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      Pirates on the page are awesome. In real life, not so much. If you obtained this book legally, either through purchase or as part of the author’s ARC team, thank you! If you’ve downloaded it anywhere else, you’re reading a stolen copy, which puts the author’s ability to publish at risk. Shitty move.
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      Stealing ebooks isn’t a victimless crime, and if you’re downloading this book from anywhere but a licensed retailer or my ARC team, you’re an asshole. Knock it off.
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        “I don’t want your love unless you know I am repulsive, and love me even as you know it.” -Georges Bataille

      

      

      I wrote my first romance (or attempt at it) in 2003, shortly after my middle kid was born. Although this story is completely new, the idea for it was the same as way back then. In fact, the opening scene has remained unchanged, clear down to the villain in my mind’s name, for nearly 20 years. There’s just something so undignified in a demise such as what wretched Gerald Langan deservedly suffered.

      In 2005, I set aside my dream of writing romances in pursuit of law school and a settled career. No matter how busy life got, reading romance remained my best method for escaping stress and finding that proverbial happy place. In 2020, I decided to try my hand at writing the stories I’ve loved so much to read. Now, here we are. I’m finally sharing with you all the story that’s been on my heart for almost half my life.

      The story’s a lot darker than I normally write, although there are moments of humor and levity that I hope you all expect from me. Please be aware that this book does have some content warnings. There are references to child predation, kidnapping, vigilante justice, and elements of Domination and submission.

      Have you ever returned to a dream deferred like I have? I’d love to hear about it! Shoot me an email at authorlaynedaniels@gmail.com or hit me up on my socials and let me know your thoughts! As for the cereal bowl? Well, if you know, you know.

      Until the next story…

      XoXo,

      Layne
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        Aullie Same

      

      

      “Okay, shit-for-brains. No shocker to find you with a bowl of sugary crap for breakfast. Your type is so unoriginal, yeah?”

      Dead guys are the only ones worth speaking to. They don’t talk back. They don’t mansplain. They don’t expect adoration just because they’ve got dicks. Plus, they don’t talk back. Said that part twice because it’s the best benefit of them being dead.

      Soggy cereal floats in discolored milk alongside his head. Wispy, grayish-brown hair from his combover tangles in the loops of gummy blobs. It’s of no consequence to him that his cereal’s gone soggy. Point of fact, nothing’s of consequence to him anymore. He’s dead.

      Confident he’s all the way dead, I untwist the wooden dowels that lock together when my garrote is in use and slip it free from his neck.

      My favorite implement has always been the garrote. It requires nothing more than some nylon guitar string and a pair of wooden dowels. For hands as small as mine, the wooden sticks need be only as long and thick as a pair of cigarettes. The entire setup fits nicely in a package of camel lights, and even the pickiest security check won’t spot it.

      Nothing breaks the silence around me in the kitchen as I contemplate my next move. In typical circumstances, I’d quietly leave the way I entered. By the time Gerald Langan’s body is discovered, I’d likely be states away. This dude was a special sort of fellow, though, the type to hold his victims captive for days so he could break their spirits and wear them down before he began his depraved cruelties.

      Two days ago, Langan made the fatal mistake of abducting the absolute last child he should have dared. A kid poor dead Gerald should never have looked at twice. Jaythan Peters, age nine, ward to Graham Peters, his unwed uncle and tech firm billionaire. One with deep, deep pockets and connections to dark web information gatherers.

      Within hours, my benefactor had been approached to find the boy and take out his abductor. This information isn’t the sort I’d typically be privy to. Hale knows me well enough to realize I’m the exact opposite of the operative one might send in for a rescue mission. My skillset leans more toward the, well, to be quite frank, darker side of justice enactment.

      In plain speak, I’m the one Hale contacts when punishment is owed and reckoning is due. The idea of sending me to steal back a stolen child is nearly as laughable as believing shithead Gerald will sit up from his cereal milk facial and repent of his sins.

      Nevertheless, here I am. This rickety house creaks and groans in the Midwest wind. The sun is hardly peeking over the empty field in the distance to herald the beginning of a new day. I’ve already put in all the work I care to do in this crappy hovel. Beneath the rasp of my breath and the scratch of overgrown bushes beyond the kitchen window, I listen for the sound of another being.

      Hale dispatched me to find Jaythan Peters without taking the time to outfit me with the search and rescue tools he’d normally provide. His hurry had been well warranted. Judging by the setup in Langan’s spare room, he’d escalated his timeline and likely planned to hurt the little kid sooner than we’d expected.

      My rapid deployment meant no access to equipment like infrared heat imaging goggles. Those would make finding where Langan kept his victim simple. Instead, I’m forced to rely on instincts and experience. When I slid open the small window in his bathroom just enough to slip through, there’d been no sign of any other human in the house. Only shithead Gerald, plotzing along the hallway from his bedroom to the kitchen to begin his day.

      “Think it through, now, girl. Be a bastard. Where do you keep your toys when you’re a shitstain?” I pace the short hallway, enjoying the few steps closest to the kitchen. It pleases me to see the tubby, middle-aged pervert slumped in his undignified death.

      “Gotta be a small hidey hole. Someplace nobody who comes to the house would notice. Think. Think. Mind of a predator, girlie. Where would you hide your plaything?” My feet carry me to Langan’s bedroom, where his bed is nothing more than a mattress on a frame pushed against a shiplap wall.

      The ridges of the wood panel catch my attention. Unlike drywall, shiplap makes it easy to conceal breaks in the plaster. My thoughts coalesce, and I realize a pervert like the dead guy in the kitchen would get off on having his bed right next to where his victim is hidden away.

      I pull the bed away from the wall, careful to disturb as little of the scene as possible in case the authorities decide to give a shit about the pervert’s demise. Sure enough, just below where the top of the mattress rests is a notch wide enough to fit fingers into. I ease back the paneling and peer into the dingy, dark cavern behind it. It takes a few heartbeats for my eyes to adjust to the lack of light, but even before my vision clears, I hear him.

      Soft sniffles give way to hiccups that draw my attention to the farthest corner of the space. Gradually, I make out the huddled form of little Jaythan Peters. He’s still wearing the light blue polo shirt and khaki trousers that are the uniform for his fancy prep school. Curly bangs flop over his forehead and hide his eyes, but I know from his “missing” photo that when the sun hits them, they’ll be vivid green. A color that shouldn’t be humanly possible. It’s a hereditary anomaly he shares with his guardian.

      “It’s going to be okay, now, kid. Your Uncle Graham sent me to come get you. Can you crawl over to me?”

      Hale banked on two things when he sent me on this retrieval mission. First, my proximity to where Jaythan had been abducted. And second, the probability of Jaythan feeling safer with a woman than with a man. Given what he’s been through in the last forty-eight hours, I understand Hale’s logic.

      I’d been in Nebraska, making my annual pilgrimage to my hometown to pay respects to my dead. It’s where I buried them before fleeing  three hours away from the rapidly growing midsize town. And it’s where Graham and Jaythan live. Graham had relocated his IT firm there when he became the guardian of his orphaned nephew.

      Hale hadn’t been wrong. My proximity probably lent well to rapid recovery before Langan could have much time to harm the kid. I don’t take issue with Hale’s logic there. It’s the second part I expect he’s gotten wrong. Sure, I’m a woman. My curves and softly pitched voice can’t disguise that. But there’s nothing warm or maternal about me.

      He would have been better off sending someone from his stable of do-good types to coax the kid out of hell and into safety. As a general rule, children don’t like me. People always say kids and animals are flawless judges of character. For me, that’s mostly accurate. Animals seem to miss the memo, because I attract strays like nobody’s business. But kids? Even tantrum-throwing toddlers tend to pipe down and look at me as if I’m the bogeyman when they spot me at the grocery store.

      “I-I think so. Is the bad guy gone?” His little voice is high with fear, and it’s impossible to miss the tremble. A courageous little thing, he shuffles closer to me, even without my answer. At five-foot-four, I’m not much taller than the height his uncle provided Hale when describing Jaythan. I hope Langan didn’t do anything to inhibit the kid’s ability to run, because he’s most likely too big for me to carry. I will, if necessary, but being rucked over my shoulder would probably be pretty terrifying for the kid.

      “He’s never going to bother you again, kid. You have my word on that.” I envision the blueprint of the house, working to figure out how to exit with the kid in a way that prevents us from being spotted by anyone who happens to pass along this relatively isolated stretch of land. I also want to avoid the kitchen. For obvious reasons.

      “You can’t be sure of that. Uncle Graham always says ‘anything’s possible, so be prepared for everything.’” Jaythan unfolds himself as soon as he’s beyond the threshold of the cubby Langan had stuffed him in. Just as I expected, he’s only a hair shorter than I am.

      “Yeah, well, your uncle’s wrong this time. That asshole…er…that bad guy is one dude who won’t be causing anyone any trouble in the future.”

      See? It’s this lack of filter that makes me the last person Hale should have sent to find this little kid.

      “Prove it then.”

      Shock freezes me in place for a heartbeat before laughter busts out of me. I’m shocked for a second time, hearing the sound of my own merriment.

      I’m pretty sure I haven’t laughed since before the cops called my asshole father to identify the broken body of my baby sister. She’d been kidnapped right out of our front yard and found days later in the cornfields a mile from our house. I haven’t had much cause for laughter in the decade since.

      “You’re gonna have nightmares if I prove it, Jaythan. Best to just trust me.”

      “I’m gonna have nightmares no matter what, don’t you think? Trust but verify. Come on.” The kid’s got a stubborn little chin that pushes forward with determination.

      “More of your uncle’s words of wisdom, I presume. Fine, but when this comes up during therapy, your uncle better not expect me to pay the bill.” I hear Hale’s voice in my ear like a nagging jiminy cricket telling me to be sweeter because Jaythan’s just a child. Louder, though, is the voice of experience, reminding me of the satisfaction I feel when I get to see bad men get what’s coming to them.

      Jaythan’s chubby fingers slip into mine, startling me into the present. I look down to see his hand clenched around mine and realize, for all his bravery, he’s  so young.

      “I’ll be okay, angel lady. I just need to be sure he really can’t hurt me.”

      I keep holding his hand as I lead him down the hallway toward the kitchen. I place my body between him and the dead pervert, hoping to shield the kid as much as possible. He steps around me with halting steps, edging to the side of the table where he can see one bloodshot eye peeking above the pink-tinted milk in the bowl. Blood from Langan’s final gasping breaths has colored it, flecks of red dotting the gluey blobs of cereal still floating on the still surface.

      Prickles of guilt skate over me, knowing this sort of image is the stuff of nightmares for a little kid. My mind processes it as the art it is, cataloging every aspect of it to remember later. I look over to where Jaythan has returned to stand beside me. I’m expecting to see horror or revulsion. Instead, his cherub cheeks dimple as he smiles into my eyes as if I’m the most wonderful person he’s ever seen.

      “You did this for me?” There’s awe in his voice I never could have predicted.

      “Don’t go putting me on a pedestal, kid. This was a murder. I’m not a good person.” The last thing the world needs is more people walking around with fucked-up ideas of right and wrong. If I was a better person, I would have known how to convince this child he’s safe without exposing him to such a horror show.

      I’m just me. Fucked up Aullie Same. The one who shows up to take out the trash whenever Hale catches wind of justice denied. I’m definitely not the right person for this job.
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        Graham Peters

      

      

      It’s been four days since Jaythan was found by firefighters, sitting on a camp chair and watching his captor’s dilapidated house burn to the ground. He’s been examined by doctors, who swear up and down he shows no signs of physical abuse or injury. A cadre of therapists have worked with him, attempting to draw out the details of the two days he was missing, but he only speaks to me or our housekeeper Meredith.

      Every question from the detectives about how he got free is met with stony silence. I have no doubt it’s because he knows anything he says might expose his rescuer to the police. Jaythan’s been my ward since before my sister died. Pretty much as soon as he started talking and people figured out he’s a genius, it’s been my job to raise him. My sister joked it’s because our brains worked the same way. Like computers, only with weird senses of humor. I think the real reason is his intelligence scared her. Perpetually doubting her own smarts, Janine spent her life embracing her free spirit. It’s what eventually got her killed when a scuba diving excursion went wrong.

      Jaythan might be young, but he’s savvy. He hears every word spoken in his presence and processes them accordingly. Maybe, it’s foolish of me to treat him like a miniature adult, but I don’t know any other way to be. Until he came to live with me, my entire world consisted of computers and code, with an occasional mandatory visit to the parental units’ house for monthly dinners.

      “Jay, come have a snack. You didn’t eat any of your breakfast this morning.” Meredith’s job is to manage the household, but in truth, she’s more of a nanny than anything else. She cares for Jaythan and gives him the maternal attention a young boy needs. If it weren’t for her, I’m pretty sure Jaythan and I would forget to eat and starve.

      “Not hungry, Meredith. Thank you.” So polite. Not even being kidnapped and watching his abductor burn has taken away his manners. He isn’t sleeping, though, and the only meal he’s willing to eat is dinner. Yesterday, Meredith left a bowl of cereal on the counter while she answered the phone, and Jaythan caught sight of it when he walked by the kitchen. Before anyone knew what happened, he’d knocked the bowl to the floor and run to his room to hide behind the clothes in his closet.

      He might have the IQ of a genius, but the therapists keep reminding me he’s just a little boy. Processing everything that happened will take time, but it can’t begin when he’s so determined not to discuss the trauma.

      I tuck myself into my office and unlock the wall safe. The burner phone I used to contact Hale Andrews is charged and ready for use. The man is probably still smarting from how easily I figured out his identity, but I don’t care. Finding information on the net and exploiting it for my own purposes has been my focus since I was a pimply faced teenager in my parents’ home office.

      I’ll never admit it to Hale, but more than knowing exactly who he is, I know the name and face of every operative he employs in his protection and asset recovery business. I make it my business to know everything about anyone I do business with. Obviously, saving Jaythan wasn’t business, but Hale would be an idiot not to realize I’d be even more rigorous about checking the backgrounds of anyone he might send to rescue my boy.

      “Our business has concluded, Mr. Peters. This call, like every other you’ve made over the last few days, serves no purpose.” Hale’s voice has a cold edge to it, and no amount of sophisticated cadence can hide it. I imagine when he meets people in person, they walk away feeling chilled to the marrow of their bones. I don’t care how icy the bastard is. I want answers.

      “Tell me who she is. Who is this ‘angel’ Jaythan cries for when he finally falls to sleep? I’ll do anything to help him, and I think she’s the key.” I inject as much command into my tone as possible. To myself it still sounds like begging, and needing his help like this grates.

      “Why would I do anything like that, Peters? My employees perform delicate tasks, tasks that they cannot accomplish if they draw the attention of law enforcement. Your nephew is home, alive. Anything beyond that is your problem to resolve.” Controlled and methodical in every word, he’s nevertheless pushing every button I have.

      “Fine. I’d like to retain your agency for personal protection services. Send the girl to be his guard.” Whatever it takes, I’m getting the woman Jaythan insists is an angel. Once she’s here, she can work whatever magic it takes to help him heal.

      “What makes you think any of my retrieval agents would be suitable guards for a small child?”

      “I don’t care. Jaythan refuses to speak to anyone but me or my housekeeper. Whoever your agent is, I’m convinced she’s the key to restoring his feeling of security.” It chafes that I’m not enough to give my boy that stability. This is more important than my ego, though, so I force down my own feelings.

      “You’re so sure it’s a woman I sent, then?” Hale sounds amused. I know he finds it funny I believe Jaythan so easily when he claims his rescuer is a woman. Hale’s tried convincing me Jay could be confused or misremembering, but I know my kid. He may not be my biological son, but I know how his mind works.

      “He knows it was a woman. But fine, if you doubt him, send everyone in your employment. I’ll pay whatever it costs.” I’m being illogical. I recognize Hale’s interest in protecting the secrecy of his employees. He’s got my recorded admission that I wanted the man who took Jaythan found and killed. So it’s not as if I don’t have skin in this. It’s a risk to bring his hired gun around Jaythan, but it’s a calculated one.

      I knew who and what Hale was when I hired him to bring my nephew home. With my money and connections, I could have hired any private mercenary I wanted. Hale Andrews has a specific selection of people who do more than retrieve the taken and guard the vulnerable. Bringing Jaythan home wasn’t enough for me. I wanted the guy who took him eliminated, and I paid that price without hesitation. If there are legal complications later, so be it.

      I’d looked through every person I found a record of Andrews employing and came across plenty of people I wouldn’t allow near my nephew under normal circumstances. Desperate times require desperate measures. Whoever Hale sent to find Jaythan will be welcome in our home, even if I watch them every second they’re here.

      “Fine. If anything happens to endanger the asset I send you, it’s not me you’ll have to worry about. There’s a reason I sent this particular specialist, and it’s not because they’re the forgiving sort.”

      I know he’s trying to make me second guess my demands with his ominous warning. I don’t care. If it helps Jaythan to have closure, I’ll tolerate a demon with a smile on my face.

      “I accept that risk. When can she be here?” The sooner the better, honestly. At first, Jay seemed to be handling everything that happened, but every day that passes seems to be worse than the one before. Unexpected landmines are cropping up, and neither Meredith nor I seem to be able to settle him down.

      “Three days. I’ll need a day to track her down, and she’ll need a day to handle some things before traveling to you. Have your housekeeper place an ad for additional help that she can apply to work as.That way her showing up in your home appears logical.”

      It’s not surprising Hale knows the details of my household. He’s every bit as suspicious of people and neurotic about their backgrounds as I am.

      “That’s too long from now. I need her here sooner.” Now that Hale’s tacitly confirmed it’s a woman who saved Jaythan, so many of the little guy’s seemingly random comments make sense. The sooner she gets here and helps him find closure, the better.

      The police are done questioning him about the incident. Gerald Langan was dead and burned to a crisp by the time the fire in his house was put out. Even without a statement from Jaythan, the cops were all-too-happy to close the case. Not too many people care about legal remedies when a child predator dies.

      “Three days, Peters. Trust me. There’s a reason this chick is a contractor and not an actual operative for my agency. You don’t want to rush her after a job. The consequence are…” His pause is thick with distaste that’s clear, even through the delay of the encrypted phone connection. “Unpleasant.”

      Whoever this woman is, I better figure out how to make myself comfortable with her. She’s going to be staying here for however long Jaythan needs her, so he can feel safe.

      “Oh, and Peters? My fees are triple the previous rate. I’ll expect payment to the same account within the hour. A final word to the wise. Make sure any recording equipment you have set up on the premise is disabled before she arrives. Don’t piss off this woman.”

      Apprehension skitters through me. I hate the idea of allowing a stranger into our home. Knowingly inviting a killer to be my guest is a mindfuck I wouldn’t have ever guessed would be my reality. I’m confident I can keep control of the situation. I’ll reschedule everything that’s not essential and delegate everything else to my staff.

      By the time this killer angel gets here, I’ll be ready to be her shadow. Jaythan thinks she hung the moon, and that’s fine. I can accept she’s a murderer. Vigilante. Whatever. After all, she gave me exactly what I asked for. A dead child predator and delivery of my nephew safe and sound. That doesn’t mean I’ve got to trust her the way Jaythan does.
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      Graham Peters has garbage security. No exaggeration. He and the kid live in an ostentatious mansion tucked behind a twelve-foot tall fence. I still managed to get all the way into the house and the kid’s room before anyone knew I was here. If I accomplish nothing else on this ridiculously stupid assignment, I’ll fix that.

      I told Hale he’s a shit for brains idiot when he called and told me I had to come back to Nebraska to help the Peters kid again. No matter how many times I told him this is a mistake, he made it clear I don’t have a choice. Money talks. For Hale and for me. Unfortunately. I may not be on his official payroll, but Hale’s never-ending quest for vengeance is what keeps my bills paid and funds my addiction to watching bad, bad men die.

      I was seventeen the day I put my sister’s murderer in the ground. Watching the bastard’s eyes go glassy as his soul left his body fixed a break in me I didn’t know could be mended. It took me two years of searching and making myself a target before her killer took the bait.

      In one of life’s ultimate coincidences, one of Hale’s operatives had been tracking the same man. And when he’d caught me wiping my bloodied knife on the dead man’s coat, he’d promised not to turn me in to the cops. Instead, his boss had shown up on my doorstep with a job offer a few days later.

      “I knew you’d come back if you knew I needed you.”

      I’m standing next to his bedroom window so I don’t scare him, and he grins as if he knew I’d be exactly where I am.

      A good person would let the child have this illusion of decency. I am not a good person.

      “I’m on the clock, kiddo. Your uncle says you’re not handling what went down too well. He’s too dumb to realize bringing me around isn’t gonna help. Rich dudes with more money than sense, that’s what’s going on here.”

      It’s not often a kill scene gets to me, but watching little Jaythan Peters spit on the corpse of his abductor rattled me more than I want to admit. I’d intended to lead him from the scene and drop him off at the steps of the police station, but the kid had made a request too good to resist.

      “Let’s burn it down, so no one can ever have to be in this place again.” His whole body shook when he made the suggestion. I’d pulled a box of matches from a pocket in my backpack and let him do the honors. Then I’d made him sit in a camp chair far enough away from the fire, so he wouldn't get hurt, and taken off.

      Far as the kid knew, I’d been gone. In reality, I’d hidden in the tree line and watched to make sure the fire department arrived and took control of the situation. Hale reports that Jaythan told the cops he’d woken up and the house had been on fire. He told them he’d run out into the yard and gotten confused about where he was. He claimed that’s why he’d been waiting calmly for the emergency crew to arrive.

      Smart little dude. I’ll give him points for that. Even more points for recognizing me now when I look totally different from the morning we met. Points deducted for thinking it’s a good idea to spend time with me. He’ll learn soon enough.

      “Paid or not, you came. Uncle Graham says everybody’s got a price. I just have to figure out what it is.” Just like the morning we met, Jaythan Peters talks more like a college professor than a small child. Most kids look like half-formed bits of person to me, with their chubby cheeks and undefined features. Jaythan’s not different than most in that respect, but he’s got dark smudges under his eyes that normal kids don’t have.

      “Your uncle sounds like a cynical di…er…guy. I guess he’s kind of right, though. He says things have been rough since you came home. But that you won’t talk to the therapists he’s taken you to. Kid, you gotta let the head shrinks do their thing so you can ‘process’ what went down.” I make the air quote motion with my fingers. Anybody who’s been through this sort of trauma knows processing it is no easy task.

      “Jay, who are you talking to?” The deep, masculine voice sounds panicked, and I hear heavy footfalls rushing this way.  I step between the kid and the door, instinct impossible to override.

      “That your uncle?”

      Jaythan nods with wide eyes. It’s probably sinking in that I didn’t arrive here in the fashion a regular guest would. I know it’s kind of fucked up to appear in a kid’s room after what he’s been through, but it’s fucked up for me to be here, period.

      I won’t pretend I wasn’t hoping I’d get here and the kid would rethink the whole “wants to be besties with a psychotic murder chick” thing.

      Graham Peters nearly falls over himself slowing his momentum as he enters the room and doing a doubletake at the same time. He takes in the scene in the span of time between one heartbeat and the next. Immediately, he moves around me to stand in front of his nephew, blocking the boy from my sight.

      “How did you get in here?” Suspicion and fury tangle in his voice. Both of those emotions are common responses from the men I’m around. No matter the appearance I choose for the day, most men wind up realizing that meeting me won’t be a pleasant experience. Usually, their voices lift a few octaves.

      Graham’s gets deeper and takes on an authoritative tone I didn’t anticipate. Admittedly, I haven’t spent much time researching the guy. He’s not a target, so beyond the surface information Hale provided about Graham and his company, I haven’t bothered. He isn’t really relevant to me, anyway. Not beyond being the spoiled type who believes he can have whatever he wants simply because he’s wealthy.

      I can’t really debate it’s true given my presence here. My opinion of him doesn’t matter in the big picture. Nothing Graham Peters does will stop me from protecting myself, if necessary, or leaving, if I really want to. I tip to my right and see Jaythan leaning around his uncle to watch the fireworks.

      Unease sits in my stomach like a rock. No one is forcing me to be here. I could have refused. Hale pays well, but I’ve been taking his money and contract assignments for eight years. Since I don’t have much to spend my earnings on, I’ve accrued quite the nest egg. I’m nowhere near Hale or Graham’s levels of wealth, but I can turn down work if I feel like it.

      There’s a draw to Jaythan and his uncle I can’t discount. Maybe, it’s the fearless way the little boy accepts me, despite having seen I’m a monster with his own eyes. It could be the fascination I have with a man, so dedicated to helping his nephew, he’s willing to invite a monster into his home. Whatever the cause, I had to come.

      “Same way anybody does, I suppose. I walked in.” I’m a smartass. No avoiding it. I’ll save the real conversation for when little ears aren’t around. Mr. Peters and I will have some real truth sharing later. Starting with the piss poor a job he’s doing locking down his property.

      Graham’s eyes narrow as he takes in my appearance. The vivid green is similar to his nephew’s, only colder. He catalogs me from head to toe, and I can’t help but wonder what he thinks when he sees me. Hale had cautioned me against wearing any of the disguises I usually rely on to maintain my cover. He promised he has enough dirt on Graham to ensure he doesn’t put me at risk of discovery.

      I understand the logic, especially if I’m going to be here as long as Peters warned Hale he might require my services. The prosthetic nose, wig, and shoe lifts I’d worn when I found Jaythan would be uncomfortable and time consuming for twenty-four-seven wear. I couldn’t bring myself to be completely open, though. My hair’s got temporary brown dye in it, and I’m wearing dark brown contacts.

      He already knows my name, thanks to this hairbrained idea, and my general appearance because I trust Hale not to risk my freedom. He doesn’t get any more of me than he’s already bought and paid for. That includes my true appearance.

      “May I have a word with you? In private.” He’s big mad. Obviously.

      Oh noes. Did I make the big bad rich guy angry by sneaking through his weak-ass security instead of waiting to be allowed into his home like a proper guest? He’s hot but delusional if he thinks I give a rip what he wants. I do, however, want to have a chat with him about upgrading the defenses around here. I went to a lot of trouble to keep the kid alive, and he’s pissing on my efforts by allowing his place to be as wide open as a shopping mall.

      Before answering him, I give myself a moment or two to look him over the way he’d done to me. Objectively, there’s no denying the guy is a sublime specimen. Nothing like I’d expect from tech geeks. He’s got broad shoulders, a tapered waist, and thigh muscles that push the well worn denim of his jeans into a curve that makes his fitness obvious. His hair’s a mixture of gold and bronze that gleams in the light. He probably uses fancy shampoo and conditioners to keep it silky and shiny. All rich dudes use that stuff, right?

      Black-framed glasses give him a Clark Kent vibe, but the scruff on his chin has me thinking dirty non-heroic thoughts. My thighs rub together involuntarily at the mental picture of his bristly cheeks abrading the soft skin of my inner legs. He’s so far from my usual type it’s absurd.

      I go for gym rat model types, who don’t care who I am as long as they can fuck something. They’re easy to use and discard. Interchangeable vehicles for subduing the adrenaline and energy that builds up after I kill whichever terrible child predator Hale’s sent me after. When I can hit one of the Club Sin locations it’s even easier. Those guys are all tested, clean, and there for one purpose. That purpose, of course, being down to fuck.

      He isn’t my usual playmate; that’s for sure. There’s an undeniable heat arcing between us that whispers otherwise. A little pulse at the center of me buzzes with a certainty that, before I leave this place for good, Graham Peters and I are going to fuck.
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      If sex was a living being, who breathed, walked, and had a smart mouth, the monster Hale sent me would be her. I tell myself to be repulsed by the knowledge I’m in the presence of a killer, but I’m too busy thinking with my dick to care. My dick is dumb. I deliberately walk in front of the girl, leading her to my office, for two reasons. Most importantly, because if I don’t adjust my cock to give it some relief, the damn thing might break off.

      I haven’t gotten hard just looking at a woman in nearly two decades. The timing and the cause of the boner I’m dealing with now just pisses me off. Between worrying over my nephew, dealing with the dozen interviews law enforcement demanded in the first few days after he was located, and trying to make sure enough things are delegated so my company can manage without me for a bit, I’m wiped out.

      The second reason for leading the way is to make sure the killer knows I’m not afraid of her. She might be a monster, but so am I. Just because I’m not out killing and burning down shit, it doesn’t make me less capable. This girl stepped into my home without my knowledge, turned everything I expected inside out, and got my dick hard enough to crack diamonds. Then she throws sass at me as if it’s not the fastest way to get a mouthful of cock to shut her up.

      As I said, I’m just thinking with my dick. My shit is dumb. There’s a little hum at the back of my brain, warning me that, once I get this little demon on my cock, I won’t be letting her off it. I have no doubt she’s every bit the grim and grisly villain Hale warned me she is. The moment my eyes clapped onto her, while my heart still raced at the knowledge someone had broken in and was in Jaythan’s room, she became my grim, grisly villain.

      We reach my office, located nearly at the opposite end of the house, and I gesture for her to close the door behind me. Her body half-turns to push shut the heavy wood, but her attention remains on me as I close the distance between us. I move into her space, reaching past her hip to flick the lock on the door. She never flinches back or makes any effort to evade me. Her deep brown eyes meet my green ones with no hesitation or nervousness.

      This woman is an apex predator, confident in her ability to protect herself. The self assurance in her body language is an aphrodisiac I couldn’t have predicted. Long ago, when I was still interested in dating, I enjoyed pampering and coddling sweet submissive ladies. Women who appreciated all I could do for them, whether it was squishing a spider or buying shiny jewelry. It’s obvious, now, the reason I never maintained an interest in them is because none posed the challenge I’ve discovered in this venomous little executioner.

      “I’ve hacked into Hale’s system and familiarized myself with everyone on his payroll. Your face isn’t anywhere in his files. Give me one reason why I should accept you’re here because he sent you. One reason I shouldn’t restrain you and call the police to report a home invasion.”

      I’m bluffing. Not only do I have zero doubts this woman is Jaythan’s angel, but there’s less than zero chance I’d allow anyone, most especially any cop, to lay their hands on her. I don’t even know her name, but I own this woman. She just hasn’t realized it yet.

      “Is your fantasy to see me in cuffs because you can’t wrap your mind around welcoming an assassin into your home or because you think it would give you a chance to use that bat behind your zipper?” She smirks as though spotting the thick ridge of my cock is some feat of detective work and not due to it being completely, obviously on display.

      “Little wildling, I don’t need cuffs to get you on your knees for this fat cock. Nor am I even the slightest bit intimidated by the number of bodies you’ve dropped. You and I are going to have a reckoning, and then you’re going to answer my questions. If you’re a good girl, I’ll answer yours, too. First, your name and how you got in. Then you can explain why you don’t appear on Andrews’ roster.”

      Her chin juts out in defiance, and her lips purse with scorn.

      “Lizzie.” Mischief dances in her eyes as she throws a name out. She’s challenging me, daring me to call her bluff.

      I step into her, my chest pushing against her breasts until I’ve backed her against the door. I clasp my left hand around her throat and use my thumb under her chin to tilt up her face. This close to her, I see the bleed at the edge of her irises where colored contacts lose the intensity of their color.

      Her pale skin is smooth and unmarked with makeup, but tiny hairs along the edge of her temple are much lighter than the rest of her dark brown hair. Clever girl disguised herself, even if only a slight amount. For a moment, my mind jumps to how easily Jaythan recognized her, and I wonder how she looked when they met.

      Irrational jealousy pricks at me. Jaythan is too young to have a crush on her, but there’s a caveman bashing his way around in my chest, demanding that only I be allowed to see who this woman truly is. I don’t want to share her with anyone. If I’m going to keep her, though—and I’ve already decided I intend to—I’ll have to learn to share her with him, at least.

      “We both know that’s not your name. You’re no Lizzie Borden. Nor are you Helen Golay or Belle Gunness. Your name, wildling.” There’s no fear on her face, even as my fingers tighten around her throat. I’m not cutting off her air supply. Not quite. I’m also not blind to the fact, if she didn’t like what I was doing, I’d probably be on the floor, trying to pull my balls out of my stomach.

      “Aullie. My name is Aullie Same. You don’t see me on Hale’s roster because he’s not my boss. I do what I like, when I like. Which means I kill who deserves it, I fuck who I choose, and I work whenever I feel like it.  You may not be intimidated by my body count, but you’d be an idiot to ignore it, Mr. Moneybags. You an idiot?”

      Rage crests inside me until my vision tunnels and all I can see in front of me is her face and the smug defiance in the tilt of her smile. I don’t care who she kills or when she works, but the idea of her in any man’s arms but mine is unacceptable. My head may still reel from the speed of my soul cleaving to hers, but facts are facts. Aullie Same might have rescued my nephew first, but her true purpose is to save me from my loneliness.

      “Aullie. I like that name. I’ll like it better when we add Peters to the end of it. You can choose who to kill. Work when you feel like it. But from here on out, I’ll be the one doing all your fucking. Understand?”

      I don’t give her the chance to object. With every sentence, I shift closer and closer to her face until my lips brush hers as each word leaves my mouth. My teeth clamp down over her lower lip, and I suction it into my mouth. As soon as her lips are wide enough for my tongue to push inside, I take her mouth completely. She tastes like vice and peppermint, and I’m already addicted.

      Her moan of pleasure must catch us both off guard, because she follows it with a vicious bite on my tongue. She’s crazier than she wants me to believe if she thinks the pain or the taste of my own blood will deter me. I tear my mouth away from hers and lick the smear of red from her bottom lip.

      “You don’t have to agree, wildling. Just know that this is the way it’s going to be. Maybe, you’re the devil you want me to think you are. I don’t care. I’m keeping you as my own pet monster.”

      “You think you can make me stay?” Challenge burns clear through the fake color of those contacts that shield her true eyes from me, but she’s grinding her pussy on the thigh I’ve got wedged between her legs. If I let her keep up the pace, I have no doubt she’ll make herself come using me as her fuck toy.

      “Make you? Nah, wildling. I won’t make you stay. But I promise to fuck you so good you can’t imagine leaving.” I let go of her neck and step back, taking away the leg she’s been riding before she can find relief. I walk around my desk and take a seat in the comfortable leather chair, leaning back and steepling my fingers under my chin.

      “Tell me, Aullie, how’d you make it past my alarms and into Jaythan’s room? And what changes do I need to make, so no one else can do what you did?”
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