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            SOME PROMISES CAN’T BE KEPT…

          

        

      

    

    
      From birth, my life has been a series of wrong turns and dead ends. Only one person truly loved me, and I walked away from them. Now, they’re unavailable.

      I have a dark soul. That’s what I’ve always been told. Makes me good at my work, though. It’s kept me alive, even when I haven’t cared if I lived or died. Even when I welcomed death, and it still eluded me. Makes it easy not to get attached. I guess I’m lucky.

      Until an unexpected reversal of fortune thrusts me into an unwinnable situation. Now, I’m not so sure I want to die.

      But a brother’s unkept promise might be the only thing that keeps me alive.

      

      USA Today Bestselling Author Tymber Dalton writing as Lesli Richardson.

    

  


  
    
      Pet

      Governor Trilogy Book 5

      Copyright © 2020 by Lesli Richardson

      First E-book Publication: December, 2020

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. Excluding short, selected passages quoted for review or educational purposes, this work may not be reproduced, transmitted, or illegally distributed in any form or by any means currently available or available in the future, including but not limited to electronic, photographic, audio, and video reproduction, in whole or in part, for free or for sale, without express written permission from the publisher and author.

      AI RESTRICTION: The author expressly prohibits any entity from using any part of this publication, including text and graphics, for purposes of training artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text or graphics, including without limitation technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this publication.

      The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      Unauthorized duplication and distribution of this book to others infringes the rights of the legal copyright holder and is strictly forbidden and a violation of international copyright law.

      This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to real people, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      This is my livelihood. PLEASE do NOT illegally reproduce and distribute this book. When people buy my books, it pays my bills. Please don’t steal from me. If you want me to keep bringing you stories, I need to be able to pay my bills, so I ask that you please legally obtain my books. If you want to give the e-book file version to someone, please purchase and gift it from a legal retailer. The links are on my website. Thank you.

      www.LesliRichardson.com

      2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 1

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Sign up for my author newsletter, where I post info about both my Lesli Richardson and Tymber Dalton pen names, and never miss a new release or update:

      
        
        https://tymberdalton.com/newsletter/

      

      

      Writing as Lesli Richardson:

      The Bleacke Shifter Series:

      1) Bleacke’s Geek

      2) Geek Chic

      3) A Bleacke Wind

      4) Bleacke Spirit

      5) A Bleacke Christmas

      6) Geek-Speak

      7) Bleacke Expectations

      8) Bleacke Moments

      A Bleacke Meeting: A Bleacke Shifters Story

      

      The Great Turning Series:

      1) The Great Turning

      2) The Great Turning: Into the Turn

      3) The Great Turning: Future Ages

      

      Governor Trilogy:

      1) Governor

      2) Lieutenant

      3) Chief

      4) Yes, Governor

      5) Pet

      

      Determination Trilogy:

      (Set in the world of the Governor Trilogy.)

      1) Dignity

      2) Diligence

      3) Desire

      

      Devastation Trilogy:

      (Set in the world of the Governor Trilogy.)

      1) Dirge

      2) Solace

      3) Release

      

      Inequitable Trilogy:

      (Set in the world of the Governor Trilogy.)

      1) Indiscretion

      2) Innocent

      3) Incisive

      

      Devout Trilogy:

      (Set in the world of the Governor Trilogy.)

      1) Sacred

      2) Profane

      3) Penance

      

      Maxim Colonies:

      1) Jailmates

      2) Farborn

      3) Saudade

      

      
        	Of Boardwalks and Bison

        	Cross Country Chaos

        	Poly

        	
Her Vampire Obsession (Midnight Doms Series)

        	
“His Vampire Morsel” (All Souls’ Night: A Midnight Doms Anthology)

        	
How Many Times Do I Have to Say I’m Sorry? (Maudlin Falls 1)

        	
Fierce Radiance (Space Confederation 1)

        	Acquainted With the Night

        	
Whip Me, Beat Me, Make Me Write Hot Sex (non-fiction)

        	
Blow Sh*t Up! (non-fiction)

      

      

      
        
        Click Here to Check Out My Coming Soon Page!

      

        

      
        Click Here For All My Tymber Dalton Titles!

      

      

      

      Lesli Richardson is better known by her more prolific USA Today Bestselling Author Tymber Dalton pen name. Please visit her website for more info on all her titles under both her pen names, including full book and series listings, trivia, character information, and more.

      
        
        http://www.tymberdalton.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR'S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Florida politics are messy, nasty, sexy, brutal, funny, insane, impossibly complex, and a lot of fun to write about. (Mostly because they’re messy, nasty, sexy, brutal, funny, insane, and impossibly complex.)

      Since the focus of this series isn’t the politics so much as it is the people, I’ve taken certain liberties and simplified a few things here and there.

      The kinky shit, however, is absolutely realistic.

      Also, this trilogy was written before Covid was a thing, and I’ve decided not to incorporate those events into the world this series, and its related spin-off series, are set in.

      Note: While you can read this book as a standalone work, the books in this series should be read in order. At the very least, you should first read Chief (Governor Trilogy 3) and Yes, Governor (Governor Trilogy 4) to better understand the events in this book and not miss any backstory.

      
        
        1) Governor

        2) Lieutenant

        3) Chief

        4) Yes, Governor

        5) Pet
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      For all my readers who first fell in love with Carter and his pets, and thus helped me birth a whole new “world” of stories to write.

      

      For Spouse, for tolerating a political nerd for a wife.

      

      Also, for My Viking. He knows why.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “All men can see these tactics whereby I conquer, but what none can see is the strategy out of which victory is evolved.”

      

      

      
        
        — Sun Tzu

      

      

      
        
        “The two most powerful warriors are patience and time.”

      

      

      
        
        — Leo Tolstoy

      

      

      
        
        “Walking with a friend in the dark is better than walking alone in the light.”

      

      

      
        
        — Helen Keller

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
PART 1


          

          EDDIE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Do not engage an enemy more powerful than you. And if it is unavoidable and you do have to engage, then make sure you engage it on your terms, not on your enemy’s terms.”

      

      

      
        
        – Sun Tzu

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      “We know who you are.”

      Based on the sound of his voice and where it’s coming from, I assume the man is standing on the other side of the table from me. He’s probably around my size, maybe an inch or so in either direction of my own six-foot frame.

      Although, from the feel of the table, the way it gives and wobbles under me when I lean on it with enough weight to test it, it’s probably some old Soviet-era military surplus metal folding table and not something more substantive, like an interview table in a police station, or in a military base holding cell.

      Or a metal butcher’s worktable.

      Hey, you’d be surprised how many human bodies get disposed of with a batch of ground beef or sausage. The forensics alone would be a nightmare to untangle, if you even could.

      But I digress. He was talking to me. And the acoustics in this room make it sound like it’s too small to be the back of a butcher’s shop in some tiny Hungarian town. That, and while chilly, it’s still a little too warm to be located in a working butcher’s shop.

      I lick my split lips. “Do you, now?” I can’t see him. Even if it wasn’t for the hood I’m wearing, both my eyes are nearly swollen shut underneath it from the face punches I received during the struggle when I was first captured and the subsequent initial interrogation session. My left shoulder’s also fucked up, likely dislocated by the fuckers when they grabbed me.

      He chuckles. I hear the sound of something flat and plastic being set on the table and I assume it’s a tablet. Top Secret folders dripping with paper dossiers are passé, I suppose. But you could slam those fuckers down on a table for a little emphasis.

      You do that to a tablet, you’ll break it.

      “The world has moved on and no one gives a shit about you being here,” he says. “Why are you fighting so hard?”

      “Maybe I have a death wish.”

      “I believe that’s the first honest thing you’ve said to me.”

      He’s right. “Bored with me yet?”

      “Nah.” I hear a chair slide out across from me, its metal legs scraping along what sounds like a bare concrete floor.

      I can’t move because I’m securely manacled to my sturdy metal chair. Not a folding chair I could possibly break free from. Plus, whoever chained me up knew what they were doing, weaving my restraints through the frame and criss-crossing them to allow me minimal movement. I don’t know who did that, because I’d already been knocked out at that point with what I think was chloroform, or maybe isoflurane, or something like that. I awakened slumped over the table before me, with no idea how long I’d been out, or what other drugs they might have dosed me with after I lost consciousness.

      This was after I’d been snatched, dumped in the back of a van, beaten, transported…

      You get the idea. I’ve had better days.

      I’m not even sure how long it’s been since they grabbed me. I’m still alive, so likely less than a day. It’s been at least twelve hours, I think, but it’s difficult to say with the hood completely shrouding me in muffled darkness. I have a hell of a headache. I don’t know if that’s because of the inhalant they used, or subsequent drugs they dosed me with, or the beating I took. Or, maybe a combination.

      I could really use a cheeseburger, though. Fuck my life for skipping breakfast.

      At least I haven’t pissed myself yet, and no breakfast means I’m not close to shitting myself, so yay, winning.

      I think there’s at least three of them, total. I heard Russian spoken at one point. This man is doing most of the talking, and the only one I’ve heard speak English. He does so with an American accent. Definitely not a Northeastern accent, and too soft of a drawl to be deeply Southern. He’s from Virginia or that region, if I had to guess. His accent sounds very familiar.

      Quickly, I shove away the reason I would think that, because that’s not helpful.

      I’m assuming he doesn’t know I speak fluent Russian.

      “How’s your face?” he asks.

      I run my tongue over my split lip again and relish the pain even as I taste hints of my own blood. “How’s your knuckles?”

      Another chuckle from the unseen man. “I didn’t hit you. But you were fighting pretty damned hard.” I hate that his voice makes my cock harden as much from what happened to me as from the rich sound of his tone, the familiar inflections to his words. So…familiar.

      It’s a conditioned response. Especially since this guy sounds so damned much like a man, another Virginian, who’s forever in my past even as he’s forever imprinted on my heart and soul.

      Guess I do have a death wish.

      “Why do you insist on doing this the hard way?” he asks.

      “You’re going to kill me whether I make it easy or hard on you. I know how this works. Life’s finally caught up with me. The only question remaining is how hard am I going to make you work for it?”

      “Are you now?” He sounds amused, like maybe he’s smiling.

      Fuck. Even his voice sounds like—

      No.

      I know it’s not Him.

      It can’t be. This man’s voice is similar, that’s all. For starters, He would never do something like this to me. He would do everything in His power to protect me. It’s just stress and fear warping this man’s voice into one from my past.

      I really need to stop thinking about Him with a capital H, but old habits die damned hard.

      Besides, He has a life, a wife, children, a job. All safely in Florida.

      He has everything He ever wanted.

      And that, unfortunately, doesn’t include me.

      Not anymore. Although, at one point in the past, it could have.

      Maybe if I hadn’t let Him walk away way all those years ago, if I’d chased Him, forced myself to open up and admit how much I needed Him, I could have been part of that equation.

      Why shouldn’t I have a death wish? Is my life really worth anything?

      I’m beginning to think it’s not.

      Add to that, with the last nagging, open chapter in my past firmly closed by Him during His recent trip to Berlin only a few weeks earlier…do I really have anything left worth living for with my revenge now vicariously completed?

      Apparently, I must not think I do, because I fucked up my peaceful retirement by being an utter dumbass, which got me into…this.

      A noise as the tablet scrapes against the table, followed by the soft, dull, rapid thud of blunt, hard fingers moving over a tablet screen.

      I wait.

      “Tsk. Edward James Fowler. Or do you prefer Ed?”

      That’s the first time he’s addressed me by name, or even asked to verify my name. He damned well knew exactly who I was and what I was up to when he snatched me, based on the questions he’s already asked. The guy’s now toying with me, maybe even trying to build rapport. A one-man good-cop/bad-cop routine.

      I know the drills. I learned them. Even taught them, once upon a long damn time ago.

      If he is trying to build rapport now, that means he still wants intel from me, or thinks I’m moderately valuable. The longer I stay alive, the more of a chance I have to escape. I’ve been in tight spots before but this is the worse by far.

      And at fifty-one, I’m no spring chicken. If I manage to get out of this, it’ll be through my wits and sheer, dumb luck breaking my way, not because of my busted-up body suddenly pulling a Rambo moment out of my ass.

      “Might as well call me Eddie.”

      “Is that what your friends call you?”

      My bitter laugh fills my ears under my hood. “What friends? Guy like me doesn’t have friends.”

      Not anymore.

      “Business associates, then?”

      I can’t help how my mind weighs every inflection of his tone, especially since I can’t see him. It’s automatic. I assess and process every incoming bit of information I have to formulate my reply.

      “What kind of business do you think I’m in?” Let’s see how much he really knows about me. Knowing my name doesn’t mean he’s got my full jacket.

      His chair softly creaks, like he sat back. I imagine I’m right that he’s not a huge man, or it’d be making a lot more noise. When he speaks, his voice hits my ears at a slightly different angle than before, so I’m certain I’m correct about his change of position.

      “I think it’s awfully suspicious a man such as yourself has been implicated in helping a dangerous splinter group from Magzykstan get their hands on some pretty serious hardware. Surface-to-air missiles. Nuclear material, even.”

      Shit.

      His earlier questions didn’t mention my latest clients, so I thought he’d caught up with me through working his way up the grapevine that led me to that job in the first place. I’d already made the delivery, so I had assumed coincidentally bad timing, on my part.

      Unfortunately, I also default to a coping mechanism I tend to fall back on at the worst possible time, and that’s get snarky.

      “Everyone needs a hobby, you know.”

      Instead of him punching me, which I would expect after a smart-assed answer like that, the man actually chuckles again.

      Fuuuuuck. As hard and deep as the sound of it drills inside me, I’d almost prefer to feel his fists.

      Not to mention, I thought the Magzykidiots were joking about the nuclear material. Had I known they were serious, I wouldn’t have gone near the deal in the first place. Once I took the deposit, however, I was sort of obligated to see it through. At least to give it my best effort. These aren’t the kind of people you jerk around like that. Not when they are closely connected to the son of a Russian oligarch hooked in with officials in the highest levels of the government.

      Besides, do you honestly think I gave them radioactive material so they could make a dirty bomb? No, of course not. They ended up with chunks of iron a buddy of mine coated with some special paint that had enough trace amounts of plutonium in it to make a Geiger counter register.

      I’m apparently suicidal, but I’m not stupid.

      More soft sounds of the man working on his tablet. I don’t understand his methodology here. Unless he’s trying to knock me off-balance emotionally. If so, he’s already succeeding in that, even though he doesn’t know why.

      The silence is preferable to his voice.

      Or that chuckle.

      Maybe my mind’s now fixated on those sounds because it senses I’m close to death. Regrets flow and maudlin memories assail me.

      It’s a lot to process.

      Doesn’t mean I’ll start begging for my life or anything that melodramatic. I have standards, you know. And like hell will I offer up my nest egg in exchange for my life.

      Not worth that much, for starters.

      My life, I mean. My nest egg would likely support a small third-world country for a couple of years. Which, I suppose that is proof positive I’m a dumbass with a death wish. I already had more than enough to comfortably support me for the rest of my life, and here I went and threw it all away.

      Secondly, offering up my nest egg means he’d only keep me alive long enough to get a payday and then kill me. If he’s going to kill me anyway, like hell will I pay him to do it.

      I guess I’ve had a pretty good run throughout my years considering I started life as a throwaway kid who grew up to become a disposable soldier. Making it to fifty-one is an achievement I never dreamed possible when I left the foster care system and enlisted in the army at the age of eighteen.

      That’s after my life almost ended in my twenties in an Afghani desert, too. It was luck and His love that saved my life.

      Serves me right getting caught up in this. When a door slammed shut for good on that past chapter of my life just a few weeks ago, it’s like a switch inside me firmly flipped to “gives no fucks” mode. I’ve been living life like that ever since. Very dangerously, too, given my line of work.

      Taking risks I normally avoid, like accepting this job in the first place when I damned well knew better. But it could have made me eight million dollars. Despite the slightly sketchy circumstances I normally would have refused to fuck with, I opted to go for it.

      One lucrative final job, right? Then I could retire for real this time and decide what to do with the rest of my life and that very hefty payday.

      My line of work’s proven increasingly difficult over the past few years, which is one of the reasons for my semi-retirement. More sophisticated computer systems and CCTV cameras mean surveillance has improved. Facial recognition software and AI can catch you even when you don’t realize someone’s watching. Banks and security forces and law enforcement are linked via computer networks. Thanks to the EU, European passports are damned near impossible to forge anymore without deep connections and a whole lot of money.

      The Pentagon, CIA, and other American alphabet-soup intel services choose to go with pork-barrel contracts that benefit their cronies running “security companies” rather than use lone-wolf freelancers they themselves trained and turned loose on the world to reduce their liability. Back then, we got all the perks with none of the guarantees a formal rank provided.

      Not anymore.

      Now, even the CIA handler I dealt with for a decade won’t return my calls.

      I quit being a young man a long damned time ago, and this is a game for people far younger than me.

      I’m left without a country, without an official history, or a future. Money was the only thing left to me.

      Now, looks like that’s off the table, too.

      Maybe I ignored my instincts on purpose.

      Maybe I hoped to be liquidated.

      Maybe that’s because I wish I’d dropped to my knees on that busy sidewalk in front of that hotel a few weeks ago, wrapped my arms around His legs, and begged him to take me with Him.

      The man sets the tablet aside and lets out one of those “I’m really disappointed in you” kind of big-brother sighs.

      Just like the ones He used to use.

      Well, fuck me. This really is going to be torture.

      “Well, Eddie. Let’s get started, shall we?”

      Fuck. This man truly is a doppelgänger for His voice. I wonder in what other ways he’s like Him.

      I do wish my cock wouldn’t harden like that. He might get the wrong impression of me.

      Even worse, he might get the totally right one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          THEN

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes I’m haunted by memories of kneeling in a colonel’s office, where the air lays so still and thick with cigar smoke that it permeates the pores of every piece of furniture, while the very same colonel rams his dick down my throat and holds the back of my head with one hand, and usually smokes a cigar in the other.

      Related, I’m sometimes haunted by memories of being bent over the same colonel’s desk and holding on for dear life while he fucks me, my knuckles white where they’re wrapped around the edges, while I keep my lips clamped shut against any noises trying to escape.

      If I was lucky, the interludes happened in the evening or late at night, when I could immediately go shower off the stench coating me as thickly as my confusing mixture of shame and need. Or, if I was unlucky, it happened in the daytime and I was still on duty and had to suck it up and try not to puke every time I got a whiff of it on myself, until I could shower and change.

      To this day, the smell of a cigar makes me nauseous.

      Sometimes, the past is rife with the thick and cloying scent of roses and other flowers I can’t identify at the age of four, the starkly conflicting aroma of aftershave and perfume, the sound of soft sniffles and people murmuring to each other and blowing their noses as they file past my mother’s coffin in the tiny and stifling church while my mother’s neighbor holds me on her lap.

      To this day, the sound of an organ playing “Amazing Grace” also makes me want to puke.

      Maybe that’s the place to start, because I likely wouldn’t have ended up in the first situation if the second hadn’t occurred.

      A week following my mother’s funeral, after no living relatives could be located for me, I ended up in the foster care system because my deadbeat father apparently fled the scene when Mom was pregnant with me. I never met him, to the best of my knowledge. She’d married him, though, so she couldn’t really move on with her life without divorcing him first.

      I guess a single mom without a high school education and raising a young child, a woman who could barely keep a roof over their heads, didn’t exactly have the resources to free herself from an absent husband, much less the ability to track his worthless ass down and force child support out of him.

      She couldn’t even afford a doctor visit when she started having abdominal pain, which turned into appendicitis that killed her when it burst.

      I know little about my family history beyond what’s on my birth certificate, and what fragments I gleaned from our old next-door neighbor, who I tracked down still living in the same building my mother and I used to live in when I was in high school.

      No, I’m not bitter at alllll.

      Why would I possibly be bitter? I have no idea about my family history. I have nothing but a small photo album that I carried with me throughout all my group and foster homes, and most of the people in the pictures are strangers to me. Only a few of the pictures had names and dates written on them. Some of them are of Mom when she was younger, but I guess she had no siblings and she was orphaned when her mom died when she was seventeen. Her father had passed away several years earlier.

      The only reason I know that is because of a yellowed obituary clipping also tucked away in the photo album, but it didn’t include a full date, or any other identifying information, like what newspaper it came from.

      It’s almost like I was born under a bad-luck sign to a cursed family line.

      No, I never took the time as an adult to track anyone down. As far as I was concerned, it was ancient history, and maybe I didn’t want to know anything about them.

      Or, perhaps, they wouldn’t give a shit about me anyway, and that extra rejection wasn’t something I felt eager to pursue.

      I wonder how my life would have turned out if I hadn’t let the recruiter take me out to dinner one day after talking to him in the cafeteria at school during lunch my senior year. At that time in my life, I lived in a foster home that, while far from the worst I’d endured, certainly wasn’t a dream home. They didn’t abuse me, they made sure I had food and clothes, and that was about the extent of their involvement in my life, other than signing permission slips and report cards. If I did my assigned chores, didn’t cut school, and didn’t miss curfew, I might as well have been invisible.

      Meaning a kid like me, someone who’d never known his father, and who was eager for any kind of positive attention, was a sucker for the “kindly big brother” approach the recruiter took with me. I wonder if they’re trained to recognize kids like me, and what tactics to use to reel them in and get them to sign on the line.

      I also wonder if the recruiter laughed his ass off on his drive home after I signed on the line.

      I bounced around various foster homes in the suburbs of St. Louis while growing up. Never went on a family vacation, because—ha, ha—you sort of need a family to have one of those. I thought the Army would be perfect for me, right? Travel the world, meet interesting people.

      And kill some of them.

      Naturally, that part of the equation didn’t occur to me, at the time.

      Neither did the given counterpoint—that many of them would try to kill me, too.
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        * * *

      

      When I joined the Army, admittedly there were many things I didn’t know about myself, especially after a childhood spent in survival mode. Once I’d graduated from basic and was sent to Germany, I was a literal kid set loose in a candy shop when I wasn’t on duty. For the first time in my life, I had a room to myself, too. A small one, but for someone used to growing up in foster care and sharing a room with several other kids at any given time, it was like staying at an expensive hotel. Didn’t even care I had to share a bathroom.

      I had a door I could lock, things that belonged to me that I didn’t have to share, and money in my pocket I could spend however I wanted to. Being eighteen and on my own in a foreign country with a little pocket change?

      It’s inevitable I ended up in that German nightclub, I suppose.

      My only sexual experience up to that point in my life was fucking my fist in the shower, because I never had a room to myself where I had the privacy to jerk off in bed. I thought I was supposed to like women, and I did, I guess. I didn’t date in high school because I had trouble trusting people and forming close relationships when I didn’t even know if I’d still be in that same school the following week.

      Then there was the whole issue of I didn’t want anyone to know I was a foster kid, if I could avoid it. My experience had been I’d either get picked on, or pitied.

      I know it’s weird, but I hated the second far worse than the first. I guess I spent so much time being pitied in my life, which meant absolutely jack shit in terms of finding me a forever family, or at least a permanent foster family who wasn’t batshit crazy, that I’m deathly allergic to pity.

      Pity’s a boner-killer, too. Seriously, it is.

      How does that all relate to my sex life?

      We all have problems. It’s called “life sucks.” Move the fuck on, already.

      That’s exactly how I survived my childhood but, looking back, I can see it’s not a healthy or solid foundation on which to build an emotionally intimate and satisfying relationship.

      As an adult with some experience under my belt, I can confidently say I’m bi, although after I pushed Him away, and in the wake of the emotional carnage that woman put me through, I tended to avoid liaisons with women, unless it was necessary for an assignment to keep my cover. Especially if they were the least bit dominant.

      Fool me once, shame on you.

      But those soul-shredding events still lay in my future that night as I eagerly make my way into the club. I’m eighteen, wide-eyed, and uncertain. Scared and thrilled, all at the same time. I’d heard about this club after visiting a couple others and seeing things that both excited and stirred feelings inside me. I knew I had to explore those things, or risk self-combusting.

      Everything is new to me, and I mean everything. Hell, I’m still a virgin. Literally, I’ve never been with anyone.

      I guess huddling in a corner screams “nervous newbie” to the woman when she spots me. I’m alone, too, meaning easy pickings for her.

      The long, silky black hair flowing around her bare shoulders catches my attention first. It’s so black it shifts and picks up colors from the various neon signs lining the walls of the nightclub. Piercing, ice blue eyes meet and hold my gaze without any coquettish bullshit, either. This woman knows what she wants, and my eager cock painfully presses against the zipper of my jeans in expectation.

      The leather corset pushing her breasts up practically has me drooling. Her black leather skirt ends approximately an inch above her knees, and those long legs have no problems with the stilettos she’s wearing as she slowly and purposefully strides toward me.

      When she reaches me, she doesn’t speak, at first. She looks me up and down and I’m literally too tongue-tied to say anything. Hell, I don’t know what to say. I’m not even sure if she speaks English and I can’t speak German yet, beyond asking where’s the bathroom. The heels put her almost at my height of six-feet.

      One eyebrow arches in a sexy way that makes my cock pulse. “Sprichst du Deutsch?”

      I swallow hard and shake my head a little. “Sorry.” I already feel like a failure.

      One corner of her mouth quirks up in a smile. “English, then?” Her speech sounds clear, with just a slight accent.

      I nod. “Yes, ma’am.”

      She reaches out with her right hand, catches my chin with her index finger, and tips my head up, then back and forth, like she’s examining a prized hound.

      How stupid I was, back then. That’s exactly what she was doing. I feel the tip of her perfectly manicured nail dig into my flesh.

      “You will do.” She releases me.

      Yay!

      What a fucking dumb-ass kid. If only I’d known then, I would have run the other way, far and fast, and never looked back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      The scrape of the man’s chair on the floor tells me he’s standing again. I sense him move around the end of the table, to my right, where he approaches to stand just inches from me. Heat from his body washes through my right arm and that side of my body because he stands that close.

      Thank god he doesn’t smell like cigars or I’d be puking in this fucking hood.

      There are many ways to die but I’d prefer it not be from choking on my own vomit if I can avoid that, thank you very much.

      I sit there, waiting. What this guy doesn’t know is that I was trained how to patiently wait for what comes next in ways that he likely cannot comprehend.

      Mindfucks?

      Yeah, been there, done that, too, long before I was ever trained in intelligence work, ironically. Literally trained by a master of mindfucks.

      Torture?

      Yeah, well, already been through plenty of that, too. The stupid thing is, some if it I willingly asked for and endured, well past what I should have tolerated, instead of it being forced on me.

      Because I was a clueless and affection-starved dumbass, that’s why.

      My moral compass completely burned out long ago, even before a bullet shattered my leg just moments before a car bomb damn near finished a bunch of us in our unit. Meaning between surviving that and my training both in the military and outside of it, mental tactics which work effectively on the average person tend to fall flat on me.

      Don’t get me wrong—I’m no sociopath, because I do have a conscience. Let’s just say the path my ethics follows has more curves than Stelvio Pass.

      When the man touches one finger to the top of my head through the hood I flinch despite myself, because it’s spooky how the fucker knows exactly the things to do to trip my emotional buttons.

      It’s exactly something He used to do to me, when I was on my knees in front of Him.

      I don’t mean the colonel, either.

      On my lower back, I’m well aware of the delta carved into my flesh there and feel a phantom fingernail trace it. Not accurately, but making the crossbar higher, turning it from a triangle into an A.

      Alpha.

      His.

      I remember begging Him to change it for me with a blade, to cut me because I wasn’t brave enough to do it myself. How that was the one thing He always refused me because He worried He might harm me, or that it might get infected because of sweating our asses off in the desert and how we had to carry our battle rattle.

      This man’s voice drags me back to the present. “You’re a smart guy, Eddie,” he says. “With a smart mouth. How has someone not shut you up before now?”

      “Many have tried.” I drop into a Monty Python accent. “None shall pass.”

      Again, I’m starting to think what little sense of self-preservation I used to possess has totally fled my body.

      That.

      Goddamned.

      Chuckle.

      I’ve obviously amused him. Sounds like he’s smiling and I can’t help wondering what he looks like, what color his eyes are.

      If they’re brown, like His. “I’m sure they have.”

      The finger disappears, leaving me with the ghost impression on my scalp where he touched me.

      I shiver.

      Fuck.

      He walks behind me, so the space I’m in can’t be so tiny that there’s not room to move around in. Considering it’s December and likely cold outside, it’s moderately insulated in here.

      I flinch again when his hands come to rest on my shoulders and he squeezes in a way that warns me there is likely more torture in my immediate future. I hope he can’t hear the way I suck in air as my left shoulder painfully sings under his hand.

      Well bring it and let’s dance, motherfucker. I’m tired of this foreplay.

      No, I’m smart enough I don’t say that out loud. I don’t have that much of a death wish, and this isn’t the good kind of pain.

      “I have to admit,” he says, “the faked nuclear material was genius. The question is, did you do it to fuck them over because you knew they were idiots and you took advantage of the situation, or did you do it because you were desperate, since you bit off more than you could chew with the contract in the first place?”

      Shit.

      That means he knows more about me than I’m comfortable with. I wonder who he got to and who gave me up.

      I opt to dig for a little information in return. “What’d they tell you?” I ask.

      “Unfortunately, by the time I arrived on the scene, they were all dead.” The hands disappear and I draw in a relieved breath as the pain eases just a smidge in my shoulder. “That’ll teach me to hire cheap help on Craigslist.”

      The braying laugh escapes me despite myself. If I wasn’t likely minutes from dying, I’d probably enjoy having a drink with this guy.
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