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In loving memory of my brother Rohan…

To society you were a menace. 

But to me, you were simply my brother.

My Blood.

A tortured soul I could never hate.

I miss you every day.

We miss you every day.

May your soul rest in peace.




 

 

 

 

 

We all leave our mother’s womb with blood not only on our hands, but all over us.

Some of us are lucky enough to be washed clean.

Pristine.

Some of us, inauspiciously, are left stained.

Permanently.




PROLOGUE 

 

 

 

 

 

Twelve years ago

Rublevka, Moscow, Russia

 

 

HE WALKED INTO the house and slid his gaze over the faces of a family that had been more nurturing to him than his own.

Faces that have only ever looked at him with love and trust. 

The mother, who called him “little ‘Lov.” 

The father, who often took him fishing and talked “life” with him. 

The son, with whom he played video games only an hour ago.

And her…

He bit back the stab of regret in his chest. He wasn’t allowed to feel. Especially not now. 

Not ever. 

Bound, bloodied, and quivering, they all gazed at him with hope. They thought he was there to save them. Thought he was their white knight. 

But how could he save them when he couldn’t even save himself? 

He was molded from the black-clawed mother of holy evil. Marked and destined for one, undeviating path. 

Evil had a smell. Raw. 

Evil had a color. Black. 

Evil had a taste. Bitter. 

Evil had a face. His. 

No, he wasn’t their savior—he was their worst nightmare. 

Lifting his weapon, he aimed, and fired.




ONE 

Amazing grace,

How sweet the sound…

 

 

 

CHADRICK

 

“THAT GIRL IS here on a mission, Mr. Niiveux. And I think her mission is you.”

Ronnie’s words lingered long after he left Chad’s office. Chad tapped his fingers against the desk as he read through his head of security’s report again. 

Then, leaning back in his chair, he expelled a sigh of acceptance.

Someone was after his head. Again. 

He couldn’t seem to catch a fucking break. 

Ever since he’d gained custody of his little cousin, Alina, who was worth a staggering twelve billion dollars, he’d been dodging hits left and right. 

Needless to say, however, he wasn’t an easy ass to fuck. He was as straight as they came, tighter than a newborn, and untouched, which meant they’d have to grease the hell up in order to be able to bend his inflexible ass over and fuck him. If they wanted him dead, they needed to send smarter men than the ones they’d been sending to assassinate him, because every sloppy idiot who came after him wound up with a bullet to the head. 

Rubbing his forehead, Chad sighed. Tired of this shit. 

He couldn’t believe his whole life in San Francisco was being uprooted. He’d fled there to escape the evil, bloody mess that used to be his life back in Russia. He’d started a new, normal life. Found some new, normal friends. 

But now all the bad was following him there like a plague of locusts, thick and black, like a fucking funeral blanket. 

It’s been a year since he’d been targeted, almost leading him to believe the son of a slut who wanted him dead had given up. He should’ve known better. There’s no rest for the wicked. 

This time, they sent a woman. 

Slick. Women were smarter. With more subtlety and advantage than men. 

Case in point, this one, who called herself “Blood” had been right under his nose all this time. Undetected. Right there in his club. Disguised as a stripper. 

Unlike her predecessors, this one wasn’t sloppy. 

She was patient. Trained.

How did Ronnie describe her again? 

“She’s refined. She wears fearlessness like an expensive fur coat gifted from a powerful drug lord. She moves as smoothly and gracefully as a legless snake slithering in a clear pond. Her body is a weaponless killer. She’s dangerously beautiful. Beautifully dangerous.”

Yep, she’d completely fucked his head of security’s mind to the point he was waxing poetic. All from a distance.

The muffled sound of the deejay below calling “Blood” onstage had Chad straightening from behind his desk  and striding over to the one-way glass that overlooked the club. 

Hands crossed over his chest, he waited to see this supposedly “dangerously beautiful” killer. 

The silhouette of a woman walked out onstage with long, confident strides. At once, customers and dancers alike stopped whatever they were doing and turned their attention to the stage. She commanded it.

And then, to The Glitch Mob’s Our Demons, she performed. Impressively. 

Swung up onto the pole, contorted herself around it, slithered against it, and transformed into liquid sex. 

She wasn’t dancing for money. She was dancing for herself. 

Chad had traveled around the world and seen some amazing pole swingers, but this performance had him transfixed. Seduced. 

As the song ended, melding into another, she abandoned the pole and sashayed to the front of the stage, tipped her head up, and looked straight at him. 

Well, okay, the glass was one-way, so she wasn’t exactly looking at him, but…she was staring right in his direction. As if she knew he was there watching her. 

With her face tipped up in the light, unhidden in shades of darkness, eyes staring at what he knew she couldn’t see, recognition hit him. 

Holy. Fuck. 

Two things happened then.

First, his cock swelled, hard, to the point of aching. 

Second, his heart bulldozed through his ribcage, crashing through his chest with a traumatizing force.

 He was both balls-achingly aroused, and shocked clean out of his skin. 

If he’d had any doubts about her being a serious threat, those doubts shattered into shards right then. Because this wasn’t just another Alina-related hit. 

This one was here of her own accord. 

This one was here for revenge. 

Maybe she wasn’t expecting him to recognize her, now that she was all grown and curvaceous and fucking beautiful. Otherwise, she would’ve disguised herself better. 

Wrong move. 

Chad might’ve forgotten the faces of the people he’d killed in his short life. But he never, ever, forgot the faces of the people he let live. 

That girl on his stage wasn’t “Blood.” 

He was Blood.

Her? Her name was Jhay. 

Jhay Byrd. 




TWO

That saved a wretch like me…

 

 

 

JHAY 

 

“BABE, YOU’LL BE late for work if you don’t get up now.”

The delicate touch of Sydney’s palm sliding under my camisole and up my stomach to cup my breast had me smiling in my sleep.

Moaning my approval of her caress, I stretched and rolled onto my back. 

Sydney flipped off the sheets and crawled on top of me, pulling my top off in the process, her curly blonde hair spilling down around her cherub-like face, her naked body warm and supple against mine.

“I really don’t feel like working tonight,” I grumbled, pinching her nipples. “Would much rather stay home and let you suck me dry.” 

Though what I should have said was, “I really don’t feel like chasing Chad’s life tonight. I just wanna live a normal fucking life.” 

Fatefully, this job had to be done. 

Not just because it was an assignment that would grant me a payment I’d dreamed of for ten agonizing years, but because it was also a gift to myself. Tied with a neat little red bow, and a little black card signed with a blood-inked pen, “Sincerely, Revenge”.

For the past six months, I’d been in the States, studying Chadrick Niiveux. Yep, I literally had to study him because he wasn’t the easiest person to get close to. 

He was a very important man. A very dangerous man. A very wanted man. A very hated man. A very loved man. A very protected man. 

He was Kozlov Chadrick Niiveux. Who went by the generic, deceptively innocuous, shortening of his American name: Chad.

The man who murdered my family. The man who once, when I was a stupid, stupid little girl, I thought of as the rich, handsome prince I would grow up to marry one day. 

He used to take care of me, buy me gifts. He used to read me stories, fall asleep in my bed. And I used to stare at him and dream of us together, because I used to love him. 

Even though I was too young to know what love was, I’d known without a doubt that I loved him. Even though we were eight years apart and I was too young for anything like what happened in my fantasies to happen in real life, I still fantasized, because I loved him.

But then he turned into a monster. Into an invincible black spirit.

Into Death.

Yanked the rug from under my feet and took everything from me. My mother. My father. My brother. My freedom. My sanity.

Never again would I be the same, because of him. Never again would I trust, because of him. Never again would I believe in anything or anyone, because of him. 

Chadrick needed to die. By my hands. Not because he murdered my parents. Not because he murdered my brother. But because he made me live.  

He. Made. Me. Live. 

And I wished like hell he would’ve done to me as he’d done to the rest of my family. Because death would’ve been better than the heavy cloak I now wore; this hideous, insidious thing called life. 

So, I watched him from as close as I could get, which wasn’t very close. The guy didn’t have a pattern. His movements were never the same, always throwing me off, making it near impossible to snipe him.

Except for this one club of his, Empty Cage, which I deduced to be his haven. That was the only loop in his seamless life. 

But it was still difficult, because even though I knew he would turn up on either Monday, Wednesday or Friday, I could never be sure which of the three days it would be each week; and sometimes he didn’t show up at all. 

So, I landed a job there. Easily.

Pole-dancing was compulsory as part of my training. And over the years, it became my preferred method of exercise. I’ve mastered it. Easiest cover-up ever. 

But my plan went only so far; stagnant at this point. For me to get any closer than that to him would take a whole new miracle. 

Using sex to get to him was the next-best option. I knew I looked good. Taking special care of my body and staying fit was also compulsory in training, and I’d been taught how to seduce with my walk, my eyes, my words.

But seducing men was my least favorite thing on the list. Men, I hated with a churning, bitter passion.

And even if I did choose the seduction route, I’d probably have to work three times as hard to win him, because I’d heard through the loquacious strippers that he wasn’t a fuck-around. He was the “relationship” kind. 

If he had a girlfriend, it would’ve been easier to befriend her and use her as a channel to get to him. Become BFFs, turn her gay-for-me or some shit. Unfortunately, I’ve never seen him with anyone for the months I’ve been watching him. 

So basically, I was stuck. For now. 

I just had to wait it out. 

Therefore, as much as I didn’t care to go to Empty Cage tonight, I had to. Because every Monday, Wednesday and Friday was an opportunity. One never knew when an opening would come. I wasn’t sent to San Francisco to fuck and relax. I didn’t have that privilege. I was there to kill a man who some anonymous moneybag wanted dead badly enough to have sent one dozen different men who’d failed to succeed, losing their own lives instead. 

“But you have to,” Sydney mumbled, kissing along my collarbone. “How else are you gonna take down that big, bad drug lord you’ve been investigating for months?” 

Sydney was my temporary girlfriend for five of the six months I’ve been here. She believed I was an FBI agent, undercover as a stripper, sent here to investigate a notorious drug lord—thanks to my fake badge and ID. 

Just as I liked them, she was blonde, pretty, and had a wicked tongue. Convenient for the time being. 

She thought she loved me. She thought I gave a shit. 

I had her move in with me because I liked having her around. Being alone was possibly my only fear; so wherever I went, I always tried to have at least one innocuous person around me. 

After my family was murdered, I was captured, imprisoned, and enslaved. Abused and raped. 

Trained to fight. Trained to kill. 

So now that I was loaned freedom on a short string, I made use of it by inviting a harmless person every now and again into my space. Preferably someone who could bring me both normalcy and pleasure. They crossed me, I killed them. Though no one ever actually did. 

Sydney was six years older than me. I was freshly twenty-two. She didn’t know that, though. She believed me older. I mean, where would you find a twenty-two-year-old FBI agent sent to ‘investigate’ a massive drug lord on their own? But because I was more mature than the average twenty-two-year-old, I pulled the lies off well. 

That and my supposed wealth. How could a twenty-two-year-old afford to own an apartment in one of the most expensive apartment complexes in SF? Or drive the latest Niiveux sports car?

They were all temporary gifts from my owner, my captor. But Sydney believed I was rich. 

That’s probably why she “loved” me. Ignored the signs that I was using her for my own convenience. Because although she claimed she loved me, she was screwing the pompous doctor who lived two floors below my apartment. She had no idea I knew. That as soon as I left for work at night, he was in my apartment.

Like I said, I liked her company. Instead of finding someone new, I was sticking to the devil I knew. Keeping her around until my mission was complete. 

As soon as Chad was taken down. It would be her turn. 

Not tonight, though. 

Tonight, I needed that skillful tongue of hers.

Grabbing a fistful of her hair, I dragged her face up to mine and took her mouth in a mean, hard kiss. She moaned and squirmed against me, pressing her mound against mine. 

“I love you so much,” she whispered when I freed her mouth from my assault. 

You don’t even know me. 

Drifting my eyes to the ceiling, I tightened my grip on her hair and urged her down, down, down, until her mouth was right where I wanted it to be. 

And, as usual, she did well serving her purpose. 




THREE

 I once was lost

But now am found…

 

 

 

JHAY

 

“UNNH, PLEASE, BLOOD. We can be quick. Just ten minutes in the back room.”

Dragging my watchful eyes away from the club entrance, I turned them to the blonde stripper straddled across my lap, rubbing her cunt against my thigh. 

I couldn’t even remember what this one’s name was. Only that I’d fucked her some time ago when I just started working at the club because I had a special thing for blondes. But she’d been under my ass since then.  Annoying didn’t even begin to describe it. Especially at this moment when I was in no damn mood, because my target clearly wasn’t showing up tonight, and I never wanted to come to the club to begin with. 

Placing my hands on her hips, I guided her off me and onto her feet. “You need to go hustle.” 

“But I want—” 

“No, not now,” I said, barely tolerable.

“Later, then?” she begged, pouting. She really was cute. But as fake and plastic as a blow-up doll.

“Yeah, later,” I lied. 

“And I can come home with you?” She ran her acrylic fingernails across her pelvis, above the edge of her thong. “Please?”

Not unless Sydney’s up for a dirty threesome. Which would be unlikely. “Sure.” 

She leaned down to kiss me, but I turned my head. As if she thought I was just playing hard, she giggled and kissed my neck instead, before heading back to work the floor. 

The strippers in Empty Cage were so easily distracted and ungrounded, it was amazing how these shallowheads made cash. There were about two strippers in the club who had sad stories about hungry kids and college fees. Those two had reasoning abilities, were focused, and worked hard. But the others had no valid excuse for doing this job, except to be able to afford the latest material shit the world spat out.

Should they know how much freedom costs, and what it meant for some people, they wouldn’t be so wasteful with theirs. 

Leaning back in the booth I’d been planted in all night, my eyes shifted in the direction of the club entrance once more. It was two hours before closing time, and still Chad, the boss, was a no-show. 

Since his last visit two Wednesdays ago, he hadn’t showed up again, and it was starting to throw me off. This was the longest it had ever taken me to assassinate a target. Each passing month was a dawning realization that Chadrick Niiveux was a hard man to kill. And, hell, I just might be the one who ends up dead in this chase. Just like the others who’d tried before me.

 The man didn’t have footprints or patterns. Like he was a fucking ghost or something. 

But I wasn’t afraid of death. If fact, death was a miracle I looked forward to. Death was my anticipated Heaven. Because I wasn’t really alive. I was a walking shadow. An empty black vessel used to do the dirty deeds of the Devil. 

As I reached forward to get my drink from the table, I felt the hairs on the back of my neck shoot up. Just as they had that night while I was dancing onstage. Chilling me, alerting me. And by that alone, I’d known, indubitably, that he’d been watching me. 

Now the feeling was the same. That inexplicably chilling feeling. 

He was here. 

My eyes swung over to the club entrance, then to the stairway up to his office. No sign of him or his burly bodyguards. Everything was just like a normal night when he wasn’t here.

Except he was here. I could feel him. Moving through the crowd. Watching me. 

Inhaling a deep breath, I released it slowly, because I didn’t know what had gotten into me. 

I wasn’t the person who got chills, or frightened, or worried—well, at least not since I started carrying out assignments. With each successful mission, I grew stronger, more confident. But there I was, frightened and worried that he might have remembered me. Knew who I was and why I was there.

If it were so, I was screwed.

Taking up my drink, I sat back into the booth and sipped, regaining my composure. Of course, I could just be paranoid. This long ass chase was definitely throwing me off. I’ve been settled in one place for far too long trying to snipe one fucking target. And now I was a victim to paranoia and fucking scare chills. 

I mean, there was no way Chad would remember me. 

Twelve years ago he was eighteen, and I was ten, and that was the last time we saw each other. I looked absolutely nothing like I did when I was ten. Plus, I’d be surprised if that evil bastard remembered the Byrd family. Not a chance. 

In addition, Jhay Byrd should look twenty-two, and I was sure I didn’t. Sure, I looked much older. 

The way I walked, talked, acted, was all learned in training. When undercover, I was expected to be the best of the best in whatever my cover was. 

If there had been any doubt in my mind that Chad wouldn’t not recognize me when he saw me, I wouldn’t have been so brave to go after him without disguising myself.

But feeling his stare on me now, the unexplained uneasiness, was kind of jarring. 

Raising the drink to my lips once more, I sipped, but tasted none of the gasoline-like bitterness that flowed down my throat, because my senses were homed in elsewhere. 

Behind me. 

He was right behind me. 

A big, warm palm rested gently on my shoulder. The touch spoke words I couldn’t decipher. The touch delivered a message I failed to receive.

Breathe, Jhay. He doesn’t recognize you. You’re just paranoid. 

Slapping a slutty stripper smile on my face, I tipped my head back, exposing my throat, and glanced up into the pools of blackness staring down at me. 

He was sporting a nice, amicable smile, and his dark eyes were alive and dancing. No glint of suspicion or wariness as you would expect from someone who knew an assassin was in his building. No hint of the cruel, unapologetically heartless man who eliminated my family twelve years ago.

In fact, he appeared normal. Like just another hotshot in San Francisco. Except I knew better. Could he just turn himself on and off at any given moment?

“You’re Derek, aren’t you? The one who’s been sending Tori for my number all night?” Smile still intact, I shook my head, pretending he was some random customer getting on top of my nerves. “Sorry, but like I told Tori to tell you, I don’t date customers.” 

Chad’s smile didn’t falter as he gave a slight shake of his head. “No. Not Derek.” Removing his hand from my shoulder, he gestured to the booth. “May I sit?” 

I swallowed. “Sure.” 

Okay. So here I was, right in the presence of the man I’d been chasing for months. I’d been figuratively praying for this opportunity. But instead of being on top of my game, instead of reaching for my nearest weapon, I was…flustered?

Although I should have been prepared for a moment like this, an opening this wide, I wasn’t. Although I’d been watching the club entrance all night, I wasn’t fucking prepared. If I could strangle my damn self right now, I would. 

I was too close to my goal to be losing my shit right now. I should always be prepared. 

Always. 

“So, Not Derek,” I said in a whorish drag when he was seated across from me, “what’s your real name?” 

At this, he chuckled. And weird enough, I still liked that sound. It brought back good memories of when we were younger. 

 “Chad.” 

Fucking hell, even his voice was still smooth and soothing, like warm milk pouring into a hot cup of French press coffee. Or something.

I leaned forward and fixed my elbows on the table in a provocative manner that pushed my breasts together, seductively beckoning. Moving my right hand closer to his, I walked my fingers up the back of his big hand and dragged the tip of my index finger in teasing circles against his skin. “Chad. That’s a really hot name.”

Slowly, his dark gaze lowered to my forefinger on his skin. Wordlessly, he just watched, an odd expression on his face. 

Keeping my cover, I turned his hand over, palm up, and teased into his lifeline. “Anything I can do for you, Chad? How about a private lap dance? I promise to make it worth your while.” 

Eyes moving from my finger and up to my face, he said, “I’m the boss. I don’t mess around with my workers.” 

Keeping up the act, I quickly snatched my hand away from his. “Ohmygod, I’m so very, very sorry. I had no idea.” 

A single nod. “It’s okay. You’re new.” 

Reaching for my drink, I took a sip. “So, what are you doing here with me, then?” 

Clasping his hands, he answered, “To ask you that same question. What are you doing here?” 

My heart ricocheted in my chest. What did he mean by that? Did he know? Oh shit.

 For six years, I trained myself to blot out fear. Rid myself of the emotion. Trained myself to fear nothing or no one. But this feeling right here, this galloping of my heart, this twisting in my stomach, felt very much like fear. 

Right then, I accepted it. I had to let myself accept the truth: I, Jhay Byrd, was terribly afraid of Chadrick Niiveux.

That was the reason six months had gone by and he still wasn’t dead. Because I’d been playing it too safe. I was being a milksop. 

A waitress came just then and set a drink down before him. “Your screwdriver, sir.” 

When she left, Chad took up the drink, sipped it, and then looked over at me with expectancy in his stare. 

I sipped my own drink, cool and unperturbed, just as he was. “I’m not sure I understand what you’re asking me.” 

Lips pulled up into a lopsided smile this time, he just stared at me for several long, agonizing minutes. I had no idea what that smile meant. 

It had been years since I’d been this uncertain, this fucking petrified. Why the hell was I even afraid?  Death would be a good thing for me right now. If he found out who I was and why I was here, I should be happy, because it meant I would be dead. Freed from bondage. 

Quietly setting his drink down on the table, he said, “I’m told that the customers are complaining that the best girl in the club isn’t working the floor. You don’t do lap dances, you don’t do private shows, and you’re not friendly to customers. But you are with the girls, though. So what are you doing here? Are you a stripper or a customer?” 

Inwardly I released a huge, and I mean huge, sigh of relief. “A stripper.” 

“If you’re a stripper, be a stripper. If you’re a customer, be a customer. You can’t be both in here.” 

Fuck you, asshole. I’m not a stripper or a customer.  I’m your fucking death angel.

Licking my lips teasingly, I flicked the silver ring around my middle finger one, two, three times. Just enough to partially unscrew the little opening beneath it. And as I did before, I seductively moved my hand across the table and walked my fingers up the back of his hand, inching closer to his drink. “I think whoever made that report about me is full of shit.” 

Eyebrows raised, he watched my face, which was exactly where I needed his eyes to be. “Are they?” 

I slid one finger up the side of his glass, scooping up the droplets of water. “You be the judge, boss.” My finger was on the rim of his glass now, circling it. “Just now, when you came to this booth, was my attitude anything at all like they reported? Was I not…accommodating? Were you not the one to enlighten me of who you are?” 

Wetting my lips again to distract him, I flicked the ring around my finger one last time and inconspicuously angled my hand so the poison stored inside the ring seeped out into his drink. 

Completely distracted and unaware, his eyes dropped to my freshly licked lips, lingered for a minute, then drifted back up to my face. But the warmth and amicableness were completely obliterated from them now. 

Now they were…something. Something unreadable. Something lethal.

“You’re right,” he said in that irritably smooth fucking voice of his. “They’re full of shit.” 

Reading his expression was damn near impossible, so I smiled and slowly, sexily, retreated my hand from his glass, and went back to tracing the back of his hand.  “I want you to ‘mess around’ with me. What would it take for you to make me an exception?” 

“Why would I do that?” he questioned, watching me closely. “What’s so special about you, Blood?” 

With my free hand, I reached up and pinched one of my nipples under the silky material of my costume top. “Because I’m so fucking good, I make men scream, not growl.” 

Head tipped to the side, he asked, “And what do these men scream for, Blood?” 

Keeping my eyes locked with his, I sultrily whispered the honest truth: “Their lives.” 

At this, he smiled and picked up his drink. “Tempting…I’ll think about it.”  

With bated breath, I watched as he brought the glass to his mouth. Holy fuck. It couldn’t possibly be this easy. 

“No rush. I’m patient,” I responded, trying to look at his eyes and not at the drink in his hand.

The glass moved closer and closer to his mouth, his eyes watching me over the rim…then suddenly he jerked as if something startled him, and as he reached inside his pocket for whatever it was that made him jump, the highball glass tilted inward and spilled all over him. 

“Ah shit,” he grumbled. 

His hand came out of his pocket with a vibrating cellphone, and he slammed it down on the table along with the now empty glass.

With his hands held out from his body, he glanced down at his soaked frontal, then across the table at me. He was wearing a slight, toothless smile, almost like a smirk, but at the same time, his jaw was set hard, and his eyes were so dark and frightening now, I had to look away. 

There went my easy fucking kill.

The same waitress from earlier materialized with a hand towel and began dabbing it on Chad’s wet clothes to help. But he shooed her away, telling her he was alright. 

When it was just him, me, silence, and his stare left at the table, I cleared my throat. “You should go change into some dry clothes. I could help you if you’d like…” 

Silence. Dark stare.

Okay, I had no idea what happened to him in the last few minutes, because he was a different person now. What’s with the stare? Did he know I poisoned his drink? 

No. Impossible. He couldn’t just know that. I hadn’t been obvious with it. I’d done the Kill-Ring trick more times than I could count and it worked unerringly. There’s no possible way he could’ve known.

So, what’s with the death stares?

It was beginning to unnerve me how unnerved he made me. 

I wasn’t supposed to be afraid of him. I wasn’t supposed to have any kind of reaction to him. I was supposed to be a steel post. Do the job and get out. Why was I letting him and his scare-stare get to me? 

I was trained better than this. 

Picking up my purse, I eased out of the booth and stood up. I needed some time to get myself in check. To get my priorities in line. To slaughter my fucking fears. “I should go.” 

“Yes, you should,” he agreed. “It’s wise.” 

 Sucking in a breath, I walked away from the booth, from him, repeating the mantra: I am not afraid of Chadrick Niiveux. I am not afraid of Chadrick Niiveux. I am not afraid of Chadrick Niiveux. 




Was blind, but now I see…

 

 

 

CHADRICK

 

HE WAS SERIOUSLY fucked. 

F.u.c.k. fucked.

For this girl, he should be feeling nothing but hate, knowing her intentions. Instead, he felt something else entirely. Something baffling. Something detrimental. Something insane. 

He was feeling her. 

He wanted her. 

No, not her soul. But her. He wanted to steal her, brand her, make her his. 

What the fuck was wrong with him? The girl was trying to kill him, for shit’s sake.

Chad watched as Jhay sauntered away from the booth, her strides confident and unshaken. Her black, waist-length ponytail swaying behind her in sync with her hips. The girl was so fucking sexy it was terrifyingly alarming. 

He couldn’t believe his little Tweety Byrd had grown up to be so cock-tormentingly hot. No doubt in his mind that body of hers had been the weakness of all her male victims. And judging by his current reaction to her, it would be his weakness, too. 

Fucking hell. 

Her fear of him was non-existent. Which was both new and challenging for Chad. Because if he’d been just another unsuspecting victim of hers, she would have easily taken him clean out with the Kill-Ring trick just now. 

A Kill-Ring was a plain titanium band one would spot on the finger of most assassins. An ever-present, inconspicuous weapon. Some rings had colorless powder poison (best for food), some had clear liquid (best for drinks), and some had a microscopic needle that is sometimes unfelt when pressed into the skin to inject the poison.

But if Jhay wanted to take him out, she had to get a little more creative, and a lot less predictable, because those tactics were old in his book. Ones he’d been doing since he was sixteen. Which had him wondering what ancient asshole trained her. The Kill-Ring was an abused method: old. Still effective yes, but to be used on him? Nah.

Chad got the feeling Jhay had no idea he used to be an assassin, too. That he knew everything she knew, and more. Mastered, rated, five-starred.  

If she’d known any of this, she would’ve devised a well-thought-out plan to bring him down instead of taking the obvious routes. 

And now that he had eyes on her, he would always be three steps ahead of her. 

Little Jhay…How did she get like this? What happened when he left her that night? He’d spared her life. Seen to it that she’d be taken care of. 

But seeing her now, how ruined she was, made him wish he would’ve killed her to protect her from this life. This path she’d chosen. A life he’d never wish for anyone. A path he was forced to travel along. Childhood snatched away.

Now he was nothing but a wandering black hole mindlessly stealing souls. 

 Jhay didn’t deserve this life. But one look at her, and he knew she was long gone. At this stage she was probably wishing for death, but she wouldn’t die, she wasn’t allowed to die. 

He’d been at this stage, too, once. And he knew exactly what it felt like; lonely, empty, black. Like he was living in a shadowy, windless world all by himself. With nightmares, darkness and screams into the void. 

Chad had found his way out, though. And watching Jhay leave him right now, weaving through the crowd, he felt it incumbent upon him to save her. 

Ronnie, his head of security, slipped into the vacant seat across from him in the booth, watching him watch Jhay. “I made the call in time, boss?” 

“Yeah,” Chad replied, still eying Jhay as she accosted a customer, raking her fingernails down the ugly chump’s flannel-shirted chest while whispering in his ear. 

She was working—or at least pretending to work. Most likely because she suspected he’d be watching her.

For one, she seemed to hate men. Despite her act of flirting and provocativeness just now, it was pretty obvious men intrigued her not one iota. And this notion crippled him. Because if she was bisexual, he would stand at least half a chance of stealing her away from this ugly, disgusting life, give her a clean, normal life and make her his woman.

 Take her. Claim her. Rename her.

Sure, she’d offered herself earlier, but he was positive that was with the underlying intention of getting him alone in a room so she could slit his throat.  

Ah hell. He. Wanted. Jhay Byrd. No sense denying it.

But that in itself was a major problem: one, she wanted to kill him. Two, she was a full-blown lesbian. And three, she wanted to fucking kill him. 

With a resigned sigh, Chad settled in for the very stupid and very dangerous challenge of winning Jhay Byrd. His days were about to get real fucking interesting. 

Ronnie’s voice had him breaking his hawk-watch on Jhay. “Can I ask you one question, boss?” 

“What?” 

“Why the hell haven’t you killed her yet?” 

Good question.

 Jhay should have been dead the second he found out her motive. And even if he’d decided to just watch her for a while, that poisoning his drink move should have sealed the deal. Idiots who came after him usually die halfway to their goal. But here he was, thinking about having an impossible relationship with a girl who, less than five minutes ago, tried to take him out. 

He must be losing it. 

Then again, he wasn’t sure he minded losing it for her. It wouldn’t be the first time he imagined an impossible relationship with her: When they were much younger; eight years apart. Yeah, his sick ass had wanted a little girl who hadn’t even started budding tits yet.

Impossible.

Avoiding Ronnie’s question, he asked, “Does she drive herself to work?” 

“Yeah, a fucking 2013 Niiveux.” Ronnie scoffed. “Does she even realize how out of place it looks for a stripper to be driving a Niiveux to work?” 

“She’s only twenty-two, Ron. Of course she’s gonna be a little rough around the edges. We notice her sloppiness only because we’re more experienced, we know the game. But I wouldn’t underestimate her.” 

“No,” Ronnie dragged out, eyeballing him like he was a crazy man, “we shouldn’t ‘underestimate’ her. We should kill her.” 

“Not yet,” Chad warned, pinning his main hand with a warning glare. 

Ronnie was fiercely loyal, and had a habit of taking matters into his own hand to keep Chad protected. Whatever it took. And Chad never questioned his judgment because his no-tolerance, no-hostages, no-chances approach to things always saved Chad a lot of pain and trouble in the end, to be honest. But the last thing Chad wanted was Ronnie killing Jhay on his behalf.

 “You won’t lay a finger on her. Got that?” Chad said. “If anyone’s killing her, it’s me.” 

Ronnie grunted his response, clearly disapproving. But Chad knew once he issued him a warning, he would heed it.

“Now, I want you to do something for me.”




FOUR

T'was Grace that taught my heart to fear...

 

 

 

JHAY 


 

TO AVOID HAVING to lay it to the blonde stripper that I couldn’t really take her home with me because I already had a blonde home waiting for me, I got dressed ten minutes before closing time and loafed around in the customers’ bathroom, so she’d think I quit early.

Once all the dancers had left, I exited the bathroom and ambled at my own pace through the now empty club, chin-lifting a “night-night” to the security preparing to shut down. 

Neither Chad nor his bodyguards were around, and I felt a little at ease that he’d already left, because I was still a tad shaken up from my failed attempt to poison him earlier. At this point, all I wanted to do was recklessly speed home, wrap my weary body around Sydney’s, fall asleep, and never wake up. 

I was just so tired. Of life. Of everything. 

In the almost empty parking lot at the side of the club, I keyed my car open and eased into the bucket seat behind the steering wheel. But when I hit ‘Start Engine’, the car wouldn’t start. 

Brand new car. Niiveux. Bought six months ago. Gas tank on F. Yet the car wouldn’t start. 

Gotta be kidding me. 

Yanking on the lever below to pop the hood, I climbed out and rounded the car to assess what the shitting hell was going on. Obviously, someone had fucked with my car. A brand new Niiveux didn’t just ‘not start’. They were faultless top-of-the-line vehicles that would take a crash or bomb explosion to devalue. 

In the minute I raised the hood and peered over to examine, I sensed someone behind me. Great, some sorry ass punk was going to try raping me in the parking lot. And I, unfortunately, would have to rip his seedy balls off and feed them to him. 

I so didn’t plan on killing anyone tonight—well, anyone who’s not Chad. But hey, this might take the edge off so I wouldn’t end my night feeling like a worthless shithead.

Remaining bent over the car like any other unsuspecting, air-headed, plastic-tits pole swinger, I gave the attacker time to get closer, teasing him with the smell of victory. Victory he would never taste. 

When he was a calculated foot away from me, in practiced speed I slammed down the hood of the car, whirled around and slid my ass up on the hood, drew my legs back, then slammed them forward so they connected, hard, solid and forceful on the attacker’s chest. 

He let out a distressed groan and stumbled back from the strong impact of my boots. But I gave him no time to recover as I swiftly launched off the hood and whirl-kicked him across the face, an “umnf” leaving him. Catching my balance, I did it again. Balance, then repeat. 

The attacker stumbled back with each kick, suppressing his grunts of pain. And like a raging blind bat out of hell, I was charging too fast in the darkness to see which idiot it was. This double-assed fool was going to die tonight. For messing with the wrong fake stripper. Because the anger from my failure tonight, failure for the past six months, failure of my entire existence, was all there on the surface, fueling me. So he couldn’t have picked a worse time to fuck with me. If I’d had a weapon on me, he’d be fish-out-of-water dead already. 

Beating him to death was just as good, though. The rush was greater; the adrenalin a sweet, sweet high. Squatting slightly at the knees, I grinned like a possessed maniac and charged forward, knocking the sucker flat on his back. Promptly straddling him, I reached down and grabbed his head firmly in my hands to snap his neck. Sharp, quick and to the point…but that’s when I recognized him. 

Chad.

Fucking hell. 

Why would he try to attack me? 

Face only half-lit by the splice of light peeking around the side of the club, lip busted and bleeding, red bruises on both cheekbones, he stared up at me with a calm, stoutheartedness, saying nothing. 

Even with the mess his face was at the moment, he was…heck, I had to admit, detrimentally beautiful. 

My bottom lip parted ways with the upper one to let out a shaky gasp. A gasp of awe and admiration. I had the sudden urge to orgasm. Long and hard.

Snap his neck, Jhay. This is it. So easy. Do the job. Snap his goddamn neck!

This man, this spell-casting man, wasn’t even begging for his life. Nor did he display even a hint of fear. All he did was stare up at me with intense curiosity, and…was that lust?

Snap. His. Neck. Jhay! If you want your freedom, kill the asshole, now. 

Time stopped, and all we did was stare at each other. No breaths. No words. No threats. 

And then I did the unthinkable. 

I lowered my head and kissed him. Fucking kissed him. My target. 

And sweet fuck, he was kissing me back.

 What the hell was going on?

Releasing my hold on his face, I slid my fingers into his hair and plunged my tongue deep into his mouth, the coppery sting of his blood dancing on my tongue. And oh my freaking God this felt good. So good. Crazy good. Why did it feel so good? I hated men. Hated them. Yet here I was. Kissing one. A man. 

Not just a man, but my very target. And loving every goddamn minute of it. 

Sinking my canine into the fresh bust on his lip, I tore the split wider until more blood began leaking into my mouth, spicing, seasoning, flavoring our kiss. Chad let out a pained sound as I licked up his blood like a thirsty vampire, but he didn’t stop, and instead gripped my head and encouraged me deeper. 

This was a crude, bloody kiss. Messy and unclean. Sinful and savage. 

Just as the thought to rip his clothes off and fuck him right there in the parking lot started to cross my mind, two strong arms grabbed me from behind and hauled me off him. 

“You stupid bitch,” a man’s voice growled in my ear. 

Locking one big, muscular arm around my neck, he held me in place so he could withdraw his gun. And as he pressed it to the side of my head, ready to blow my marrow to bits, I heard Chad’s shout: “Ronnie, no!!” 

With as much room as Ronnie’s hook around my neck gave, I looked over to see Chad jolting up to his feet, his eyes wide and panicky. Fearing.

 For me. 

A couple minutes ago when I’d been about to snap his neck, he’d never uttered a single plea. He never panicked. He never feared. 

But now that a gun was at my head…the frightened expression on his face was mystifying, to say the least. 

“Boss, you serious?” the big guy rumbled in an incredulous voice. “She’s gonna fucking ki—”

“Let her go,” Chad told him. “And leave us.” 

When the man didn’t budge, Chad said more forcefully, “That’s an order, Ronnie.” 

With a grunt, Ronnie roughly released me, shoving me so hard I lost balance and crashed right on my ass. Then he stomped away like a pouty Goliath, leaving us in the dark, grumbling his disapproval of his boss’s choice. 

Chad strode over, looked down at me and held out his hand. For a long while, I just stared at his hand, confused as hell, before taking it and getting to my feet.

“You okay?” he asked me, once I was righted.

A scoff left me as I dusted the dirt off my ass. “I just kicked the shit out of you. I’m more than okay. How’s your jaw doing? Dislocated? You might wanna go inside and get some ice for—”

Fast as light, he grabbed me and drove me back against the side of my car, glaring down at me, his forearm fixed immovably under my neck, rendering me immobile. “Why did you kiss me?” 

“Why do I get the feeling you like it dirty and bloody?” I squeezed out.

Chad jerked his forearm up, pressing it harder under my neck, making me gasp. “Why did you kiss me?” 

“Why is your cock so fucking hard right now? Does getting your ass kicked by a girl turn you on that badly?” 

“Blood…” 

“Yes, boss?” I answered in a saccharine voice.

“Answer. My. Fucking. Question. Or I’ll give Ronnie the green light to put that bullet in your head.” As he said this, his forearm pressed deeper and deeper into my neck, cutting off my air. 

How could I answer a question I didn’t know the answer to? Hell if I knew why I kissed the bastard. And fuck if I knew why it felt so damn freeing. 

As hard as it was for me to breathe right now, the feel of him pressed up against me, his erection digging into my stomach, was so unbelievably good. 

“Fucking with my car and sneaking up on me in the dark, wasn’t this your motive? To cop a kiss, a touch, a feel? To get one stolen moment with me in the dark?” 

As the pressing force of his arm eased from my neck, he took too long to deny it for it to not be the truth. 

Holy shit. He wanted me. I wanted to kill him, and he wanted me. What would he do right now if he knew who I was and why I was there?

The too-late-to-be-true denial came. “I didn’t mess with your car.”

“You’re a liar,” I whispered.

Releasing me completely, he took a step back, but wouldn’t look at me. Because he was lying. “I didn’t.”

“You’re. A liar.” 

Resealing the foot-apart distance between us, I fisted his lapels and pressed my body up against his. Because I’d felt and loved the feel of his hard, towering body against mine, and craved more. “Finish what you started, boss. Pretend I didn’t just kick your ass. Pretend I’m stranded in the dark with a car that won’t start. Do what you planned on doing. Take that kiss, that touch. Steal that moment with me. Here. Now.”

His cock twitched against my stomach, but he did nothing. Just watched my lips. Confusion. I could see it. He wanted me so bad he didn’t know what to do with me. And I was so unnaturally feeling him right now, I wished he would flipping do something. Fling me on the car bonnet and fuck me rabidly under the moonlight. 

But he did nothing. Nothing at all. Except stare down at me with those conflicted dark eyes. 

With an irritated growl, I let go of his lapels and chucked him. He moved back only a foot. Still saying nothing. 

“Listen,” I snapped, with unexplainable anger, “if you’re not gonna follow through on your half-assed plan, then please fix whatever the fuck you messed with on my car so I can get the hell out of here.”

A minute of silence. Then he moved past me and opened my car door, pulled on the lever, and popped the hood. Rounding to the front, he took something shiny and metal from his pants pocket and reattached it to wherever he’d removed it from, then closed down the hood. 

Moving to the side, he wordlessly watched me climb into the car, slamming the door harder than I needed to, and peel out of the parking lot. 

And I couldn’t, for the life of me, understand what the fuck just happened. 

 

~

I got home to a quiet, empty house. 

No Sydney. All her stuff was gone. Clean. 

An envelope with my name scrawled on the front sat on the nightstand. I snatched it up and found a note inside: 

 

Babe,

I know it’s cowardly of me to break up with you in a letter. I’m sorry. But I’ve been seeing someone else.

He no longer wants to share me, not even with a woman, so he gave me an ultimatum. And I chose him. I’m so sorr—

 

I crushed the paper in my hand, aimed, and did a Kobe Bryant. The crumple of paper landed in the wastebasket across the room. 

Now what was I going to do for sex and companionship? Find a new girlfriend and start all over again with the trust thing? Hell. San Francisco was getting more and more annoying as the days dragged by. 

I needed a girl pronto, because I needed sex. Sex was my drug. It was my high. It kept me leveled, focused. I needed it in mornings, before and after my cup of coffee, and I needed it at night, before and after my shower for bed. I needed sex. 

And this dumb bitch bailed on me. 

I hated this place. It was swelteringly hot, quiet, and kill-me-now boring. 

If I’d done what I was supposed to do and snapped Chad’s goddamn neck when I had the chance, I could be boarding a jet right now to freedom. 

But no, I screwed up. Letting lust, or whatever that feeling was, take over me. And instead of killing the damn man, I kissed him. 

Kissed him.

Holy shitstick, what was happening to me? Have I been settled in this place for so long that I’ve completely forgotten how to do my job? It all could’ve ended tonight. Job complete. And I blew it. 

Because for the first time in twelve years, I desired a man. Chadrick Niiveux. The rakehell who murdered my parents. A smooth killer. Affiliate of the Devil. A red-horned demon. 

And I. Desired. Him. 

A man.

I was so screwed. 

The low din of my cellphone brought me back to the now. Caller ID: Unknown. Except I knew exactly who was calling. 

The Voice.

The voice that had a face I’d never seen. The voice that owned me, that had been ruling me since the night of my family’s death. The voice that sent shivers down my spine. The voice that made my heart tremble.

Taking a deep, calming breath, I answered, “Allo?” 

The conversation progressed in Russian.

“Any closer?”  

Any closer? I was fucking straddling him earlier. My tongue was in his mouth, his rock-hard erection pressed against my stomach. That’s how close I’d gotten.

“No, sir. The target doesn’t have a shadow, nor footprints, nor habits. He’s a damn near impossible shark to catch. Are you sure I’m the right person for this assignment? It’s been six months, sir. Maybe…maybe I’m not experienced enough for a fish as big as him.” 

Trying to buy your way out of this, Jhay? 

“A dozen men have tried. A dozen men have died,” The Voice said in a lazy drag. “Of them all, you have gotten the farthest. Get the job done.”

When I remained quiet on my end, he said, “This is not for me, Byrd. This is for you. This is you avenging your family. This assignment is not for my benefit at all. It is for yours.” 

A load of shit that was. But still I nodded over and over, even though he couldn’t see me. Because I needed that reminder. I needed to remember what killing Chad meant for me. 

“And you’ll keep your promise? You’ll free me if I succeed?” 

“You have my word,” The Voice assured me. 

“Okay,” I replied with renewed purpose. “I’ll get it done.” 

Ending the call, I tossed my phone on the nightstand, then got out my bug detector from the closet and swept the entire apartment for planted cameras or listening devices. I did this every time I left my apartment and came back. Let’s just say I didn’t trust Sydney all that much. Or anyone for that matter. Anything at all could go down when I wasn’t around.

Fifteen minutes later, I detected nothing and decided the place was still clean, so I took a long, hot shower to clear all the dirt and grime from my body, and all of Chad’s tasty blood from my tongue.  

After showering, stark naked I climbed into bed, masturbated, came hard, then slid under the covers, feeling a little cold without Sydney there. 

Sleeping alone was no hobby of mine. Being alone, period, intimidated me. Loneliness tormented me. It haunted me. Gave me chills and anxiety. It blended all my emotions into one confusing vortex and drove me mad. 

Loneliness was the monster I feared.

Slapping my palms together, I clapped the lights off and dragged the covers over my head. 

And then I felt him.

His eyes. I could feel them on me. 

Weird, because I was pretty sure no one had followed me from Empty Cage. I’d done a heat-run for twenty minutes before taking the direct path home. Plus I just scanned my apartment for bugs. So how could he be watching me? 

 Paranoia was definitely getting the better of me. This was the kind of shit that happened whenever I was alone.

Yet…I couldn’t shake the feeling that those dark eyes were on me. 

I could feel him. 

And it scared the living shit out of me. 

 

~

Twelve years ago…

Somewhere in Russia

 

It was the throbbing head pain that woke the girl. No way could she remain unconscious with an ache so alive. 

With a whispery flutter, her eyes opened. But even opened, she saw nothing. Nothing but darkness. 

Now fully conscious, the pain grew more intense. The girl raised her hand to the area on her head where the pain was more pronounced. Something dried and flaky was there, stuck on her skin all the way down to the side of her face. 

Confused as to where she was and what had happened to her, with unseeing eyes, she looked around the room, her head making sharp jerky movements like a bird. 

Then she saw a silver lining. No, it wasn’t a silver lining, it was just a slim slip of light piercing through the darkness. She bet it was escaping from under a door. As tightly sealed and dark as the place was, the slim line of light had stolen itself in under the door. 

Maybe it was a silver lining after all. 

The slip of light told her that even when her present was nothing but darkness, and she couldn’t find her way, couldn’t see the day, somewhere in all that consuming darkness, there’s always a sliver of light waiting for her to find it and follow it to freedom.
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