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To all the readers who wish they had a smexy man willing to do whatever it takes to keep you safe. This one is for you!
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Ainsley Bishop

 

I wasn't always a street kid, but when my home life got too dangerous, I chose the streets. They were safer. A whiz with computers, I quickly found my own way into the world of hacking.

 

That's when they came. STARR. They'd heard about Phoenix and wanted her. But there were a few requirements. I had to leave my old life behind. Fine by me.

 

A decade later, I have no regrets. I've used my skills, and the ones STARR taught me, to help a lot of people.

 

When I come across a trafficking ring online, I make it my mission to shut it down. If only Shadow wouldn't get in my way.

 

 

Kason Manning

 

Known only as 5H4D0W online, the moniker fits. I watch and wait in the shadows for the right time to pounce. I'm what we in the hacker world call a Grayhat. My methods aren't always ethical, but they get the job done.

 

When I stumbled onto a trafficking ring on the dark web, I made the snap decision to infiltrate them and take them down from the inside.

 

That's when I met her. Known only as PH03N1X, her fiery spirit called to me. But she has secrets she won't share, ones I fear will burn the world down around me. But then, maybe that was what I needed—to rise from the ashes renewed.
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I didn't plan to be a street kid, but when you're home life gets too dangerous for you—thanks mom—well, the streets seem like a safer place.

The night I finally made the decision to leave had started out the way they always did—mom and her current ‘boyfriend’ getting wasted and high. But it didn't end that way. No, after mom passed out, Larry decided he needed to get laid and I was the only lucid female in the apartment. It didn't matter to him that I was only fifteen.

When I tried to fight, he pulled a knife and threatened me with it. I packed a fucking bag after he left my room and disappeared into the night.

I'd taken my laptop with me, and with the aid of an internet cafe and the hacking skills I'd already developed, I set about to destroy his life. And succeeded. It took me three years to do it, but he's now in prison and will be there for a long damn time.

That was when they came. STARR. They are a multi-agency counter-terrorism organization that is always on the lookout for those with special talents. When I asked how they found me, the one who came to recruit me just smirked and said, “You're good, but we're better.”

Then he made me an offer I couldn't refuse. Join STARR and they'd teach me to be even better at hacking than I already was. Along with some other skills, of course. The only stipulation? I had to leave my old life behind. Sign me the fuck up!

My identity was erased—I got to choose my new name—fingerprints removed, and I was put through the most rigorous training known to man. The Marines think they have it rough? Their training is a fucking cakewalk in comparison.

By the time STARR was done molding me into a skilled agent, I'd had numerous broken bones, more than a few scars, and the girl I'd once been was long gone.

I was as deadly with a gun, blade, or poison as I was skilled at hacking. When I had to come up with an online moniker, I knew the perfect one. PH03N1X. I was like a phoenix. My old self was burned away and I'd risen from the ashes as something new.

That was ten years ago and I haven't looked back. Why would I? There was nothing in my old life I wanted to hold on to.

When it came time for me to decide which branch of the agency I wanted to work out of, I had my pick. There were Milan, Israel, France, Egypt, several in the US, and a few other countries. I could have become an ex-pat—Egypt was very tempting—but in the end I chose New Orleans.

Why? Two words: Mardi Gras. Who wouldn't want to be based in a city as vibrant as New Orleans that has over a hundred and thirty different festivals every year? There's always a party happening that a person can lose themselves in for a little while if they need to. Plus, hello, goth chick here. I fit right in.

Over most of the last ten years, I've used my Goddess-given talent with a computer to bring down everything from drug rings to hitmen-for-hire. Even though most of the time my job keeps me behind a computer screen, there is the occasional time I've had to get my hands dirty.

Like now. I've been hunting a peddler of kiddie flesh for weeks, tracking his every move. I learned his interests, and then I lured him into my trap.

‘Come into my parlor,’ said the spider to the fly.

In this scenario, I'm the spider and he's the fly.

His preferred victims are little blonde girls around the age of five. A little bit of photo manipulation and I had the perfect bait.

He'd agreed to meet me at my selected location—an empty warehouse on the outskirts of the city where I told him I had a studio set up already along with the perfect ‘gift’—and now I waited in the shadows for him to arrive.

When the door creaked open, I grinned. Showtime.

“Hello?”

His voice echoed in the cavernous space and I could hear the unease in it. He had good reason to be uneasy. Today he would be meeting the Devil.

“If this is a joke, it's not funny,” he called out.

“There is no joke,” I finally responded from the shadows before I stepped into view. “I'm just protecting my interests.”

I knew what he saw when he looked at me. Short, curvy, blonde goth chick. I can't possibly be a threat to him because he outweighed me by a hundred pounds. Too bad for him he was wrong.

“So, if this isn't a joke, where's the studio?”

“It's through here. I'm not stupid. I wouldn't have it out where any homeless person might find it,” I replied and motioned to a darkened hallway behind me.

“That's pretty smart,” he said with a nod.

“After you. It's the door at the end of the hall.”

He was in such a hurry he didn't even hesitate to move past me. As he did, I injected a serum into him that he wouldn't feel the effects of for a couple of minutes. Just long enough to get into the room I wanted him in.

When he stepped through, I quickly followed him and closed and locked the door behind me.

“Hey. What the fuck? Where’s the studio? Where's the actress?”

He actually called the little girls he abused ‘actresses’? Yeah, this trash needed to die.

“Oops. Looks like I lied,” I replied with a shrug.

“You just messed with the wrong person,” he growled and I laughed.

“It's cute you think so, Lewis.” When his eyes widened, I gave him what I knew was a wicked grin with my black painted lips. “Yes, I know your real name, Lewis Dean of Whitney Avenue. You have an affinity for little blonde girls and play out your sick, twisted fantasies on camera which you then sell to others who are just as evil as you. You destroy lives, childhoods, without a care for your victims.

“It's not often that I get my hands dirty. I usually let another member of STARR do that, but not this time. This time, I will be the one meting out justice.

“Lewis Dean, your reign of terror ends today. I hope you're ready to meet the Devil, because I'm sending your ass to Hell.”

I watched as he went to step forward but his body wouldn't obey. He swayed where he stood before his legs gave out and he crumbled to the floor.

“What… did you do to me, you bitch?”

“Just a fun little serum our scientists concocted. It takes a few minutes to kick in, but when it does, well, as you can see, it renders you helpless. Just like all the little girls you've destroyed.”

I withdrew a knife from its sheath that was hidden beneath my jacket and held it up to the dim light.

“Do you like my baby? I call her Oblivion. She was specially made for me. She's wicked sharp, and she sends anyone I use her on into the dark abyss.”

“You… can't… do this,” he managed to get out.

“Oh? Who’s going to stop me? We're the only ones here.” I moved closer to him before I continued. “Lewis Dean, you have been found guilty of ruining children's lives, and I am your executioner. Say hello to the Devil for me when you meet him.”

I sliced the blade across his throat, angling myself so his blood wouldn't hit me when it spurted from his severed carotid artery.

I watched as his blood flowed and the light faded from his eyes. Then I called in the cleanup crew.

Once they arrived, I nodded at them and left. One down, too damn many to go. But at least I had names I could pass on to other agents to deal with.
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​In the world of the dark web, I'm known only as Shadow. It's a moniker I have earned well. I stay in the shadows, watching and waiting for just the right time to make my move. As a Grayhat, I tread the line between being one of the good guys and stepping into the darkness. My methods weren't always ethical, but they got the job done.

If I get a bit of cash for my efforts, well, a man's gotta eat, right? I might as well get paid for what I do.

That's not to say I only use my skills to make money. Occasionally, I come across something on the dark web that needs to be eradicated, and I'll take care of it pro bono.

A couple years ago, I took out a drug ring by infiltrating them. That job wasn't easy because they kept pushing me to sample the goods, but I wasn't about to let them continue.

Most of the hackers I come across online don't interest me. Their skills aren't up to snuff, in my opinion. Hell, I've hacked a number of them just because I could.

But there was one who intrigued me. Known only as PH03N1X, anytime I came across her online, I stalked her to find out what she was up to. I had a feeling from the start that she was one of the good guys, a Whitehat, it was just some of the things she said that gave me that feeling. My gut has never been wrong before. I couldn't help but wonder what her story was. Why did she decide to be a hacker? Why a Whitehat? What did she get out of it?

So far, I didn't have a single fucking answer to my questions. And that pissed me off. Why couldn't I find out anything about her? It was like she was a ghost.

Her most recent activity had her in a chatroom that I never would have expected to find her in. The depravity in it was sickening. Men and women who got off on kiddie porn.

She somehow took it in stride and convinced one of the main users to meet with her. Too bad they took the conversation to a private chat so I didn't know when or where they were meeting. All I knew was that it was in New Orleans because that was where the sick bastard was. In a city that was almost one hundred and seventy square miles of land, there was no way in hell I could find them.

Days passed without her getting on the web, and worry crept in. Did something happen to her? Was she injured and bleeding out somewhere? Was she dead? More importantly, why did I care?

I couldn't really answer that. I just did.

After nearly a week, her moniker popped up in a chatroom—yes, I had an alert set up to let me know when she logged in—and a wave of relief washed over me.

At least she was alive.

5H4D0W: Where ya’ been, PH03N1X? Did a hot date have you tied up?

I read my private message four times before I sent it. Was it bold of me? Yep. Did I regret sending it? Not a chance in hell.

PH03N1X: I wish. Work was a bitch

My cock twitched at her first two words. Woman after my own heart. How did I know PH03N1X was a woman? From some of the things she said in the chatrooms.

5H4D0W: Hate when that happens

PH03N1X: Were you worried about little ol’ me? How sweet, but I'm a big girl. I don't need a big strong man to protect me. Other things, well, only if he knows where the clit is and what to do with it

Fuck, this woman. I needed to find out who she really was because damn did I want to see if she was just as feisty in person.

5H4D0W: Oh, I am very well versed in clitature

Were we really doing this? Flirting on the dark web? Yes, yes we were.

PH03N1X: Oh, baby. Talk dirty to me

5H4D0W: You really want me to go there, PH03N1X?

PH03N1X: Show me whatcha got, big boy

5H4D0W: You asked for it. I'll bet if I slipped two fingers into your tight pussy, I'd find you wet and needy. I'd have you mewling like a kitten in seconds and begging to come in minutes. But I'd make you wait. I'd push you to the edge and just before you fell over, I'd stop. Then, once you stopped quivering, I'd do it all over again. And again. And again. Until you were so crazed with need that you were begging to be fucked. I'd finally let you come and then I'd work myself into your needy cunt and pound into you until your legs shaked, your inner walls clenched me like a vice, and you came screaming my name.

PH03N1X: Holy. Fuck. 5H4D0W. Are you trying to kill me?

5H4D0W: Just make you wet, darlin’

PH03N1X: Mission fucking accomplished. BOB will be getting a hell of a workout tonight

5H4D0W: BOB?

PH03N1X: Battery Operated Boyfriend 😈😈

5H4D0W: Lucky BOB

PH03N1X: Thanks for the distraction, I needed it. Now that I'm horny as fuck, I'm signing off to take care of business

5H4D0W: Enjoy the fruits of my labor, PH03N1X

PH03N1X: Oh, I will

The message window showed me she'd signed off so I logged out and shut my computer down. She wasn't the only one who was horny. I was so fucking hard, I knew there was no way I was getting to sleep until I rubbed one out.
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​“I heard through the grapevine that you gave the cleaners something to do last night.”

I looked up from where I was working out in the gym area of the training room to find Eve, a fellow agent, standing in front of me.

“I did,” I replied like it was no big deal. Spoiler alert: it really was.

“You got your hands dirty? You never get your hands dirty. Or almost never,” Eve said, sitting down on the rowing machine next to me.

I paused long enough to shrug. “It needed to be done. He was evil and needed to die.”

“Damn, girl. What did you uncover?”

“He peddled kiddie flesh. His preferred victims were five year old blonde girls,” I spat, still feeling rage over what he was doing.

“Definitely evil,” Eve agreed. “Did you introduce him to Oblivion?”

“You know it,” I replied with a grin.

I went back to my workout and was just getting back into the groove when I was interrupted again.

“Hey, Ainsley, Commander Blevins wants to see you,” Kai, another agent, told me as he entered the gym.

I groaned. “Fuck.” It was never a good thing when the commander was requesting your presence. “Thanks for letting me know, Kai.”

I got up, wiped my brow with the towel I had nearby, took a drink of water, and left.

When I got to the commander's office, I knocked and waited.

“Enter,” he called out after a moment.

Opening the door, I stepped inside and closed it behind me. “You wanted to see me commander?”

“I did. I received your report on last night's op, but I'd like to hear it from you.” He motioned to a chair across from him. “Sit.”

I refrained from sighing, but just barely, as I took the proffered seat. “Several weeks ago, I stumbled across a child pornography ring. It took a bit, but I was able to infiltrate it to locate the ring leader.

“After learning his victim of choice, I manipulated a stock photo to pique his interest. Once I had it, we moved our conversation to a private chat, one that has already been scrubbed, and I lured him to a destination of my choice.

“As he passed by me, I injected him with the petrification serum and followed him into the room where I'd led him to believe I had a studio and child waiting.

“Once the serum took effect, I introduced him to Oblivion and then I called in the cleaners.”

Commander Blevins steepled his fingers and watched me. If he was expecting me to fidget, he was going to be disappointed. “You took out the leader but chose to pass the others on to different agents. Why is that?”

I wasn't expecting that question. “I needed to see the light fade from his eyes, for all the lives he'd destroyed. The others, they just get off on watching, not doing.”

The commander nodded. “That makes sense. I'll get this filed,” he said, tapping the report on his desk.

“Thank you, sir,” I replied. Knowing I'd been dismissed, I rose from my seat and exited his office.

Since I hadn't finished my workout, I headed back to the gym where Kai and Eve had been joined by Aria and Syd, which was short for Sydney.

“She's back from the dreaded meeting with the commander,” Eve said when she saw me.

I flipped her off and stretched before I got back to my routine.

“Oh, you wound me,” she teased. “How'd it go?”

“Fine. He just wanted a personal account of what happened.”

“What did happen?” Syd asked.

I quickly told them about the perp and the porn ring.

“You took it personally. Why?” Kai asked.

I looked at him for a moment before I replied. “That could have been me. Hell, it almost was me thanks to my waste of a space egg donor. She was always drunk and high, always had different men in and out of our rat-trap apartment. When I was six, one of them tried to touch me but he was so drunk I was able to get away. I wasn't so lucky when I was fifteen.”

“Damn. I had no idea it was that bad,” he said to me.

I shrugged. “It is what it is. He's paying for that, and a lot of other shit, by being someone’s bitch in prison.”

“Remind me to never piss you off,” Aria said with a laugh. “Your skills with a computer scare me.”

“Why thank you, thank you very much,” I replied with a grin.

“Anyway,” Eve interjected. “We're all going out to The Dungeon for drinks later. You down?”

“Sure. I could use a drink.”

“Cool beans.”

We all finished our workouts before we showered and headed out.

At the club, we were joined by Noah, Keenan, Linc, and Greta, all members of our team.

“Ainsley! Rumor is, you got your hands dirty. What could have possibly enticed you to come out from behind your computer screen?” Linc asked.

I threw my napkin at him. “An evil piece of shit who needed to die,” I replied.

“Don't they all?” he countered.

“Too true, too true.”

When the server came around to get our orders, I got a shot of Captain Morgan as well as a Hurricane.

“Damn, girl. You really do need a drink,” Syd commented.

“Best way to get rid of bad memories,” I replied.

As soon as our drinks arrived, I downed my shot, grabbed my drink, and headed toward the dance floor. Syd, Eve, Aria, and Greta quickly followed.

With the five of us dancing, we gathered a bit of attention. And why not? A curvy goth chick, a tall, statuesque brunette, a pixie with pink hair, and two stacked redheads bumping and grinding on the dance floor were bound to attract the male gaze.
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