’s snort drilled into my ear. “Are you really asking me that?”

Yes, because I was a micromanaging bastard. Knowing that didn’t stop me from doing it. “Are they?”

“Of course they fucking are. I’ve got two screens with every traffic camera in a five-block radius. I’ve tapped into private security feeds, including at the business across the street from the parking garage you demanded Remi use. Nice scowl, by the way. I can also tell you that Remi and Abby are two blocks up on your left, approaching the cross street a block ahead of the light at Sanderson and First Street. Better get a move on, bro.”

The intersection where the bank was located was three blocks north of my current location. I broke into a slow jog, my brain automatically scanning, assessing, countering. Traffic, pedestrians, cameras. The crisp fall breeze pushed people along the street, so no one lingered. No hint of a threat arose. Perfect.

The phone in my pocket vibrated against my hip—a text, not a call. I reached for it, glancing at the display. Remi.

Crossing street now.

My nerves went tight. Only two blocks away. I picked up speed as the intersection where Remi would be escorting Abby came into view. There, on the opposite side of the road. The bright red dress coat Abby wore stood out like a beacon, a stark contrast to her auburn hair.

I cursed under my breath. Apparently not low enough, because an older woman passing me skittered to the side at my vicious “fuck.” I ignored her recoil and kept going.

Abby and Remi were the only ones at the crosswalk. I knew when the walk light flipped on; they stepped into the street in front of the rows of stopped cars. My brother’s tall, heavy frame dwarfed Abby as he took her arm, staying on the side of oncoming traffic. Everything seemed normal, nothing to worry about. So why did my every instinct scream at me to get them both out of sight?

The loud whine of a motorcycle engine hit my ears.

I glanced back. A sleek black Yamaha shot through the stopped cars, straddling the line as it zoomed forward. I had just enough time to notice the driver—black leather, black helmet, tinted visor that gave nothing away—before he passed me.

Headed straight for the crosswalk. At full speed.

“Abby!”

Remi’s head jerked around at my shout. Realization struck, widening his eyes. He grabbed Abby around the waist and ran for the sidewalk—just as the rider drew a gun.

Time stopped. I could see the glint of the sun on the metal barrel. See the leather-gloved finger on the trigger. Remi’s eyes went wild, and he launched himself toward the thick, ancient oak waiting next to the street, the only thing that could possibly protect them against a bullet at point-blank range. He and Abby flew through the air as the gun came up.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” My hand went to my chest, to the holster beneath my suit jacket, as I sprinted toward them. I’d never make it in time. My heart knew that and roared with impotent rage.

My woman. Mine.

Too far.

Between one heartbeat and the next, Remi and Abby hit the ground and rolled, Remi twisting their bodies behind the massive trunk of the tree.

The ping of silenced gunshots—one, two, three—reached my ears a second later. The motorcycle accelerated through the intersection, barely missing a hit from an oncoming semi.

And then it was gone.

I rushed to Abby’s side.

“What the fuck?” Remi yelled.

I grasped the lapels of Abby’s coat with shaking hands, cursing my own weakness but unable to stop the reaction, and pulled her to sitting. “Late model bike, no plates, no distinguishing marks, driver unknown,” I told him, keeping my voice low. Maybe we could get something on the traffic cameras, but I didn’t think so. Our man was a professional.

The job I could do. It was handling my woman that was killing me. She was breathing fast and shallow, her eyes dilated with fear. Tremors racked her slender body. “Abby?”

She grabbed on to my coat just as hard as I had her. “I’m okay.”

A quick survey showed no visible cuts or bruises, though I knew the latter would show up eventually. She buried her head against me and shook.

A crowd had started to gather. “Let’s go.”

“But Remi—”

Abby turned to my brother, but he was already up and flanking her. He knew exactly what I did—we had to get her out of here, now. This had been a setup.

“Let’s go,” I repeated, half carrying and half dragging her through the people circling us. “Now.” She could fall apart later. Right now, safety came before feelings.

Abby knew the tone I used. She was no longer the girl I’d been able to frighten into compliance, but she was smart; she knew when to obey. Her feet stumbled but caught up to my pace, and she held her tongue as Remi and I hurried her down the block, away from the bank.

“Car?” I asked Remi.

“I’ll get it.” He jerked his chin down the block toward the garage on the other side of the street.

“Eli?” I barked.

My earpiece crackled back to life. “I’ve got him covered.” He’d watch Remi’s back from surrounding cameras.

Remi already had his keys out. “Let’s go, little brother,” he told Eli.

I knew one of them would text me where to meet. In the meantime I wanted Abby out of sight. We hurried down the block, then took a left on the cross street where Remi took a right. A coffee shop waited just ahead. As we stepped inside, I scanned the line, tables, staff. Nothing set my warning buzzers off. I hustled Abby across the room and into a bathroom at the back, making sure to lock the door behind me.

“What are we—”

My mouth on hers ate up the rest of her words. Noise galloped in my ears, drowning out everything but the agony of knowing I’d almost lost her. Lost this. She opened to me just like I needed her to, let me claim her. It wasn’t until the taste of salt registered on my tongue that I was able to leash the savage intensity driving me and pull back.

“Shh.” I eased away, my fingers automatically wiping at the tears running down her ghost-white cheeks. “You’re okay. Everything’s okay, little bird.”

She laughed, a sickly little sound that ended in a hiccup. “Just reaction. I’ll stop soon, I promise.”

I hated tears. They were a distraction, a weakness, sometimes a weapon. But I’d learned enough with Abby to know she sometimes had to let it out. She got from tears what I got from sex or a fight—a release. 

I hugged her closer, burying her face in my neck, trying hard to ignore the blood pooling in my groin. With Abby in the same room, much less against me, the reaction was a given; with the adrenaline roaring through my system, it was raging-caveman aggressive. I needed to fuck her, reassure us both that we were alive, that she was safe.

Abby didn’t need to deal with that shit right now. Later...

Slowly the shudders in her body quieted. I gave her a minute more, then leaned my upper body back so I could look into her eyes. “Okay.”

She sucked in a massive breath. “Okay.”

I shucked my coat. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

Abby removed her coat and blouse at my urging. While she splashed cold water over her face, I took off my button-down. It would be big on her, but what mattered was the color, not the fit. After drying her face, I buttoned her into it.

“I think you might draw more attention than me with that look,” she said, eyeing my bare chest, the expanse of tattoos marking my body. And fuck if that look didn’t have my cock tighter than a drum. She’d always been fascinated by my ink.

“No doubt.” I shrugged back into my sport coat. Buttoned, only a vee of skin at the collar showed. Abby’s coat I turned inside out before holding it for her to slide on. “Want the shirt?”

She glanced at her blouse, bunched in my fist. Another shudder shook her. “No.”

I tossed it in the trash can just as my phone buzzed in my pocket.

“Remi’s ready. Let’s go.”
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“I’m not going into hiding and that’s final!” Abby shouted. “I didn’t build a whole new life so some stranger can waltz in and steal it away from me.”

“It would just be until we figure out what’s going on,” Eli said, much more mildly than I could at the moment. All my fury at almost having my woman killed in front of me had found a new target at her refusal to lay low. If my teeth hadn’t been clenched so hard I thought a few of them would crack any minute, I’d definitely say something I’d regret later.

Like I kidnapped you once. Don’t make me do it again.

Yeah, that would go over like a bullet to the gut. A nice, slow, agonizingly painful death.

The stubborn set to Abby’s jaw didn’t soften. “No.”

The need to force her hitched my step as I paced across the room. A warehouse, not unlike the one I’d first brought her to over a year ago. I had a string of safe houses in and around the city, but this was our new base of operations. It was probably good that the floor and walls of this one were cement, or I’d be punching my way through them right about now.

Leaving Abby’s refusal for later, I turned my attention to this afternoon’s attack. “What have we got so far?” I asked Remi.

He glanced up from the bank of computers where both my brothers sat. “Definitely a professional. I traced the bike through traffic cameras as far as I could, but it disappeared about four miles down the road.”

So the driver knew where cameras could track him. Too much knowledge for someone without resources—or a backup team. This had been planned in advance.

“What about the accounts?”

Eli swiveled his computer chair to face me. “Nothing yet. I’m not sure if it’s the accountant or the lawyer, but I’ll find out.”

Someone had set Abby up; it was just a matter of tracking down who. “Or it was neither and they were set up too.”

Eli grunted. “Exactly. I’m working on hacking as we speak. If there’s anything in their e-mails or bank accounts, I’ll uncover it. It’ll just take a little time.”

Time we didn’t have, not if Abby was the target. One second was too long to let that shit stand.

“Remi, see what you can dig up, either online or on the streets. If someone is moving into our territory, they can’t do it silently. Someone will know. These guys have to have been brought in from the outside. No one here is organized enough for this, much less has the balls to cross us. Not after—”

Remi’s gaze cut to Abby, and I shut my mouth. She didn’t need another reminder of her bastard of a father.

“The question is,” Eli said, ignoring the byplay, “who brought them in. And why now? Why Abby?”

“We’ll find out,” Remi said.

Now that both men knew where to concentrate, I turned to my woman. I could see her shoulders tighten, knew she was prepared to fight. The thought excited me as much as it angered me, the sick, volatile mix swirling in my gut. I stalked toward her.

“Levi—”

Not with an audience. Grasping her arm, I kept walking. Abby tried to resist, but we were in the bedroom with the door closed before I let her go.

She glared up at me, the fire in her eyes fanning the flames in my body. “You can’t force me to stay here.”

One eyebrow went up. Abby swallowed hard, and God help me, but satisfaction made my cock swell even more.

“Look at you.” She scoffed despite not being able to meet my eyes. “You act like a peacock, puffing up to intimidate his mate, but I’m not a bird, no matter what you call me. I’m a woman with a life. A life that matters, Levi.”

“I never said it didn’t.”

“No, you just act like it.”

Because I had to. There was no use arguing over it.

“I’ve... I just started classes. I—” She drew her bottom lip in, nibbling on it. “I’m getting somewhere, can’t you see that? Don’t derail me now.”

I wasn’t the one responsible. The man, woman, group, whoever it was who’d targeted her—they were the ones to blame. That didn’t stop the guilt that rose as I stared into her pleading hazel eyes.

And this was the problem with us, right here. The only consideration should be her safety, not her feelings. Hurting her felt like stabbing myself, but I was used to pain—I hardened my heart and plowed on. “Anywhere you would go, routines, patterns, anything that could be tracked online is a way to find you. To hurt you.”

“Then my school, my home, my car—all those records lead right back to me. I can’t avoid them and still have a life.”

“No, you can’t.” That’s exactly why I lived the way I did. Why my brothers had no life, as she so succinctly put it. Because it was dangerous.

After her father’s death last year, I’d left Abby alone, thinking it was better for her to have her freedom. She was just getting started when the hunger became too much, when I couldn’t breathe another second without her, and I’d shown up on her doorstep, dragging her right back into my world like the selfish bastard that I was. I’d regretted that for the last three months.

But after today, after seeing her targeted and knowing there was no way for her to protect herself? I’d get down on my knees and thank God for making me a fucking asshole if I believed in him anymore. I hadn’t been able to protect my parents, but my brothers and Abby? I’d do it or die trying. Even if she hated my guts for a little while.

“I won’t give up everything I’ve worked so hard for because some dickhead has decided to target me for whatever reason,” Abby said.

Frustration turned her creamy skin a pale pink that made me want to run my tongue over it, see if she was as hot as she looked—and tasted as good. I let the need spark in my own eyes, throwing Abby off her game.

Her gaze dropped to my shoulder, but she didn’t give up. “Why can’t you just protect me at my place?”

“Because I have a job too, and I can’t be on top of you twenty-four-seven.”

She squirmed, and I knew my words had sent her mind in other directions besides leaving. Good. A solid hour in bed would help work out the frustration coiling me as tight as a drum.
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