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Dele 
 
   I  want to race to my destination. To press my foot heavy on the accelerator to get to where I need to go faster. Normally I might. Normally I might think that it was a good idea to attract the cops and have them follow me and have them there as backup. Especially in my line of work.  
 
    But only normally. 
 
    Because as of minutes, probably more like hours ago, nothing is the same. I can’t be sure who is working for who or who has sold out for what. Who are my enemies, and who are my friends. Right now, I know nothing. 
 
    The only thing I do know is that I have to get to Phaedra before it’s too late. Hopefully, it’s not already too late. Speeding would help with that, but that will attract the cops, and that might put her in more danger than she already is. 
 
    What is probably only a fifteen-minute drive, even going at the speed limit, feels like hours. But I force myself not to panic and keep my foot light on the gas. Then, when I pull into Phaedra’s driveway, I force myself to calmly get out the car. To calmly go up the front door because there’s no telling who might still be watching. Who might see me and report me. Who might be out to get me. Even though I don’t actually know who’s out to get me. Just that someone is. Just like they’d gotten to almost everyone else. 
 
    I ring the doorbell and whisper through the door, “Phaedra.” 
 
    I wait for about ten seconds before allowing myself to give in to my panic and ring the doorbell three times in a row. Phae’s car is still in the driveway. So, she has to be home. Maybe she’s just asleep. She’s been complaining about her pregnancy lately. That she’s more tired now at the end of her pregnancy than she was at the beginning. Or maybe— 
 
    I shake my head. No. I won’t think otherwise. I won’t allow it. 
 
    “Come on, Phae,” I say. “Open the door.” 
 
    She doesn’t.  
 
    I resort to discreetly picking the lock. Something I ironically learned from Phae’s husband. The screen door is first. Then the main door. It’s mostly dark inside, with only a light coming from the sitting room toward the back of the house. 
 
    “Phae,” I whisper as I close the door and lock it behind me. 
 
    I make my way toward the only lit room. 
 
    “Phaedra. Are you here? Are you okay?” 
 
    Someone is awake in the house. That much I know from years of training. Training I’ve had since I was just an orphan girl with my sister running drugs for drug dealers and then honed even more when as a teen, I joined the organization dedicated to uncovering, stopping, and catching the same people I’d once worked for. 
 
    I put my hand on my gun and stand right before the entryway. There’s a shadow coming out from the room. It’s not Phaedra. Because Phae would have answered me. Phae would have greeted me at the door as soon as she heard my voice. Phae wouldn’t stand in waiting for someone to come around the corner if she felt threatened. Phae would have sat in the dark and waited if she thought someone was after her. Waited in the shadows with her gun, ready to shoot and escape them. Not sit in the middle of a lit room. It would take someone bold to do that. 
 
    The long shadow of the person falls out into the hall. Strangely enough, they just stand there. No shadow of a gun. No shadow of holding onto a gun in a holster. 
 
    I count to five before rounding the corner and pulling my gun from my holster at the same time, only to turn right into the barrel of another gun. Held by the only person I know who can draw and aim a gun that fast. The only person who could probably draw a weapon faster than I can. 
 
    “Thank fuck,” I say when I see Adrian at the other end of the gun. I put my gun back in my holster and move around Adrian’s gun to hug him. I lean back enough to look into his face. “Thank fuck, you’re alive. When we started losing people, and I heard headquarters was attacked and I didn’t hear from you, I thought they got you too.” 
 
    Adrian laughs. It doesn’t quite meet his blue eyes, and there’s something unhinged about it. But I can’t blame him. I’m feeling a little unhinged too. All things considered. 
 
    “Of course, if anyone was going to manage to survive all this, it would be you. To think I ever doubted it,” he says softly, in a voice that has been comforting me since I was a teenager, and the Soles took me in. 
 
    I pull away, not bothered by the fact that he doesn’t hug me back. Adrian can be a little weird about affection. Even privately. Even with me. 
 
    “Have you heard anything?” he asks. 
 
    “Not much. Just that a bunch of men in swat gear attacked Sole headquarters. The news is calling it a raid. But that makes no sense. That and…” 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “Just the whisper of something. Someone. A guy. Some kind of undercover agent,” I say. “You know all those Sole agents and their families who died under mysterious circumstances but that we could never prove was connected to this drug thing? I was helping look into it, and we think it was him. Some guy named Viper. So when whoever did this, whenever they made their move, survivors of the attack wouldn’t have anywhere go. But I’ve got no proof. Anything and everything we’ve been researching? All the evidence we’ve collected over the years. Adrian, it’s gone. I don’t know if it was destroyed or stolen, but whatever it is, we don’t have it anymore.” Then, “What about you?” 
 
    Adrian gives me a considering look. Considering what, I’m not sure, and I don’t really care. Adrian can be weird like that sometimes. 
 
    Finally, he says, “The Soles tried to assassinate Stephen Pray.” 
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    “I wish.” 
 
    “No way. We wouldn’t… You know that’s not true.” 
 
    Stephen Pray is a strange, slimy man. I’ll be the first to say that if asked. A millionaire turned billionaire who got his riches from taking what had once been a local family business selling Pray Soft Drinks and operating local vending machines to a global corporation selling their drinks in the vending machines on five continents. You don’t turn a company into a multi-billion dollar operation and become a billionaire overnight yourself without being slimy, in my opinion, though. And that’s without mentioning the fact that he’s running for governor. 
 
    But Adrian had grown to like the old man and became friends with Pray over the years that he’d partnered up with the Soles and the local Drug Enforcement Administrations in an attempt to tackle the booming illegal drug trade here in the Midwest. Not because he actually cares about the people involved. Or even because it sounds good for his campaign to be governor. But to protect the massive profits of his company. Because it was bad to be in the business of vending machine drinks and have a drug dealer selling right next to it. 
 
    But some help was better than no help. No one’s hands were clean these days. Not even the Soles, who came to being decades ago in an attempt to counter the violence resulting from the drug trade. Who took in orphans and children who had been at the mercy of these drug gangs and local drug lords like I used to be. Like Adrian used to be before me. Who worked with journalists like Phaedra to try to unravel the worst of them. 
 
    “I would have thought the same thing. But they did.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The Soles have done a lot of shady things in their zest to fight back against those they think prey on others, but they’d never just kill an ally. Especially not one as public as Pray. 
 
    “There was information that suggested that someone very powerful was taking advantage of these recent drug wars to eliminate the competition and be the sole drug distributor in the mid and southwest. That information suggested that it was Soles. And everyone involved in the organization has been found to be complicit.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. The Soles have been operating for decades to disband this thing. Not… it makes no sense that they would suddenly—” I shake my head. “ You know what? Right now, it doesn’t matter. Right now, we have to run. Now. Whoever is behind this, they haven’t gotten to you or me or Phae yet. Where is she?” 
 
    “Upstairs.” 
 
    I start to head that way, only for Adrian to grab my arm and say, “That’s not necessary, Bell.” 
 
    It’s an old nickname. Fresh off the streets and into the care of the Soles, Adrian asked me my name and thought I said Bell instead of Dele. He decided he liked Bell better, and the name stuck. At least between us. Hearing it from him usually makes me smile. But today, it doesn’t. Today, there’s something strange about the way he says the old nickname. 
 
    I ignore the feeling. I can deal with whatever’s going on with him later. Right now? Convince him that we need to leave. 
 
    “Adrian. I’m not doubting your skills. I’ve seen them first hand. We’ve been chasing these drug and crime lords for years. But this? We don’t know what this is. We have to find somewhere to hide. Get out of this city while we still can. And then we can figure out how to fight this and who’s behind it. But we can’t do that as fugitives.” 
 
    “I’m not a fugitive.” 
 
    I sigh. Fuck this man and his eternal stubbornness. 
 
    “Adrian. I know you don’t want to be a fugitive. But the reality is—” 
 
    “Bell,” he says again. Pointedly. He pulls me to face him. To look into his blue eyes. “I’m not a fugitive.” 
 
    The emphasis on the word I’m gives me pause. 
 
    I take a step back. “Adrian.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to get hurt.” His hand tightens around my wrist, and he pulls me back toward him. “I can bear it with everyone else. But not Phaedra. And not you.” 
 
    I want to ask what he means when he says “not me.” I want to ask him why not me. But there’s a more pressing question to ask. 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I made a deal with Pray.” 
 
    “What deal?” 
 
    “There’s always going to be people who want drugs. And there are always going to be people willing to supply them. What makes it dangerous and violent is the underhanded competition and the people trying to stop it.” 
 
    “Adrian.” 
 
    “Pray saw that—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And figured out a way to eliminate all that. Permanently.” 
 
    “Adrian.” 
 
    “Pray has managed to get rid of all competition.” 
 
    “What does Pray have to—” 
 
    I cut myself off as it all clicks in my head. I always thought Pray was slimy. But slimy in a normal businessman who will do anything to get on top kind of way. Not… 
 
    “Shit,” I say. “Shit. It’s been him. It’s been him all this time. He started all this. He’s the reason everything got so bad.” 
 
    “He was trying to unite all the lords to stop the fighting so everyone could profit. But they wouldn’t listen. And the Soles were just making it all worse.” 
 
    “So now what? He gets rid of all his competition and his opposition and becomes what? An ethical drug lord hiding behind his billion-dollar legit business to lauder billions more in drug money? Do you even hear yourself?” 
 
    “I know it sounds farfetched. But Pray—” 
 
    “Is lying to you. He killed everyone, Adrian.” 
 
    “Only because he had to. Now that he has control? It’s just a victimless business.” 
 
    “Sure,” I huff. “Victimless. Didn’t you hear me? Everyone is dead! Except you and me.” 
 
    As far as I know, anyway. If I can get in contact with Wyan, maybe. 
 
    “I know,” he says.  
 
    I want to believe him. Because he’s using that comforting tone he always uses when he wants to reassure me. And he’s never been wrong before. But… 
 
    “What makes you think he doesn’t plan to turn around and kill you too? Why would he trust you? You who have spent most of your life following the trail to find him?” 
 
    Adrian doesn’t answer me. 
 
    That doesn’t bode well. Because he usually would. Especially because he knows it doesn’t take me long to jump to not just the wrong conclusion but, often enough, the right one. The only reason he wouldn’t answer me is because he knows there’s nothing he can say to stop me from figuring this out. And if he thinks I can figure this out, it means I can figure it out. I must have all the pieces. Just… 
 
    My mouth falls open. It’s a hot summer night, and even pregnant, Phaedra likes to keep her house warm. But I don’t feel any warmth. Just cold. Complete and utter cold. 
 
    “Dele.” 
 
    “Let me go.” 
 
    He holds my wrist tighter. So tight I know it’s going to bruise. I could try to fight him. I could. But even with everything I know, Adrian’s got the edge when it comes to brute strength and skill. Trying to fight him would be a death sentence. So I don’t. 
 
    Instead, I accuse, “You’re Viper.” 
 
    He doesn’t deny it. 
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Dele 
 
   S ilence falls between us. Not for lack of anything to say. Oh, there’s plenty to say. But for lack of either of us wanting to say them. A start contrast to the usual silences between us. 
 
    Finally, Viper says, “I didn’t want you to find out like this. I wanted to tell you. I wanted to tell you a thousand times before. But… every time I was going to…” 
 
    “All those people,” I whisper.  
 
    Not just people. Families. People who had dedicated their lives to taking down this stupid drug empire and whoever the hell was running it, and their families. Because a man like Pray? He wouldn’t risk anyone left to foster an obsession to take him down when they grew up. 
 
    “Adrian,” I begin again. “He… you killed entire families.” 
 
    “I wish it hadn’t come to that. But it was necessary.” 
 
    The words are coming from a man that only a few minutes ago I was sure I could trust with my life. But now? Now he’s not that person. He’s someone else occupying the body of the man I used to know as Adrian.  
 
    Viper. 
 
    “There’s always another way.” 
 
    “Bell,” he says, and that’s when I notice that he never put his gun away. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    I know how this ends. But before it ends, I need to know one more thing. 
 
    I steel myself. Because if I’m going to die, if I’m going to die by the hands of the person I trust the most, the person I love the most, I’m not going to die a cowering and sobbing mess. 
 
    “Why?” I demand. When he doesn’t answer, I insist, “What did he offer you? People like Pray always offer something to bring people to their side. So what was it?” 
 
    He doesn’t answer. I start making guesses. 
 
    “You never cared about money. Not the amount Pray could give anyway. And you never cared about power. So the only thing… Phaedra,” I guess. He doesn’t deny it. “He threatened Phaedra.” I pause. “Does she know?” 
 
    “No. She doesn’t need to know, and she won’t ever know.” 
 
    “She’s not stupid. She’s a journalist. She’s spent all of her career trying to take down the man that’s going to be your boss.” 
 
    “Which is why I had to do it,” Adrian snaps at me. “I had to. All those people? Those families? It was only a matter of time before one of them took Pray’s deal. I just did it before they did.” 
 
    “So this is how it ends?” I ask. 
 
    “I really am sorry,” he whispers to me, pulling me close to him. Burying his face in my hair. Holding me in such a way that I can’t grab my gun. “I really don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    I know a bullet’s coming. Instinct tells me to brace myself for it. But I’m not. It’s not going to change the outcome. So I let myself fall into the comforting embrace of this monster who wears Adrian’s face. Adrian. My best friend. My partner. My colleague. Protector. Everything. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    The gun that was nudging into my side is suddenly gone as Adrian lowers his hand and pushes me to the side so he can have a clear view of Phaedra. 
 
    Her brown curly hair is falling about her back and shoulders. She’s wearing nothing except a blue nightgown with a robe. She has a hand held protectively over her pregnant belly and is looking at Adrian with glassy brown eyes. 
 
    “Adrian…” she chokes. 
 
    “How much of that did you hear?” he asks, stepping toward her. 
 
    She backs away from him while shaking her head. Clearly, she heard enough. 
 
    “Phae.” 
 
    “Stay away from me.” Adrian doesn’t listen. “Get away!” 
 
    Phaedra darts from the room with more speed than I would have thought a pregnant woman could have had. Adrian darts after her. I dart after him. 
 
    Phaedra has managed to grab her keys off the side table on the way and is headed for the door. Adrian almost grabs her. I grab him first. His gun falls from his hand and onto the floor in his surprise. But he’s never needed a gun to win in a fight. 
 
    I have no hope of winning head-on. So I dodge his first swing. Let go of him. Try to dart past him to the door to help Phaedra escape. He yanks me back by my black, wavy hair, puts my hands behind my back, and slams me into the wall. I crumple and temporarily blackout. When I open my eyes again a few seconds later, he’s made it to Phaedra, and she’s helplessly fighting against him.  
 
    “No,” she screams. “Get away from me.” 
 
    “You have to let me explain. You have to understand.” 
 
    “This is wrong.” 
 
    And then his hand is around her neck, and she’s gripping his arm and trying to get him off her. 
 
    I don’t think. I just reach for my gun in my holster, put all the training and instinct I’ve learned over the years into this one shot, despite my shaking hands, and hope that it’s enough. 
 
    I pull the trigger. 
 
    Adrian crumples to the ground. Phaedra sucks in a sharp breath and puts her hands around her neck as she slides to the ground to get her wind back. I climb to my feet and stagger over to where Adrian’s bleeding out. 
 
    It’s a lot of blood. I don’t know where I hit. But it can’t be good if he’s gasping for breath. And despite the ordeal he’s put us through in the last five or ten minutes. The last few hours, days, weeks, months if I’m right about how long Viper has been active. Despite all that, my intention wasn’t to kill him. Just to… just to stop him. 
 
    He’s definitely stopped now. 
 
    He looks at me, tries to gasp enough air to say something, only to find himself unable. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say, holding back tears. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t want to. But you…” 
 
    “Dele,” Phaedra manages to croak, catching my attention. “We have to go.” 
 
    Right. 
 
    I stand to my feet again and then help Phae to her feet. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask, looking down over her. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she says. She puts a hand on her stomach. “We’re fine. We have to go.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say. “If you’re fine.” 
 
    We switch to a rental car using fake identification that Phaedra kept in her car in preparation for something like this. I wonder how long she’s been prepared. Just how deep all her research has gone over the last few years into this mess that she prepared to have to flee. I convince myself that it can wait until we’re safe. 
 
    I never get the chance. Because after a day of driving and putting two states between us and  Colorado, Phaedra goes into labor. 
 
    She doesn’t stay fine. 
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Dele 
 
   T here was a time when leaving the house was a simple matter of making sure I had my keys, wallet, and gun. 
 
    Not only has it been two years since I regularly took my gun anywhere, but also getting two toddlers ready to go makes things infinitely more complicated. 
 
    Well, maybe not complicated. More like time-consuming. 
 
    I don’t need to eat breakfast before I leave the house in the mornings. But the twins will be cranky and uncooperative with whoever is looking after them if they don’t have their daily omelet with fruit and a piece of sausage. So for the past year and a half or so since they started eating solid food, I drag myself out of bed hours earlier than I need to get out the door, make my way into my small kitchen, and prepare the children breakfast. 
 
    There used to be a time when I would fix breakfast and then have to go wake the two children up. Lately, though, Lady and Leon get themselves out of bed and trot into the kitchen when I’m only halfway done cooking their meal. 
 
    I hear the pitter-patter of their footsteps, turn off the stove to help them into their booster seats at the table, strap them in, and go back to making their breakfast.  
 
    Even though I don’t spend my days investigating drug cartels, gangs, and conspiracies anymore, I haven’t lost the finely honed skills that I gained during that time. So I hear Maxine and her son trotting up the path long before they ever knock on the door. Still, I wait until they knock before I go to let them in. 
 
    It probably wouldn’t be suspicious if I had opened the door ahead of time. There are probably a bunch of people who hear people coming to knock on their door long before the person actually gets there. Especially for people that they know. But I can’t risk appearing to be anything other than ordinary. Not if I want to see Lady and Leon reach adulthood. 
 
    So yes. My life is boring and dull and mundane and sometimes feels meaningless compared to the life I used to live. But that’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make for Lady and Leon. Because it’s a sacrifice Phaedra would have made for them. And it’s much less than the sacrifice that she made for them in the end. 
 
    “I was just finishing breakfast. Right on time,” I say as I let Maxine and Tarik into my small home. 
 
    Maxine kisses me on the cheek in greeting before heading into the kitchen to sit at the table for breakfast. 
 
    “Hi, Max!” Leon says enthusiastically while Lady only stares at the woman like she doesn’t see her multiple times a week. 
 
    “Hello, Leon,” Maxine says as she kisses him on the cheek, causing him to giggle. She does the same for his sister. “Hello, Lady.” 
 
    Lady is much less enthusiastic about Maxine’s affections and wipes her face off with her hands. Maxine only laughs. 
 
    Now that Maxine is here, I announce, “I’m going to get ready while you all have breakfast.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ve got the little ones,” Maxine says as she places the breakfast I cooked in front of the children. 
 
    For a second, just a second, my hand twitches to my hip for a gun that isn’t there and hasn’t been there for two years now. Hasn’t needed to be there for two years and that I certainly don’t need now. 
 
    But sometimes I can’t help it. Some days a turn of the phrase as harmless as “I’ve got the little ones” takes me back to those early days while on the run. After Phae died. When I’d just managed to cross the border into Canada and was able to settle into this small sleepy town far from everything I’d ever known with two newborn babies and no one to trust. When everyone could have been one of Pray’s agents out to kill me and steal the precious lives that Phae had given her life for and left in my care to protect. 
 
    “You okay, Dee?” Maxine asks, using the fake name for the fake identity that I’ve concocted. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, shaking my head. “I’m fine. I’ll be right back to get the twins ready. Then we can head out.” 
 
    She nods, and I head to the single bathroom in the place to take a shower, wash and blow-dry my hair, and get dressed. Even though I know Maxine is harmless. That there’s no way someone could get this deep undercover and fake it without me noticing. That even if they could, there was no point in working for Pray and watching me for two years. Even though I know all that, I hurry through my routine, not keen on having Lady and Leon out of my sight for any longer than strictly necessary. If it were up to me, I wouldn’t let them out of my sight at all. 
 
    That’s not practical, says a voice in my head that sounds like the old me before everything was snatched away by the man I thought I could trust the most. 
 
    Still, my nerves don’t settle until I go back out into the dining area and lay my eyes on Lady and Leon. Safe and sound and not secretly snatched right out of my grasp. 
 
    “Okay,” I say as I grab Lady out her booster and swing her onto my left hip and then swing Leon onto my right. “Let’s get you two dressed.” 
 
    Easily excited about anything at this age, both children begin to excited chant, “Get dressed. Get dressed!” 
 
    I laugh and press a kiss to both their cheeks before taking them to get ready for the day. 
 
    I have their routine down to a science now. A far cry from the twenty-one-year-old girl from two years ago who unexpectedly had two children thrown into her care and didn’t know what to do to make them stop crying. Maxine had been a lifesaver in those days. Even if I was still suspicious of her. 
 
    When I come back out with Leon and Lady fully dressed behind me, Maxine is already ready to go. 
 
    Leon and Lady go to the same daycare as Tarik, and both our jobs are literally in the same square. So we carpool to work every morning and split the difference.  
 
    Like I do four days a week, I walk Leon and Lady up the path to their daycare building when we get there, kneel down, tell them to behave, and that I’ll be back to get them. 
 
    And like every time, they giggle, hug me, and say, “Bye, Mommy. I love you.” 
 
    While the pang of hearing that has lessened considerably over the last year since they started calling me “mommy,” it hasn’t gone away completely. I don’t think it ever will. Because as much warmth as hearing that word from their mouths brings me, I can’t help but remember that I’m not the one that they should be saying it to. Can’t help but remember the night their mother died and wonder and ponder if there was anything at all that I could have done different that would have had her here with them instead of me. 
 
    But a more selfish part of me is glad. Because if I had died, and she’d survived, I wouldn’t have this. Never mind that I would have been dead and wouldn’t have known what I would be missing. 
 
    “I love you both, too,” I whisper and then kiss both of them. Lady right at the hairline of her brown hair and Leon at the edge of his blonde. 
 
    Maxine is already in the car and waiting for me as she always is when we drop off the children because it always takes me a little longer to say goodbye. Because every day is one more day that I’m grateful we haven’t been found. And I don’t know if one day is the last day I’ll get to be with them because Pray’s men have finally managed to catch up with me. 
 
    Once we’re on the road, Maxine grabs my hand and threads her fingers through mine. 
 
    “It’s one of those days. Isn’t it?” she asks. 
 
    I play dumb. 
 
    “What days?” I ask, staring out the window. 
 
    “You’re thinking about him. Your partner.” 
 
    I shrug and say vaguely, “Not really. But also, yes.” 
 
    As far as Maxine knows, I’m Canadian born but moved to the States when I was a teenager. I met a guy when I graduated high school, fell in love, got pregnant, and he showed his true colors. To escape his abuse, I disappeared in the middle of the night, drained his accounts, drove for days until I was back in my home country and far away from the man who abused me. The unfortunately typical tale of a young girl with no support system or family to help her. But also, fortunately, a very typical tale. One that most people don’t blink an eye at. 
 
    “You can talk to me about it. If you want,” Maxine says. 
 
    I don’t answer. 
 
    “Dee, it’s okay for you to miss the good times with him while at the same time being relieved to be away from the bad. Not everyone is all good or bad.” 
 
    I huff at that. If only Maxine knew the full story. Then she’d understand. 
 
    But as much as I trust her. As great a friend as Maxine has been to me these past two years, the truth is too dangerous. It makes me nervous even just thinking it. So I don’t say anything. Maxine doesn’t push it. 
 
    As I’m getting out of the car when she drops me off, she passes me a bag. 
 
    “I packed you a lunch,” she says. 
 
    I smile. A rare thing from me these days when it’s not for the twins. 
 
    “How did you know I needed one?” 
 
    “Because no matter how much I say it, you refuse to better take care of yourself.” 
 
    My smile turns into a frown as I see the drink she’s packed with it. 
 
    “I’ve told you about buying drink brands owned by Pray,” I mutter. 
 
    Maxine rolls her eyes. “I don’t know what you have against that company that distinguishes it from every other drink company on the planet.” 
 
    I shrug. “Something about the owner, Stephen Pray. Just rubs me wrong.” 
 
    It’s the closest thing I can get to saying that the man ruined my life. 
 
    “I mean… he can come across as a creepy old man. But at least he used his money to help take down that whole drug ring a couple of years back. You know. The one that cult was running. The Soles?” 
 
    I shrug. “Not really. I was in the hospital when all that happened. The twins were being born.” 
 
    “You need to watch the documentary? It’s wild.” 
 
    “I’ll see you later,” I say abruptly as I head into the small bookstore with a café that I work in. 
 
    I’ve more or less disconnected myself from anything to do with Stephen Pray, the Soles, and the drug empire we were all fighting over whether it was to take it down or dominate it. But I can’t say it’s not interesting in a very dismaying and heart-wrenching sort of way how the Soles have been portrayed in this whole thing. As little more than a gang. Even cult-like. Who took children in under the guise of a non-profit charity or community grassroots organization committed to helping those who couldn’t help themselves but were actually the very evil that they claimed to fight against. 
 
    And maybe there was some truth to that. Like any organization, they had their issues and politics. But they weren’t anything that the media had been spinning. They were just a group of orphans who got together, grew up, and built a community house to take in other orphans like me and my sister. Who took in former addicts and even dealers from their drug-riddled community. Who, because they were still living in the middle of a drug and violence-riddled community, taught them how to fight back and, more often than not, helped the DEA and police catch and throttle the cartels and gangsters long before they could do any real damage. 
 
    But somehow, all of that gets left out. Or maybe, there’s just no one else to tell it. Or maybe, they’re like me and in hiding.  
 
    Meanwhile, the man who can trace his family back to the Italian Mafia and has killed hundreds of people (men, women, and children) is applauded for his dedication and his perseverance in the face of adversity. 
 
    I clench my fist and let out a slow breath to release my anger. Because anger doesn’t change anything. Anger doesn’t fix anything. All anger is going to do is put me in a bad mood for the next eight hours. 
 
    Pray doesn’t matter. Viper doesn’t matter. I have no evidence except what I witnessed with my own eyes and the notes Phae was compiling as she investigated because she always had a nose for a conspiracy. Even if I had the evidence, there’s nothing I could do with it. There’s nothing I can do about anything except raising Leon and Lady. Everything else is in my past. 
 
    I take a deep breath, put my things away and get to work. 
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Dele 
 
   I  didn’t really have any marketable skills when I got to Canada. Everything I ever needed was provided by the Soles, and knowing how to draw, aim, and shoot someone in less than a second isn’t exactly something a young mother on the run from her abusive partner should know. 
 
    But most jobs just required basic shit like “attention to detail” and “the ability to work in a fast-paced environment,” and I reasoned that those were skills that probably reliably transferred to working in a bookstore. So I made a fake resumé of a bunch of administrative jobs that I’d never had, put in a bunch of buzz words from the job posting, and managed to get my first official job. 
 
    Turned out, the job wasn’t particularly fast-paced and wasn’t that detailed oriented. But it was something that ended up paying the bills for me when the money I had ran out. 
 
    Jenny, my coworker, works the front while I go to the back to get in our new inventory and start restacking shelves. It’s tedious work. But it’s quiet work, and I don’t have to interact with anyone. That’s what Jenny does. She’s good at that type of thing. 
 
    After about an hour, I’m almost done. Which only means I need to go balance the books since it’s the end of the month. As I’m finishing putting up the last of the new books, the bell to the shop rings. I look up just in time to catch a glimpse of dark blonde hair before the person disappears behind the shelves to where Jenny is. 
 
    I go back to my work.  
 
    Blonde hair, blue eyes, a distinctive tattoo on a lean, muscular arm. They never fail to catch my attention. Never fail to make my heart skip a beat in elation because always, for one brief moment, I think it’s Adrian. And then, for another brief moment, my heart stops when I remember that Adrian is Viper now. And if I have anything to say about it, I’m never going to see him again. If he’s even still alive. 
 
    “Dee,” Jenny calls from the front. 
 
    I roll my eyes. Goodness, the girl is nice, but sometimes she can be confused about every little thing. 
 
    I decide to ignore Jenny and hope she figures it all out. 
 
    “Dee, come up here.” 
 
    I sigh. 
 
    “I have a surprise for you,” she adds. 
 
    A surprise? What is she talking about? 
 
    I put my tasks aside and make my way up to the front of the store. As I’m rounding a shelf to come into Jenny’s view, I say, “What surpr—” 
 
    Blonde hair, blue eyes, a distinctive tattoo peeking out of the sleeve on a lean, muscular arm. All on the same person. My heart skips a beat in brief, instinctual elation. Because I’ve dreamed of this face. I’ve shamefully made myself forget how it all ended to allow myself to imagine the comfort of his embrace. The smile he only reserved for the handful of people he really cared about. The gentle, soothing baritone of him reassuring me that everything was going to be alright. 
 
    And then reality crashes into me, and I feel like my heart has stopped. But it couldn’t have. Because if it did, I’d be dead. But it feels like it as the reality dawns on me that the man I knew as Adrian is no more. His body, his face, his voice may be the same. But this is Viper. 
 
    Viper has found me. 
 
    “She’s so shocked, she’s speechless,” Jenny says, playfully nudging Viper in the arm. 
 
    I want to yell at her to stop. I want to yell at her how dangerous this man is. That he’s responsible for the deaths of dozens and dozens of people and probably more since I saw him. But I can’t. Not just from being stunned to speechlessness. But I can’t because that would put Jenny and any customers and anyone else around to hear it in danger. 
 
    I finally manage to find my voice. 
 
    “What are—” I lose my voice again. Swallow. Start again. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I managed to get off from work early and take an early flight into the country,” he says with a grin. “I just couldn’t wait any longer to see you.” He turns to Jenny. “Your coworker was kind enough to allow me to surprise you here instead of at home.” 
 
    Jenny giggles and flushes under Viper’s smile. He always could be charming when he wanted to be. With his boyish handsome features, golden-blonde hair, beautiful smile, a body that anyone could tell was lean and muscular even when he was dressed in a pair of grey slacks, a white button shirt, and grey blazer. Or maybe you could tell because of it. Regardless, Viper always did have a way of putting people at ease. 
 
    I used to think it was comforting. I used to think it was a positive thing. And maybe it is positive still for him. But not for me. 
 
    Then, he walks toward me, completely closes the gap between us, and embraces me. I’ve longed for this for so long. Even though I shouldn’t have. But now, it’s just terrifying. 
 
    “Hug me back,” he whispers lowly in my ear. He punctuates it by squeezing just a bit too tight for comfort. 
 
    I wrap my arms around him. Pretend to melt into his warmth. 
 
    Then he whispers, “I’m going to kiss you. Don’t resist.” 
 
    He turns my head and puts his lips on mine. 
 
    The seventeen-year-old me who had a crush on him would have eagerly yet awkwardly returned it. The me from two years ago who didn’t know how to really quantify her relationship with him except something more than friends but less than lovers might have briefly eagerly and expertly returned the kiss before guilt would have consumed her because of Phae. 
 
    Now? I mechanically return the kiss. Because Viper is no longer my more than friend, less than lover. He’s my enemy. And I left him for dead. And he’s definitely not happy about that. 
 
    Viper pulls away from me and says, “I’ve been waiting to do that for a while.” 
 
    “Me too,” I reply. 
 
    A couple of years ago, that might not have been a lie. 
 
    Jenny squeals and says, “I’ll cover your shift for the day.” 
 
    “By yourself? Jenny, I couldn’t—” 
 
    “But I came all this way to see you, Bell,” he says, burying his face into my hair with his arm thrown over my shoulder. He lightly squeezes my arm in warning. “I don’t wanna be apart from you any longer. You can cover for Jenny another time, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, not wanting to test his patience any longer. No telling what he’d do if I try to resist. “Just let me get my—” 
 
    “Already got it,” Jenny says, holding my things out to me. 
 
    I take them from her, wanting to curse her but knowing that it’s not her fault. She doesn’t know. 
 
    Viper grabs my hand and pulls me toward the door. The Pray drink that I’d meant to throw away earlier falls out my pile of things, making me remember— 
 
    “Jenny,” I say, pulling back against Viper and ignoring his warning squeeze on my arm. “When Maxine comes to pick me up. Just tell her I got a ride home. I haven’t told her about…” I trail off, not sure what to call Viper. I settle on nodding my head toward him. “I want to tell her about him myself.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Dee,” Jenny says. 
 
    With that, I allow Viper to pull me out the store. Take me to his car. For a moment, I contemplate trying to make a run from him now. But I don’t know what Viper will do, and I know what he’s capable of. I can’t let anyone get hurt. 
 
    I get in the car without resistance. Resigning myself to being driven to my doom. 
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Viper 
 
   T here was a time when she instinctively and unconsciously always looked over her shoulder. When she knew within seconds of arriving somewhere that something wasn’t right or got a feeling that someone was watching her. 
 
    But I’ve been watching Dele go into that bookstore and work her little basic eight-hour shift for an entire week, and she’s yet to notice me. Granted, I watch her from a few shops down at a little outdoor café. But there was a time she would have noticed that. 
 
    Normally, I am not a patient man. But there’s little I find amusement in nowadays. And it’s just a bit amusing to wait and see how long it takes her to notice me watching her. If she ever notices me watching her. To wonder how long it’ll be before she just looks to her right one day or decides to get lunch and sees me sitting right there waiting for her. So far, it’s been four days. I expected her to notice on the first day. Maybe the second. But here I am, waiting for her on the fifth day of watching her, and she hasn’t even glanced in this direction. 
 
    Doesn’t matter. It gives me a chance to watch her and see what she’s been up to all this time. In a mundane, sleepy town in Canada not far from the border that no one would miss if it suddenly disappeared. A far cry from a place I expected her to be. A far cry from what I expected her to be doing. 
 
    She’s always been one to chase action and adventure. Unable to sit still for long. Very easily bored. So I just know that she has to be losing her mind in this boring town, working at this boring job, following the same routine day in and day out. Or maybe I don’t know. Because I always thought she was a fighter. Stupidly brave even. I thought I’d find her somewhere trying to pick up the pieces with the rest of the Soles or whoever else is out there foolishly hoping they oppose Pray and his empire. But I was wrong. Clearly, she’s a coward. Working a boring job in a boring town, hoping that she can live out the rest of her days in peace. Hoping that I would forget and actually let her. 
 
    Stupid woman. 
 
    Just like every day around this time, an ugly mini-van pulls up to the front of the store. She gets out the passenger front side. But instead of going immediately going into the bookstore today, she lingers. Then takes something from presumably the driver of the van. 
 
    She smiles. Not a real one. A reflex. Like the obligatory smile you give when you want to be polite. Or so I guess. I’ve never been one for politeness and pleasantries. Then she frowns. Pauses. And I think she’s going to look to the side. Just to her left and finally see me, sitting at this little outdoor café and watching her. 
 
    But she doesn’t. Just says something to the driver and then turns and goes into the bookstore. 
 
    Now my patience is beginning to grow thin. Because there’s nothing else for me to observe about her here. She does the same thing. Day in and day out. With her dark-skinned friend who works at the library a few blocks away. In an ordinary mini-van with three booster seats in the back for her friend’s kids. Nothing remotely special. Nothing else I can glean from that. 
 
    I need to stop pushing this off. Time to confront her. 
 
    I’m usually one to jump in without a plan and allow all hell to break loose. But I have to be careful here. Because while I know I can beat her head-on in a fight any day, I know she’s resourceful. I know she’ll never stop fighting. Not until she’s dead. And she’s going to do as much damage as she can before that. 
 
    I know that firsthand and because she learned it from me. 
 
    But I was distracted last time. I won’t let myself get distracted again. 
 
    That’s why I’ve been watching her here and haven’t followed her home where she has the advantage and probably has a weapon stashed somewhere. It’s why I want to confront her around people. Because she’s always had a soft spot for people. Even ones that she didn’t know. And she won’t dare do anything to make my job harder or try to change her inevitable fate while others are around. 
 
    After I’m sure she’s nice and settled into her job, I go to the bookstore. 
 
    I catch a brief sight of her, knelt down in front of a shelf and stacking books. But I don’t linger near the doorway long enough to really look at her. Instead, I go straight to the front desk where her coworker is. 
 
    “Hi,” she says irritatingly brightly. “Can I help you with anything today?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say. Then I flash her a smile. She clears her throat and looks away before looking back. “It’s not for a book, though. It’s something more personal. You see. I’m from out of town, and I wanted to surprise my girlfriend. You probably know her. She works here in the mornings. I think. I don’t know her exact schedule.” 
 
    “Oh,” Jenny says excitedly. “You mean Dee?” 
 
    People and their tendency to give you the information you need without them knowing it and without you ever asking. But it works to my advantage. Even if she hadn’t been smart enough to not leave a digital footprint these last two years, it would have been useless if I didn’t know what cover she was using. Now I do. Well, at least her first name. But I don’t need to know much else other than that when I’ve already cornered her. 
 
    “Yes. Do you mind…” 
 
    Jenny gets the point. 
 
    “Oh. Yeah. She’ll be so excited. I didn’t even know she had a boyfriend. We don’t actually do a lot of talking outside work, though. So… I guess that’s not too surprising.” 
 
    I resist the urge to glare at her and tell her to just get “Dee.” But I have to show restraint. Otherwise, I might ruin this. 
 
    “We haven’t been dating a long time,” I say. “It’s pretty new. Don’t wanna jinx it.” 
 
    “Right,” the girl says. Then she turns and calls toward the shelves, “Dee, come up here.” 
 
    She doesn’t respond. Not at first. 
 
    “I have a surprise for you,” Jenny adds. 
 
    I try not to roll my eyes. But regardless. I hear the ruffling of boxes as she presumably comes to see what her coworker wants. 
 
    Jenny points me in a direction, and I turn that way just in time to see Dele round the corner of the shelves and say, “What surpr—” 
 
    She cuts herself off, clearly stunned. I don’t resist the urge to smirk this time. 
 
    It’s my first time seeing her up close. She’s changed some. There used to be a time I wondered if she ever changed clothes. Because all she ever wore was tight jeans and tight tops that showed her midriff. Sometimes a jacket zipped up halfway when it was cool or when she needed to conceal her gun. Minimal makeup, if she wore it at all, because she was always naturally attractive enough that she never needed it. A pair of her favorite sneakers. And she used to keep her hair short. Never past her chin. Frequently in an edgy bob-like undercut. 
 
    Now? She’s wearing black tights. A colorful, baggy, t-shirt dress with a thick black belt and a silver buckle around her waist. Short ankle boots. Red lipstick. And finally, her black hair falls down her back in waves, pulled back and out of her face mostly with a clip with a few random strands managing to fall in her face. 
 
    I’ve found her. 
 
    I’ve found Dele. 
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Viper 
 
   D ele doesn’t speak for a while. Her mouth opening and closing. She looks like she may faint. Good. I want her to be terrified. I want the realization that there’s nowhere to run to dawn on her. But I can’t let that happen yet. Otherwise, she’ll give us away, and this will become much more complicated than it needs to be. And Pray is still upset with me about the last time I made something much more complicated than it needed to be. Not that he expects anything else when he sends me to kill. And not that he even knows I’m here. Because this is personal. But still. 
 
     I start to speak. Jenny, though, is oblivious to what is very clearly terror overcoming her coworker. 
 
    “She’s so shocked, she’s speechless,” the annoying girl says, playfully nudging me in the arm. 
 
    Before I just wanted to hurt her. Now I want to kill her. She’s lucky I’m more focused on the dark-haired woman in front of me. The woman who finally manages to find her voice. 
 
    “What are—” Dele cuts herself off. Shakes her head, then manages more firmly. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    I grin and say, “I managed to get off from work early and take an early flight into the country. I just couldn’t wait any longer to see you.” I turn to Jenny. “Your coworker was kind enough to allow me to surprise you here instead of at home.” 
 
    Jenny giggles and flushes under my attention. For fuck’s sake, I want to kill her. Lucky for her, she’s been helpful to me today. 
 
    I then walk toward Dele, close the gap between us, and embrace her. The last time I did this, I was about to kill her, and I didn’t want to. Now I’m about to kill her, and I want to, and she deserves it. 
 
    “Hug me back,” I whisper in her ear and squeezer her tighter. 
 
    She does. Managing to not tremble in terror in the process. Huh. Maybe she’s still got some of that bravery in her. 
 
    “I’m going to kiss you,” I say. “Don’t resist.” 
 
    I don’t give her any more warning than that as I turn my head and press my lips to hers.  
 
    She’s frozen at first. I’m about to squeeze her tighter to remind her, but then she manages. It’s mechanical, and she’s clearly not into it, and neither am I. Not really. Except for the fear I can somehow taste from her lips. Because now she knows for certain that whatever connection we might have had long ago and never acted on is long finished. Because I am Viper. Her enemy. And she left me for dead. And then managed to get Phae killed. And I’m going to kill her for it. The latter more than anything. 
 
    I pull away and say, “I’ve been waiting to do that for a while.” 
 
    “Me too,” she replies breathlessly. 
 
    I chuckle. There’s so much fear there. 
 
    Jenny squeals and says, “I’ll cover your shift for the day.” 
 
    “By yourself?” she immediately says. “Jenny, I couldn’t—” 
 
    “But I came all this way to see you, Bell.” 
 
    I bury my face into her hair and throw my arm over her shoulder. I lightly squeeze her arm. 
 
    Play along, Bell. 
 
    I continue aloud, “I don’t wanna be apart from you any longer. You can cover for Jenny another time, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she manages. Smart girl. “Just let me get my—” 
 
    “Already got it,” Jenny says, holding her things out to her. 
 
    Dele wordlessly takes them. I change my mind about wanting to kill Jenny. She’s been cooperatively helpful today. 
 
    I grab Dele’s hand and pull her toward the door when something falls out her arms, and suddenly, she resists me some. 
 
    “Jenny,” she says, pulling back against me and ignoring my warning squeeze on her arm. “When Maxine comes to pick me up. Just tell her I got a ride home. I haven’t told her about…” she trails off, then nods her head toward me. “I want to tell her about him myself.” 
 
    Maxine must be the person that drops her off every morning. 
 
    “Sure thing, Dee,” Jenny says. 
 
    With that, Dele stops resisting and lets me pull her out the store. I take her to my car. She’s looking for a way out. I know her well enough to know that. I just hope she’s smart enough not to try anything. To accept that her death is inevitable. And we can do this the easy way, where no one besides her has to get hurt. Or… well, she seems to care about her coworker and the friend. Maxine. 
 
    Lucky for her, she gets in the car without any resistance. I pull off into the traffic, which is almost non-existent in this small, boring town. 
 
    I don’t say anything for a while. Just drive. I’m not sure where. I’ll probably take her back to her home. Kill her. Make it look like a suicide. But not yet. 
 
    I want her to be terrified. And I also want answers. Because she was the last one to see Phae alive. Before we were able to track her body down to a bad hospital in the middle of nowhere. Apparently dead from complications with childbirth. The children, stillborn. Lack of oxygen, the report said. But I know there’s more to it. And Dele’s going to give me the answers I want before I end her life. 
 
    I glance at her. She’s looking straight ahead, clutching tightly onto her seatbelt. It’s the only indication that she might be terrified. Otherwise, she’s putting on a brave face. 
 
    “Same old Bell,” I finally say with a chuckle. “Never letting anyone see your fear. Even in the face of the inevitable.” 
 
    She doesn’t say anything. Doesn’t even look at me. It’s fine. For now. 
 
    “Did you really think you’d be able to hide from me forever?” 
 
    She doesn’t say anything again. Not at first anyway. Then she says, “I had hoped you were dead.” 
 
    “Takes more than a single bullet to kill me. Especially when you just missed my heart. But I can understand why you hoped I might be.” 
 
    Despite the fact that I’m Stephen Pray’s chief lieutenant in his drug empire and despite the access I have to people and certain circles and the fact that I own a substantial enough amount of shares in his legitimate businesses, I stay out of the public eye. My name is just a label under a picture in a bunch of news articles crediting Pray’s supposed bravery and perseverance and cooperation with the police to bring down a bunch of interconnected drug rings, cartels, and small-time mafia. I stay in the shadows, kill whoever needs to be killed, retreat to one of my many properties, and fuck the prettiest thing I see during and in between these assignments. Everyone else can be the public face of Pray’s empire. Legal and criminal. 
 
    “You made a full recovery, then,” she says blandly. 
 
    “And quickly,” I say. “Amazing the treatments you can get access to when you have the money to get it.” 
 
    “Lucky,” she says. Then, “Don’t play with me. I know why you’re here. You may have recovered from that shot, but you don’t let things go. You don’t forgive easily. If you forgive at all. That was true before you became Pray’s bitch.” 
 
    I tighten my grip on the steering wheel. 
 
    “Bold words to someone who can make your death very painful if he wants to.” 
 
    “You were going to do that anyway.” 
 
    True. 
 
    “But before you do, there’s just one thing.” 
 
    “You’re in no position to be making demands.” 
 
    “Aren’t I?” she asks. “Or are you not going to ask me about Phae?” 
 
    Of course, she already knows what I was going to ask her. Of course, she knew I was going to ask her how the fuck she let Phae and my children die on her watch? Of course, she knew I wasn’t going to be able to let that go. I’ve never been able to let anything go. Which is why I’m here, two years after she left me for dead, fully recovered, and going to kill her anyway. But it was never just about her shooting me anyway. 
 
    There’s no use denying it. Even after all this time, Dele knows me too well. 
 
    “I could force it out of you.” 
 
    “How? By torturing me? Raping me? Someone tried that before and didn’t get anything out of me except my curses.” 
 
    “You’ve never been tortured by me.” 
 
    “No. But I also know you don’t know anything about restraint. And you wouldn’t want to accidentally kill me before I broke. Would you?” she asks, finally turning to look at me. 
 
    She’s right about the restraint thing. Because suddenly, I snap at her taunting. 
 
    I pull over to the side of the road. Dele has a brief moment to look surprised before I’ve reached over, yanked her as close to me as I can with the seatbelt and middle dash keeping her back, and put my hand around her delicate neck. Right under her chin. 
 
    “You’re going to tell me what I want to know.” 
 
    “No,” she chokes out. 
 
    “Tell me!” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    I squeeze. 
 
    She grabs onto my arms.  
 
    “I…” 
 
    I loosen my grip so she can talk. 
 
    “I promise. I’m not tricking you. I’ll tell you everything I know. I swear. Just this one thing.” 
 
    Tears come to her eyes as she gasps for the breath I’ll allow her to take. 
 
    “Viper. Viper. Please,” she begs. 
 
    And suddenly, it’s not Dele begging me. It’s another woman. Curly brown hair. Blue nightgown and robe. 
 
    “Adrian. Please. Just…” 
 
    I let go. Dele jerks away from me, and just that quickly, she takes off her seatbelt, opens the door, and dashes out the car. 
 
    She doesn’t run, though. Just kneels over, leans her hands against the car, and sucks in deep breaths. 
 
    I still can’t risk her getting away, though. So I get out the car, go around to her side, and rub her back. Pretending to be a caring partner helping his sick partner to any possible passersby who might be nosy enough to stop. 
 
    “I’m not going to run,” she says. “I’m not going to trick you. I just need you to take me somewhere. You’ll understand when we get there. I promise. But you’re going to have to trust me.” 
 
    Trust? I almost laugh. That’s rich coming from the woman who shot me and left me for dead. 
 
    But I also don’t have that many options. She has information I want. And she’s stubborn enough not to give it to me unless she gets what she wants. I used to admire this tenacity and resourcefulness of hers. When we were allies. Now that we’re enemies, it’s just inconvenient. 
 
    “Fine,” I relent.  
 
    Dele wordlessly gets back in the car. Once I’m back in the car, she gives me an address, just five minutes away from where we are. 
 
    “If this is a trick,” I warn as I pull back into the road, “I’ll go back and get your friend Maxine. And you happy little coworker, Jenny. And then I’ll kill them in front of you. Before I kill you. Got it?” 
 
    She gives me a cold, determined look.  
 
    Something flares up in me as I meet her hateful gaze. Something dangerous. Something excited. Something eagerly ready to rise to her challenge. Something that makes me smirk and raise an eyebrow. 
 
    Finally, she answers, “Got it.” 
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    ell,” Viper says when he pulls up in front of the daycare. “What is this?” 
 
    “You said you’d trust me. Right?” I ask. 
 
    He doesn’t say anything for a moment. 
 
    Then, “For now. But if you even look like you’re going to try anything….” 
 
    I don’t bother to answer him as I get out the car and go into the daycare. They don’t ask any questions when I request to pick up Leon and Lady early. Just confirm my identity, make me sign off an early release form, and then go to get the two up from the midday nap. 
 
    “Mommy!” both children yell as they dash out to greet me. 
 
    “Hello, my little ones,” I say, bending down to hug them. 
 
    For a moment, as they wrap little arms around me, press soft lips onto my cheek, excitedly begin to try to tell me about their day with their limited vocabulary, I almost forget the danger that I’m in. The fact that if I don’t figure out a way to convince Viper otherwise, this may be one of the last times I ever get to feel this. 
 
    Only almost, though. Because I don’t have a lot of time. 
 
    At first, I was resigned to my death at his hands. Resigned to the fact that today I was going to die. Until I remembered these sweet little souls, the only things I have to live for after I lost everything. I promised them I’d be back to get them, even if they aren’t old enough to comprehend what that promise every morning when I drop them off here means. And I’m going to be here with them for as many mornings and afternoons and evenings and days as I can possibly hoard. They’ve already lost one mother. A mother they don’t even remember having. I’m not going to let them lose me too. 
 
    So between now and when I tell him what happened to Phae, I’ve got to convince Viper that he doesn’t want to kill me. I don’t know how yet. But I do know that right now, as much as I hate to think of them this way, I’m holding two of my biggest bargaining chips. If I can only leverage them right. 
 
    I pick Leon up and put him on my hip. Lady always prefers to walk, though, so I just grab her hand. 
 
    Viper has the windows down, so I can see the curiosity written on his face as he sees me walking to the car with two children in hand. Good. The more information he wants to know that only I can give him, the longer he has to keep me alive. And the longer I can make him have to keep me alive, the longer I have to convince him that he doesn’t want me dead at all. 
 
    Since there are no car seats or boosters, I slide into the back seat with the twins to hold them securely in my arms before we drive off. 
 
    “You need my home address? Or are you taking me to wherever you’re staying?” I ask, not even addressing the question on his face regarding the two children. 
 
    He doesn’t answer me, which is answer enough as he pulls off. 
 
    “Mommy,” Leon said, taking a piece of paper out of his little backpack and showing it to me. 
 
    I ignore Viper looking at us through the rearview mirror. 
 
    “Yes, Leon.” 
 
    It’s a coloring page. 
 
    “Green,” he says, pointing to the place where he scribbled with a green crayon before looking up at me for approval. 
 
    “Yes,” I say and then point to another color. 
 
    “Blue!” he says. 
 
    “Good job.” I point to another color. 
 
    Leon frowns and stares at it for a long time before saying in an uncertain tone, more questioning than answering, “Red?” 
 
    “No,” Lady exclaims. “Pink!” 
 
    “Lady, no!” Leon shouts and hides the paper to himself so Lady won’t see. 
 
    “Lady. Leon,” I say. 
 
    Both pout at me. I give Lady an expectant look. 
 
    “Sorry,” she mutters. 
 
    I turn to look at Leon. 
 
    “Okay,” he says but still keeps the paper hidden from Lady. 
 
    Both lean back against me to pout with their arms crossed and to ignore each other. 
 
    Viper is so curious now that he can hardly keep his eyes on the road. Good. 
 
    He takes us to cottage-style lake house, usually reserved for retired people who want to live nice without breaking the bank. Or at least, breaking the bank on their nice, hefty retirement funds. 
 
    The twins immediately recognize that they aren’t home when we get out. 
 
    “Mommy, what’s this place?” Leon asks while his sister silently takes in her surroundings with inquisitive eyes. 
 
    “My friend’s house,” I say. 
 
    After not so much as glancing Viper’s way, they finally notice him waiting for us to walk up the path to the front door. 
 
    “Who are you?” Leon asks while Lady positions herself to walk right behind my leg while watching Viper with curious eyes. 
 
    “After we get inside,” I say as we follow Viper into the house. 
 
    I settle on the couch, even though I don’t want to. Because Viper is standing, and that gives him any advantage if this escalates into a struggle. But I don’t have a choice. Luckily, he doesn’t seem interested in doing anything as he watches the children. 
 
    I hand them both their juice cups and snack cups and usher them to sit a few feet away from me. I look at Viper. He takes a minute to stare at the twins before looking at me. 
 
    “You had twins?” he finally asks. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    My answer weighs in the air as Viper comes to the only conclusion there is left. Because Leon and Lady are clearly close in age, and he and Phae had been expecting a set of twins. 
 
    “Are they…” 
 
    “Phaedra’s? Yes,” I say. 
 
    “That means…” 
 
    “Your children are alive. Yes.” 
 
    “Phae?” he asks, trying to seem indifferent. I hear the hopefulness in his tone. 
 
    “She died during the birth.” 
 
    His expression is blank for a moment. And I can’t tell whether it’s from shock, relief, something else. Maybe everything. But then his expression twists into a snarl as he takes a step toward me. 
 
    “You stole them from me. You let Phae die and then hid them from me so I would never find them.” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “No,” I deny. “That’s not what happened. That’s not—” 
 
    It’s not totally true. But saying that wouldn’t help. 
 
    “I wasn’t even sure you were alive,” I begin. Because that’s true. But it really has nothing to do with this. I’m just trying to stave off Viper’s anger. “We were by ourselves, Pray’s men were after us, and she went into labor on the way to Canada. She was fine, and then she wasn’t. The babies almost didn’t make it. But they did. And I didn’t have any time to do anything else except take them and keep going so Pray’s men wouldn’t catch up to us.” 
 
    “Pray’s men were after you because you stole my wife and children.” 
 
    “I didn’t steal them. Phaedra ran away on her own. She’d always been planning to run. She just thought you’d be with her. But when you sided with Pray, you didn’t leave her any choice.” 
 
    He pauses from where he’s walking toward me. Settles on looming over me menacingly. 
 
    “What do you mean she always planned to run?” he asks. 
 
    I still don’t know how I’m going to get him to not want to kill me. But if I refuse him the information he wants now, he’ll either think I’m lying or figure out that I’m trying to come up with a plan to get out of this. I am trying to do the latter. But I’m not doing the former. Right now, telling him the truth is more likely to keep me alive than keeping the truth away from him. 
 
    “She was onto Pray. She knew what he was doing and what he was up to. She just didn’t have enough sources and evidence to prove it. But she did have a list of people that Pray wanted dead, and she knew she was on it,” I explain. 
 
    “Maybe before she was pregnant. But I joined Pray before then. He protects the families of the men that work for him,” he says. 
 
    “Unless the families of the men that work for him are a threat. Phae was a threat. She was a talented and reputable journalist who was too smart and too shrewd and too vocal for her own good. He was always going to get rid of her. Having you on his side just meant that you would never suspect him.” 
 
    Viper stares at me with that blank glower of his for a long time before huffing and saying, “That’s a lie. A pretty one. But if you thought this was going to make me change my mind about killing you, then you’ve failed.” 
 
    “I’m not lying,” I insist calmly. Because I have to stay calm. Getting angry will just rile him up more. I’ve already stopped him from killing me once today, and if anything, I’ve just given him more reason to kill me. 
 
    “And what do you suggest I do? Ask Pray?” 
 
    “I have Phae’s research. I can prove it.” 
 
    “And where’s her research?” 
 
    “At my house,” I reply. 
 
    Viper considers me for a long time. He could kill me right now. Bury me somewhere no one will ever find me and whisk Leon and Lady away. Or he could let me live. Because I could be lying and buying time. Or I could be telling the truth. There’s no way to tell which one. 
 
    Viper always did hate being left in the dark, though. So he says, “Get the children. We’re going to go get this research.” 
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     “I 
 
   
 
     keep my guns in here,” I warn as I open my closet to get Phae’s research. 
 
    Viper takes out his gun and points it at me in response. “Don’t try anything.” 
 
    I wouldn’t. Not when the twins are laid out asleep on the bed. But Viper doesn’t know that. And I’m not going to give him any leverage over me that he doesn’t need. So I nod and crawl into my closet. In the corner, there’s a huge stack of winter coats and sweaters. I move them out the way to get to a medium-sized locked box. When I’ve crawled back out, Viper directs me to put the box on the bed and to sit down on the opposite side of it. He puts his gun back on his holster underneath his jacket. Then he opens the box. 
 
    As promised, my two favorite handguns are inside. A gift from Viper when he was a different man, and I needed new ones after an incident where I lost mine. He recognizes them. I can tell by the way he pauses to look at them as he takes them out. He doesn’t say anything about it, though. Just makes sure there’s no ammo in them and sets them aside. 
 
    He takes out one of the many file folders and begins to look through it. It’s going to take a while, I know. It took me a while to look through it when I finally found it months after the twins were born. 
 
    “I’m going to make dinner while you look through it,” I say. “Okay?” 
 
    He looks up at me, looks at the twins, and then nods once. I tense for a moment. Thinking that he’s threatening the twins if I try anything. But then I realize that the look he gave them wasn’t a threatening one. It was a considering one. But not a threatening one. Like he was weighing the leverage he has over me with them. Like he realized that I’m not going to try anything as long as he’s in the same room with them because I’m not going to risk them getting hurt. 
 
    I’d hope he wouldn’t notice that. Wouldn’t notice how much my love for them goes beyond a promise I made to a dying woman to look after them. But he’s Viper. Of course, he knew. 
 
    I go into the kitchen, take out a bunch of random items to throw some meal together, and throw them in the sink. Then I grab onto the edge and let go of the carefully controlled façade that I’ve been maintaining for the past few hours. I allow my body to break out into trembling. To let tears flow. Because even after showing all this to Viper, he might not believe me. He might decide I’m lying, and this may be the last dinner I make for Lady and Leon. If I get a chance to finish it. 
 
    But I can’t fall apart for long. I have to keep it together. If I don’t, I won’t be able to think. Won’t be able to see the cracks in Viper’s mask and use them to my advantage so he doesn’t kill me. And then after that? Well, I’m still working all that out. 
 
    I pull myself together and go through the motions of making dinner. A stew. It’s going to be one of those messy dinners that I try to avoid with the twins, but it’s easy and the only thing I have enough focus to come up with. 
 
    The stew is simmering on the stove while I’m sitting at the table with a cup of coffee with a splash of liquor when Viper comes into the room. He pulls out the chair and sits next to me. I slide my coffee over to him. He wordlessly takes it. But he doesn’t drink it. Instead, he holds it tight in his grip. So tightly that I see veins flexing in his arm. 
 
    “He killed her,” he says. 
 
    The mug cracks in his hands, hot liquid spilling onto the table and onto Viper’s hand. He doesn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “Pray killed Phae,” I confirm. 
 
    “He paid off her prenatal doctor.” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    “To give her poison.” 
 
    A rare, synthetic poison that only activated in the right circumstances. During times of extreme stress. Like when you found out that your husband was a mass killer working for a multi-billion-dollar drug empire. Or while going through a painful labor five weeks early while on the run. A poison that made it look like the person died from a stroke. Or, in this case, from pre-eclampsia and other complications in childbirth. 
 
    “All this time,” Viper muttered. “All this time, I thought it was my fault. I thought I killed her. That’s what the autopsy said when Pray gave it to me. Death from complications in labor induced by injury from strangulation and a then a stillbirth shortly after.” 
 
    “You didn’t kill her,” I confirm. 
 
    Silence weighs heavily in the room. Tense. Thick.  
 
    And then, Viper erupts. But for the first time, I’m unafraid. Because Viper’s simmering rage isn’t directed at me. Right now, it’s not me he wants to kill. 
 
    “I trusted him,” Viper snaps as he stands up from the table. “I believed him when he said there was always going to be a demand and that we could provide it but do it differently than the other mafias and cartels. I believed him. And he played me for a fool.” 
 
    Viper’s always had a temper. Quick to anger and quick to act on it. Our mutual mentor with the Soles, Wyan, used to tell him that his temper and anger didn’t solve anything. Just caused more problems for us. Phaedra would have rubbed a soothing hand on his arm. Told him to calm down and that all his anger and hate did was harm himself and not the people he was angry at or hated. 
 
    I’m not going to do that. Because suddenly, I’ve found my out. I know how I’m going to live past tonight. I know how to make Viper need me more than he wants to kill me. 
 
    “So do something about it,” I say. 
 
    Viper stops to look at me. “What?” 
 
    “Do something. About Pray. He took away something you loved. Almost killed your children if the doctors hadn’t rushed Phae to surgery. Made you a bunch of promises he didn’t intend to keep to get you to help him consolidate his empire. He used you. And he still uses you. But once you’ve outlived that use, he’ll turn on you. So why not turn on him first?” 
 
    “Are you saying I should kill Pray?” 
 
    “No. Do worse.” I stand up. I walk over to him. Stand right in from of him until there’s only inches between us. “Steal his entire operation. Right from under his nose. And then, when he realizes what you’ve done? Then, you kill him.” 
 
    Viper looks at me with an intense gaze. Like he’s not sure what to make of me. And that’s when I decide to tell him what to make of me. 
 
    “I’ll help you do it.” 
 
    He smirks. Let’s out a chuckle. 
 
    “You’ll help, huh? You’ll help me when I represent everything you claim to stand against? You’ll help me take over something that is everything you stand against? Or is that not the reason you shot me?” 
 
    “I shot you because you were hurting Phae,” I reply. “I shot you after you tried to kill me,” I add. “But I didn’t want to. And you know it.” 
 
    “The question still begs answers.” 
 
    He’s right. Because two years ago, I would have never even considered this. Two years ago, I was willing to die first. But things have changed since then. 
 
    “I have nothing left,” I say. “Nothing except those two children sleeping in my bedroom. And they’ll never be safe in a world where Pray lives and has any amount of influence. Pray took everything from me. My parents. The Soles. Phae.” I pause. Then, “You.” Before he can say anything to that, I say, “I’m not going to let Pray take them away from me. They’re all I have left. They’re all we have left.” 
 
    I let those words hang in the air. Because a killer Viper might be, but even the worst of people love their children. Including Viper. Especially Viper. 
 
    “If that means choosing to help you become the lord of a drug empire, well. I guess that’s what it is,” I finish. 
 
    “Is it really?” 
 
    I shrug. “Besides, you said you believed there was a way to run this thing differently. And there’s always going to be a demand? Right? So why not let it be you that’s the one on top of it?” 
 
    “And you can help me get there?” 
 
    I smile. “We always were a formidable team.” 
 
    He doesn’t say anything. Not at first. Just looks at me like he’s trying to see right through me.  
 
    “I think,” he begins, then stops to just look at me stonily again. And for a moment, my heart stops because I just know he’s not going to go for it. He’s not going to believe that I’ll help him do this. 
 
    And then, he grins. It’s wild and manic and unhinged and dangerous, and yet, it excites me. 
 
    “I think I can agree to those terms.” 
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   I f there’s one thing I know about Dele, it’s that she’s a survivor. Even still, I’m pleasantly surprised by her offer to not just help me bring down Pray, but to bring down Pray and leave his criminal empire intact so that I can be the one to rule it. 
 
    This wouldn’t be the first time that I’ve thought about ousting Pray and taking his business for myself. But it’s been little more than a pipe dream. An entertaining fantasy. Mostly because I thought I owed him something. For taking a kid like I used to be under his wing. A kid born from rape, placed in the system because of his drugged-out mother, abused for years until I got sick of it and ran away at ten years old and came across the Soles who took me in, put a gun in my hand, and turned me into a killing machine to help take down the violent crime lords and masterminds that they couldn’t help get off the streets through more diplomatic and legal means. Off the record, of course.  
 
    And then I met Pray, who helped me to see things from an entirely new perspective. A perspective that I’ve known for a while that Pray doesn’t totally believe in because he’s only concerned with his own power. But who wasn’t nowadays? Still, I owed him something. If nothing else, even if he hadn’t been able to protect Phae, I thought I owed him my life. 
 
    But my life has had little meaning since Phae died, and I thought it was my fault. Except now I know it wasn’t my fault. I didn’t do anything wrong. I did everything right. And Pray betrayed me. So now, my new life’s meaning is taking everything he holds dear and making sure he can’t take what little I’ve discovered that I have left. 
 
    Speaking of what I’ve discovered… 
 
    Lady and Leon are awake now. Sitting in their booster seat at the table, impatiently waiting for Dele to fix their plates. Or, at least, Leon is. 
 
    “Mommy! I want food!” 
 
    I frown at how he refers to Dele. No matter what she said in her pretty little speech earlier, she’s not their mother. They aren’t her children. The only thing they are to her is leverage to keep her alive. Beneficial as keeping her alive is going to be to me, I’m not blind to the fact that it has nothing to do with caring about Pray or even her caring about my children no matter what she says. Dele is a survivor. By any means necessary. I taught her that too. 
 
    “I’m coming, little one,” Dele says as she scoops soup into a plastic bowl and places bread on a small plate. 
 
    Lady, on the other hand, is quiet and hasn’t taken her eyes off me. Her brown eyes, so much like Phae’s, are scrunched in suspicion. Tiny mouth pursed in discontent. 
 
    “Lady takes a while to warm up to people,” Dele says as she places the children’s food in front of them. “She cried and cried when I first took them to day-care. Took an entire week for her not to every time I dropped her off.” 
 
    I glare at her. “I’m not interested in your little faux parental anecdotes. We’re leaving as soon as I get word that my jet is ready to go.” 
 
    She glares back at me. “Sorry. I thought you’d be interested in getting to know your kids. Also, thanks for giving me a warning so I can go pack.” 
 
    “Anything you need will be provided for you on the flight.” 
 
    “I suppose you have baby supplies on your private jet then?” she asks. 
 
    “It’s only a twelve-hour flight. If that.” 
 
    She gives me an incredulous look, “You really don’t know anything about babies. Do you?” 
 
    Before I can answer that, there’s a knock on the door. My hand instinctively goes to my gun. 
 
    “Fuck,” Dele mutters. “It’s Maxine.” 
 
    “Maxine?” 
 
    “The friend you threatened to kill earlier. Who drops me off at work?” 
 
    “Make her leave.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “We’re… close… is all.” 
 
    She does that thing where she averts her gaze quickly to her left before looking back. It can mean a lot of things with her. But right now, it means she’s not being completely forthcoming. 
 
    “Make your girlfriend leave.” 
 
    “She’s not my girlfriend.” 
 
    “I don’t care what the fuck she is. Make. Her. Leave.” 
 
    “Just give me a minute,” Dele says as she goes to answer the door. 
 
    She’s barely opened the door before a woman with brown skin and her hair in two braids down the sides of her head barrels into the house. Maxine, I suppose. 
 
    She grabs Dele into a hug. A hug that Dele is clearly uncomfortable with. Maxine is oblivious to that, though. Interesting. 
 
    The woman pulls away and holds onto Dele’s face. 
 
    “You left work early and didn’t call. And one of the daycare attendants said you came and got the twins early, and then you didn’t answer your phone. Is everything okay? Are the twins okay?” 
 
    “They’re fine. Just… Now isn’t a good time, Maxine.” 
 
    Maxine frowns. “What do you m—” 
 
    She finally spots me sitting at the table with the twins. She looks back at Dele. 
 
    “Who’s this?” she asks 
 
    I glare at Dele. She gives me a pleading look. Begs for my patience. Fine. She can have it for now. My jet’s not ready yet. 
 
    “An old friend,” Dele says. “Maxine, this is Adrian. Adrian, this is Maxine.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were still in touch with any old friends.” 
 
    “Well. You know. Sometimes we unexpectedly cross paths with people.” 
 
    She’s terrible at this. 
 
    “True,” Maxine says before crossing the room and extending her hand. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    I have no intention of taking her hand, but behind her, Dele gives me an exasperated look. I suppose I do need to play along for now. No need to attract unnecessary attention. Especially anything that might be able to get back to Pray and notify him that not only is Dele alive, but I’ve also found her and didn’t tell him. 
 
    I take Maxine’s hand. Squeeze it firmer than I need to. 
 
    “You too. Bell’s told me so much about you.” 
 
    She frowns. “Bell?” 
 
    “Inside joke,” Dele says quickly. “From when we were younger.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, I can’t say that I’ve heard a lot about you. Good thing it’s Dee’s turn to host dinner for us tonight so I can get to know you,” Maxine says as she lets go of my hand. 
 
    I don’t even try to hide the way I glare at Dele over Maxine’s shoulder. 
 
    “Right,” Dele says a tad dryly. “I’d forgotten in the excitement of having Adrian back. Good thing there’s enough stew to go around for everyone.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “Good thing.” 
 
    Maxine sits the child she brought with her in one of the empty chairs next to Lady and Leon. Dele fixes him a bowl of stew and then Maxine. She doesn’t make a bowl for me or herself and sits down at the table. Between Maxine and me. 
 
    “So,” Maxine begins, looking at me with an open and inviting expression. I can see the suspicion in her eyes, though. “How long have you two been friends?” 
 
    “Since we were teenagers,” Dele answers before I can say anything. 
 
    I huff. “Since you were a teenager.” 
 
    “You were technically still a teenager too.” 
 
    “No. I was days away from turning twenty, and you had just turned fourteen.” 
 
    “One of you are going to have to explain to me how a fourteen-year-old becomes friends with a twenty-year-old,” Maxine cuts in. 
 
    I shouldn’t have said anything when Dele answered the first time. Because Maxine is observant and for some reason already has a low opinion of me. Even though I have no qualms about killing her, I’d like for this not to end in unnecessary conflict. But it was so easy to fall back into that old banter with Dele. Even after all this time. Even after all these years. I’ll have to be more careful. 
 
    “We had the same youth mentor at our church,” I say. “So we saw each other often.” 
 
    Maxine’s suspicions don’t seem to be allayed. She’s clearly a smart woman with good instincts. If I’d met a woman like her in other circumstances, I might have recruited her to work for me. 
 
    “Often enough that you were friends?” 
 
    “He was like an older brother to me,” Dele says. 
 
    “Hm,” Maxine says. “So, Adrian. What do you do for a living?” 
 
    That’s one that I don’t have to lie about. 
 
    “I work for Pray Vending.” 
 
    For some reason, Maxine’s eyebrows shoot up. “Oh really? Well. That must have made some interesting conversation between you and Dee.” 
 
    I look at Dele for insight. 
 
    “She hates that company,” Maxine offers in explanation. “I’ve always wondered why. But she’s never given me a clear answer.” 
 
    “Stop antagonizing him, Max,” Dele said dryly. “It’s clear you know what’s going on. So let’s cut to the chase.” Before I can do anything to object to that, Dele says, “You’ve clearly figured out this is my ex. The twin’s father.” 
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   I ’m not sure where Dele is going with this revelation that I’m the twin’s father. But I’m going to humor her. For now. 
 
    “Clearly,” Maxine says blandly. “Leon looks just like him. Lady does too. She glares like him.” 
 
    “She actually looks more like my mother,” I give blithely. 
 
    Maxine ignores me and looks at Dele. “What’s he doing here?” 
 
    “We reconnected recently.” 
 
    “You reconnected. With your abusive ex.” 
 
    So that’s the story she told when she came here. 
 
    “He came to make peace with me over what happened before I left. He wants to be an active father to the twins.” 
 
    “And you’re going to let him.” 
 
    “Maxine.” 
 
    I’ve had enough of this. If Maxine thinks so lowly of me, well… I might as well prove her assumption. 
 
    “I think it’s time for you to leave.” 
 
    “Like, hell I am.” 
 
    I take out my gun, not to aim it at her. Because if I aim it at her, I’m going to shoot her. The only person I’ve aimed a gun at and didn’t shoot is sitting next to her. But nonetheless, the gun is to make a point. So I hold it on the table. Make sure Maxine can see it. 
 
    “You can either leave here alive, or you can leave dead,” I warn. “I’m in a good mood tonight, and I don’t have much of a preference. So I’m going to let that be up to you.” 
 
    Maxine is pale, but I see the stubborn determination in her eyes. Huh. She really cares for Dele. Too bad for her. If she wants to fight me for her, she’ll never win. Because I don’t lose when it comes to getting what I want. And even though the reasons for wanting her may be different from Maxine's, I want Dele. The moment she offered to help me, she became mine. 
 
    “We don’t want to make a mess in front of the children.” 
 
    That’s when Maxine seems to remember the children. Her son, sitting oblivious to what’s going on as he shows Lady and Leon how he dips his bread into his stew. 
 
    “Maxine,” Dele says, turning away from me and to the woman. She angles herself in such a way that to shoot Maxine would be to possibly shoot her. “Maxine, there are things happening that are beyond your understanding.” 
 
    “I understand perfectly well.” 
 
    “You don’t,” Dele insists. “And it’s better that you never do. Take Tarik. Go home. Forget about tonight. And forget about me.” 
 
    “Forget. Dee.” 
 
    “Max. It’s better this way. You have to trust me.” 
 
    “But you—” 
 
    “He’s not going to hurt me. He needs me.” 
 
    Maxine looks at me with wide eyes before looking back at Dele. 
 
    Finally, she scowls and says, “Fine.” 
 
    She stands, grabs her son out his chair, and heads for the door. 
 
    “No cops,” I say. “I mean it. I’m in a lenient mood tonight. So I’m going to let you leave. But if you call the cops, that’s not going to end well for you.” 
 
    Maxine pauses like she’s about to turn around and try her luck against me. She wisely continues to the door and leaves. 
 
    Dele only waits long enough for us to both hear the car crank up and leave the driveway before she snaps, “You didn’t have to do that. She would have eventually left.” 
 
    “She was never going to leave. Not if I didn’t make her. Not so long as she thought I was the abusive ex that chased you into another country. I’m assuming that’s the story you gave her.” 
 
    “It wasn’t exactly a lie,” Dele says. 
 
     I shrug. 
 
    “God. You’re so fucking impatient. All you had to do was wait. And then she would have left, and then we could have quietly disappeared without traumatizing her.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Don’t act like you care that much.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I saw you when she first came in. You don’t care about her nearly as deeply as she cares about you. You were using her for what she could give you. A ride to work. Help with the twins. A warm body in a cold bed. I did you a favor. Now she’ll never know you were using her. Now she’ll just think your controlling ex forced you away, and you come out looking like the white knight.” 
 
    Dele doesn’t say anything in response. Just averts her gaze down and to her left again before looking back up at me. 
 
    “It wasn’t… It wasn’t totally like that. Okay? It was rough for me after Phae died. Maxine helped me. When I first crossed the border and was staying at the church for shelter. She volunteered to take me in. Taught me how to take care of two newborns. I owe her.” Then she purses her lips, just like Lady did to me earlier. “You owe her.” 
 
    I push away anything I might feel about the fact that Dele had a rough time after Phae died, and she was on the run. Because she brought that all upon herself. She’s the one that almost killed me. Even if Pray was responsible for Phae’s death. If she just hadn’t shot me and let Phae explain to me what Pray had done, I might have left her alive so she could help me years ago. She wouldn’t have needed the help of a strange Canadian woman who clearly cared about Dele a lot more than Dele did about her. 
 
    “Well, I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t kill her.” 
 
    “You’re a fucking ass. You know that?” Dele asks as she clears the table. 
 
    “And I don’t like your ungrateful attitude.” 
 
    “Grateful? Sure.” 
 
    She goes to the sink. I follow her. She’s just turned on the water when I’ve grabbed her arm and wrenched her around to face me. 
 
    “Let me get you straight about this, Bell,” I say while cupping her chin and making her look at me. “I own you. From today onward, you only serve to help me take Pray’s business right from under him and put me at the top. Once you’ve outlived that use, you’re a dead woman. Like you would have been tonight if you hadn’t shown me the proof about Pray. You understand that?” I ask. 
 
    “Let me get you straight,” she snarls. 
 
    There’s defiance in her eyes. Resistance. Fire. The unwillingness to back down even in the face of a daunting challenge. Even in the face of me, the man who could change his mind and kill her. Huh. That stupid bravery hasn’t gone anywhere then. 
 
    “You. Don’t. Own. Me. You need my help. And I need yours. This is about taking down the man who stole everything from both of us. This is about vengeance. Not your fucking petty, little boy, ego-tripping temper tantrums because you can’t get your way,” she says fiercely. “I’m not your fucking bitch. And you’re not mine. We are equal partners in this. Nothing more. Nothing less.” 
 
    I can’t help but smirk. It’s been a long time since anyone had the guts to challenge me while knowing who I am and what I’m capable of. It’s refreshing and enlivening and reminds me of a life and all its possibilities long since passed. 
 
    The only reason I let her go is that my phone vibrates. 
 
    “Jet’s ready.” 
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    our people,” Dele says when we arrive to board my jet, casting wary eyes at the attendants who help me. “They’re not going to report you to Pray?” 
 
    “I pick my people to be loyal to me. Not to my boss,” I say. 
 
    “You think that until people sell you out.” 
 
    I can’t say that I don’t understand her paranoia. In fact, I appreciate it. She’s right, and she knows from personal experience. I know it personally with Pray because as his chief and favored lieutenant, there’s always someone else who works directly under him that wants my position and is willing to try to sabotage me to get it. But these people, my handpicked men and attendants and servants? They aren’t it. 
 
    “They’re trained to say nothing to no one about any of my personal life or vices because they know to do so would be to bring their own death. Because when Pray decides someone has to die, so do all the people who personally work for him usually.” 
 
    Dele still doesn’t look particularly enthusiastic about the people who work for me and will clearly know about her and the twins, but she doesn’t ask any more questions. Just somehow manages to get onto the jet by herself with Leon in her arms and Lady clinging to the back of her legs. 
 
    She’s not the only one paranoid right now, though. Though I’m used to Pray using anything as an excuse to check in on me or decide anything I do at any moment is worth suspicion, this is the first time that I’ve actually had anything in the last two years that might be worth being suspicious about.  
 
    There’s a reason that I handpicked my staff without Pray’s recommendation or help from people who lived and worked far beyond his reach. My paranoia is also why I’m in a rush to get out of Canada. Pray doesn’t generally care what I do on my own time so long as it’s not to undermine him, and this certainly counts as undermining. And while I was prepared to inform him about Dele and my business in Canada if he’d asked, now I have to prepare what I’m going to tell him if he does ask. But before that, I need to make it so that he doesn’t need to ask at all. Which is why I’m in such a rush to leave. 
 
    My nerves don’t settle until we’re finally in the air and on the way to my private, isolated estate. Which means I can finally reconcile what I thought was going to happen and what actually did happen today. 
 
    Since Dele first revealed it, I haven’t had the time for the realization that I have living children to hit me. Because first I came here with the intention of killing the woman I thought was to blame for everything I lost. Then there was going to find Phae’s notes and the realization that everything I thought had been true in the last two years was nothing but a lie. Then there had been Dele offering to help me steal Pray’s empire right from underneath his nose in revenge. Then getting rid of Dele’s friend and getting out of there in case me threatening to kill her wasn’t enough and she did send the cops our way. Not that cops would have stopped me. But it would have made things unnecessarily complicated. 
 
    But now that we’re safely in the air and on the way to our destination and with nothing immediately pressing that I have to deal with, everything that’s happened in the short span of about seven hours hits me. 
 
    It’s surreal. To be sitting here looking at the children that I thought I’d lost. Safe and sound. Sitting in a too big seat together with pillows propped around them as they watch some show with puppets that speak in annoying high-pitched voices on a tablet that Dele gave them to distract them from the change in their surroundings and routine. According to her. 
 
    For so long, for two years, I thought I’d accidentally killed their mother and them with her. For two years, Pray let me believe that in a fit of anger and passion I’d killed the people who meant the most to me. But I didn’t. And my children are here. Sitting across from me on my private jet. 
 
    Lady really does look like my mother. At least, what I remember of her. With her straight brown hair and dark brown eyes. And Leon? Dele’s friend thought he looked like me. But beyond the eyes and the hair, all I can see are the traces of Phae in him. 
 
    “Do you want to hold them?” Dele asks from where she’s sitting in the seat next to them. 
 
    I slowly turn to look at her. I can’t quite read the expression she’s looking at me with. 
 
    “They look comfortable where they are.” 
 
    Dele shrugs. “It’s almost time for them to go to sleep, and they don’t fall asleep unless someone is holding them. Usually me. But Leon would let Maxine from time to time. He’ll probably let you too.” 
 
    “Aren’t they a little old to not be able to go to sleep on their own?” 
 
    “Training them to fall asleep on their own has been a challenge.” She looks away as she says, “It’s hard for me to hear them cry. Especially when they’re crying for me.” 
 
    I huff. “That’s something that we’ll have to rectify then.” 
 
    Dele frowns. “Rectify?” 
 
    “To break this insane notion that you’ve put in their head that you’re their mother. As soon as we have a concrete plan for how we’re going to do this, you’ll be relieved of the burden.” 
 
    “They’re not a burden,” Dele says quickly. “And you can’t just… you can’t just separate them from me. That’s not how that works. You’ll traumatize them.” 
 
    “Traumatize them? Or you?” I ask. 
 
    Dele presses her lips together tightly. I prepare for her to fight me. Just like she’s fought me on everything else in only the last few hours since reuniting. But then we’re both distracted by the twins, who are suddenly whining and bickering back and forth in a mixture of words and nonsense over the tablet between them. 
 
    “Okay,” Dele says, taking the tablet. “Time for you two to go to sleep.” She undoes their restraints and says, “Come on, Lady.” 
 
    Lady immediately climbs out of her seat and walks over to Dele, who takes her into her lap. Dele then directs to Leon, “Leon, why don’t you go sit with your dad?” She nods to me as she says “dad.” 
 
    This all starts to feel surreal again. 
 
    Leon enthusiastically jumps out of his seat and runs into my legs. He looks up expectantly at me with a bright dimpled, toothy smile. I stare down at him. Unsure what to do. 
 
    “For God’s sake. Pick him up,” Dele says. I can practically hear her rolling her eyes. 
 
    I pick Leon up and am surprised by how light he is. They’re so small right now. I’m sure I have weapons and guns heavier than him. And to think, they were much smaller than this when they were born. I can’t imagine what I would have done. 
 
    Once he’s in my lap, I’m lost on what to do next. Dele, again, notices. 
 
    “Okay, now pull him close to you. Let him lean on your chest. And relax. He’ll be able to tell when you’re tense, and then he’ll be tense.” 
 
    I sit back in my chair. Allow myself to slouch some until I feel Leon settling in my arms. Instinctively, I began to rub my hand up and down his back. 
 
    “Atta boy,” Dele says patronizingly. 
 
    I can’t even bring myself to look up at her and glare at her. Because suddenly, the thought occurs to me that this is my first time holding my child. My son. It shouldn’t be the first time. My first time holding him should have been in a room in a birthing center. Just like Phae planned. With a tired but elated Phae leaning back on a bunch of soft pillows, watching me and instructing me in a much less patronizing manner than Dele is now. 
 
    But that didn’t happen. And the fault for that lies with Stephen Pray. Who planned for Phae to die all along, not even caring that she had been my wife and carrying my child. All because she had been on to him. 
 
    Anger surges in me at the thought, but I force myself to relax. Leon, who’s now nodding off to sleep, doesn’t deserve to deal with the manifestation of my fury. That’s for Pray. And the sooner Dele and I come up with a plan, the sooner I can unleash it. 
 
    No better time than the present. 
 
    “So, what was your idea?” I ask Dele. “To take Pray.” 
 
    “Can we talk about this after the twins are settled down?” 
 
    “They look pretty settled to me.” 
 
    “From the guy who just met them a few hours ago.” 
 
    “How are you going to help steal an empire if you’re constantly worried about my children?” 
 
    “See my previous statement.” 
 
    “Then my first order of business will be to get a nanny or babysitter,” I say. 
 
    Dele clearly doesn’t agree with that but doesn’t bother to address it. Instead, she finally answers my original question. “I don’t have one.” 
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   O f fucking course. 
 
    Of fucking course, she doesn’t have any plan or inkling of how we’re going to pull this off. She just said what she needed to say to survive. I should have known. 
 
    “How do you not have one?” I growl. 
 
    Dele shrugs. “Well, it wasn’t exactly my plan to decide to take down a billionaire crime lord the last two years. I wasn’t even sure you were alive. My plan was to stay in hiding and hope no one ever noticed.” 
 
    “You’re nowhere near that optimistic.” 
 
    “Optimism was all I had for a while. Besides. I only hoped no one would notice until I could teach them how to shoot and defend themselves.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something we agree on,” I drawl. “So you don’t even know if it’s possible to take Pray down.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have agreed if you didn’t think it could be pulled off.” 
 
    “I do. But it would be insanely complicated. You think if it were so simple, I wouldn’t have done it myself yet?” 
 
    “So you’ve thought about it before now?” 
 
    “Yes. Hypothetically,” I add. “There’s just a lot of moving pieces to it.” 
 
    “Then tell me what the moving pieces are. You were going to have to tell me anyway. I’ve been hiding in a little backwoods town in Canada for two years. I’m hopelessly out of touch with what’s going on. So explain it to me. And maybe we’ll figure something out along the way.” 
 
    She’s right, but also, I can’t help but think this is her way of being reasonably defiant of me. Hopefully, I’ll be able to train that out of her once we arrive to our destination. 
 
    “Where do you want me to start?” 
 
    “Exactly how far does Pray’s influence spread?” 
 
    “A lot further than Phae’s notes. It’s not even the beginning. He’s got deals with politicians. Police departments. Private militias. Some old mafia connections. Other international crime bosses. You name it, he’s got it. And it’s all a delicate web of connections and bribes that all lead back to him. The only reason I’m headed to my estate with you right now instead of headed to go kill him is because even I understand what a fragile ego-system he’s created. If I kill him, this whole operation falls apart and turns into a bunch of feuding sects warring for power.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t even follow the infamous Viper? Aren’t you his chief lieutenant?” 
 
    I huff. “As far as any of them are concerned, I’m little more than an attack dog who shows up when it’s time to chop heads and retreats to the shadows. Most of them don’t even know my civilian identity.” 
 
    “They don’t know your civilian identity?” she asks. 
 
    “I wear a mask during missions.” 
 
    She smirks. “What are you? Batman?” 
 
    I ignore her comment and continue, “If I killed Pray now, I’d be just an assassin that went rogue. And that’s without mentioning the people that Pray pushed out the business when he took over. They’d definitely push to get some of their territories back.” 
 
    “So… hypothetically speaking,” Dele began, “What was your plan?” 
 
    “While Pray is popular among his more elite lieutenants like the politicians and people of influence he pays off, he’s not particularly popular among the ranks of his militias and the people who do his grunt work. They don’t like how he never gets his hands dirty. How he acts like he’s above them. If I can get all of them on my side, everyone else will fall in line with the threat of force.” 
 
    “And his elite lieutenants?” 
 
    “They just need a show of absolute force and control. They’ll fall in line if I show that.” 
 
    “Can you guarantee that?” 
 
    “Not in particular.” 
 
    “Then it’s not enough. Pray did this because he had everyone in place to do his exact bidding once he eliminated all his competition. He persuaded people to his side. Including people in government positions to push the narrative that it was all a criminal organization disguised as a grassroots, community-based organization at the center of all the violence and war. So you need to do the same thing. And that’s going to require you not to be a reclusive assassin who only shows his face when it’s time for a head to roll.” 
 
    “I can’t just allow myself to be seen in public.” 
 
    “Viper can’t. But Adrian can.” 
 
    That’s a person that I haven’t been in a long time. I was hardly able to maintain the illusion of that person when I ambushed Dele at her job. 
 
    “We can figure out the details at another time. The real question is, where do you fit in all this? Tell me why you deserve to be my equal partner.” 
 
    She smirked, eyes alight with amusement. “I bet all those people Pray pushed out, all those people he betrayed? They’re probably pretty pissed at him. I’m sure you’re not the only person Pray made promises to and then lied to. What if I could rally those people to join us? Not only would Pray have an opposition from the inside, but also an opposition from the outside.” 
 
    “Sounds to me like you’re proposing another mass turf war,” I point out. 
 
    “I actually wasn’t… but now that you say it…” Dele trails off. 
 
    “That actually might work,” I say. “Distract him with an outside threat so he doesn’t see the one building on the inside.” 
 
    It’s going to be convoluted and take a lot of planning. Years of planning. But it’s a plan that can work. 
 
    She leans back with Lady still in her lap and says, “Told you if we talked through it, we’d figure it out.” 
 
    “We are far from having this all figured out,” I say gravely. “What we have is a bare-bones skeletal plan that we’ve now got to fill in.” 
 
    “It’s going to take weeks. And long planning isn’t something you were ever particularly good at,” she reminds. 
 
    “It works in my favor this time.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Dele, how long has it been since you were in a fight? How long has it been since you’ve even had a decent workout beyond rocking two babies to sleep at night?” 
 
    She doesn’t answer. Not that I need her to. 
 
    “I watched you,” I begin. “I watched you for five entire days from an outdoor café only two doors down from where you worked.” 
 
    I allow time to let the realization dawn on her. For her eyes to widen and her mouth to fall open that all that time, I’d been watching her. And she’d been non-the-wiser.  
 
    “I watched you for five days, and not once did you look over your shoulder and notice me. You’re lucky I wanted information from you first. You’re lucky I wanted to look into your eyes and for you to know it was me when I killed you. Because otherwise, you would have been a dead woman.” 
 
    She doesn’t say anything. Because there is nothing to say. She knows that I’m telling the truth. Because back when she took undercover ops and recons for the Soles amongst gangsters, traffickers, dirty cops, and politicians, if she’d even been half as unaware as she was the days I watched her, she would have long been dead. 
 
    “I couldn’t live my life in paranoia,” she finally says. 
 
    “Paranoia is one thing. But you were just downright unobservant. You’ve lost your edge, Bell.” 
 
    “Do you want me to apologize for that? I was in hiding. Practicing even half the shit I did before would have drawn attention.” 
 
    “No need to apologize,” I assure. “Just making you aware.” 
 
    “I’m certain that’s not all.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not,” I say and allow my face to stretch into a smirk. I lean forward, careful not to jostle my sleeping son in my arms. “I’m going to personally make sure you get your edge back. I’m going to expose your every weakness. I’m going to wear you to the bone until you think there’s nothing left.” I lean back again. “We’ll see if you’re really as capable of being equal to me as you say you are.” 
 
    Dele’s eyes light up. Not with fear like anyone else might. Because I meant what I said. I’m not going to be nice. I’m going to push every physical boundary that Dele thought she might have ever had and then some. And Dele knows I will. Just like she knew I had every intention of killing her. And yet, despite knowing that, her eyes light up with excited thrill at the prospect of a challenge. Like a child excited for Christmas day. 
 
    She must have been really bored at that bookstore the last two years. 
 
    “And if I prove I am? If I survive it?” 
 
    I meet her fiery gaze and feel something just as fiery rise inside me. Something wild and thrilling and electrifying that now kindled can’t ever be doused. I don’t know what it is. But I want to find out. 
 
    “Then, by the time I’m done with you,” I say, “you’re going to be unstoppable. You’re going to be vicious, Bell. And once I unleash you out into the world, you are going to give all our enemies hell.” 
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   V iper’s estate is on a private island, a massive come-up from the small one-bedroom apartment he used to rent. Or even the larger but still modest three-bedroom house he moved into with Phaedra once they got married. There’s nothing modest about the size of his new estate. From a quick glance from the window on Vipers jet, there’s a courtyard, perfect for training, dedicated sections or apartments connected by halls or walks in between them, and a personal beach. 
 
    But despite the apparent opulence from the outside, the inside is surprisingly minimalist and empty. Well, maybe empty isn’t the right word. It just looks shockingly unlived in. But maybe that’s normal for a single bachelor whose secret job is an enforcer and killer. Maybe that’s how my old apartment looked. Just me. No long-term romantic partners. Almost never home. I can’t be sure. It’s been so long since then it almost doesn’t feel like it was my life. Because now my life is two noisy toddlers who are always leaving a blanket or a half-finished snack-bowl or toy or something else wherever they go. So, of course, Viper’s estate feels empty and bare to me. 
 
    It’s quiet. Too quiet for even so early in the morning. But Viper doesn’t seem bothered by it as he leads me to the main living areas of the estate if the mental map I conjured from looking out the window of the jet is right. He leads me into a room that’s probably bigger than any place I’ve ever lived on my own. 
 
    “Will this due?” 
 
    “More than,” I say as I go over to the bed to lay Lady down on it. “It was just me, them, and a twin-sized bed for the longest. They still don’t consistently sleep on their own.” 
 
    Wherever we are, it’s still very early in the morning, and the twins will be sleeping for a few hours. Which means they can mostly maintain their schedule and the next few days won’t be them cranky and crying while they get used to the new hours. 
 
    I hold out my arms to take Leon from Viper. He reluctantly allows me. 
 
    As I’m settling Leon, he says, “I guess I’ll have to let that arrangement stand until I can prepare a place for them to keep them away from you.” 
 
    He’s still got it in his head that he’s going to force me to cede the twins to him. Well, he’s got another thing coming if he thinks I’m just going to let him do that without a fight. 
 
    “If you think that I’m letting you take my kids away from me to let you raise on your own for even ten seconds, then you have lost whatever sanity you have left.” 
 
    Because he may not have killed Phae, but I haven’t forgotten for even a second what he did to Phae when she was trying to get away from him. As far as I’m concerned, he forfeited his right to the twins at that moment. 
 
    “And what can you do to stop me?” 
 
    That gives me pause. Because Viper holds all the cards here. He’s their biological father. For all intents and purposes, he’s an upstanding citizen. I lived under the alias of Dee Tin for two years and forged three birth certificates and a passport while my real identity has been a ghost for the past two years. If Viper took this court, I’d have no hope of winning. No matter how much the twins called me mommy. 
 
    Viper won’t go that route, though. Because he couldn’t do that and hide me from Pray. But he could force me. Everyone on this island works for him. It would be a matter of giving an order, and knowing that their lives are on the line, they would follow it. Which only means that I’ll just have to change his mind. Again. I’ve already pushed my luck with that in the last day or so, though. Because Viper, no matter what kind of man he is, is a stubborn man once he sets his mind to something. Damn near tunnel-visioned. It’s a strength. But also a weakness. That’s something to worry about later, though. 
 
    Right now, changing his mind is the only thing I can do. And that’s not going to happen right now. 
 
    Instead, I shrug and say, “You think you’re tough until you’ve got two crying toddlers on your hands with no concept of patience or decorum screaming for what they want.” 
 
    I start to take off my jacket to fall into bed next to the twins, even if sleep likely won’t come to me any time soon. Before Viper can reply to that, the door opens. And in walks a woman who appears to be in her early thirties. She’s wearing a stylish but practical one-piece pantsuit, flat shoes, and has her blonde hair pulled into a messy bun. 
 
    Upon seeing me standing in front of Viper, she quickly begins to back out of the room. 
 
    “It’s not what you think, Eileen,” Viper says. 
 
    The woman stops. She looks at me first, and then her gaze falls to the children on the bed. She looks back at Viper. 
 
    “There was a change of plans,” Viper says as the only explanation. 
 
    If there’s one thing I’ve learned over the years, it’s that it’s always good to get to know the servants. They know a lot more than their employers usually give them credit for. 
 
    “I’m Dele,” I say, extending my hand to the woman. 
 
    “Eileen. I’m the manager of this estate,” she says and looks at Viper in askance. 
 
    “Then I suppose it would be more to my benefit to ask you for anything I may need than him,” I say, not giving Viper a chance to say anything. “If I give you a list of things for myself and the children, would you be able to get them for me?” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Viper drawls dryly, his Texas accent poking through for the first time since I’ve seen him. “Mi casa es su casa.” 
 
    “Well, you didn’t think you were going to be able to keep me and the children here without any provisions.” 
 
    “My children, no. You are little more than a prisoner, right now.” 
 
    “Equal partners, Viper,” I remind. 
 
    “That remains to be seen, Bell.” Then he rolls his eyes and says, “Viper is a codename that no one calls me unless I’m on a job. I still go by Adrian.” 
 
    I know that. But calling him Viper makes things easier for me. Keeps me from falling into the complicated, nebulous web of feelings that our relationship was before all this. Not that he needs to know that. Nor do I want him to know that. Just another thing he could possibly use against me. So I ignore him and look at Eileen. 
 
    Eileen looks at Viper with a raised eyebrow in askance. 
 
    “Get her whatever she asks for,” Viper asks. “Within reason. No weapons. And be discreet. The last thing I need is Pray finding out I’m spending money on clothes and items for a woman and children.” 
 
    “And can you direct me to where the kitchens are?” I ask. “They’ll be up soon and will be wanting breakfast.” 
 
    Eileen looks over at Viper again. 
 
    “She has free range of this part of the estate. Anywhere else she goes will only be by my express orders.” 
 
    “In that case, I’m going to need a tour. You know. So I can know where I’m allowed to go and all that.” 
 
    “I’ll get someone to—” 
 
    “You do it, Eileen,” Viper snaps. “And don’t take your fucking eyes off her. She’s a tricky one.” 
 
    To the normal onlooker, Viper’s told me nothing. But Viper has told me something very important about Eileen with that one sentence. Her skillset is a lot more than just managing Viper’s estate. Because rusty or not, I can still take down the average person in a fight. So in order for Eileen to be able to do anything about me, she’d have to have at least the same ability. Seems like Viper knows the value of good help too. Because apparently, his servants double as spies when he has people in his home. 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready,” Eileen begins, but I cut her off. 
 
    “I’m ready now,” I say. 
 
    If she finds that suspicious, she doesn’t say. She just exchanges a look with Viper and then nods at me to follow her. 
 
    I’d initially pegged Eileen as the silent observer type. The way servants who double as spies are typically trained to be. But she surprises me as she leads me into the entry hall to begin the tour. 
 
    “Tell me about yourself, Dele,” she says. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll learn everything you need to know about me from your employer.” 
 
    She laughs. “Adrian will tell me everything that he wants me to know but not everything I need to know.” 
 
    “And what do you need to know?” 
 
    Eileen pauses and turns to look at me. “He left in a hurry to go kill you. Instead, you come back alive and with what I’m presuming are his kids in tow. Kids that aren’t biologically yours.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” I say, deciding to capitalize on her lack of knowledge of my past with Viper. 
 
    “I don’t. But I do know that he loved his wife.” 
 
    “And how do you know that?” 
 
    “Adrian likes to take petite, soft-spoken women with brown hair and brown eyes to his bed,” Eileen says bluntly. 
 
    “The only thing that proves is that his love for her may have been more of an obsession than anything. So how do you really know that?” 
 
    Eileen gives a small smile. “I knew her personally. She spoke very highly of you.” 
 
    “She never spoke about you.” 
 
    “Our friendship wasn’t public for professional reasons.” 
 
    That doesn’t surprise me. Phae had been a journalist, and some of her relationships might have called into question the reliability of her writings if they were well known. Her marriage to Adrian had even been something kept quiet until the end. 
 
    “Regardless, you could say her high opinions of you make me even more curious as to why you’re here. With a man like my employer.” 
 
    “Phae didn’t have many people she called friends. So if you were, I could ask you the same thing.” 
 
    Eileen doesn’t miss a beat. “So you’re using him for an ulterior motive.” 
 
    “That a crime?” 
 
    “No. He’s clearly getting something from you, though he hasn’t told me what yet, so why not? The question is, what is it that you want?” 
 
    “I think the real question is, why do you need to know?” 
 
    Because something tells me that wanting to know what my motives are is outside the scope of Eileen’s employment. But maybe not outside the scope of her own ulterior motives. 
 
    Eileen may be confident in whatever her abilities are, but not so confident that she thinks for a second that I haven’t figured that out. 
 
    “Why I need to know depends on if your motives are going to interfere with mine.” 
 
    I look at Eileen. There aren’t a lot of reasons why a woman like her would subject herself to working for Viper. Power, maybe. Favor with Pray… But if she wanted that, she could have gone and worked for him herself. Not to mention one of the quickest ways to do that would be to turn me in. No. If that’s what she wanted, she wouldn’t be here. Certainly not asking me these blunt questions. But I’d need to know more about her to know what she might be after. And I know nothing about her… except for one thing. 
 
    “Phae was your friend. You don’t buy the official story to how she died. That’s why you’re here.” Then, “Our ulterior motives might actually align then. But I’ll let your employer tell you about that.” 
 
    Eileen gives me an appraising look before she turns and walks me past the staircase that we just descended, down some steps, and through an archway into the kitchen. 
 
    “The women Adrian tends to shy away from,” she says abruptly, “are ones slightly taller than the average woman with wavy dark hair and expressive eyes. I wasn’t sure why until I saw you.” 
 
    “Well, I did try to kill him.” 
 
    “And yet, here you are. Decidedly not dead.” 
 
    “Guess I had something good enough to offer.” 
 
    “Or maybe, you have a hold over him that you’re unaware of.” 
 
    “Is this the part where you warn me about him or something?” 
 
    “I don’t think I need to warn you,” she says. “However, I will say that I know my employer well. You’d do well to use whatever hold you have over him to your advantage while you have it. Because while he can be charming when he wants to be, Adrian is not a kind man, and he has little patience for games. And when he is patient, they can only hold his attention for so long.” 
 
    For someone who wasn’t warning me, she sure sounds like she’s warning me. The only other possible explanation is that she’s trying to help me. 
 
    “Duly noted,” I say. “Thank you.” 
 
    She gives me a look like she doesn’t believe it but nods and continues with the tour. 
 
    I am grateful. Truly. Though not in the way that she thinks. It’s not particularly a revelation that Viper has no patience for games and is an impatient man. He was that before he became a ruthless killer working for a billion-dollar criminal empire. It’s also not a revelation that he’s no longer a kind man. But what is a revelation is the hold I apparently have on him. So much so that he won’t fuck a woman who has any of my physical features. 
 
    After all this time, I am a forbidden fruit to him. Just out of his reach. 
 
    Eileen thinks she only told me what she wanted me to know. But she’s given me so much more. Because now, I know how to prove my point to Viper. About my apprehension of him keeping the twins. About exactly how equal I am to him and that he stands to learn just as much from me as I apparently need to learn from him. 
 
    I’m going to do it by doing the exact opposite of what Eileen has suggested and use my hold instead to apparent my disadvantage. 
 
    I’m going to test exactly the boundaries of this hold I apparently have on Viper.  
 
    And if I’m right about him, Viper’s going to fail miserably. 
 
    And if I play my cards right, by the time I’m done, not only will I cement the fact that Viper needs me. I’m going to prove myself indispensable. 
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Viper 
 
   I ’m not surprised when Eileen approaches me in my office. She stands directly in front of my face. Taciturn in expression as she always tends to be while she waits for me to acknowledge her. 
 
    “If you have something to say, Eileen, don’t waste my time or yours just standing there,” I say. 
 
    “What’s your purpose for bringing that girl here?” she asks bluntly, straight to the point as always. 
 
    “You’re not going to ask me who she is?” 
 
    “Adele Martin. Mostly goes by Dele. Worked as an agent for the Soles, the independent organization dedicated to ending the violence that resulted from the most recent drug wars and being neutral arbiters between the mafias and mobsters in general. She was one of their top agents and was frequently paired with you on operations before you switched sides. Assumed dead or MIA with all the other Soles. Armed. Dangerous. To be apprehended alive or dead if recognized. Or course, her bounty is bigger if she’s brought in alive.” 
 
    Eileen is nothing if not thorough. Of course, she’d done her own research on Dele with her own contacts before approaching me about her. Probably right after I ran off all of a sudden when I got a lead to where she might be. 
 
    “Before you answer my first question, though, who is she to you?” 
 
    “Didn’t you just answer that?” 
 
    “I answered who she is. That doesn’t answer who she is to you.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “Is that an invitation to take guesses?” 
 
    If Eileen were anyone else, I’d probably shoot them right now. But Eileen is discreet and can go places and find people to go places where I can’t be seen. As either of my identities. Besides, she asks for nothing unless she needs it, and she says nothing unless she thinks I need to know to fulfill the parameters of her employment to me. Hence why I know her asking about Dele isn’t for the sake of spreading petty gossip with the other servants. 
 
    When I take too long to answer, she starts taking guesses. 
 
    “If it were anyone else but you, I’d peg her as an ex-lover. But that would have to mean that you were with her while you were married to Phae. And you’re nothing if not loyal and true to your word unless given a reason to break it. And Phae didn’t, as far as I know. She was wholly dedicated to you.” 
 
    She says it as a matter of fact. But Eileen was one of Phae’s closest friends despite the fact that their friendship wasn’t public knowledge. That and a reliable source for Phae’s articles being that Eileen is an ex-CIA operative. Regardless, it was always very clear to me that she had and still has strong opinions about my relationship with the woman she considered her best friend. Though, Eileen mostly kept them to herself and (wisely) still does. 
 
    “She was a friend. Or I thought she was until she shot me in the chest and left me to die,” I answer. 
 
    “And yet, she’s here. With you and Phae’s supposedly dead children in tow.” 
 
    Of course, she would have noticed that too. 
 
    “You weren’t lovers. But you were almost. Weren’t you?” Eileen asks. 
 
    Her ability to read and puzzle out people and their relationships is what makes Eileen such a valuable operative. Especially under the cover as a simple estate manager when I’m hosting guests for legitimate and illegitimate business purposes. But it’s irritating when she turns that observation on me. Especially when she gets so close to the truth in her guesses. 
 
    I decide to distract her from the irrelevant truth about me and Dele’s history to the more relevant and pressing one. 
 
    “I’m bringing her on as a partner.” 
 
    “A partner for what.” 
 
    “It’s better that you stay out of it for now.” 
 
    “That’s only saying that I’m eventually going to be part of it, so you may as well tell me.” 
 
    Dele and I haven’t even worked out the kinks of how we’re going to pull this off. How she’s going to get a bunch of pushed out and disenfranchised criminal families and businesses on her side and eventually on my side. How I’m going to endear myself to and gain the respect of Pray’s allies so they’ll turn on him to side with me. This whole operation is still more of an idea than a plan. But Eileen’s right. I’m going to need her on my side for this. May as well let her in the know and see her reaction. At least if she learns it from me and takes it poorly, I can get rid of her early on before she can sabotage anything with her propensity for seamlessly inserting herself in places she isn’t wanted. 
 
    “She’s here because we have the same invested interests in taking out Pray and stealing both his businesses from him.” 
 
    If Eileen is surprised, she doesn’t show it. Just tilts her head and asks, “And what brought this on?” 
 
    If it were anyone else, I’d tell them it was none of their business. Let them think it was the normal power tripping and competition that inevitably happens when you’re in this business. But she wouldn’t believe it. She just got through calling me loyal. So she would know there’s a reason. Not only that, as one of the few real friends my dead wife had, she probably deserves to know. 
 
    “Pray killed Phae. “ 
 
    “You have proof?” 
 
    “Dele had it. It was in some things Phae left behind with her when she fled with my children.” 
 
    Eileen says nothing for a very long time. Just gives me a considering look. Then she cracks a small smile and says, “I knew if anyone would get to the bottom of what happened to Phae, it would be you.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow at her. “You sound like you were counting on this.” 
 
    She shrugs. “I have a lot of opinions about you and Phae, but one thing I did know is that you would never let her go when there was so much left unsettled. I knew eventually you’d come to your senses and do something about it. Though… I never anticipated that it would be like this.” 
 
    “Explains why you latched yourself onto me after Phae died. So much for it not being good to grieve alone.” 
 
    “All that was true.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t negate that you’ve had an ulterior motive all this time.” 
 
    “Speaking of ulterior motives,” Eileen says, smoothly transitioning away from any accusations that she’s just been biding time for her own closure. “Don’t underestimate Dele.” 
 
    “I, of all people, know that.” 
 
    “I don’t think you do. Not only is she wicked smart and observant, but she’s also under no illusion about what kind of person you are. Your normal tricks for getting people to submit to you aren’t going to work on her.” 
 
    “You gathered all that from a house tour?” 
 
    “No. I gathered all that from the fact that you went to kill her, and somehow, she got you to change your mind and bring her here.” 
 
    “She’s not dead because I decided she’s more use to me alive right now.” 
 
    “Did you decide? Or did she?” Eileen asks. She stands from her seat. “Just something to think about with her.” 
 
    “Are you saying I should be on the lookout for her stabbing me in the back?” 
 
    “She’s not the type of girl that would stab you in the back. She’d do it from the front, and you would still never see it coming. Keeping her alive was a good call.” 
 
    That said, Eileen dismisses herself from the room. 
 
    Eileen has only more or less confirmed everything I already knew about Dele. She’s easy to underestimate but the last one that anyone should. Including me. Which is why I’ve got to make sure that Dele knows that she can call herself my partner all day to relive some fantasy of a life before there were three attempts to kill each other between us. But in this? I’m going to be the one calling the shots. No matter how difficult she makes it for me. 
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Viper 
 
   I t’s no surprise to me that Dele fights me the next morning as I relay to her what our schedule for the next few weeks is going to look like. 
 
    “That’s not going to work,” she says. 
 
    “And why won’t it.” 
 
    She glares at me over her coffee mug and asks, “When are either of us going to have any time to spend being parents to the children we’re supposedly doing all this for?” 
 
    “If you’re worried about Lady and Leon being looked after, Eileen has assured me that the maids will be able to help with that.” 
 
    “It’s not about maids,” Dele says. “It’s about the fact that what will all this be for if your children grow up to hate you because all they wanted was for their dad to spend time with them instead of on some supposedly righteous crusade to beat a man who as far as they know has never done anything to them.” 
 
    “Except kill their mother.” 
 
    “A mother who they’ll never know, and a father they might not ever know because he spends all his time focusing on getting revenge on the man responsible for that.” 
 
    “A necessary sacrifice.” 
 
    “A sacrifice that wouldn’t have had to be made in the first place if not for your actions in the first place.” 
 
    She gazes coldly at me and doesn’t break contact. Doesn’t crack a smile or a smirk or give away anything beyond that cold expression. I clench my jaw and grit my teeth, wanting nothing more than to reach over the table and wring her neck. But that’s probably not the best idea given what she’s accusing me of right now, and especially not in front of Leon and Lady. Because regardless of how I feel about it, they have an attachment to her. And I imagine trying to kill her in front of them isn’t good for their underdeveloped minds. 
 
    “My actions had nothing to do with Phae’s death. She would have died regardless.” 
 
    “After you gave Pray the power to do it,” Dele says. Then, “Tell me, Viper. Why do you think Phae never came to you with what she found? Even after she knew for months that Pray planned to kill her and make it seem like she died in childbirth? Why didn’t she tell you that?” 
 
    My coffee mug shatters in my hand. 
 
    Dele looks at the shattered cup and my hand dispassionately. 
 
    “That’s the second time I’ve seen you do that within forty-eight hours. Maybe you should get that hand checked out.” 
 
    I ignore the shattered mug and her flippant remark as I say, “I really don’t care what objections you have. They’re my children. I’ll raise them how I want. You will meet me in the courtyard at dawn tomorrow so I can personally assess how dreadful you’ve become at defending yourself.” 
 
    I don’t wait for Dele to answer as I walk away from her. I have no time to deal with her stubbornness and petty defiance. 
 
    However, it seems like Dele is determined to force me to make time. Because the next morning, she doesn’t show. Predictable. But infuriating nonetheless, and I’m going to make sure she knows it. 
 
    I open the door to her room carefully because the twins still sleep in bed with her, and I have no desire to disturb them in getting to Dele. But Dele isn’t there, and I hear no one in the bathroom. If she’d made her way down to training late, I would have run into her on the way. Which only infuriates me more because this means that she’s awake and deliberately doing something else knowing I’m expecting her. 
 
    “Where is she?” I ask Eileen, who is awake as she always is at this time, watching the news to glean what’s going on in the world based on what they’re not saying in their reports. 
 
    “She’s in what’s going to be the twin’s room,” the woman says without missing a beat. 
 
    I say nothing else and head to the room. Directly adjacent from both her room and my own. I don’t know why I didn’t think to look there before. 
 
    When I walk into the room, she’s got a bunch of boxes open around her with parts for the beds for the twins scattered about. 
 
    “Good morning, Viper,” she says dryly. She takes a sip of her coffee and then puts it down on the floor before turning her full attention to the instructions. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Building the twins’ beds,” she says blithely. 
 
    “Clearly,” I snap. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “I really don’t.” 
 
    “You were supposed to meet me in the courtyard this morning.” 
 
    “I distinctly remember never agreeing to that.” 
 
    “I didn’t give you a choice in the matter.” 
 
    “Pretty sure that’s not what equal partners means.” 
 
    “Because we are not equal,” I growl. “I don’t know what kind of fantasy you imagined this alliance to be. But we aren’t partners anymore. You do what I say. We both get what we want out of this.” 
 
    “And I don’t know what kind of power-tripping fantasy you thought this was going to be. But when I said equal partners, I meant equal or not at all.” 
 
    “Bell,” I say in a low tone as I take a step toward her. “Get up right now or else.” 
 
    Her eyes light up at the challenge. 
 
    “That’s all you got? Or else? What are you? An eight-year-old? Actually, let me not insult eight-year-olds. Leon and Lady come up with better threats than—” 
 
    I reach down to grab her. Apparently, she wasn’t as oblivious to my rage as she acted like she was because she ducks out my reach. She’s quick. But not as quick as she used to be. Because the next time, I manage to grab her, push her against the wall, and hold her there while holding my forearm against her throat. 
 
    She’s not at all daunted, though. There’s a smile playing on her lips. Like she’s getting off on this. Maybe she is. Because I can’t say there’s not something titillating and immensely gratifying about having her pinned against the wall like this. There was a time I’d contemplated it. Contemplated stripping her naked after a spar like this and fucking her senseless. But only contemplated. Back when there was everything but enmity between us. I certainly don’t contemplate it now. No matter how much having her pinned this way reminds me of a time when I did. 
 
    I put the thought out of my mind and say, “You used to be a lot quicker than that, Bell. You want to be my equal, but you can’t even last five seconds in a tussle before I have you pinned.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “Then why, Bell, do you continue to insist on this petty display of open defiance? Why do you continue to tempt my temper?” 
 
    “To prove a point.” 
 
    “A point?” 
 
    “Because for a man who says he can restrain himself, it only took two days and a bit of childish defiance and name-calling to rile you right up and lose your temper just like I knew you would,” she says. 
 
    “If this is some type of bid to convince me to be a kinder, more gentler man, then you’ve failed. I know I’m not a kind man or a gentle one. Sorry to break it to you.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to be kind or gentle. I want your rage. It’s an asset. But only when you know how to control. Know when there’s a time to unleash it and a time to keep it in. Because if you lose your temper over this, what are you going to do if Pray suspects you, and you have to throw him off? How are you not going to shoot one of the allies we need if you lose it at every slight? How are any of the people we need to turn from Pray’s side going to see you as anything more than an attack dog foaming at the mouth?” 
 
    I don’t want to admit it. Fuck, I really don’t want to admit it. But she’s right. If we’re going to pull this off, I can’t fly off the handle and be ready to kill someone at every slight or disrespect, even if Pray has always let me. Let me because he’s never had any intention of passing this down to me. He’s always planned to rule his criminal empire, die with most people being oblivious to his misdeeds, and leaving those behind to duke it out for what remains. The attack dog is the only thing that Pray has ever intended me to be. And I have to be everything he didn’t intend if I want to win his game. 
 
    “By the way, Viper. You should probably be more aware of your surroundings and not make careless mistakes when you’re pissed.” 
 
    “What are you--?” 
 
    Suddenly, I feel pain in the side of my abdomen and look down to see that Dele has stabbed me. With a fucking boxcutter of all things. How the fuck did I miss that in her hand? When the fuck did she manage to get it into her hands? 
 
    I let go of her. She sinks to the floor, letting go of the boxcutter as she does so. 
 
    “You really fucking stabbed me,” I say as I hold onto the wound to try to stay the bleeding. 
 
    “Stop whining. It’s not that deep. Probably won’t even scar.” 
 
    I know that. Still doesn’t mean she didn’t stab me. 
 
    “I may have a lot to learn from you, but you have a lot to learn from me. Starting with getting that fucking temper under control. The only times I’ve managed to get a lucky shot on you, it was because you were so tunnel-visioned in your rage, you forgot your surroundings,” she says. 
 
    She says that like she’s always taken advantage of my temper to beat me or take me by surprise when it’s only been twice. But it happened. And one of those times, I nearly died by her hands from it. 
 
    It’s resourcefulness like this that’s going to help us take everything Pray has and then kill him. And I’ve never met anyone as resourceful as Dele can be. Not even Eileen, despite how skilled she is. But fuck if this woman is going to be an entire pain in my ass because of it. And I won’t be able to kill her for it. Because not only would it give her the satisfaction of being right about my inability to show restraint, I need her. She’s indispensable just by virtue of knowing me so well, even after all this time, that she can expose my weaknesses to me and then help me cover them. 
 
    I don’t know whether I’m enraged or impressed. Probably a little of both. 
 
    “So. Equal partners?” she asks. 
 
    I take it back. She’s not just resourceful. She’s downright devious when she wants to be, and if I keep underestimating her, if I don’t start looking for her ulterior motives and her slights of hand, this woman may be the death of me one day.  
 
    I can’t say the idea is unappealing. 
 
    “Equal partners,” I say grudgingly. 
 
    She smirks. The smirk that I taught her when she was a skinny little teenager that could hardly throw a punch. 
 
    “Good. Now let’s train before the twins wake up, and we have to feed them breakfast.” 
 
    “The maids can do that.” 
 
    “They could. But if you’re so determined to keep your kids, I’m going to turn you into a quarter of a decent father before I hand them over to you.” 
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Dele 
 
   B efore all this, when Viper was just Adrian, and I was just Bell to him, and we were both practically vigilante agents working to take down a ruthless drug ring, it was common for us to train together. Wyan, our mutual mentor, always paired us up. Because I was such a little thing as a teenager, and Adrian was six foot four of lean muscle mass, and Wyan thought it was important that I learned how to fight someone that was much bigger than me and much stronger. Because at that point, just about anyone and everyone I might have encountered would have been much bigger and stronger than me. Even after I got my growth spurt late and shot up to five nine. 
 
    Training with Adrian taught me how to make my size my strength. To not take a larger opponent head-on. To use my smaller mass and agility against their larger mass and slowness against them. To not let them catch me. To strike hard and fast and then get out the way. To not resist if they did catch me. Because I would almost never be able to overpower someone enough to do that. But to go with the flow of an attack. They grab me, then surprise them by allowing myself to be pulled in. They push me away, then take a step back without stumbling and make them stumble instead. Wear them out. Last longer, fight longer. Make your weaknesses work for you. And most important, learn how to take a hit, not miss a beat, and keep fighting. Because in the hardest fights, you were never going to get away without taking a few hits. The important thing was knowing which hits you can take while still winning. 
 
    It was challenging and exhausting, and I was always being pushed to my limits. But Adrian was always there to lend a hand to help me get back up and always made sure to know my limitations and not force me beyond my breaking point. 
 
    Now, as Viper, it seems he’s made it his mission to find that breaking point. 
 
    Because he trained with me back when I was at my former peak, he knows every trick I’ve ever used and turns them back against me. I think he’s going to pull, and he changes gears and uses my forward momentum against me to push instead and make me stumble. He grabs me, I don’t resist, and instead of loosening his grip, he holds me even tighter. I reach what I know is my limit, what I know is my threshold, and he makes me get back up and keep going. He doesn’t just want me to know how to take a hit and brush it off. He wants me to know how to take a thousand hits, brush it off, and keep going and going and going until he decides the job is done. And when I can’t get up, when I’m so exhausted and achy that it’s physically and mentally tasking to force myself off the ground, he doesn’t lend a hand. 
 
    There were many days where I wanted to throw a practical tantrum (I did once. After a long day of training the prior day, Viper forced me to get up and train after just a couple of hours of sleep after staying up all night with two sick toddlers who refused to let even Viper’s kindest and gentle maids take care of them. Toddlers who weren’t yet comforted by their father’s strong but gentle embrace), scream (Did that too after he put me in a hunger games style simulation for an entire forty-eight hours on the opposite end of his private island with his agents hunting me in a kill or be killed simulation), and cry (I will never give him the satisfaction. No matter how cruel he is to me or what torment he puts me through). 
 
    Simply put, his training is excruciating. 
 
    There is no weakness Viper will overlook. No boundary he won’t push to break me. 
 
    He is ruthless. 
 
    He is unforgiving. 
 
    And if I hated him before, there isn’t a word to quantify what I feel for him now. Especially because he enjoys every single second of my suffering. 
 
    It makes me rethink if I was wrong in my harsh assessment of his ability to show restraint. Because although he always pushes me beyond any limits I can imagine, he never pushes me to irrevocable harm. And if he thinks he’s pushed me too close to that line, he sends me to a live-in doctor in his employ with a callous, “I don’t need you crippled.” If this is him training me to be a practical human weapon, then maybe I wouldn’t have been too tough in the face of whatever it is he calls torture after all. I’ll never admit that to him, though. 
 
    Sparring his elite security team has gotten too easy for me relatively quickly. I can shoot faster, move faster, and think faster than any of them can ever dream. So Viper has resorted to sparring me himself for a while now. 
 
    And for the umpteenth time fighting him, I land flat on my ass and back. It hurts now, and it’s going to hurt a lot more later. But my sheer frustration and fury as Viper looks down at me with a self-satisfied smile as he takes enjoyment from my pain consumes any awareness or attention I might otherwise give to my pain. 
 
    “You used to be able to last a lot longer against me, Bell,” Viper says as he looks down at me. “How are you going to help me when you can’t take or handle a few minutes with me?” 
 
    “Well, I did spend two years and some change on my ass raising your children.” 
 
    “Excuses,” he says with a shrug of his naked shoulder, shirt discarded barely minutes into this. 
 
    “Fuck you,” I snap in frustration. 
 
    Mostly at myself more than at him. Because he’s right. It is just an excuse. An old one that stopped being relevant once my muscle memory finally kicked in a few weeks into this, and I started to feel like my old self again. But my old self isn’t enough. My old self ran like a coward. And logically, I know I had no choice. But the old me didn’t enjoy running from a fight, even when she had to.  
 
    But it’s not just that. 
 
    Old me isn’t enough. Old me used to know Viper backward and forwards. Could predict where he was going to strike before he struck. Hell, I knew what he was going to do before he knew he was going to do it a lot of days. Now? I can’t rely on that knowledge.  
 
    He’s unpredictable, and I can’t figure out the pattern in his fighting style, his shooting style, his anything anymore. And to be fair, he’s always been a bit unpredictable like that. Unable to be pinned. A wild card that was always impossible to account for all the possibilities of. But that had always been for everyone else. I had always known. And now I don’t. I’m just like everyone else. 
 
    I hate it. 
 
    Not just because that makes being his ally even more potentially dangerous. A ticking time bomb toward him betraying me again if someone comes to him with a better deal. But also something else that I can’t quite place or describe and just makes me even more frustrated. Especially when it seems like he still knows me inside and out. 
 
    “Let’s go again,” he says. 
 
    “Do you ever wear out?” 
 
    “Most women tend to appreciate my stamina.” 
 
    I roll my eyes, find a burst of energy, suddenly flip onto my feet, and try to take him by surprise with my agility by kicking him in the stomach with the heel of my foot. He’s prepared for it and moves quickly. Quicker than a guy with his mass and build should be able to. He grabs my foot. Tries to destabilize me. I lean back on my hands to flip away from him and get upright and just miss knocking him in the chin with my booted foot. Then block a punch, duck out the way of a grab, manage to roll around his side to get behind him, and try to take him out at the knees. But he predicts that. And I expected him to. So when he whirls around to grab me, I’ve already whirled back to where his back is now facing, stood up, and managed to jump and pull myself up until one of my legs are wrapped around his neck, I’m holding his head. 
 
    We tumble forward. 
 
    Viper manages to turn so he falls mostly onto his back and side instead of onto his face. Then he gets my thigh from around his neck, and then he’s on me. Trying to pin me down. I won’t let him. I’ve brought him down, and I’m not going to lose this time. I’m so close. 
 
    From where we are in the open yard behind the villa, Lady’s voice carried from the open window high up in her room. 
 
    “Mommy, I need you.” 
 
    It’s a split-second moment of distraction. A distraction most people wouldn’t have even noticed. By Viper does. In the next split second after my hesitation, he has me pinned onto the ground. On my stomach. 
 
    Usually, if he manages to pin me like this, he lets me immediately get back up. But today, he lingers. 
 
    “You going to move? My daughter needs me.” 
 
    “Not your daughter,” Viper reminds me as he always does when I refer to the twins that way. Never letting me forget that the only one with any real claim over them is him now that he knows about them. 
 
    “Regardless, she’s calling me.” 
 
    “Let her call.” 
 
    “Viper. Get the fuck off me.” 
 
    “No,” he says. “They’re a distraction to you.” 
 
    “They’re not a distraction, you ass. They’re two years old, and they need someone.” 
 
    “They don’t need you. She’s fine.” 
 
    I groan and try to squirm my way out of his grip to no avail. 
 
    “This is why I won’t leave them with you,” I snap. “If this is how you talk about your own children, as a fucking distraction, you’d be shit at raising them.” 
 
    Viper’s grip on me tightens for that. It’s nothing I haven’t already alluded to before in the last few months. But it still never fails to get a rise out of him. Despite the fact that he’s not half bad at being a father. He’s actually not bad at all.  
 
    Viper may be a cruel and violent taskmaster when it comes to training me, but he does care about the twins. Even if he has a hard time showing it. He doesn’t do a lot of smiling and laughing for them. But when Leon wanders into his office after sneaking away from a maid or me, Viper stops what he’s doing to give the toddler his full attention. And he seemed to understand that early on, it was best not to try to force Lady into his proximity when she didn’t want to, even when I encouraged her. He let her come to him when she wanted to. And though he still knows very little about taking care of children, he will call on the maid or even his medic to help him and will stand and watch while they do so. 
 
    But if he can be an ass to me during training and not acknowledge any of my improvements, I’m going to do the same to him. Maybe that’s vicious of me, but my wit and knowing just how to press his buttons is the only advantage I have over him. 
 
    “You have no say in that. They don’t even belong to you. You’re—” 
 
    “Not their mother. You say it all the time. It stopped bothering me the first time you said it.” Lie. “Nothing original to try to hurt my feelings?” 
 
    “They’re mine.” 
 
    “Well, you certainly won’t ever be getting father of the year award considering you weren’t there after they were born.” 
 
    “Because you stole away with them after Phae died and hid them from me.” 
 
    “Because you strangled their mother and almost killed them before they were born.” 
 
    I’m not ever going to let him forget that either. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to do that, and you know it.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. You did.” 
 
    “I just wanted Phae to listen to me. For once, I wanted her to hear me out.” 
 
    “So when your children disagree with you, and they don’t want to listen, you’re going to choke them? Such a way of inspiring my confidence that you aren’t going to hurt them.” 
 
    “I’d never hurt my kids.” 
 
    “Tell that to all the people you betrayed and killed or betrayed and then tried to kill. Like me after Pray tricked you.” 
 
    I’m not exactly sure what I said, but there’s a split second when Viper is distracted and loses his grip on me. I get as much momentum as I can and swing my head backward. He moves back to dodge but also loosens his grip on me enough that I’m able to roll over while under him. I lift my knee up to hit him in the groin or stomach. But because of the way he’s positioned, I knee him right in the chest instead. 
 
    He lets out a grunt and gets off me. It’s not going to work, but I try to slip from under him and pin him to the ground, just like he pinned me. Except on his back. It’s not particularly hard for him to maneuver around. He’s stopped me from doing it before. But today… it works. 
 
    I stare down at him, surprised but not so surprised that I’m loosening any hold I have on him. Because even just a little give will allow him to find a way to get out of this. 
 
    “Still letting petty words get to you,” I say. “You still have a long way to go in this managing your temper thing.” 
 
    But he’s come at least some way. Proven by the fact that he doesn’t seem angry at my words or that I’ve managed to pin him down. Just a little annoyed. 
 
    Finally, he just says, “And as much as I sometimes like to contemplate the possibilities of a position like this, I would appreciate if you moved so that I can get up.” 
 
    “So when I tell you I want to get up, you get to hold me down and do whatever you want. But when I’ve got you pinned, you expect me to move.” 
 
    “You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” Viper says to me. He smirks. “If you’re so eager to stay in this position, then do as you please.” 
 
    For a minute, it’s like nothing has changed. I’m nineteen, and he’s twenty-five and four years married, and we’ve just finished sparing. And it’s one of those times I pin him to the ground or he pins me to the ground, usually after we’ve resorted to grappling on the floor in some wild and unrestrained release of frustration and steam from a mission gone wrong or even a mission gone right. It was usually unreasonably late or ungodly early with no one else around (or no one that would care), and we’d just stay like that for a while. One of us pinned under the other, staring. In a way where if someone who did care walked in on us, it would be easy to brush it off as just getting done with a spar, and not what it really was. Because we both cared about Phae too much to do that to her. 
 
    But everything has changed. There’s a betrayal and three kill attempts on each other between us now. It’ll never be that way again. And I won’t let Viper play on a long-dead possibility of something that was hardly ever a thing in order to try to turn the tables here or distract me. We’re not those people anymore. 
 
    I lift off him. Carefully, in case he decides to try to catch me off guard. Then I make my way back into the house without offering to help him up. Just like he would and has with me. 
 
    I check to see what Lady wants first. Even before I take a shower. Turns out it’s not that important. Just her wanting to see my face when she woke up, and it had been too long before she saw me. Viper was right. She would have been fine. He’s learned his daughter well in the short time he’s known her.  
 
      But even still, I grow nervous at the thought of Viper becoming their full-time father. Because if that happens, if he somehow manages to find a way, that leaves me with nothing. The fact that they want and need me is the only leverage I have to convince Viper to let me be in their lives. Because Viper has forced me to acknowledge one thing loud and clear if I haven’t learned anything else. The children aren’t mine. If they’re staying with anyone, they’re staying with him, and we work out protecting them from Pray from there. But just because I know I won’t have a choice in the end, just because I’ve reluctantly prepared myself for the inevitable, doesn’t mean I won’t fight him on it to the end. 
 
    It doesn’t help that Viper’s right in a way. The twins are a distraction. Even if a welcome one. I’ll never be able to do my part in helping steal Pray’s criminal empire and putting Viper at the top if I’m always worried about their safety. I can’t be their full-time mother while doing this. If Viper will let me at all.  
 
    Lady’s eyes suddenly light up as she looks toward the doorway. 
 
    “Hi, Daddy,” she says. 
 
    I internally cringe at the name. Lady came around to Viper long after Leon, but she was the first to call Viper Daddy. I try not to remember the way Viper's face lit up into what might have been the only genuine smile I’ve seen him give since reuniting with him—hell, maybe even since before we tried to kill each other. 
 
    “Hello, my little princess,” he says as he takes Lady from my arms. 
 
    I reluctantly let him. I don’t want to think he’ll ever hurt the twins, but it’s best not to piss him off when I don’t have to about it. As long as Lady will let him hold her, so will I. 
 
    “We need to finish discussing what we’re going to do about the Soles.” 
 
    I resist the urge to sigh. I don’t know if I have the energy to have that debate with Viper. But I’m going to. Every time he brings it up. I’m going to tell him that the Soles are long gone. Powerless. Their leaders are all dead, and anyone left alive and who might still want revenge isn’t powerful or significant enough to do anything. That, if we play our cards right, the Soles can be a boon to our endeavor. Not a threat. 
 
    Viper vehemently disagrees with me. 
 
    Still, I don’t know if I can muster up the energy for that debate right now. So I sigh and begin, “Can we talk about it after—” 
 
    “Adrian,” Eileen says abruptly as she enters the room. 
 
    “Whatever it is can wait until—” 
 
    “Pray is ten minutes out from arriving to have a meeting with you.” 
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    ray,” Dele asks before I can say anything. “He’s coming here?” 
 
    “Yes,” Eileen answers. 
 
    “For what?” I ask. 
 
    “He wouldn’t say. I assume something he thought couldn’t be said even over a secure line or channel.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I mutter. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” 
 
    “He’d just show up like that? Without warning?” Dele asks. 
 
    I glare at Dele and say pointedly, “This is a fucking crime empire. You don’t just fucking announce when you’re coming like you do if we were running some legitimate business. Pray shows up, and everything better be in order.” 
 
    “He’s done this before? And you didn’t think to mention it to me?” 
 
    “It’s so sporadic and infrequent, I didn’t think I had to mention it.” 
 
    “But you could have so we could have prepared for it.” 
 
    Eileen clears her throat. 
 
    “I don’t have time for this,” I say. “We’ve got to come up with a way for Pray not to know you’re here.” 
 
    “Well, does he usually make a habit of inspecting your personal rooms and living space?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then the only way he’ll know we’re here is if you tell him.” 
 
    “Clearly, you’ve forgotten how toddlers act,” I say. 
 
    I’m never going to complain about the fact that my children are alive and well despite Pray’s efforts. But one thing about children that I didn’t anticipate is that they know nothing about boundaries. A closed door, a blocked-off room, saying “no,” giving them their own area to play in. None of it means anything. They’re spontaneous and loud about everything and can go from peaceful playing with each other one minute to fighting with each other over a toy the next to laid out in the middle of the living room or kitchen or porch or grass after wearing themselves out. 
 
    All it would take is one fucking giggle or one toy that Lady wants that Leon has or even a gnat landing on the window to trigger the two. There’s no way Pray won’t know they’re here. 
 
    “How long is he going to be staying?” 
 
    “A couple of hours at most.” 
 
    “No chance of him spending the night?” 
 
    “Pray is much too paranoid for that. Even with me.” 
 
    “Then do what you always do when he’s here. If you don’t give him any reason to think that anything’s changed, he won’t ask.” 
 
    “You also clearly don’t know, Pray.” 
 
    “Then tell him a partial truth. If he senses something amiss, you tell him about me.” 
 
    “That makes no sense. You—” 
 
    “Tell him that you got a lead to where I was and that when you got there, things didn’t go as planned, and let him fill in the blanks. Because that’s the truth. Things didn’t go as planned. I’m not dead, and technically from a point of view, I did escape.” 
 
    “Bell,” I begin. 
 
    Dele takes Lady from me and then looks me directly in the eye. 
 
    “Viper, we have to prepare for the worst, but we can’t assume it. If this isn’t out of the ordinary, then act ordinary unless he gives you reason to believe otherwise.” I start to say something else, but Dele continues, “You can’t panic, Viper. When you panic, you get angry. And when you’re in a panic and angry, that’s you make mistakes.” 
 
    “I don’t panic.” 
 
    “You do when it comes to your family. Just trust me. You got this.” 
 
    She’s looking at me with determination and confidence in her hazel eyes. And for a brief moment, I’m taken back to before. Before the kill attempts, before the children, before Phae’s death. Back when things had gotten a hell of a lot more complicated because of the mission we’d decided to dedicate our lives to. More so for me than her. But when my life was complicated, it always spilled over to Dele somehow. We would sit on the balcony of her apartment with a pack of her favorite beer between us, and when it seemed like my life and marriage were going to fall apart, she’d say, “Whatever happens, I know you got this, Adrian.” Not many people had that kind of confidence in me. Because I was too temperamental. Too brawns with no brains. Too passionate. Even Phae had her doubts. But never Dele. 
 
    Even now. After all this time. After these last few months reminding me to keep my temper in check, to practice restraint, to never forget the reasons for my failures in the past. She still— 
 
    There’s no time for this. The past is in the past. The only reason I haven’t killed her is that right now, she’s more use to me alive than dead. 
 
    So I simply huff and say, “Trust? You? When the only reason you won’t kill me is that I’m the only thing between Pray trying to kill you and my children? Sure.” 
 
    Dele rolls her eyes and turns to set Lady on the ground and take Leon out of his crib. 
 
    “Adrian,” Eileen says. 
 
    “Right,” I say and begin to leave the room. 
 
    As I’m leaving, I hear Dele say to Leon and Lady, “Let’s play a game.” 
 
    “Yay!” 
 
    “A game!” 
 
    It’s the last thing I hear before the door closes behind me. I don’t know how encouraging the twins to play a game will make them behave and be quiet, but I am going to have to trust Dele in this moment. Even if I’m not sure I can trust her all the time. 
 
    “Make sure everyone acts normal,” I say to Eileen as I head to my room to take a shower and change. “Welcome Pray. Take him to where we normally meet. Get out the good alcohol. Have the kitchens make Pray those stupid, sophisticated finger foods he likes.” Just before I head into the bathroom, I add, “And for God’s sake, make sure there are none of the twins’ and Dele’s things lying around anywhere.” 
 
    “Already done. But I’ll make sure to double-check.” 
 
    With that, the woman leaves me to get ready to make myself presentable for Pray. It doesn’t take long. I always have a business casual outfit ready for impromptu meetings or guests. That way, I can be ready for anything at a moment’s notice even if I wasn’t ready for it. Like I’m still not ready for Pray. 
 
    But Pray waits for no one. Ready or not, I go out to meet him. 
 
    “Adrian,” Pray says when he sees me. He stands up from where he’s sitting at an outdoor table under the large gazebo attached to the main house. 
 
    I briefly lament not reminding Dele to close the balcony doors to the twins’ room but force myself not to turn and look in the direction and check. If I give Pray any reason to be suspicious, he will be if he isn’t already. 
 
    “Sir,” I reply. 
 
    Pray waves a dismissive hand and says, “Now you know not to be so formal with me in an informal setting, son.” 
 
    Then, once I’m in reach, he hugs me. 
 
    It’s the same interaction we always have when he comes to visit me. Me too formal. Him waving me off. Us hugging each other. Like old friends. Because until a few months ago, I thought he was my friend. 
 
    I put the latter thought out of my mind. Because if I think about it too much, right now, I’m not going to be able to act like everything’s normal and that the woman who almost killed me isn’t upstairs keeping my children quiet for the next few hours. 
 
    “It’s good to see you,” I say instead and return the hug, just like a good friend and employee who isn’t planning to steal an entire empire from his supposed friend and employer would. 
 
    Pray pats me on the back and says, “It’s been much too long, my old friend.” 
 
    Then he sits back down, and I sit across from him. 
 
    Pray is not the typical picture of a man that runs a criminal empire under the guise of an actual legitimate business that most people would think. He’s an unassuming sixty-year-old man with kind grey eyes, white hair, and a beard. At first glance, you’d be more likely to assume that he’s a retired grandfather who likes to spend time with his kids and volunteers to dress up in a fat suit to be Santa Claus at Christmas to bring joy to the children. But that’s exactly what Pray wants. 
 
    Pray wants people to underestimate him and assume he’s kind and generous. It’s how he plays his mind games. Because even people who know he’s a dangerous man with no qualms about killing anyone whose usefulness to him is outweighed by their threat to him can forget who they're dealing with. That this is a man that would kill and betray everyone if it meant keeping his power. Even his own family. Like Phae. His niece. 
 
    Not that Phae being Pray’s niece was common knowledge. I wouldn’t have even ever known if not for the fact that Pray told me in a show of what I now know was fake sympathy as I grieved the apparent loss of my wife and children. The people I’d joined Pray for in the first place. 
 
    That’s why I know now that he won’t hesitate to kill the twins if he learns about them. That’s what’s at stake here. And keeping that in mind, I manage to pull myself together, dig deep for that old fake charm I use on people when I have to pretend to be civil and not a killer. 
 
    “Agreed,” I finally reply. “Though, I can’t say I wasn’t surprised by your impromptu arrival.” 
 
    “Well, can’t an old man come visit one of his few friends out of the blue just for the sake of it when it’s been too long?” 
 
    He can. But with Pray, there is always another motive. 
 
    I smile and say, “Of course, you can.” 
 
    We spend the rest of the morning and early afternoon through lunch talking about nothing of consequence. We have a mutual liking for anything that has to do with racing, though I prefer the wild and unregulated fervor of underground racing to his preference for NASCAR and horseracing. My love of MMA fights and tournaments is a little too exhilarating for him because, in his words, his old heart can’t take the suspense. On the other hand, I find his love for things like Broadway and ballet and the opera not exciting enough. 
 
    “I have my own private boxes and seasonal passes to the opera, ballet, and Broadway,” Pray says. “You should come with me sometime.” 
 
    I want to do nothing more than to choke Pray with my bare hands right now for suggesting I spend time with him like he didn’t secretly try to have my entire family killed. Lucky for me, Pray has been trying to get me to go to these things with him for years. Since before Phae died. It’s a ritual every time we talk for him to propose it to me and me to turn him down. 
 
    “I don’t think—” 
 
    Then Pray does something different. He leans over and puts a hand on my shoulder. It takes everything in me not to visibly balk at what might have at one point been a friendly or reassuring touch. Maybe even fatherly. 
 
    “I don’t usually say anything. But it bothers me. That you do your work, appear when necessary, and then coop yourself up alone in your estates. Take it from someone who knows. When you’ve gained all the money and all the power you ever need, it gets lonely when you have no one to share it with. One of my deepest regrets is being so focused on the vision of my empire that I lost sight of more important things. Family.” 
 
    A few months ago, I would have believed him. I would have thought he was being sincere. But Pray has proven he cares for nothing but his money and power and cares for people as far as he can use them to maintain the power he already has or gain more of it. 
 
    “It’s been a while. Almost three years since Phae,” he says. 
 
    “As though I need the reminder—I’ve spent the last few years chasing down the people responsible for losing her,” I quickly add. Because while Pray expects a certain amount of insolence from me, that might have been a bit too far. For this situation anyway. When he’s acting like he’s my closest friend rather than an employer. 
 
    “I know you don’t. And your crusade is justified, and I would never ask you to stop. But perhaps it’s time to start thinking about finding someone you can enjoy your wealth and power with. You have a very long life ahead of you, Adrian.” 
 
    It's not a particularly weird thing to say, and maybe a few months, it wouldn’t have even have been suspicious. But I can’t just assume he’s saying this to me to maintain the façade of an older friend imparting the wisdom of age like I could have before. He has an angle here. The most obvious being that the easiest way to continue to control me is to make sure he has leverage that he can use against me. But why now? Why when I’ve given him no reason to think I might be disloyal to him? When as far as he knows, I still think he’s the only friend I have left after all my others betrayed me. 
 
    “I have some business acquaintances with very beautiful daughters….” 
 
    And there it is. The angle. Pray wants to consolidate more power. And he wants to do it through me. Under the guise of being worried about me and my future. That also explains the impromptu visit. 
 
    I start to turn him down while I can. Because there’s only going to be so long that he’s going to let me. But then I remember something. That my part in this is gaining the loyalties of his business acquaintances by assuring them that I’m more than an “attack dog,” as Dele has continued to remind me. And what better way to do that than to let Pray introduce them to me. To let me in. And I have the perfect excuse to take him up on it without it being suspicious. 
 
    I’m going to give him the truth before he ever thinks anything is amiss. 
 
    Hopefully, he took the long pause before answering as me considering how to let him down gently and not scheming how to use this situation to my advantage. 
 
    I look away, pretending to be absently staring at nothing but manage to catch the balcony of the twins’ room and see that the balcony doors are closed. 
 
    I look back at Pray and say, “Perhaps you’re right.” 
 
    He’s surprised by that. 
 
    “I have to be honest, my friend. I didn’t expect you to agree.” 
 
    I shrug. “Well, you know me. Always full of surprises.” 
 
    “And what bought this on?” 
 
    It’s phrased as a question, but it’s not a question. 
 
    “A few months ago, I managed to track down Dele.” 
 
    “Dele? Adele Martin?” Pray asks. “And why didn’t you report this to me as soon as you discovered her whereabouts. We both know how dangerous she is.” 
 
    “I wanted to be able to report more than failure,” I say. It’s an excuse. But not one that Pray will accept, and we both know it. He’ll probably send me on some mission to serve one of his incompetent underlings as punishment for a while, but hopefully it’ll accomplish my goal. 
 
    “I thought I would have—not forgiven—but gotten over her betrayal by now. That it wouldn’t affect me so much knowing that her running off with her is the reason Phae is dead. But even after all this time, she was able to use it against me and escape death at my hands.” 
 
    Not an outright lie. It’s technically true. 
 
    “She’s a former Sole. Devious and slippery as they all are,” Pray assured. “But while I tasked you with tracking down all those who remain and are affiliated with them, you don’t have to do it alone.” 
 
    “I have the task force you assigned me. They’re sufficient.” 
 
    “But clearly not efficient enough for someone like Martin. But that’s something we can discuss another time. In the meantime, let’s make plans for you to meet these beautiful women. Hm?” Pray asks.  
 
    He quickly moves on from the topic, and, unsurprisingly, within the next hour or so, he’s ready to leave. Because softening me up to this idea for his own benefit was always the goal. 
 
    Before he does, though, he ushers the servant over and tells him to top off his coffee before he leaves. He goes to retrieve the coffee. 
 
    “You know you’re always welcome to stay. You don’t always have to rush off in that jet.” 
 
    Not that I want him to stay or to spend any more time with him than is strictly necessary. But this is all part of acting like everything is normal. 
 
    And just like always, he declines. 
 
    “You live much too out of the way from the center of most of my affairs, Adrian.” 
 
    The servant comes back with the coffee and begins to pour it into Pray’s cup just as Pray grabs the cup to pick it up and take a sip, resulting in the servant accidentally pouring coffee onto Pray’s hand.  
 
    I watch attentively. Because there’s no way that Pray didn’t see the servant coming up behind him in his peripheral vision. He did this on purpose. Though, for what reason… 
 
    “My apologies, sir,” the servant says as he quickly takes out a dry napkin to give to Pray. 
 
    But Pray’s once warm, welcoming expression has suddenly gone stony, even though he doesn’t seem bothered by the hot liquid. 
 
    “I’m sure it is,” Pray says. 
 
    There’s no right or wrong thing to do in situations like these when Pray all of a sudden switches like this, so I decide to say, “It was an honest mistake.” 
 
    “Or a purposeful oversight,” Pray counters. 
 
    He gives one look to one of his four guards hanging around the perimeter, and I instantly know what’s about to happen. In the next second, the guard has taken out his gun, and then the servant is dead from a bullet from a silent gun. 
 
    “Such a waste,” Pray says mournfully. “Talented help is so hard to find. But oversights, whether honest or purposeful, should not be tolerated.” 
 
    He’s not talking about the servant. 
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   W hen Pray is gone, I leave Eileen to figure out what to do with the dead body and find out if he has any family that we need to contact and pay off. I also leave her to make sure that Pray is long gone and that he hasn’t planted any surprises for me to find at a later time. Normally, I would be right there with her making sure all of that was taken care of. But instead, I head straight for the twins’ room, only to find that Dele and the twins aren’t there. I allow myself a brief moment of panic before remembering that if something were wrong, Eileen would have let me know. 
 
    I head to Dele’s room, and when she’s not there, I check my own room. I find her leaning back on the headboard of my bed with the twins sleeping next to her on one side and her guns in arm’s reach just on the other side while she’s watching some silly cartoon. Her hand is on one of them as I open the door. But upon realizing it’s only me, she pulls her hand away. 
 
    “Is he gone?” 
 
    “I think so,” I reply. Then, “You switched rooms.” 
 
    “They got a little restless. Thought it was best to move to a room without a balcony from where their voices could carry down to Pray just in case,” she explains. “So. What did Pray want?” 
 
    I start to open my mouth and explain it to her. But then I look down at the twins sleeping next to her, and I can’t bring myself to. Not immediately. 
 
    “Adrian,” she says. 
 
    I turn my attention back to Dele. She must be actually worried if she’s not using my codename as she usually tends to. Her expression proves me right. She’s frowning, her eyebrows are furrowed, and her eyes, always so expressive when she doesn’t have her guard up, shine with concern. 
 
    “Adrian, what—” 
 
    “You can leave the twins here. Go… I don’t know. Do whatever,” I say as I begin to take off my blazer. 
 
    “Viper—” 
 
    “Not now, Dele,” I snap. 
 
    Dele’s concern gives way to irritation at me, but she doesn’t argue as she grabs her guns and leaves the room. Just after I’ve tossed off my shirt and shoes and am about to pass out in the bed next to the twins, she comes back. This time with a bottle of vodka, two glasses, and a bucket of ice. She wordlessly walks by me and goes out to sit out on the extensive balcony attached to my room. 
 
    “What are you doing, Bell?” I ask, trying to sound harsh but lacking the energy after dealing with Pray. Dealing with Pray is always an… exercise, but he doesn’t usually leave me so drained. 
 
    “Your balcony has the best view of the sunset,” she replies. 
 
    She’s already poured herself some of the vodka, still preferring it neat like she always has, and is leaning back in the outdoor lounge daybed/couch. If I were in a better mood, I might force her out. But I don’t have the energy to deal with Dele’s stubbornness right now. So I decide to join her. I pour myself a glass of vodka on the rocks and then join her on the other side of the lounge. 
 
    “You went and got all fancy on me in the last two years,” she says as she grabs the vodka from where it sits between us to look at it. “I went looking for cheap beer, and this is all I could find. Not that I’m complaining. But you were always a very simple man.” 
 
    “Well, when you have the money, why not spend it on nice things?” 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    We’re silent as she watches the sunset, and I stare at the sunset without really watching it. I’ve never really seen the appeal in sitting and watching the sunset. But then again, I always did have a hard time doing things that required me to be still and quiet. 
 
    “So I take it the talk with Pray didn’t go well.” 
 
    “It went fine. He wants to marry me off to some family’s daughter to help consolidate his power, but other than that, fine.” 
 
    I don’t need to look at Dele to know that she’s looking at me with her head cocked and her thick lips pressed into an almost frown. 
 
    “He wants to marry you off?” 
 
    “He didn’t say it in as many words, and there’s no pressure to do anything any time soon, but that’s essentially what it was. But we needed a way for me to enter into all his social spheres without my interests suddenly looking suspicious, and now we have it,” I say. 
 
    “Then what’s with the bad mood.” 
 
    “I was under the impression that you always thought I was in a bad mood.” 
 
    “No. You’re always an ass with an awful attitude and a bad temper. But this is away from your normal angry ass baseline. So what is it?” 
 
    Dealing with Dele has been an extended and tiring exercise in patience and restraint. Between her outright defiance, her unsolicited criticisms of my personality, and her refusal to give up the entire being Lady’s and Leon’s mother thing, it’s a wonder I’ve managed to resist killing her. Probably something to do with the fact that I can take it out on her in the cruelest way I can think of while training her. Now that I think about it, her constant wit and defiance is probably a response to that. Then I physically take out my frustration with her again during training, she pisses me off with a dig again, and the cycle continues.  
 
    At the very least, despite how frustrating it is in the moment, the entire back and forth has been entertaining. There aren’t many people brave enough to push back against me the way Dele does. Eileen might be, but she’s never been one to rise to any cruelty that I might have ever thrown her way. It just rolls right off her. But other than that, everyone else is smart enough to back down. 
 
    But today, I don’t have the energy to bait Dele that way. So I answer her question. 
 
    “He killed a servant before he left.” 
 
    “I’d think someone with as high a kill count as you wouldn’t be bothered by something like that.” 
 
    She’s right. Normally I wouldn’t be bothered. Wouldn’t even lose any sleep over it. But tonight, it unsettles me. 
 
    “I told him that I found a lead on you and that you escaped. He didn’t particularly like that I didn’t tell him about it and that I seemingly let old emotions and betrayals get the best of me. He killed the servant after he purposely made him spill coffee on his hand and then said, ‘oversights, whether honest or purposeful, should not be tolerated.’” I huff a laugh as I grab the bottle from between us and pour another glass. “I’m sure I don’t have to tell you he wasn’t talking about the servant.” 
 
    “Having second thoughts?” 
 
    “No. Not about taking out Pray. If anything, our little talk reinforced my resolve to obliterate him.” 
 
    “Then what are you having second thoughts about?” 
 
    I look into my bedroom, where the twins are still knocked out. We should move them soon if we want them to continue to get used to sleeping on their own. But tonight, I don’t know if I’ll be able to. 
 
    “They aren’t safe with me,” I finally say. I turn to look at Dele. “But you already knew that.” 
 
    Dele doesn’t answer immediately. Something she only does when she’s choosing her words very carefully. It’s not something she’s done on this side of our relationship. Since I joined Pray, that is. 
 
    Finally, she says, “I didn’t think they were safe with you. But not because of Pray. I knew if you put your mind to it, you’d find a way to keep them away from Pray. I was afraid of what you’d do to them in the name of keeping them safe. That’s why I thought they weren’t safe with you.” Then she laughs and says, “Not to mention you weren’t exactly winning any prizes for your A-plus parenting in the beginning. That said, I probably wouldn’t have either the first few weeks after they were born. I might have been more hopeless than you.” 
 
    “Were you?” 
 
    “Took me a while to figure out that sometimes they just wanted to be held. Not just wanted. But needed to be held. And then I bedshared for longer than I probably ever should have. If at all, to be honest. Which is why we have so much trouble getting them to sleep in their own beds. But I figured it out. I’m still figuring it out.” She sighs and adds, “Just like I know you will continue to.” 
 
    It’s the closest thing she’s likely ever going to get to conceding defeat to me. A begrudging acceptance that there’s nothing she’s going to be able to do if I decide to keep my children and keep her mostly out of their lives. 
 
    But in my determination to force her to see that, I hadn’t thought anything about the feasibility of actually raising my children full-time. Or maybe I used fighting her to avoid thinking about it while hoping an answer would magically present itself to me. 
 
    But now, faced with this impromptu visit from Pray, I’m forced to confront it. 
 
    “He killed that servant to make a point to me. If he finds out they exist, there’s nothing to stop him from using them to make a point with me. Regardless of who they’re related to.” 
 
    “Related to?” 
 
    “Phae was Pray’s niece.” I don’t wait for Dele to react. “Which in a way makes it worse. Because their survival means he failed. And Pray doesn’t take personal failure lightly.” 
 
    “Not even knowing their his great-niece and nephew.” 
 
    I huff. “Pray only cares about his power, Bell. You think I might be a psychopath? I’ve got nothing on Pray. He cares for no one but himself.” 
 
    “You’re being all broody. There has to be a way to—” 
 
    “There’s not Dele.” 
 
    If Pray is angling to essentially marry me off to consolidate his power as his chief lieutenant, that not only means entering into social circles on his turf to charm his allies away, but that means bringing them here. Onto my turf. And there may come a time that I have to fake the pretense of some kind of courtship, maybe even an engagement down the line. I’ll have to bring people here who I’ll unequivocally be unable to trust so long as Pray is alive. And that means possibly exposing the twins. Not possibly. Guaranteed. Because it won’t just be flying out for an afternoon lunch. It’ll be hosting them for days and maybe weeks at a time. 
 
    I could just send them away every time I know I have to entertain someone. But then there are times like this. When Pray shows up out of nowhere.  
 
    Maybe then I could make some secret bunker for them to go into. But they get restless staying in one room for more than a few hours. Could I really keep them in a bunker for days, maybe weeks at a time? It seems eerily similar to something I’d do to someone I’m trying to get information out of for Pray. Not to mention, even if I had no qualms about it, Dele wouldn’t even begin to have it. 
 
    After a moment of both of us contemplating and likely coming to the same conclusion, I say, “There’s no way to keep them with me and keep them away from Pray. Which means keeping them away from Pray is going to have to be solely your job.” 
 
    If I were here and she was openly admitting that she couldn’t keep them and protect them from Pray, I’d be openly gloating. But Dele doesn’t.  
 
    She just briefly looks down and to the side, averting her gaze from me, and says, “I thought you said they were a distraction.” 
 
    “They’re a distraction to both of us. But you’re in a better position to make that distraction obsolete.” 
 
    “Obsolete? That’s a rather strong word.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” I say. “Find a home for them. Somewhere they can have the childhood you and I never could. Where they’ll be safe when you’re off on ops for me. Because if anything happens to them otherwise, your life will be forfeit to me.” 
 
    “I thought my life was already forfeit to you?” 
 
    She’s right. It is. But I don’t think Dele has ever believed that for a second. She will one day. 
 
    “We’ll figure out and arrange visitation later.” 
 
    “Phae believed in you, you know?” Dele suddenly says. “Even in the end, she believed in you.” 
 
    I don’t know what to say to that. But I sense Dele has more to say anyway. 
 
    “Before she died, she named Leon and Lady, told me to look after them, and then told me to find you. She told me to show you something. But she died before she could finish. I thought she meant the children, but there was no way I was going out of my way to bring them to you back then. Now I think she meant for me to show you her notes and research and what she knew about Pray. She was convinced that, for your family, you’d do the right thing and keep them safe.” Dele throws back the last of her vodka. “And maybe that still doesn’t make you a good person, but she trusted you to do that.” 
 
    “And you,” I add. “She trusted you.” 
 
    Dele looks away again and says, “Yeah. She did.” 
 
    I know what she’s thinking, though neither of us are ever going to say it out loud. I do wonder, though, if Phae had some inkling that Dele and I didn’t have as strictly a platonic relationship as we tried to maintain. 
 
    Doesn’t matter now. 
 
    “So let’s not let her down,” Dele finally says and holds her glass to me. 
 
    I consider her for a moment. Long hair, wet, thick lips, bright, expressive hazel eyes. Even after she’s tried to kill me and vocally and daily established her disdain for me, she’s still mesmerizing. Still makes me wonder what it would be like to tear off all her clothing and— 
 
    No. 
 
    I already have two weaknesses. Fucking her right now would give me a third. Not because it would be anything other than a good fuck or that I’d care if she died. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be sending her into the lion’s den of this business to get possibly violent allies. But because of the appearance it could create to anyone that might think she’s a weakness to me. And if they did think she was a weakness and killed her to get to me... well, that would just be inconvenient to taking out Pray. Then I’d have to either send out Eileen or do it myself, and this entire operation would take twice as long. 
 
    “Let’s not,” I finally agree and click my glass against hers. 
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Dele 
 
   I ’ve spent a total of five months at Viper’s personal estate. And in that time, Viper’s presence has consumed my life for the better part of the last few months. If it’s not sparring, it’s going over the specifics of our plan to steal Pray’s businesses. If it’s not that, it’s the two of us glaring at each other or bickering as we relieve his maids and take care of and spend time with the twins. If it’s not that, it’s more sparring and training or something. The only time I ever got a respite from him was when I was asleep or when he had to leave to go carry out a mission for Pray. The longest time was four days. 
 
    So it’s weird, to say the least, to be driving into New York City far from Viper with the twins in tow with him having no idea where exactly I am. Not that I can hide from him again if I wanted to, as he made perfectly clear before he saw me and the twins off, making sure I had access to everything I needed to survive and get started anywhere. 
 
    “Just because I’m allowing you to leave this place in the interest of Pray not finding out what we’re up to doesn’t mean you’re free of me. If I even get the inkling that you’re trying to hide from me again, I’ll find you, and I’ll drag you back here, and I’ll never let you leave again.” 
 
    He hadn’t threatened to kill me. So progress, I suppose. I’d only smirked at him and said, “Good thing I have no intention to.” 
 
    No intention to so long as I don’t get any inkling that he was going to let Pray trick him and betray me again, that is. I’d be insane to not have some kind of contingency plan against him just in case, no matter how much I want to believe that his unforgiving nature and love for his children and family are enough. Because it wasn’t last time. 
 
    But that’s not something I’m going to dwell on. For now, all is well. 
 
    For now, I need to figure out what I was going to say when I see Bond Uccello again. Much of that depends exactly on how pissed off he is at Pray. 
 
    He married into an old Italian mafia family that had a not insignificant amount of power in New York in the early 1900s. Who made a small fortune during prohibition as bootleggers. And then, once prohibition ended, used their now legitimate alcohol business to get into the illegal drug business. When the DEA and the government began to crackdown on drugs, the Uccellos got ahead of the game by figuring out a way to transport drug products in a liquid form.  
 
    They’d been poised to become one of the biggest illicit drug distributors in the US, if not the west. But the Uccellos’ mistake was thinking that Pray was his ally and had the same principles as the rest of the members of the Italian mafia when it came to family, loyalty, and betrayal. But Pray cares about nothing but himself and used his family inheritance, money, and influence to steal the business model during his takeover of the drug empire in most of the Midwest and Mideast, taking all the potential business that the Uccello had been on the brink of capturing themselves. According to Viper, he pretends to be a willing agent for Pray while bidding his time for revenge. 
 
    “How can you be sure about that?” I’d asked when Viper couldn’t give me concrete info. 
 
    “They’re the Italian mafia. They don’t generally forgive betrayals like that.” 
 
    I’m still not sure if that’s true. But I knew Bond before everything went down with Pray. He was frequently a valuable source of information for the Soles when we were tracking down the more violent drug pushers and distributors. His cooperation and distaste for unnecessary violence being the only reason the Soles never bothered him and his operations. Bond is also one of the sources Phae mentioned in her notes. One of the people she thought she might be able to trust when she became suspicious of Pray. 
 
    In essence, Bond is as close to an honorable criminal as one can get. Not to mention I know for a fact that he looks out for his people and his family and will sooner turn down a business opportunity than turn on his family.  
 
    I almost reached out to him once. After Phae died. But so much had changed, and the one person I’d trusted the most had let me down that I questioned every other contact I’d made over the years. Rightfully second-guessed who could and couldn’t be trusted before deciding that no one could be trusted. And I don’t think anyone can be fully trusted even now. But just like I’ve had to extend some modicum of trust over to Viper, I’m going to have to for the same for the rest of my potential allies. 
 
    Bond and his family live in a mansion in Long Island. Away from the heart of their business and operations. Unlike Viper’s quiet and isolated and unlived-in estate, I see the personal touch of a lived-in and beloved home even in the front lawn where there’s a bike and ball abandoned in the long concrete driveway. I don’t stop there, though. Instead, I pull up to the side of the house and pull into the large luxury garage as Bond instructed me to do after I contacted him and asked if it were safe to meet. Well, luxurious relatively speaking. Viper’s garage is much more luxurious and filled with luxury cars that he drives around an insane, unregulated racetrack when he needs to blow off steam when sex and, more recently, fighting and training me aren’t enough. According to Eileen. 
 
    Bond is waiting to greet me. 
 
    “Dele,” he says as soon as I get out the car. 
 
    He kisses me on both cheeks and hugs me. I hug him back. All the while, I look for any silent tells that it’s not safe to be here despite the fact that after I made contact with him, I called Viper and warned him to keep an ear out for Bond or any of the man’s allies contacting Pray to turn me over. As recently as just a few hours ago, Viper has assured me that thus far, visiting with Bond is safe. But I can never be too careful. Especially not when Leon and Lady are with me. Something that I neglected to tell Viper.  
 
    But despite brainstorming, I still haven’t come up with a good way to leave them safely behind so I can work ops and missions. The only person I could think of going to look for was my sister. But I haven’t seen her in years, even before all the insanity with Pray and Viper. So for now, the safest place they can be is with me. At least, when it comes to a meeting with Bond, who cares about family and children. That’s not going to necessarily be so with other more scrupulous characters I’m going to have to drag into this. But I’ll worry about that later. 
 
    “You don’t know how relieved I was to hear that you were alive, my dear. I was convinced you were dead.” 
 
    “Well, that’s kind of what I wanted everyone to think,” I reply. 
 
    “You did a good job,” the dark-haired, tanned man says as he pulls away from me. “Trust me. I looked for you.” 
 
    “And why is that?” I ask. Because a man who is supposedly loyal to Pray wasn’t looking for me for no reason. 
 
    “You Soles. Straight to business as always.” 
 
    “Former Sole,” I say. “And not so fucking loud.” 
 
    “I know each and every person that comes in and out of this house and where their loyalties lie, Dele. If I didn’t know it was safe, I wouldn’t have brought you into my home. Not with Pray’s stupid fucking vendetta against you all.” 
 
    There’s definitely bitterness in his tone. Good. 
 
    “But we can talk business over food,” he said, beginning to usher her into his home. 
 
    “Hold on,” I say as I put my hand on the back passenger door. “I’m hoping that I can trust your discretion in all facets to do with our meeting today.” 
 
    “Depends on what it is.” 
 
    “You have a daughter, right? Around two?” 
 
    Bond’s face darkens. “Is that supposed to be a threat?” 
 
    “A common ground,” I say as I open the back seat. The twins are still knocked out in their chairs. I’m not surprised, though. It’s been a long, few, unsettled days. 
 
    If Bond is surprised, he doesn’t show it. Just says, “We’ll be meeting in my office. You can lie them on the couch in there.” 
 
    I’m glad I didn’t have to explain that I don’t plan to take my eyes off them.  
 
    I decline his offer to help me carry them, despite how awkward it’s getting to carry them both at the same time. It’s a relief to lie them down on the couch in the office, and I roll my shoulders to stretch out the tension in my arms just from carrying them both for as short a while as I did. 
 
    Bond immediately guides me to sit and offers me a drink first before starting to talk. 
 
    “Sorry, it took so long to schedule this meeting. A former Sole you may be, but it’s hard to know whose bitch is whose nowadays,” he says bluntly. “Especially when it comes to someone like you.” 
 
    “Like me?” 
 
    “I’ll cut to the chase. I was relieved you weren’t dead, but it remains to be seen how long that relief is going to last. And I don’t know if the children give me a guarantee that your intentions are pure or if they prove otherwise.” 
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Dele 
 
   I t’s already an old habit to sit in a way in public that means I can be instantly on my feet in case someone attacks me. But now, I lean forward just slightly. Ready to bounce to my feet at a moment’s notice. Because I don’t like the way Bond just referred to my children. 
 
    “Is that supposed to be a threat?” I ask, mimicking his earlier words. 
 
    “Relax, Dele. It’s not. We don’t believe in hurting children. No matter who they might grow up to be or even if their progenitors have different ideas about doing so,” he says 
 
    His gaze goes to children and then, very pointedly, back to me. 
 
    “If you have something to say,” I begin, “then don’t beat around the bush about it.” 
 
    “Let’s not act like everyone who knew you and Adrian didn’t also know you were both too close to each other to be just the colleagues and good friends you put up the pretense of being.” 
 
    It’s the first time anyone has ever openly said anything about that. Not even Wyan, who was probably the only one outside of Phae who was close to both of us, ever dared to say anything about it. And that was if he noticed. Because I always assumed that no one ever saying anything about it just meant that Viper and I were discreet enough about our closeness. Apparently, not. Still, I play dumb. Because, to be honest, I’m not sure what he’s getting at. 
 
    “That clears up nothing.” 
 
    “I think it clears up everything.” Bond then sighs. “Goodness, Dele. I was trying to be a gentleman and be discreet, but you’re really going to force me to beat around the bush. Does Adrian know that when you disappeared that you ran off pregnant with his kids?” 
 
    It doesn’t surprise me that someone would think the twins are biologically mine. I’ve been passing them off as my biological children for years now. It didn’t occur to me, though, that anyone who actually knew me, Viper, and Phae would assume the children were actually mine. But it’s not much of a reach to make. And actually, if someone who knew all three of us could believe that these children are mine, then maybe I can use it to my advantage. Because, perhaps, the twins are safer if everyone thinks they’re mine and Viper’s. Because Pray wanted Phae and her children dead. And he failed. And to look at them would always be to see that failure. But if he found out they existed and thought they were mine… well, that only means they’re Viper’s children. A way to keep Viper in control by using his attachment to people he considers his family and the perception of an added betrayal on top of trying to kill him. 
 
    “I didn’t know I was going to be a mother when everything happened,” I reply. 
 
    It’s not even a lie. It’s the truth. I didn’t know that when I ran off with Phae that she was going to die and leave her children to me. 
 
    “Of course, you didn’t. Honestly, the fact that Adrian went and got you pregnant isn’t even surprising to me. He always was reckless.” 
 
    He was. But not when it came to Phae. Even though he did betray her in the end, Viper never would have betrayed Phae on purpose. But in this business, people only expect that men should do right by their families as far as providing and protecting them goes. They were almost always expected to have a wandering eye. I’m not going to correct it. Let them think worse of Viper than he actually is. Because the worse they think he is, the less reason Pray has to be suspicious of him and the less reason they have to believe that he might be helping pull all the strings. 
 
    Finally, I say, “He was. Which is why I’m here. Regardless of my history with him, there’s never going to be a world where my children are safe while Pray lives and Viper is at his side. And while our motives are very different, I think our shared goal could unite us.” 
 
    Bond huffs and opens his desk drawer to take out a cigar. I raise an eyebrow at him, eye Leon and Lady, and look back at him. He rolls his eyes and throws the cigar back into his drawer. 
 
    “Just like my wife. A little smoke won’t kill them,” he says. Then, “Perhaps that true. But what exactly am I getting out of allying with you? You don’t exactly bring anything to the table.” 
 
    “Except the one thing you don’t have. Freedom,” I say. 
 
    “Freedom.” 
 
    “I’m a dead woman.” 
 
    “A missing woman.” 
 
    “Still means I’m a ghost, and no one is going to be looking for me. You can only do some much before Pray looks your way and realizes that the rest of the mafias and families aren’t as loyal as they pretend to be. That they’re just bidding their time waiting for revenge. A revenge I can help deliver.” 
 
    Bond gives me a skeptical look. “And you’re willing to… compromise your morals to do that? We both may have a common enemy in Pray, but the Soles weren’t known to do more than tolerate our presence so long as we didn’t cause too much violence and fighting. They certainly didn’t believe in our business model.” 
 
    I shrug. “They didn’t. But they’re gone. What does it really matter anymore? I want my children to live. In order for them to live, I have to live. For that to happen, I need Pray out the picture. If that means doing more than tolerating your business model, it is what it is.” 
 
    Bond doesn’t say anything for a long time. Just silently considers me. 
 
    Finally, he says, “I’m going to need to sleep on it. Until then, make yourself at home. I’ll personally show you and your children to a room.” 
 
    The idea of spending a night on someone else’s turf makes me antsy. I didn’t even feel like this when Viper whisked me and the children away to his private estate. Maybe because I knew that Viper saw me as worth more alive than dead in a revenge scheme. But as in control as I pretend to be, I’m out of my depth here. I know Bond, but I don’t know him like I know Viper. So, I resign myself to not getting any sleep. No matter how comfortable the bed in the room they give us looks. 
 
    I spend the next few hours cleaning my guns. Because you can never be too careful in these types of situations. The twins awake close to dinner time, and I’m just about to shout out the hallway to find a way to get some food when a servant comes into the room and says that I’m expected downstairs for dinner.  
 
    Not with Bond, though.  
 
    With his wife. 
 
    Isabella Uccello. 
 
    The person I’ve really wanted to talk to all along. 
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Dele 
 
   I sabella Uccello, formerly Isabella Bianchi, was a mafia princess and the darling of the Bianchi family. Infamously known for her wit and rumored to be descended from the big five Italian-American mafia families in New York. It was hard to authenticate that, though. Because those families were smart enough to go by a bunch of alternative surnames and hide who their lineage was. She had so many potential suitors coveting her when she came of age that those who wanted her almost started a war amongst themselves in the name of fighting for her hand. And then she went and almost started a war herself when she gave all the men and families who had been courting her dad for the chance to court her the proverbial fuck you when she eloped with Bond Uccello. A young immigrant Italian from no significant family and was just one of her father’s lowly bodyguards. 
 
    It would have been enough to get Bond killed long before I ever met him. But Isabella Uccello is nothing if not cunning and a shrewd businesswoman. The details of what actually happened aren’t publicly known. But the results are. Half the suitors ended up dead of mysterious circumstances that could never be traced back to Isabella or the Bianchis, and the rest shut up and got with the program. 
 
    Bond is the proverbial “face” of their more illicit businesses now, while Isabella occupies her time with managing properties owned in her name all over the city and more philanthropic pursuits. Her most prominent and well-known pursuit is, ironically, a non-profit drug rehab facility for people of all ages. And it’s her non-profits with facilities and donation centers all over the east coast that has politicians, the DEA, and every other person who thinks they’re on the “good” side of the fight against drugs and violence eating right out of her hands.  
 
    But no one who really keeps an ear to the ground in less reputable circles is under any illusion that Isabella isn’t the brains of the Uccello and the Bianchi business and fortune in the last twenty years. Her other pursuits aren’t just a way to distract anyone who might possibly be investigating the mafia and organized crime in New York but also gives her family a way to clean their dirty money. There’s nothing that happens in her family that she doesn’t know about or have a hand in. 
 
    But I was prepared for that. 
 
    Not having anywhere better to keep the twins isn’t the only reason I brought them here with me. 
 
    No doubt if I thought for a second the twins would be in danger, I wouldn’t have brought them here. But I doubly knew they wouldn’t be in danger from Isabella. Because it’s public knowledge that she had trouble conceiving a child. And when she did conceive, she always miscarried. Until finally, she and Bond decided to adopt. A little girl. Not long after the twins were born. 
 
    The twins were never common ground with Bond. But with Isabella. 
 
    When I enter the dining room, Isabella is already sitting at the head of the table waiting on me. She’s wearing a casual dark, silk, and lace lounging dress with her dark, shiny hair pulled into an elegant braid at the top of her head. Short and petite. Not even five foot two. But I know better than to underestimate anyone just because they come in small packages. I was fourteen and about the same size when I started running missions for the Soles. 
 
    “Dele,” says Isabella when she sees me. She doesn’t stand. And why would she stand for me? I’m in her home. “I’ve been looking forward to talking to you since my husband told me about your proposition.” 
 
    “Isabella,” I say. “Thank you for meeting with me. 
 
    She gives me a keen look before gesturing to the self-serve spread at the table. 
 
    “Please. Help yourself. I would have had the servant serve us. But I know how picky little eaters can be,” she says. 
 
    Though I’m certain that Isabella has no ill intentions for my children, I instinctively reach down to put a hand on one of their heads to pull them toward me. But neither of them are standing next to me. 
 
    In the five seconds since we stepped into the room, Lady has found an empty cabinet and is trying to crawl into it while Leon is tugging at the table cloth on the dining table. 
 
    “They move very quickly. Don’t they?” Isabella asks amused. 
 
    I sigh, gather the two children, and place them in one chair together before sitting directly to Isabella’s right. I deliberately turn my back to the woman to fix the two plates, aware that Isabella is watching. In my peripheral vision, I catch an expression that is patient, fond, and curious. Exactly what I was counting on. 
 
    Finally, I fix my own plate and turn back to Isabella, who hasn’t touched her own food in favor of waiting on me to be ready. 
 
    “We’ve been trying for a while to get in touch,” she began after a while, “with the Soles and their families who might be left after Pray destroyed them. But after Pray, they’ve all mostly gone to the ground and prefer to work in isolation and away from prying eyes. So I’m sure you can imagine my surprise when my husband told me that a Sole had willingly made contact and reached out to us on their own with no prompting.” She takes a spoonful of her soup and adds, “And imagine my surprise when he told me your identity and what you proposed.” 
 
    “Well, I figured after what Pray did to steal your future potential business model that you and I might have a common goal.” 
 
    Isabella laughs. “I couldn’t care less about a stolen business model. It’s what my husband gets for getting involved with Pray when I knew from the beginning the man couldn’t be trusted. But I think that we both agree that he’s dangerous and needs to be stopped. And I think we agree on that for the same reasons.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” I ask. 
 
    “There are many rules in this business. Many of them… flexible. But two most important above all else. You reward loyalty and effectiveness, and you don’t betray family. Especially in a business where anything can get you killed. The line has to be drawn somewhere,” Isabella explains. “Pray has always managed to toe that line in the past, but even the most ruthless of us agree that he took it too far in his zeal for power.” 
 
    “If you all knew that, why didn’t you all band together and fight back?” I ask. 
 
    “There’s a lot of bad blood between many of the families, even if we have tenuously decided to let bygones be bygones and put our differences aside to allow us to thrive in our own separate businesses and organizations.” 
 
    “Even yourself?” 
 
    Isabella laughs. “While I enjoy that my reputation precedes me, I’m afraid that it’s greatly exaggerated in some ways. And while I’m respected and feared, I’m afraid the circumstances that led to that cause even my allies to still hold a grudge against me.” 
 
    “You mean your marriage?” I ask. 
 
     “Yes. That.” Isabella sighs. “Perhaps had I been able to see what Pray was planning to do fifteen years ago, I might have made different choices. But I was young. And hindsight is twenty-twenty, I suppose.” 
 
    “So that’s why a new war didn’t erupt after Pray. I always wondered.” 
 
    “And now you know. However, while I wasn’t in a position to unite all those that Pray betrayed, I am nothing, if not a shrewd businesswoman. And as a businesswoman, I always am on the lookout for opportunity.” 
 
    Something she said earlier about this being the first time a former Sole reached out to her with no prompting comes back to me. 
 
    “You’ve been looking for the Soles,” I conclude. “Not to kill them, but because you think a Sole can unite the other families and gangs on the east coast and the cartels in the west to eliminate Pray.” 
 
    Isabella grins. “And then, one just fell right into my lap.” 
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Dele 
 
   I  had a healthy bit of respect and wariness of Isabella before. She’s shrewd. Ruthless. Cunning. But what I didn’t expect was for her to be bold enough to actually be seeking out any remaining Soles for their help. It reeks desperation to me. It’s something I can use, of course. But it can also be dangerous. I need to know why. 
 
    “Pardon the bluntness, but I find it strange that a woman like you would seek out someone supposedly so… diametrically opposed to your business to help you.” 
 
    “As surprising as it is that you reached out to me in the first place.” Then, “For all that the Soles could be troublesome with their self-righteous attitude in the way they used violence to counter other drug and gang violence, they were willing to leave us in peace and had an understanding that they’d never be able to eliminate all criminal enterprises. Things were better with them poking their noses in our business than the ultra-control Pray has over us after his killing spree. It wasn’t just the Soles he killed. I lost friends. Family. Even my parents to his red rage as he clawed his way to the top,” Isabella says.  
 
    Then she looks past me. At Lady, who is inspecting pieces of potato, scrunching up her nose at them and placing them on my plate. And at Leon, who is more interested in eating Lady’s food when she isn’t looking. 
 
    “Just like you lost Phae.” 
 
    “I don’t know what Phae has to do with—” 
 
    “Dele,” Isabella interrupts sharply. “If you and I are going to be working together, you can lie to anyone you want about most things except to me.” 
 
    “I didn’t lie to your husband.” 
 
    “Maybe you didn’t. But you also didn’t correct any assumptions. And while I wouldn’t put it past Adrian Blake to have betrayed Phae in their marriage, I doubt that you would ever betray Phae like that. However, whether you and Adrian betrayed your relationships with Phae matters little to me. Because regardless of what did or didn’t happen, I don’t doubt who your children’s father is. I also don’t doubt that if word gets to that man that someone is planning something against him and he finds out that it’s you, that he will stop at nothing to find you.” 
 
    “I’m no one special.” 
 
    “Maybe not. But to Adrian Blake, before your little falling out, you were part of the center of his world.” 
 
    Falling out. That’s an understatement. 
 
    “If I were part of the center of his world, he wouldn’t have been seconds from killing me if Phae hadn’t stopped him.” 
 
    “Sometimes, we destroy our worlds when we think we don’t have a choice,” Isabella says with a shrug. “Regardless, I know very well that you were something very special to Adrian Blake. And I wanna know what you plan to do about him in all this.” 
 
    “I don’t—" 
 
    “Dele,” Isabella interrupts again. This time sharper than before. “You and I? We’re kindred spirits. We know how to wield the power we have as women when we want to do something. And I know you didn’t come all the way here with the intention of gaining my help to take out Pray without having a plan for how you were going to deal with your ex-boyfriend.” 
 
    “Adrian is a stockholder in Pray’s legitimate drinks corporation. He has nothing to do with—” 
 
    “Dele,” Isabella interrupts. This time like she’s talking to a child. “I’m going to tell you once more. Don’t lie to me. At least not so obviously. Pray tries to keep it hush-hush, and most run-of-the-mill family heads and dons and leaders don’t know it, and there’s not enough evidence pointing to it. But I’m certain beyond a shadow of a doubt that Adrian is Pray’s favorite enforcer, Viper.” 
 
    When I’d asked Viper about who exactly was aware of his dual identity, he shrugged and said that most people didn’t have a clue. That most people in the circles Isabella frequents believed the official story that Adrian had been injured trying to protect Pray from being assassinated while Viper had been sent out to deal with all his enemies along with the state and federal authorities. But there were a few people in the know. And by that, he meant that they’d figured it out but didn’t have any proof. I guess Isabella is one of those people. 
 
    “Adrian singlehandedly wiped out all that man’s most problematic opposition. We all know very well that to get to Pray, we’re going to have to get through him. And as the woman raising his children, I know very well you have some opinions about that. So are you going to lie to me, and we’re going to go our separate ways? Or are you going to tell me the truth about your intentions with Adrian?” 
 
    I can’t tell her everything. That much is certain. But Isabella is a shrewd woman and didn’t get this far being stupid. She’s right about Adrian. That I could have no intention of taking up this endeavor and not have a plan for how to deal with him. I even have a plan for dealing with him if he changes this plan without telling me. Because I know what happens when he gets into something and doesn’t tell me what he’s up to. But that’s neither here nor there. Right now, I don’t have to tell Isabella the whole truth. Just an aspect of it. 
 
    “I have evidence that would sway him from Pray’s side and onto ours,” I say simply. 
 
    Isabella gives me a piercing look and then laughs. “So that’s your plan. Get the attack dog to join our side. A lot of people aren’t going to like that idea.” 
 
    “You’re worried about what people will say about him being on our side and not whether or not I can pull it off?” 
 
    “Oh, I know you can pull it off. Between your history with him and whatever evidence you have that’s got you so confident you can sway him, I don’t doubt it. What I’m not so certain of is whether your success or your failure to do so would be more detrimental. To take out Pray without taking out Adrian might cause your future allies to turn against you,” Isabella says. 
 
    Just wait until they figure out that my intention isn’t to go back to the tenuous truce they had before Pray consolidated and gained a monopoly on most of the drug market. Just wait until they learn that my intention is to put Viper on top. That I care little to nothing about their bruised egos and businesses. Just my children. 
 
    But that’s to deal with later. 
 
    Finally, I answer, “Then I guess I’ve got a lot of endearing people to me to do, huh?” 
 
    “If you were anyone else, I would doubt your abilities. But I have a good feeling about you.” 
 
    “So, I’m assuming you and I have an understanding.” 
 
    “Yes. But with conditions.” 
 
    I should have known it wouldn’t be that easy. 
 
    “Name them.” 
 
    “While we have a common enemy in Pray and a common goal in taking him down, it’s clear that we don’t have a common motivation. So let me be very clear. My top priority is the continued survival and good fortune of the Uccello-Bianchi family and empire. If at any point that it looks like this revenge scheme will cost this family more than what it’s going to be worth in the end, you can count on me to withdraw our support.” 
 
    “Then I better make sure I use this opportunity to gain more allies just in case it goes that way.” 
 
    Isabella looks at me with a determined gleam in her eyes. “That said, I want to make sure I do everything that I can to make sure that doesn’t happen and that the Uccello-Bianchi family come out benefiting from this.” 
 
    Her gaze turns to my children again, and on instinct, my hands twitch. Even though I’m sure her gaze and intentions aren’t malicious. 
 
    “You can’t unite the families and the rivals against Pray if you have to worry about their wellbeing all the time,” Isabella says. “As the future leader of this family, my husband and I are on the lookout for… companions for our daughter Velia.” 
 
    “Your daughter is two,” I point out blandly. 
 
    “Yes. But I think both you and I know that forming alliances and making friends as an adult in the world we live in is… precarious, to say the least.” 
 
    “It sounds like you want me to betroth one of my children to your daughter, to be honest.” 
 
    “No. But, you didn’t walk in here today with your children and not know that I have a soft spot for little ones. It’s win-win, as far as I’m concerned. The children can stay here as wards of the Uccello-Bianchi family, and you can be secure in their safety while you build this alliance of yours,” Isabella says. “You’d be free to come and go as you please. This would be as much your home as theirs.” 
 
    “It’s a generous offer. But no matter your intentions, your family is a known ally and supporter of Pray. Both in his illicit and legitimate businesses. I don’t know how comfortable I am with the children being right in his reach when he sends his enforcers and representatives to check in on you.” 
 
    “Pray may be powerful. But he isn’t stupid. Regardless of whether he likes it or not, I have a lot of power and sway among these families despite the grudge they hold against me. And I’ve done nothing overt to try to undermine him. He’d have to think twice before deciding to send his favorite enforcer after us. At the very least, we’d get a heads up to execute out contingency to send the children away,” Isabella says. “Besides, where better to hide something you don’t want to be found than in plain sight.” 
 
    I can’t say that’s not a good deal. Not only would Leon and Lady be safe, but Isabella could provide them with things I wouldn’t be able to if I try to set them up on my own. A stable home. A good and broad education. Companionship with a mafia princess. Protection in the case that someone did find out my connection to them and decide to make a move. 
 
    Viper certainly wouldn’t agree. But he decided to trust me with this when he realized he wasn’t in the position to provide his children with those things despite his access to them. 
 
    “Just one thing,” I say. 
 
    She smirks. “Name it.” 
 
    “If anything happens to them on your watch, I’ll personally guarantee that you won’t need to worry about the continued survival and good fortune of the Uccello-Bianchi family and empire.” 
 
    Viper has rubbed off on me. Because that’s a threat he would have given. But I need Isabella to feel the weight of what I’m entrusting her with. Leon and Lady are my and Viper’s world. If anything happens to them while she lives to tell the tale, I’ll ensure I obliterate her world. And that’s outside whatever torture Viper would prepare for her. 
 
    Isabella laughs. “If I weren’t willing to take that risk, I wouldn’t have offered. Dele, darling, I thought you were going to come up with something much more original than that.” 
 
    “Well then, Isabella,” I say as I turn to focus on my dinner. “I think we have an understanding.” 
 
    She takes a sip of her drink and says, “I think we do.” Then, “By the way, call me Bella.” 
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Viper 
 
   F or all their self-righteousness and trying to put on the appearance of being above violence, general debauchery, dark vices, and everything else they claimed to fight against, the Soles are always right at home wherever these kinds of behaviors are taking place. 
 
    So in our mission to eliminate any and every former Sole—whether they were junior agents, senior agents, field agents, or even just the people who handled the books—it’s not uncommon for me and the members of our task force to find ourselves in some exclusive sex lounge, bar, club, or other place where people can participate in their dark vices. Underground or legitimate. One would think with their purported mission to eliminate places that bred and facilitated the violence they proclaimed to be against, a Sole would be uncomfortable at watching these kinds of dealings go down. But the Soles were notorious for turning a blind eye to certain things. A criticism their harshest critics had of them even before Pray framed them as some kind of insane cult that was actually behind the atrocities they claimed to be against. 
 
    So it had been nothing for me to get used to once the remaining Soles spread underground, and Pray had tasked me with finding my fellow former partners. We didn’t technically have a name. But people like giving names to things to make them more real, more tangible, something that can be destroyed. So we’ve gained the name Sole Killers. Like we’re some underground rock band or petty gang. 
 
    The place we’re visiting tonight is a loud, seedy, practically anything goes strip club. It wouldn’t be the first place like this where I’ve found a Sole, blending right in and working at a bar or something. But upon first glance, I don’t see anything. 
 
    “Spread out,” I say to the two men and one woman behind me. I can’t ever be bothered to remember their names. I usually just call them Killer One through whatever in the order that they were hired. “She’s here somewhere. And she may have others working with her. Don’t underestimate them.” 
 
    They nod. The woman, Killer Two, immediately goes to the bar while the other two go to the back of the club. I go up to the second floor and find a booth looking down into the main floor. 
 
    “Sir,” says an employee. “This table is reserved.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” I reply. 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    I sigh, take out my wallet, and then hold out a couple of dozen hundred dollar bills to him. 
 
    “Will this take care of the reservation?” 
 
    The employee wordlessly takes it and asks, “Anything I can get you?” 
 
    “The best vodka you’ve got. On the rocks,” I answer without looking at him. 
 
    He leaves, and I continue to scan the crowd for my targets. 
 
    There’s nothing in particular that gives a Sole away from any other person that might be hiding here or that might even be undercover. But there’s something about the demeanor that a Sole exudes. A certain humble arrogance to them, as contradictory as that is. A certain something that there’s no way to describe unless you’ve seen it and know to look for it. Which is why, when I spot Dele, I don’t know whether it’s that certain something that I spot first or if it’s just because it’s her. 
 
    She’s sitting off by herself with her back mostly to me. But I know it’s her. And the fact that she happens to be here in the same place I am instantly has me on edge. 
 
    Though I’ve spoken to her a few times, mostly on video-chat with the twins and for her to assure me that her part of the plan is going accordingly, I haven’t seen her since I sent her and twins away five months ago. Mostly because there hasn’t been a good time to smuggle her and the twins to my estate so I can spend some time with them. Either she’s somewhere making allies with gangs, mafia, and everyone else that Pray managed to piss off, or I’m on a mission or at some social event with Pray in effort to impress his allies while they throw their daughters at me. 
 
    For the most part, I let her do her thing, and she lets me do mine. The less we know about exactly what the other is doing, the better. Most importantly, if Pray finds out I’m plotting against him, he’ll never be able to get a full picture. He’ll never know the extent of Dele’s work, and he won’t know where to find my children. Because even I can admit, I’m the one who’s at real risk of being found out by Pray. Not Dele. 
 
    So the fact that despite our efforts, we’re in the same exclusive, underground club just outside of Austin makes me instantly suspicious of what her plans are. Because I’d be stupid to think that just because she and I are allies that she doesn’t have her own motives and agendas that may conflict with mine. 
 
    I get up from my booth and make my way down to where she is. As I get closer to her, I see she’s smiling up at some guy that’s approached her. And when I get closer, I hear that she’s flirtatiously debating with him about how many drinks it’s going to take him to buy her before she gives him a dance. 
 
    I frown at that. Something dark and loud and angry welling up at me that Dele is wasting her time with some guy at a club when what she’s supposed to be doing is making sure we have enough outside people on our side willing to help fight against Pray’s forces. Making sure her allies can infiltrate and even disrupt and steal his supply chains so that killing him will just be a formality. 
 
    “Back the fuck off,” I say without preamble when I get to them. 
 
    Dele’s smile falters some. The guy she was talking to turns to me with a glower and says, “I was here first. So why don’t you back the fuck off?” 
 
    Dele sighs before I can say anything and says, “Always ruining my fun.” 
 
    “You know him?” the other guy asks. 
 
    “He’s an old friend,” Dele replies. “You might wanna leave. We’re never going to have any fun with him around.” 
 
    The guy looks at me. “If you don’t want him around, I can make that happen for you.” 
 
    I discreetly push my suit jacket aside so that my gun is only visible to the guy standing in front of me. I get close to him and say lowly, “I really don’t think you can. So why don’t you do as the girl says and get out of here?” 
 
    He’s not immediately deterred by my gun, and that’s not something that I’m surprised by. Anyone who habits these parts knows having a gun pointed at or near them is an occupational hazard. The question is, does he think it’s worth it tonight. 
 
    Lucky for him, he decides that it isn’t and walks away. 
 
    I turn to Dele. She’s wearing a tight burgundy halter dress and an unimpressed look on her face. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asks. 
 
    “I think the better question is, what are you doing here?” 
 
    She starts to answer, but then I remember why I’m here and say, “Follow me.” 
 
    I don’t wait for her to say yes or no. I know she’s going to.  
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Viper 
 
   S ure enough, when I slide back into my stolen booth, Dele slides in right behind me. 
 
    “So are you going to tell what you’re doing here?” she asks. 
 
    “I asked first, Bell.” 
 
    She shrugs. “You know. Taking care of some stuff.” 
 
    Taking care of some stuff… at the very place that I’m here looking for Soles. Because we never did come to an agreement on what to do about that. As far as she was concerned, the Soles were decimated. Their leaders definitely killed and their organization and reputations in tatters. There was no need to do anything. They weren’t a threat. That they could be a help. 
 
    I think she’s woefully naïve if she thinks that. Because for a group of people who preached against gangs and violence and advocated for peaceful resolutions to conflicts and crime, the Soles were always very quick to resort to vengeance for one of their own. Pray has told many lies about the Soles in order to ruin their reputation and keep him appearing to be the white knight. But he wasn’t lying when he said that their advocating for so-called peace and helping with the drug cartels and criminals by doing things that the police and governments legally couldn’t do was an illusion that helped authorities turn a blind eye to the Soles when they sent their own foot soldiers out on revenge quests. I should know. I was the one they turned to for those kinds of things most often. 
 
    “That wouldn’t happen to have anything to do with—” 
 
    The waiter comes up. 
 
    “Would the lady like a drink?” he asks. 
 
    It reminds me that though it’s loud and no one can probably hear what we’re saying, I am here with a mission. A mission that I don’t want to draw attention toward. Which means not drawing attention to me. It’s usually not that hard. I’m not the only handsome, tall blonde, blue-eyed guy in the place. Most people wouldn’t make the connection that I’m Pray’s top enforcer unless they talked to me for a while. But still, I need to make sure no one thinks anything is going on. 
 
    So I scoot closer to Dele and hardly glance at the waiter as I say, “Best mixed drink you got.” 
 
    Then, I lean forward, covering most of the upper half of Dele’s body with my own as I put my lips to her ear and put a hand on the side of her chest. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she hisses. 
 
    I begin to massage her thigh. 
 
    “Play the fuck along unless you want someone to start paying attention to us,” I whisper. 
 
    She doesn’t say anything. At least not verbally. But I know she gets the message when she puts her hand on my thigh and begins slowly moving her hand back and forth. To any onlooker, we’re just two strangers who met at a club and suddenly got particularly handsy. 
 
    “Don’t think,” I begin trying to ignore the way her hand is going back and forth on my thigh, “That I don’t know what you’re up to.” 
 
    She knows exactly what I’m talking about. But instead, she crawls her hand up my thigh, just grazes her fingers over my cock, as her hand ascends to my chest. She plays with a button as she says, “You told me to play along.” 
 
    I reach a hand into her hair, right at the crown of her head, and tug some. Just to make sure I have her attention. 
 
    “You know exactly what I’m talking about, Bell. Don’t play dumb.” Before she can say anything, I say, “You heard that there’s a Sole that frequents this establishment. Might even run it. And now you’re here. To get to them and whisk them away before I can get to them.” 
 
    “I’m here to make contact with someone that might be able to help us,” Dele says softly, running her hands up and down my chest. “Now… if that person just happens to be a Sole. Well, this has just been a very happy coincidence.” 
 
    “I’m warning you, Dele. Stay. Out. Of my way.” 
 
    “Depends on if you’re going to stay out of mine. Besides, we never agreed on exactly what to do about the Soles. So… as far as our partnership goes, it’s free game so long as it doesn’t undermine our plan.” 
 
    “It is undermining our plan,” I snap. 
 
    The waiter brings back her drink, and to make him leave fast, I grab onto Dele’s breast and squeeze. She lets out a gasp, suddenly bracing her hand tightly on my thigh, which causes me to let out an involuntary groan before I can stop myself. And for a minute, we’re not here fighting over whether she’s going to make the Soles her allies or whether or not I’m going to kill them. For a minute, I remember all the missed opportunities where we went undercover together. And we passed on the opportunity to act like some form of couple. Passed on the chance to play the part with kisses and touches and groping because it wouldn’t have been playing a part for us. It would have been an excuse to get up to something that had been very real to us both. 
 
    Back then, I had a reason to resist. A reason to restrain any passions. At least, a reason that I cared about. I have plenty of reasons now. The only reason I haven’t killed her yet is that she’s useful to me. And the only reason she hasn’t tried to run away from me is that I’m useful to her, and she hasn’t figured out a way how yet while she has my children in tow. Not to mention her stubborn defiance of everything I say or do, even when it makes perfect sense. She only does it because she knows it enrages me.  
 
    But despite the fact that she constantly infuriates and defies me, something about it makes her a much more tempting fruit than she was when she didn’t hate me. Something about the prospect of forcing her into my submission. My control. Taking her down a notch but making her not care because she wants it. Because for all that Dele thinks she’s the one in control and thinks that she knows how to manipulate me with my weaknesses, she’s only fooling herself. 
 
    I brush my lips across her cheek, rest them near the corner of her mouth and say, “You know the Soles. You know what they’ll do if given the chance when we take out Pray and they figure out that you were the woman to do it. They’ll try to kill you, and then they’ll try to kill me. And if they can’t do that, they’ll try to steal our children away from us.” 
 
    She tenses under me. I don’t know whether that’s at my words or whether it’s because my thumb is circling her nipple through her dress. 
 
    “You’re being paranoid. That’s why I’m trying to get ahead of it. I’m trying to show them that they can trust me so when it does come out—” 
 
    I laugh. 
 
    “You are so fucking naïve,” I say. And this time, I slide my hand down her chest, down her thigh, and then under the hem of her dress to settle my hand on hot skin. 
 
    She hisses. Then says, “I’m not—” 
 
    “You are. Because you know as well as I that’s exactly what the Soles used to do. Play judge and jury and decide that a parent didn’t deserve her child because of the company they kept, the business they were into, the substances they took, and did everything in their power to steal them away. Most of the time, by perfectly legal means.” 
 
    “You’re exaggera—” 
 
    “They did it to you and your sister,” I remind. 
 
    That shuts her up. Not because she doesn’t want to deny me, but because she can’t deny me. She knows as well as I do the way the Soles managed to swell the ranks of their so-called community organization. That the Soles, in a lot of ways, were just as bad as all the other gangs in their zeal to stop them in their tracks. 
 
    “I might have killed a few children,” I say. “But at least I never let Pray steal them.” 
 
    “Are you really trying to say that your actions were justified by making it less awful than kidnapping children?” 
 
    “So we agree the Soles kidnapped children.” 
 
    “That’s not—” 
 
    It’s in this moment that I can’t stop myself any longer. As she becomes infuriated with me and begins to try to escape my grip, as her eyes narrow and her lips purse in anger at me. It’s in this moment that I want to kiss her, strip her naked, make her know that I have all the power over her, and that most days, I choose to let her think otherwise. The only thing stopping me is where we are and my mission. But that doesn’t stop me from creeping my hand up her thigh, playing with the smooth material of her panties, and fingerfucking her right here. 
 
    What stops me from doing that is the music suddenly changing, the lights focusing on the stage in the middle of the room, and thunderous applause and raunchy catcalling as a woman walks out onto the stage. 
 
    It captures both my and Dele’s attention. Our reactions couldn’t be more different, though. 
 
    I grin ferally at the woman who comes out on stage. She’s taller than the average woman. Even taller with the stilettos she’s wearing. Long wavy dark hair, brown eyes, light copper-colored skin. Of course, I can’t tell all that from so far away. But I don’t need to. She’s almost the spitting image of the woman sitting next to me. She might even be able to pass off as her twin to people who don’t know the two women. 
 
    “There you are,” I say. 
 
    On the other hand, Dele’s mouth falls open in surprise. Once she gains the ability to speak again, she says, “Delilah?” 
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Dele 
 
   V iper’s hand is still between my legs. His other hand is still in my hair. His body is still practically covering mine. His face is still just centimeters from mine. And yet, I can’t even pay any attention to it. Because right there, standing on stage, with her hand on a pole and walking in circles while the crowd whoops and applauds before she even really does anything, is Delilah. 
 
    My sister. 
 
    She’s grown up a lot. But I guess that’s what tends to happen in what? Four years? No. Longer than that. Probably more like five. Five years since she stormed out of my apartment in a huff when I was nineteen and she was sixteen, and I haven’t seen her since. I used to be upset that she left. Then, when Pray took out all the Soles and their families, I was relieved she’d gotten out and distanced herself before she could become a target. But apparently, being an ex-Sole and having been long gone by the time of Pray’s takeover doesn’t matter to the Viper and his Sole Killers. Just an association is enough. But I suppose I should have known that by the way that Pray even goes after the immediate family of former Soles. 
 
    Delilah is both a former Sole and the sister of a Sole who was still active during the Pray takeover. 
 
    Viper removes his hands from me and sits back next to me, but I can’t even care enough to be bothered by the fact that the places where his hands were now feel cold because I’m watching in shock as my sister performs on stage. 
 
    “Well,” Viper begins as he leans forward to watch my sister with feral interests. Not a sexual feral interest. But like a predator watching his prey. A predator that knows he has his unsuspecting prey cornered, and there’s nowhere to run. With bloodlust. 
 
    Viper continues, “Well, now the pieces are starting to fall into place.” 
 
    “What pieces?” I ask. “Did you know you were hunting my sister the entire time and didn’t tell me?” 
 
    “I didn’t know it was your sister until she stepped on stage, Bell. But now that I know she’s the one that we’re tracking down, it makes a lot more sense.” 
 
    “Sense how?” I demand. 
 
    Viper leans back, throws an arm over my shoulder, and pulls me toward him. It’s just for show. And act so no one is any the wiser about who we are. That and a gesture of the control he thinks he has over me. Which is the only reason I don’t shrug his arm away. 
 
    “Drugs aren’t the only criminal enterprise that Pray has his hands in,” Viper says. “But you knew that.” 
 
    Of course, I did. Viper and I went over extensively all the businesses that Pray is involved in. Drugs of all kinds, money laundering—not just for himself but others—identity theft, murder, trafficking—both labor and sex… Of course. Of course, Delilah would put herself in the way of Pray’s business to fuck up his sex trafficking ring. 
 
    “Looks like after your sister left the Soles, she went and started her own little organization. Except she doesn’t even use the pretense of helping to make the world a better place and being ethical. She goes about it by any means necessary,” Viper says. “Pray has lost quite a bit of money from her and her people’s interference. We were wondering how she was doing it… now I know.” 
 
    “How is she doing it?” I ask but think better of it. “This place is owned and overseen by Pray’s people. She knows that, and she’s targeting them and… Motherfuck, she’s getting herself fucking kidnapped to stop them. Isn’t she?” 
 
    “You know your sister well. We suspected it was someone on the inside, one of Pray’s men being a double agent. But that was too obvious, and we would have caught them a long time ago. What we didn’t suspect was that it was someone on the inside who was being sold. Seems like she kept the skills she learned while with the Soles sharp over the years. Unlike you.” 
 
    I ignore his jab. “Still so fucking reckless after all this time. Is she insane? It would be insane under any circumstance, but she’s asking for attention and a bounty getting directly in the way of Pray’s shit without backup. Especially knowing that Pray and you are hunting down Soles. She had to know. There’s no way she didn’t if she’s still in the same circles.” 
 
    “Like you said, your sister always was reckless. Even more than we were,” Viper points out. 
 
    “I’m going to kill her,” I snap. 
 
    “Great. Do my job for me,” Viper says. “I really don’t feel like dealing with all her quips and jabs. She’s worse than you are when it comes to them while being exceedingly less entertaining.” 
 
    I’ve been so focused on the fact that my sister is running her own gang to break up a sex trafficking ring run by Stephen Pray that I’d forgotten that I’m sitting next to the man Pray sent to investigate her. The man who plans to kill her. 
 
    “You can’t kill my sister,” I suddenly say. 
 
    “Can’t I?” he asks, squeezing my arm without taking his eyes off my sister’s performance. “Or do you just not want me to?” 
 
    “Vi—Adrian,” I say, remembering that we’re in public, and I don’t want to blow his cover or expose his codename. “She’s my sister.” 
 
    “And what’s that supposed to mean to me?” Viper asks. “Even if it did mean something that she’s your sister, she’s the sister that left you when you needed help most. All because she didn’t agree with the decisions you made about your life.” 
 
    “You know it was more complicated than that.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But we both know that’s what it boils down to.” 
 
    I should have known better than to try to appeal to something like sentiment when it comes to Viper, especially for something like this. So I appeal to the only thing that has been working recently. Appealing to the power and advantage he has to gain. 
 
    “I never did tell you why I was here,” I say. 
 
    Viper raises an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “It wasn’t to gain contact with a Sole… not on purpose. That was more I knew that I might inadvertently run into one. What I’m really here for is to make allies with the very gang you think Delilah might be leading. When I heard about it, I wasn’t sure exactly what they were doing to disrupt Pray’s business or which one it was. But I figured if someone was brave enough to get in the way of Pray knowing his reputation and knowing they’d send you after him with your damn near perfect elimination rate, it might be someone worth allying with.” 
 
    What I don’t tell Viper is that I’d already considered that it might be worth allying with this gang and had written them off. But he doesn’t need to know my true intentions. 
 
    “You really think your sister is going to ally with you once you tell her what you plan to do?” Viper asks. “You think she’s not smart enough to figure out that you aren’t dismantling Pray’s businesses so much as you’re setting up Pray to be outed and his businesses stolen right beneath his nose for me to run?” 
 
    He’s right. My sister has always been as nosy and shrewd as she is reckless. It’ll take her no time at all to figure out that something more is going on than I’m telling her. 
 
    “I’ll deal with that when I cross that bridge. Just like you’re going to deal with what to do when you have Pray’s empire, and I’m no longer any use to you. But for right now, she can be an asset if you just give me a chance to talk to her. If you let me talk to her, she’ll listen.” 
 
    Viper huffs a laugh. “When the fuck has your sister ever listened to anything you had to say? Or do we have different recollections of how she left in the first place?” 
 
    I hate when he’s right. Fuck, I really do hate when he’s right. At least when he’s being unreasonable and controlling, I can argue with him. But when he’s actually making sense, there’s little I can do. And he knows it. 
 
    “Viper,” I say as I turn to look at him. 
 
    He takes his arm from around my shoulder, leans forward on his arms, and turns his attention back to the stage where Delilah is finishing up her dance. Finally, he says, “You’ve got until midnight.” 
 
    Then he slides out of the booth, walks back down the stairs to the first floor, and disappears into the crowd of people. 
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    idnight,” I mutter to myself and check my phone for the time. 
 
    Fuck. It’s already eleven fifteen. 
 
    I slide out the booth and rush downstairs. I head to find the entrance to the stage. It’s always easy for me to get to places where I’m not supposed to be in clubs like these. It’s only a matter of standing up tall, being in a pretty, tight dress, and looking like you’re supposed to be there. So when I walk into the back where the “employees only” sign is and go through the doors, none of the security stops me. It doesn’t take me long to find the dressing rooms. Filled with a bunch of girls “auditioning” for a permanent gig. But really, they’ve been herded here like sheep to be kidnapped later tonight after everyone’s gone when this place closes and they’re waiting to be told whether or not they got the job or not. 
 
    None of them pay me any special mind, because as far as they’re concerned, I’m just like them. Which is what I wanted them to assume. 
 
    Delilah walks into the room, completely naked, not long after I arrive. Unsurprisingly, she spots me immediately. Also, unsurprisingly, she rolls her eyes and scowls at me. 
 
    “Do my eyes deceive me? Or do I spy a fucking ghost,” she says. Her voice is a few octaves higher than mine but also has a certain rasp to it that distinguishes us from one another. 
 
    “Nice to see you too after five years,” I say. 
 
    “Not long enough if you ask me,” she says as she walks to an empty place in front of a long shared vanity. 
 
    “You know what? I don’t have time to deal with your crappy attitude. We need to talk.” 
 
    “We can do it right here,” Delilah says as she pulls on a pair of panties and a bra. 
 
    “You really want to talk about that fact that you’re infil—” 
 
    Delilah rounds on me, and I’m sure if she weren’t struggling to snap her bra on right now, she’d be trying to at least cover my mouth, if not outright trying to attack me. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” she whispers harshly. “Oh my God. Just let me get dressed.” 
 
    It doesn’t take her long. She pulls on a tight black dress, slips her feet into some shoes, and then nods for me to follow her. She leads me out to the back of the club. It’s dark and a little chilly, but I’ll live for the next few minutes. 
 
    “What in the hell are you doing here?” Delilah demands. 
 
    “That’s how you’re going to greet your sister?” 
 
    “Don’t play bullshit with me,” she snaps. “I haven’t heard from you in five years.” 
 
    “I can say the same for you.” 
 
    “Because I have the excuse of thinking you were dead. You know,”—Delilah looks around in a way she didn’t even bother to look around when she was in the dressing room and I bluffed outing her—“Like the rest of the Soles,” she finally whispers. 
 
    “A misunderstanding that can be forgiven, given the circumstances,” I say. Then, “I was in hiding.” 
 
    “Hiding, huh?” Delilah says as she takes a cigarette and lighter out of her pocket. 
 
    “That’s such a bad habit,” I say. 
 
    She ignores my chiding and asks, “And what, dear sister, brought you out of hiding to come find me? Hm?” 
 
    “If I’m honest, I didn’t even know it was you I was coming to find.” 
 
    Her curiosity is piqued. If there’s one thing I know about Delilah, she doesn’t like not having an answer. But unlike Viper, who doesn’t bother with conjecture and making up fantasies, Delilah thinks she’s smart and creative enough to conjecture up answers and take them as truths. But she’s always just a little off. And as much as I know she’s going to give me shit for it later, I plan to use that little weakness to my advantage. 
 
    “Then what were you looking for?” she finally asks. 
 
    “I heard about your little gang.” 
 
    “Gang?” she asks. 
 
    I shrug. “Grassroots organization, vigilante organization, whatever you want to call it. Heard they were brave enough to intervene in Pray’s trafficking scheme. You’ve been an annoying thorn in their side the last year or so.” 
 
    “Well, I figure if the guy is going to rule the criminal underworld, I might as well be an annoying thorn in his side.” 
 
    “What if I told you that he’s not going to be ruling it for much longer?” 
 
    She takes a puff of her cigarette and then says, “I’d ask what intel you have that makes you so sure about that.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve heard… whispers of a sort of… rebellion, so to speak. A revenge scheme.” 
 
    “I hear about schemes like that at least once a week. Everyone thinks they’re going to get revenge on him. They can’t.” 
 
    “You’re right. They can’t. But I can,” I say. “Because I’ve got someone on the inside who’s willing to help. With their information, them working on the inside, and the network I’m building, you wouldn’t have to resort to petty acts that at most annoy Pray. You could—” 
 
    “There’s nothing petty about the shit I do,” Delilah snaps. “I help real people. I save real women and men every time I go undercover and botch a shipment of sex slaves.” 
 
    “So you help a truckful of sex slaves every now and then, and then Pray ships out a dozen more and cracks down on security and finds more creative ways to stay two steps ahead of people like you who are brave enough to go head to head with him,” I snap back. 
 
    “And you’re telling me what you have planned, whoever you’re working with or for? They can do something different,” Delilah says. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Delilah gives me a piercing look, and for a moment, I think I may have gotten through to her. For once, she might have listened to me. 
 
    Then she takes a puff of her cigarette and laughs. 
 
    “Fuck, you haven’t changed a fucking bit. This shit right here, this never-ending optimism of yours? It’s the reason I left you and the Soles in the first place. Always so fucking focused on the big picture and turning a blind eye to certain things happening right in front of them in the name of the larger goal that they were just as guilty and complicit in the things they said they were fighting to eliminate.” 
 
    I don’t have anything to say to that because… well, she’s not exactly wrong about that. I know that first hand. 
 
    “Go ahead,” she says. “Go ahead and begin your long diatribe about how the Soles didn’t mean it. How they had the best intentions.” She scoffs. “They left you to die if not for me and your fucking boyfriend going rogue to find you.” 
 
    I decide not to even argue about the boyfriend thing. It’s not worth it. And I can’t argue with her about the Soles. Honestly, it’s ironic how their faults have been thrown up in my face twice tonight. Both by two people who might hate each other more than Viper and I do. If it weren’t for the fact that Delilah was diametrically opposed to everything Pray stands for and has a special bone to pick with one of his specific businesses, I wouldn’t be surprised if they recruited her. 
 
    “I’m not here to debate with you about that. And frankly, I don’t care. But what does matter is that the Soles didn’t deserve what they had dished out to them. And the only reason they were dished out that fate was because they were onto Pray. And Pray wants to make sure the job is finished by going after anyone and everyone who ever had anything to do with the Soles,” I say. “Delilah. You’re in danger. Right now. His Sole Killers are here. And they’re here for you.” 
 
    She shrugs. “I’ve gotten away from them before.” 
 
    “You won’t this time.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes. 
 
    “Delilah. It’s Viper,” I say. 
 
    That gets her attention. She narrows her eyes at me and says, “Viper? He’s here? He’s real?” 
 
    “Yes, he’s real. And I’ve bought you some time, but we’re running out. I know you don’t like it, but sometimes, you have to lose the battle to win the war. If we beat Pray from the inside out, we’ll stop the dozen more ways he traffics people instead of one infiltrated truck,” I offer. 
 
    Delilah looks at me and tilts her head. I don’t know if I’ve convinced her. Delilah can be a wild card. Follows her whims and passions no matter the consequences. 
 
    “Well,” Delilah says, “Between you and me, I bet we can both take Viper down. That’s one way to deal a blow to Pray. Take out his top assassin.” 
 
    “We can’t.” 
 
    Not just physically couldn’t if we wanted to because Viper is the only one I know who can aim and pull a trigger faster than I can. But also because Viper is my ally. I need Viper to take out Pray. 
 
    “Were you so traumatized by the fact that he singlehandedly took out the Soles that you’re humble about your abilities now? The sister I knew wouldn’t back down from a potential fight.” 
 
    Fucking fuck. 
 
    “Why do you have to be so fucking difficult with me when I’m trying to help you?” 
 
    “Why do you always have to hide shit from me when you think you’re trying to help me?” she shoots back. Finally, she says, “Tell you what? I’ll call off tonight. Nothing’s going down yet anyway. And you can come where I’m staying and tell me everything you’re not telling me. How about that?” 
 
    Viper only gave me until midnight. I’m not sure what time it is, but it’s close. And I know better than to test his patience. Still. I’m getting somewhere with my sister. Besides, maybe I can learn more about her operation. Because Delilah’s sure as hell not doing this by herself. 
 
    “Fine,” I say as I take out my phone. 
 
    I’ve made contact. Give me until morning. 
 
    I don’t wait for a response. I’m going to make him take it. 
 
    “Who ya contacting?” she asks. 
 
    “My partner,” I say. “He can be a little… protective. This is to make sure he doesn’t tear up the city trying to track me down later.” 
 
    Delilah doesn’t say anything. Just leads me back around the side of the building to where her car is. 
 
    The ride to where she’s staying, a nice, quaint, little rented house not too far away from the club we were just at, is quiet. In fact, Delilah doesn’t say anything to me at all until she’s about to open the door to the house. 
 
    “I should probably tell you something.” 
 
    “Now you wanna talk,” I say with a roll of my eyes. 
 
    “I’m serious, Dele,” Delilah says. “I know you probably figured out I’m not doing this alone.” 
 
    “No shit.” 
 
    “But I’m doing this with another former Sole, specifically. She left too. Before Pray wiped everyone out.” 
 
    “And you thought you had to warn me about this because?” 
 
    Delilah sighs, “You’ll see,” and then opens the door. 
 
    The lights are off, but the light of the television is flickering, illuminating the person sitting on the couch. I freeze in place when I see her. With her pale, freckled skin, straight, distinctive olive-brown hair, and nose ring. 
 
    “Lila,” she says. “You’re back early. I take it they aren’t making a shipment tonight then….” 
 
    She trails off when she catches sight of me standing behind Delilah. 
 
    “Dele,” she says. 
 
    “Brin,” I say. 
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   M y first instinct is to draw my gun, hidden in a smooth holster along my thigh, and point it at Brin. But I don’t. Because if I draw my gun at her, I might actually shoot her. 
 
    I haven’t seen Brin since around the same time I last saw my sister. In fact, Brin left right before Delilah. And the reason for her leaving was part of the catalyst that made my sister leave right after. That said, my sister and I were having issues long before Brin turned around and backstabbed me. Our relationship was doomed to fall apart. But it might have been much later if not for her. 
 
    “What the hell is she doing here?” I ask. 
 
    “I know this is a little confusing, but just let us explain.” 
 
    “Explain,” I say evenly. “What’s there to explain? Except that clearly, you don’t believe half your own bullshit because you’re working with her after what she had done to me.” 
 
    That being setting me up for the mass murder of a cartel family, having me declared persona non-grata by the Soles, which resulted in every single enemy I’d made over the years putting a hit on me or attempting to kidnap me knowing that the Soles couldn’t back me up. Not even Adrian. Not at first anyway. By the time I was kidnapped by one of the gangs with more nefarious intentions than just killing me, Adrian and Delilah (who received training but wasn’t technically a field agent) went rogue to find me and to clear my name. Turned out Brin had set the entire thing up to expose the hypocrisy of the Soles, but before they could do anything about her, she’d disappeared. 
 
    Delilah left not soon after in her fury that I decided I was going to stick around, at least for a while, despite the Sole’s betrayal. She’d gone so far as to say that the only reason I was staying was that Adrian had manipulated me into it. Not overtly or even intentionally. But because of the way she thought he was leading me on about something that was never going to happen because he was never going to betray Phae for me. Delilah always had a problem with Adrian for that, even though it was a lot more complicated than she’d simplified it to be in her young teenage mind. And even despite him putting his neck on the line for me to help save me, even despite the fact that though she’s always disliked Adrian but was able to tolerate him, she couldn’t ever forgive him for that. For staying with an organization that turned on a woman he claimed to have a thing for and then for convincing said woman, me, to stay. 
 
    So I’m definitely more than a little confused as to why she’s here and apparently on good terms with the person who helped to orchestrate all that. Not just confused. Violently pissed off. 
 
    Fuck, I really want to shoot Brin. 
 
    “I know. And I did too. Until I heard her out, and she explained to me what happened. She didn’t mean to set you up.” 
 
    “How do you not mean to set someone up?” I demand. 
 
    “Because the setup was never for you. It was for Adrian,” Delilah explains. 
 
    That gives me pause. 
 
    “Why would you want to set him up? He was the best agent we had. Some of the best publicity the Soles had.” 
 
    Delilah rolls her. “My fucking God. You’re still caping for that fucking man. After everything he’s ever done to you. After all the rumors surrounding his partnership with Pray, though legal it may seem. After he sold the Soles out to Pray, and we’re all on the run because of him, you still defend him.” 
 
    “That’s beside the point,” I say, not particularly feeling like getting into the same argument we’ve always gotten into about Adrian. 
 
    “It is the point,” Delilah snapped. “Look, I don’t agree with her methods, but she was right when she said the Soles were the very thing they claimed to fight against. That they saw an opportunity to be a player in this drug thing by positioning themselves as opposition to gain prestige on the legal side and grudging respect in the criminal underworld with their ruthlessness. And your boyfriend was the embodiment of that hypocrisy.” 
 
    “And that’s supposed to make me feel better about all this?” I demand. “Her intentions don’t matter to me. Because if that’s what she really cared about, she would have said something when she knew what was about to happen to me.” 
 
    “True,” Delilah agrees. “But who could blame her after what happened to you with the mere accusation and no actual proof.” 
 
    “Well,” I begin to drawl with my arms crossed and a roll of my eyes, “that’s why you don’t frame people for something they didn’t do in the first place. You could have… you could have just talked to the leaders.” 
 
    Delilah huffs. “Sure. Talk to the leaders who had everything to gain from the way they were doing things and had no incentive to change.” 
 
    “You know, you’re doing a whole lot of talking for Brin while she’s not doing any talking for herself. What does she have to say about this?” 
 
    I turn to look at Brin, who’s been silent this entire time. She’s standing up in front of the couch now, her eyes on mine like she’s seen a ghost or something. I raise my eyebrows and ask in a low and even tone, “Well.” 
 
    “Dele,” she begins. Pauses. Then, “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry for what?” I snap, taking a step toward her. Delilah tenses like she’s ready to stop me if I attack. “Sorry that you framed me. Sorry that because of it, the Soles abandoned me. Sorry that because my enemies saw me as an easy target, I was kidnapped and raped and no one would have done anything about it if not for my hardheaded sister and best friend who give no fucks about authority if it doesn’t suit them? Sorry that you ran away like a coward and escaped even a fraction of the consequences I faced for your actions? I’m sure I’m missing something. But go ahead. Tell me why you’re sorry.” 
 
    “There’s nothing I can do to make up for that.” 
 
    “Fuck, right.” 
 
    “And I was wrong for what I did. But I wasn’t wrong that someone was playing the Soles like a fiddle and setting us up because we were no better than the drug lords we were fighting. Hell, we had deals with some of them,” Brin added. 
 
    “That still doesn’t mean that you turn your back on a friend to serve your own interests. Whatever the fuck they are.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean for—” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you meant. It matters what happened,” I snap and then turn to Delilah. “And you’ve got some nerve asking me to trust her after everything she did.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to trust her. I’m asking you to work with her,” Delilah counters. “If there’s one thing what she did proves, it is that she has some interest in taking down Pray, regardless of what those interests are.” 
 
    “That’s a good question. What are your interests?” I ask Brin. 
 
    Delilah keeps going. Not that Brin looks inclined to answer anyway. 
 
    “You say you’re trying to unite everyone Pray took advantage of against him. If anyone could do it, I’m sure it would be you. A lot of the mob bosses always seemed to like working for you, even for a Sole. They might stop and listen to you. But Brin?” Delilah says. “Brin can help you convince them. She can get them over to our side without even raising her voice if you give her a directive. You’ll have your alliance in half the time with her on your side. And with my contact network and knowledge of the black market dealers… you’ll have the right forces on your side in a matter of a couple of years.” 
 
    I already have a ten-year timeline with Viper. Ten years because I don’t want the twins to get to the same age I was when I was determined old enough to fight. I want them to have the normal childhood I never did. As normal as possible, all things considered. But tempting as it is… 
 
    “I don’t care about what she can offer,” I snap. 
 
    “If you won’t take her, you don’t get me. She’s part of my team, Dele.” 
 
    Let it never be said that blood is thicker than water or however the fuck that saying goes. 
 
    Finally, I say, “I’m here for one reason. And it’s to save both your reckless asses from an attack by the Sole Killers. And then, once that’s done, I’d advise that both of you get the fuck out the country while you still can. Because I’m not going to get in the way to help you again.” 
 
    That’s not the truth. Not totally. 
 
    I’ve had intel about Delilah’s gang and been tracking their movements for months. I hadn’t even intended on bringing them into my bourgeoning alliance because the more people causing Pray trouble, the less likely he’d be to notice my subtle movements and directives with my meager forces. But beyond that, I thought her gang was too reckless and thoughtless about their hostility and wouldn’t be a good fit for me, working in the shadows until strong enough to really challenge Pray. The only reason I was interested at all was when I got intel that Viper and his Sole Killers had finally zeroed in on them. 
 
    Because regardless of my past with the Soles and how our relationship deteriorated and how hypocritical they were, they didn’t deserve what Pray did to them. They don’t deserve what Viper plans to do with them. 
 
    But I never counted on running into my sister. I never counted on running into Brin. 
 
    I almost wish I’d decided not to personally intervene on this one. Brin could have fended for herself against the Sole Killers. But only almost, because as estranged as we are, Delilah is still my sister. 
 
    “How about… How about we just sleep on it tonight and discuss it at breakfast?” Delilah suggests. 
 
    I’m not going to change my mind. But maybe I can get my sister to in the morning when I’m not so pissed. 
 
    “Whatever,” I mutter grudgingly. 
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   I  have my own base of operations and my own team, but I suppose it won’t hurt to stay here for the night. Once I’m in the room my sister shows me, I call my team on a phone different from the one I use to communicate with Viper and let them know I’m laying low with a potential ally for the night and ping them the location before turning that phone off. Then I glance at my other phone, the one I use to communicate with Viper. He replied to my last message. 
 
    You try my patience, Bell. 
 
    I debate with myself for about five seconds before sending back, I didn’t know you had any. 
 
    The response comes faster than I expected it would. That’s the point. 
 
    I slip the phone into my bra and lie down. Unsurprisingly though, sleep eludes me. Not because I’m afraid of an attack in the middle of the night or anything. I’ve long learned how to sleep lightly. 
 
    Eventually, I slip out of bed and go to the kitchen. Hopefully, my sister has some kind of alcohol somewhere to help me take the edge off my nerves. She has beers in the refrigerator. Those are usually Viper’s thing, but I’ll take just about anything at this point.  
 
    I sit at the counter, aware that either my sister or Brin has heard me and is approaching the kitchen. But I’m unconcerned as I take a swig. The lights flick on. But I had already figured out it was Brin. 
 
    “Oh,” she says when she sees me. “It’s you.” 
 
    I don’t say anything. As far as I’m concerned, there’s nothing to say. 
 
    Brin seems to think otherwise. Because she leans against the opposite side of the counter from me. 
 
    “Look,” she begins. “Earlier. You were right. I didn’t do much talking. I was just… taken by surprise when I saw you. And I know you want an explanation. A rhyme or reason for why I did what I did and… and it made so much sense when I doing it. But now… now not so much.” 
 
    And that’s what bothers me about Brin. I can’t read her. I can’t predict her. I don’t know what she wants. What she thought she was going to get out of doing what she did to me and then letting everything that happened afterward happen. At least with Viper, who has tried to kill me on two occasions now, I know why. I can sympathize with why he was going to kill me. Because even though I’d like to hope that I wouldn’t, even though I used to be so self-righteous to think that I never would do what Viper did, I’m not so sure anymore. Because I think I’d stop at nothing, no matter how illegal or dangerous or unethical, to protect Leon and Lady. If it were the right circumstances, I might turn on anyone if it meant saving them. Regardless of what anyone says about it. I think anyway. Even though I’d like to hope I wouldn’t. 
 
    Then again, I never thought I’d be helping to steal a criminal empire. 
 
    But I can’t sympathize with Brin that way. Which results in a different kind of hate and anger at her than I have toward Viper. 
 
    When I don’t say anything, Brin continues, “I really thought… I really thought I was doing the right thing.” 
 
    I huff. “The right thing.” 
 
    That’s certainly relative. 
 
    “I know, but… come on, Dele. The Soles took us in as teenagers and children and then sold us an ideal that I’m not sure they believed in. Hell, I’m not even sure what their ideal was.” 
 
    “You weren’t the only one with doubts. You could have talked to someone. You could have talked to me, Brin. We were friends.” 
 
    And not just friends in a loose sense of a word as someone I know. I mean friends as in having girls' nights together and talking to each other about our problems. Her rolling her eyes at my sister when she complained about Adrian but then, in the next breath, admitting that she didn’t understand what the hell my relationship with him was. 
 
    “I tried, but do you really think you would have understood?” 
 
    “I would have.” 
 
    “Dele, admit it. You didn’t doubt the leadership of the Soles and our so-called mission to eliminate violence and do what the police and government wouldn’t to combat these criminal organizations and promote peaceful co-existence until they left you to the dogs.” 
 
    “After what you did.” 
 
    “You’re missing the point.” 
 
    “Then tell me what it is.” 
 
    “That we were all criminals, Dele. The Soles were just the criminals the law tolerated until they didn’t.” 
 
    “And you’re missing the point that I really don’t care. Because it still doesn’t make any of what you did sensical.” 
 
    I have nothing else to say, and my beer bottle is empty. She doesn’t have anything to say either. We still continue to sit at the counter. 
 
    Then I feel something in the air shift. I can’t exactly say what it is. Just that instincts honed since I was a teenager are suddenly telling me that something’s not right. I pretend to take a sip of my beer even though it’s empty and glance around with my eyes. I catch something outside the screen doors, standing in the shadows. Something gleams quickly. But it’s enough for me to catch a very familiar gun in someone’s hands. Viper’s gun. 
 
    What the hell is he doing here, and how did he… 
 
    The phone. The bastard has a fucking tracker in my phone. When he told me that no one would be able to trace me on it, he must have conveniently left out that he was excluded from that. Why would he be… 
 
    I glance at Brin. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Okay. Don’t let Viper know you see him is the game. 
 
    I casually remove the beer bottle from my lip and pretend to swallow before putting it back to obscure the movement of my lips. 
 
    “Brin.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Continue to act normal. And when I say duck, duck.” 
 
    Brin frowns. Doing the opposite of acting normal. I see the glint of a gun. 
 
    “Duck,” I say as I take the bottle from my lips. 
 
    She ducks just at the screen window shatters and a silent bullet flies past me and over her head. In this short time, I’ve managed to reach the split in my dress, take out both my guns and shoot one in Viper’s direction. Not to kill, obviously. But just to make him cautious. 
 
    I duck behind the counter next to Brin and say, “We’ve got to get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    “Clearly,” Brin snaps, taking out her own gun. 
 
    “That’s not going to help you,” I say.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s fucking Viper.” 
 
    “Viper. What?” 
 
    “No time. Go,” I say, urging her ahead of me. 
 
    I start to follow her but look back to get a glimpse. Viper’s wearing a mask. A terrifying black mask with black lenses and shaped like a skull in an all-black outfit with a black hood covering his head. 
 
    I resist the urge to roll my eyes as I follow Brin out of the kitchen and into the living room. He always was one for fucking dramatics. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Delilah says, coming out with her own gun. 
 
    I snatch Brin and my sister down just as two bullets whizz by, narrowly missing where Brin was standing, confirming my earlier suspicions. 
 
    Viper didn’t decide to attack because he wasn’t going to give me more time to convince my sister. He attacked because he saw Brin. 
 
    “When I give you the word,” I begin, “run to the car.” 
 
    For once, Delilah listens. 
 
    I holster one of my guns. Brace myself. 
 
    “Run,” I say while at the same time standing up and letting off a wide shot that has no chance of shooting Viper. Then I roll forward off the back of the couch until I’m crouched in front of it. This time when I shoot Viper, I shoot where I know his reinforced bulletproof vest is strongest. It’s not going to hurt him. The recoil of it might not even feel like barely more than a tickle to him. But this is just for show so Delilah and Brin won’t catch on that I’m not trying to kill Viper and a distraction to get Viper’s eyes on me. 
 
    It works. Only long enough for Delilah and Brin to shoot past Viper and get to the door. Because it only takes Viper a split second to turn and raise his gun at Brin. But also, in that split second, I attempt to sweep his legs from under him. And in dodging me, he misses his target, and both Brin and Delilah manage to get out the door. 
 
    They leave it wide open, and I duck under Viper’s grasp and head towards it. I know he’s not trying to kill me—I hope—but I still instinctively roll out the way when he shoots. 
 
    “Why are you trying to protect her, Bell?” Viper asks, voice distorted by some kind of modulator. 
 
    Instead of answering, I say, “You are such a damn drama queen,” and then run out the door to the waiting car. I’ve barely closed the door before Delilah is pulling us out of the driveway. 
 
    “Turn left,” I yell, forcing Delilah to swing out the right turn she was going to take. 
 
    “To go where.” 
 
    “My temporary base. It’s the only way to get you two out of here and deal with Viper.” 
 
    “I can’t leave my people,” Delilah snaps. 
 
    “Then call your people and tell them to retreat or go to the ground. Viper’s not after them. And I’m willing to bet that my people are much more prepared to deal with him than yours are.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “Because I didn’t really come here to recruit you,” I admit. 
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
    “I’m hunting the Sole Killers.” 
 
    “Motherfuck, Dele,” Delilah swears. “And you wanna call me reckless? Even I’m not stupid enough to do that.” 
 
    “We can debate that later. Right now, just follow my directions so you don’t get killed.” 
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   B y many accounts and measurements, I’m a genius. And that’s not me being arrogant. For all that people miss my intelligence behind my temper and preference to shoot first and never ask questions, I’m far from a stupid man. Most people and things simply aren’t worth the time wasting my intelligence on. So a punch or facing the barrel of my gun it is. And lately, that reputation suits me well. Let them all, including Pray, think that the only thing I’m worth is pointing me in the direction of a target and attacking. So when I finally make my move on Pray, no one will see it coming. 
 
    But Dele, despite how much she infuriates, despite how much she defies me, despite how much she hates me and I hate her? Dele is interesting and complex and smart enough to be worth the effort of trying to figure her out. And I thought I had her pinned. For a person who likes to act like she clings to ideals and ethics and morals, really? She’s just like me. She takes things personal. She’ll throw away morals and ideals and ethics if it means settling a personal vendetta. The evidence of that is the way she now seems to have no qualms about bringing me to power at the top of a criminal empire and using other mob bosses, cartels, and criminal gangs to do it when it’s the very thing she used to fight against. 
 
    But apparently, I was wrong. Or, at least, partially wrong. Because that’s the only thing that can possibly explain her seeming insistence on protecting the Soles of all people.  
 
    Back when we first disagreed on what to do with the Soles, when I insisted on completing Pray’s vindictive crusade against them, and she insisted that the Soles were long done and dead and not a threat and not worth the effort of hunting them down, I’d assumed she’d just quietly disapprove of my dealings. I’d assumed that her argument was for the sake of arguing with me and keeping up the pretense of righteousness that she sometimes tried to exhibit rather than some actual desire to protect them. I assumed she’d quietly disapprove and just turn a blind eye to my hunting. Because deep down, Dele might have more reason than me to hold a personal vendetta against the Soles, even if she’s too kindhearted and weak to do anything about it. 
 
    Protecting her sister was one thing. Despite their own sordid history and estrangement, they’re still just that. Sisters. Sisters who looked out for each other even when they disagreed. A sister who joined forces with me despite her disdain for me to save Dele’s life some five years ago. But I’m more than a little confounded, to say the least, in her insistence in keeping Brin fucking O’Brien out of my grasps. 
 
    Brin fucking O’Brien, who set Dele up to be framed for an offense she didn’t commit, had her declared persona non grata to the Soles, and stripped of any status, privilege, and protection that being a Sole might have been able to grant her. That was to say, it hadn’t taken even forty-eight hours for the worst of her enemies to get wind that she was practically a sitting duck and go after her. Even back then, I sometimes daydreamed about putting my hands around Delilah’s neck and killing her, but we both had two things in common. Dele and an unhealthy disregard of bullshit authority when it came down to it. Delilah ended up finding the real culprit, Brin, while I went deep into dangerous enemy territory to rescue Dele. Before anyone managed to kill her, but not before some damage had been done. 
 
    Needless to say, no one that had been remotely involved escaped my wrath that evening. But my revenge had never quite been quenched. Because even though the Soles said they planned on dealing out punishment, I had every intention of going directly to where I knew O’Brien was being held and killing her myself. To put her through as close to equal torture as she’d put Dele through beforehand. And then she disappeared. And the Soles decided not to do anything about it. 
 
    There was a lot I hadn’t agreed with the Soles on. Particularly the precarious balance they tried to keep between their more savory reputation and their more hidden and much less savory behind-the-scenes actions. But that had been the tipping point. 
 
    So when Pray began to direct me to become a hitman on inactive Soles and later told me to eliminate them all, I didn’t object. In fact, I got a deep satisfaction in inflicting the same pain on them that they’d inflicted on me and the people that were mine. 
 
    But Brin O’Brien has continued to slip through my grasp. Until now. 
 
    And now, Dele, who has more reason to hate her and want to kill her than I do, is protecting her. 
 
    That’s something Dele and I are going to have to talk about. Sooner rather than later. 
 
    I get into my car, send a GPS ping to the other three Sole Killers so they can follow me from where they stay behind at the club, and then follow another GPS tracker to tail Dele. They’re too far away for me to give some epic chase and stop them on the way to their destination. But that’s not a smart move anyway. Because they could be going to Dele’s base of operations, or they might be going to her sister’s. And if they’re going to her sisters’, that means I can not only take out O’Brien but also use taking down Delilah’s senseless crusade as an excuse for why I didn’t take her out back at the club. 
 
    The tracker stops moving, and even though I’m still a few miles out, it stays there. Which only says Dele is still there. But not that O’Brien and Delilah are there with her. But they must be. Because if Dele’s goal is to protect the Soles, why would she still be there? If I were her and I had what I was after, I’d be long gone. An extraction or retreat shouldn’t take that long with someone with skills like Dele and the alliances she must have picked up so far in the last few months. 
 
    The destination turns out to be an isolated farmhouse with a barn house not too far away. Where the closet neighbor is probably half a mile away. It’s a good spot for a base. Because if fighting breaks out, the neighbors will probably think someone is just hunting or killing some predator animal. But also, in the event that fighting does break out, there’s no need for an intruder to exercise any caution.  
 
    The three Sole Killers I brought with me on this mission arrive as I’m getting out the car. 
 
    “Be vigilant,” I say through the modulator in my mask. “These aren’t the run-of-the-mill Soles.” 
 
    “Who are they?” Killer Two asks as she steps up next to me. 
 
    “Delilah Martin and Brin O’Brien,” I say. 
 
    I leave out Dele’s name, of course. Because even though the Sole Killers work directly under me, they are still employees of Pray. They would jump at any and every chance to undermine me and take my place as his chief enforcer. I can’t ever trust them. So to the Sole Killers, Dele has to continue to be assumed missing or dead. I’m counting on Dele and Delilah looking so much alike to people who don’t know them that they don’t notice and just assume that Dele is Delilah if they see her. 
 
    I make my way into the farmhouse with the three Killers behind me. I don’t turn on the light as we enter. But I can see in the dark at least marginally better than most after years of these kinds of missions. There’s seemingly nothing to find. No tech. No weapons. No evidence that anyone was ever here. At least, to the untrained eye. Because to me, it’s clear that someone was here. And it’s clear they left in a rush. But my tracker tells me that Dele is still here. The question is where and why? What’s Dele’s angle here? Why hasn’t she left yet?” 
 
    “Careful. This one is almost as resourceful as her sister,” I say as I continue into the kitchen when Killer Two goes upstairs. Killer Four and Six take the living room and the rest of the lower floor. 
 
    I only just pass the threshold into the kitchen when I instinctively duck, stand back up, and grab the arm of the person who tried to swing a baton at my head and then swing them so they get the brunt of the knife attack from the attacker on my other side. Or they would have. Because Dele is quick enough to notice what I’m doing and avoid stabbing her ally. 
 
    Only an idiot would use a gun in a fight this close range. Because someone is more likely to shoot themselves than their opponent this close. So shooting my attackers are out of the question, and it won’t be suspicious to Dele’s ally who doesn’t know we’re working together. 
 
    I have to admit. Dele has trained her people well. But not well enough to last long against me in a fight. So it’s not long before I’ve taken out her accomplice, leaving me with just Dele. 
 
    With her partner knocked out, we don’t have to put up the pretense of a fight. Not for right now anyway. So I stand opposite of her and demand, “Where is she?” 
 
    “You’re going to have to be more specific. I’ve been around a lot of people who use that pronoun tonight.” 
 
    “You know exactly who I’m talking about. Brin fucking O’Brien. Where is that Sole bitch?” 
 
    “I’m not going to let you kill her.” 
 
    “Let me?” I laugh. “That’s not up to you.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” she says. 
 
    “I really don’t want to waste my time on you. But you’re forcing my hand,” I say. 
 
    She shrugs and moves out the way of my sudden punch. She predicts the second punch too, grabs onto my arm to temporarily hold it out the way, and goes for a jab in the small unprotected juncture between my mask and collar. She’s quick. But I manage to grab her punch and bend my other arm backward before she can forcefully lock it in place. 
 
    “Why are you protecting her?” 
 
    Dele doesn’t answer. Just lets go of my arm and gets out of my reach by getting behind me. I brace myself for the kick to my back and stumble forward to the counter. This would be her chance to try to run again. But for some reason, she doesn’t. And that doesn’t make any sense. She could have been long gone with her sister and Brin. But she’s still here. The question is wh— 
 
    I hear a shot ring from upstairs and a primal scream and the sound of someone bashing someone’s head in with something. 
 
    “I hope that was one of my guys doing the killing,” Dele remarks. 
 
    Suddenly, it all clicks why she’s still here. Why she was so coy about her intentions at the club earlier when they couldn’t have been clearer. She had been counting on it. Because the clear intention wasn’t her intention at all. Inadvertently, maybe. But not primarily. 
 
    “It’s the Sole Killers,” I say. “You want to kill the Sole Killers.” 
 
    She smirks. “Wondered how long it was going to be before you figured that out.” 
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   I f I were frustrated with Dele before, I’m livid with her now. Beyond livid. Because it’s clever and devious and underhanded. And I don’t know whether I want to put my hands around her neck and strangle her or hold a hand around her neck while I fuck her until she can’t think. 
 
    “How come you’re so dedicated to making sure I don’t kill that bitch after what she did to you? After what they did to you?” 
 
    “Same reason I’m not trying to kill you after you almost killed me first.” 
 
    “What they did was worse. They wanted to hurt you.” 
 
    “And trying to kill me isn’t trying to hurt me.” 
 
    “I didn’t have to explain myself to you. I could have killed you when you came around that corner that night. But I didn’t. And when I decided I was going to, it would have been instant. I didn’t drag it out and let you be tortured or was willing to let you die not knowing what was going on.” 
 
    “Am I supposed to be grateful for that?” she drawls. 
 
    We both hear someone coming into the kitchen and begin our fight anew. Though I’m not sure if it’s just pretense anymore. Yet, we’re still not trying to hurt each other. 
 
    “Fuck, I can’t shoot him without shooting her,” I hear Delilah say. 
 
    “Get out of here,” Dele yells toward them without missing a beat in our fight. 
 
    “Dele,” Delilah yells. 
 
    “For once in your life, listen to me and go,” Dele snaps. 
 
    To go where, I’m not certain. So I manage to shove Dele into a wall and pursue Delilah and Brin back out the front door… to where a helicopter is flying low to pull them on board. 
 
    The helicopter raises some when they see me walk out of the house. I aim my gun toward it, but it’s moving too much and too wildly for me to get a clear shot. 
 
    And then, Dele comes up behind me. I turn to meet her. We tumble to the ground. Grapple until I have her pinned face-first on the ground. But Dele has picked up a few new tricks since I last saw her and manages to dislodge me from on top of her until she has me pressed into the ground. 
 
    “Go!” she yells toward the helicopter. 
 
    I manage to throw her off me. She doesn’t bother trying to get me back down again, and I don’t bother to try pinning her down again either. I raised my gun toward the helicopter. But it’s too far. It’s gone. And there’s nothing I can do about it. 
 
    I throw my gun down and then toss off my stupid mask because I want Dele to look me in my face and see my rage. 
 
    She’s smirking with her hands on her hips when I turn to face her. 
 
    “Well,” she says. “That was fun.” 
 
    My hand is around her neck before she can process it. She grabs my arm with her hand. The wrong thing to do if she really was trying to make me let her go, and she knows it. But for now, she’s letting me. 
 
    “You don’t know what you’ve done.” 
 
    “I know exactly what I’ve done.” 
 
    “The Soles—” 
 
    “God damn it, I’ve had three people in total tonight tell me that the Soles weren’t shit. And you think I don’t know that? You think I don’t know they weren’t the shining beacon of hope and righteousness that they preached to be any more than Pray was?” she asks. 
 
    That takes me by surprise after her ardent denials earlier. I loosen my grip on her neck, but she doesn’t take the opportunity to pull away from me. 
 
    Instead, she looks me directly in the eye and continues, “We were all fucking criminals. And we’re all fucking criminals now. But damn it, I’m going to choose what kind of criminal I’m going to be. And I’m not going to be like Pray. And I’m not going to let you be like Pray either, no matter how much your instinct or selfishness or whatever the fuck it is tells you you want to be. You told me there was a different way to do this. Some fucking honorable way to do this. And I believe you. Because you’ve never outright lied to me before.” 
 
    Her faith in that is misplaced. And she seems to know that, too, based on her next words. 
 
    “But you damn sure don’t know how to pull it off on your own. So until you do, I’m going to be your fucking shadow. I’m going to be there every step of the way to remind you why we’re doing this and what kind of empire and legacy you want to build. Even if I have to fight you every step of the way.” 
 
    I find myself smirking at her. Practically grinning maniacally, in fact. Because even now, infuriated as I am with her, she’s reminded me again why she’s indispensable to me. A proverbial conscious to remind me why I do this when I forget. When I get too caught up in the personal vendetta part of our plan. 
 
    And suddenly, something that confounded me before makes sense. Dele doesn’t care about herself in the sense that she only makes things personal when it’s a threat to things outside her. But when it’s a threat to her? When she’s been the one hurt or threatened or tortured, she doesn’t care. So long as everything she holds dear is safe and sound. 
 
    More like me than I first assumed. 
 
    I can’t let that stand. Not without making sure she has one thing straight. Something that I’ve tried to explain to her before but never knew how to. 
 
    “Earlier. You asked what the difference between me and Brin was. Besides the fact that what she did was worse than anything I ever did to you.” 
 
    “Debatable.” 
 
    And yet, she’s not debating it. 
 
    “You, Dele, are mine. You are mine to keep alive. Mine to protect. Mine to use. Mine to abuse. Mine to kill,” I say. “You don’t get to die or be hurt unless I allow it, and I’m the one doing it.” 
 
    She stares at me. Defiant as always. But also… curious. Confused. 
 
    And finally, I can’t hold it back anymore. The lust and desire I’ve had for her. Not just tonight. Not just when she was at my estate, and I had her pinned to the ground in a spar. But everything I’ve ever felt for her since I realized I wanted her when she was just sixteen, and I was twenty-two. Since she was seventeen and began to notice my secret contemplative looks and returned them with contemplative looks of her own. Since every time we almost gave into something but remembered that Phae and my love for her and our marriage and Phae’s expectation of a monogamous relationship stood between us. 
 
    I pull Dele towards me and kiss her. For real. Nothing like the fake, forceful but gentle kiss I gave her when back in Canada when I found her again. But hard and possessive and truly wanting. Something that excites me and, combined with the adrenaline and hum of a fight still riling me up, sends electricity through my body, activates all my nerves, and makes my cock start to become instantly hard. 
 
    And unlike last time, she kisses me back. Pushing back against my force and passion with her own. Not opening her mouth up for me, even when I lick the seam of her lips and try to force my tongue in. 
 
    I resort to biting her lip. It makes her gasp. In pain. Pleasure. Doesn’t matter. They’re the same thing to me. And it accomplishes the goal. She opens her mouth. I shove my tongue inside. But even then, she’s not going to make it easy. Even as she begins to slacken into my embrace as I pull her closer to me with my arm while my other hand stays around her neck. Even as I hear her moan. Feel the vibration of it travel through my body and make my cock harder. 
 
    Our tongues clash and clash and clash until I decide to humor her. Let her tongue enter my mouth and do whatever she wants. Because that, her using her tongue to give me pleasure and find where I like to be licked, shows I have more control over her than me doing anything to her would. 
 
    Finally, she pushes me away. Shoves me really. Forces me to stumble back. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    I grin at her and lower my hand to rub my cock through my trousers. Her gaze falls to it and doesn’t leave. 
 
    “I think,” I say, walking towards her. “That it’s abundantly clear.” 
 
    Her mouth falls open. Desire flashes through her eyes. And then her gaze turns cold. She presses her lips into a thin line. Then she steps away from me. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Too late to say that.” 
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   I  take off my gloves. Throw them to the ground. Stalk toward Dele. Reach out to grab her again. 
 
    She doesn’t back away. Doesn’t try to get around me and run. All she does is forcefully bat my hand away. Like she wants me to try and wants to fight me. Which only makes it that much more certain to me that she wants this as badly as I do. But she’s never made anything easy for me. Never been one to back down without a challenge. She’s going to make me work to have her. She’s going to resist. Make me fight until she gets tired of fighting me. 
 
    Because no doubt about it. She’s going to get tired of me. Eventually, tonight, she’s not going to be able to resist. 
 
    I manage to slap her. It does little to stun her. Because I’ve hit her harder while sparring. But my goal isn’t to beat her to the bone. Just to distract her and make her pliable enough to get her naked so I can properly fuck her. Which is why I grab one of her breasts, something she clearly didn’t expect because she belatedly knocks my hand away. But while I’ve distracted her with that, I’ve managed to grab the front halter of her dress and pull. 
 
    Something about the change in intentions. The fact that I’m not trying to fight her, at least not in a typical way, makes her forget her training. And instead of going with the motion, not resisting me so she can get in close and strike fast, she resists in effort to maintain our distance. 
 
    She realizes her mistake. But it’s too late. I use her resistance to pull with all my strength. I’d intended for the halter to rip. But instead, I only manage to rip the front of the dress from the hole of the halter all the way to her stomach. But other than that, the dress remains mostly intact as Dele manages to pull away from me. 
 
    I don’t give her any time to recover. I charge her head-on. She sidesteps me. But I predicted she’d do that and sidestep too so that she collides into me. But she seemed to have predicted that too. Because before I can grab her into a front bear hug and rip the rest of her dress off, she turns on her heel so that her back is to me, and I grab her in a back bear hug instead.  
 
    “What part of no don’t you understand?” she growls. 
 
    Then she drops the center of her weight, leans forward, and flips me over her shoulder. 
 
    A lesser trained person wouldn’t have the coordination to do anything in the midst of being handled like this. But I manage to grab a handful of the rest of Dele’s dress in the process. I land on my back but manage to roll myself immediately to my feet while I hear Dele’s dress rip even more. And when I turn to look at her, her dress is little more than just a piece of shredded cloth hooked around her neck. 
 
    I have no time to appreciate the partial view it gives me, though. I manage to grab one of her arms and pull her toward me. She doesn’t resist this time. Because when it comes to brute strength, she can’t outmatch me. The only thing she can do is go with it and hope she can land a hit on me close range. But I don’t even give her a chance to do that. I grab her other arm, pull her to me, and press my lips to hers again. This time, instead of returning the kiss, she resists. Manages to get away just enough to toss her head back and try to headbutt me. 
 
    I pull back just enough so that she misses. But she was apparently counting on that because she manages to slip out my grip and then crouches and sweeps me off my feet. Like before, I grab onto her dress, taking what remains of it with me as I land on my back. 
 
    I don’t get a chance to get back to my feet because suddenly Dele is straddling me and manages to pin my dominant hand to my chest and punches my left cheek. 
 
    “I know you can punch harder than that,” I say, not in any particular rush to throw her off me. 
 
    She’s not in any particular rush to get away from me either. If she were, she’d stop holding her punches and really give a good stunning punch to get away. 
 
    With her dress gone, she’s in nothing but the burgundy booties she was wearing, the slim holster that was hidden under her dress on her thigh, and a pair of panties. I take a moment to appreciate her breasts. Her pointy brown tits. Evidence of her arousal despite the fact that she keeps fighting me. 
 
    She moves to punch me again. Harder this time. I reach out to grab her breasts and squeeze. The punch connects. But I know how to brush off that kind of hit. Me grabbing onto her exposed breast stuns her more. She lets out a groan. Allows me to get my other arm free from her. Without letting go of her breast, I manage to use my hips to throw her off me while grabbing onto her flimsy panties and ripping them off. 
 
    I roll over to get on top of her press my body onto her. But Dele hasn’t given up yet, and she forces me to spend the next few minutes grappling with her. But with her now completely naked, I have the advantage of being able to grab and squeeze at her breasts, which always distracts her and makes me able to get a better grip on her. To get her legs around my waist. To rub my groin against her exposed pussy. The first time, she gasps at the contact, tightens her thighs around me, but otherwise continues trying to toss me off her. The second time, she arches her hips up into mine. The third, she grabs my ass and urges me to press harder toward her. 
 
    “Are you done resisting me?” I ask while pulling back to look down at her. 
 
    She looks at me with her jaw clenched, her brow furrowed, her eyes stony. She’s conflicted. Because she wants this as much as she doesn’t. And there’s only so long that she’s willing to resist the part of her that wants me to do whatever I want to her. 
 
    I should have expected her to use the moment I took to look down at her to her advantage. 
 
    “No,” she growls. 
 
    She knees me in the stomach. The reinforced vest that I’m wearing takes the brunt of the force. But it still allows Dele the moment she needs to get her arms free from where I’ve pinned them to her stomach. 
 
    Before she can get away from me, though, I grab onto her legs by her calves, drag her to me, reach around her thighs to pin my arms down on her stomach, and bury my head between my legs. 
 
    “Viper,” she hisses out. “No.”  
 
    She tries to buck out my pin, reaches her hand into my hair, and begins to pull. But I’m stronger than her. And there’s nothing she can do to stop me from putting my mouth on her pussy. 
 
    The wetness of it, the way her clit is already engorged and pulsing against my mouth, belies the way she tries to buck against my strength and resist me. Lets me know that her restraint and defiance, even when she’s lost, is nothing but an act. A pretense for her to say I forced her later. But there’s nothing I have to force. Because if Dele truly wanted to get away from me, she didn’t need to stay and fight me. No matter how quick I am, she runs faster than me. She could have made it to a car and gotten away if she wanted. But she didn’t. So I’m going to give her what she wants but is afraid to give in to. 
 
    I lick the length of her entire pussy first. Listen for when she lets out a reluctant gasp. Feel her thighs clench around me. I catch my tongue on her hole as I continue to lick before finally inserting my tongue inside her. She tugs harder against my hair. And it should be painful. It is painful on some level. But I like it, and it makes my cock even harder for her. I don’t know how long I’m going to be able to take her resisting me if she doesn’t stop. But she’s going to. I’m going to make sure of it. I hear her begin to pant above me. Her hips bucking this time, not in resistance but building pleasure. 
 
    “It’s good. Isn’t it?” I ask when I pull my face away some to look up at her. “You like when I suck on your pussy. Don’t you?’ 
 
    “No,” she sighs in response. 
 
    But her eyes are closed, her thighs are shaking, she’s panting for breath, and her body is flush with arousal. 
 
    “Sure. Keep lying to yourself if it makes you feel better about yourself,” I growl and lower my mouth back onto her again.  
 
    This time I focus on her clit. I lick it first. Flick the engorged nub with my tongue. Then press the flat of my tongue hard against it, causing Dele to whine above me. And fuck, if this is how she acts now, when she still wants to resist me, then just wait until she stops and allows me to do everything else I want to do to her. Everything I’ve wanted to do to her for years now. 
 
    Then I lift my tongue and suck, only gently, before starting over. Lick. Press. Suck. Harder this time. Nip it with my teeth. Her thighs clamp around my head. I hear a mewl escape her lips as she begins to tremble under me. Feel her pussy begin to gush with wetness and juices as she comes under my ministrations. 
 
    I wait until her thighs loosen and her legs sag onto the ground, the grip she had on my hair and head gone. And even though I’m not pinning her down anymore, when I pull away, she doesn’t try to fight me. 
 
    I look down at her. Naked. Chest heaving. Hair haloed around her head. Fingers clenching and unclenching in the grass under us. Hazel eyes focused again and staring intensely up at me. Still managing to exude pride and defiance and power and control even after I’ve made her fall to pieces. But something tells me she’s not going to fight me anymore tonight. 
 
    “Are you done fighting? Now that you can say you resisted?” I ask. 
 
    “Never,” she grounds out. 
 
    Except, despite that, she grabs me by the front of my jacket, pulls me down on top of her, and puts her lips to mine. 
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   H e’s not going to stop. No matter how much I resist him, no matter how much I fight him, no matter how much I say no, Viper isn’t going to let me go tonight. Isn’t going to restrain the passions he’s long held for me. Not just in whatever exercise of possession and control he’s been trying to prove he has over me in the last year or so. But also the passions he’s had for me long before that. Passions I used to reciprocate. Or maybe, in some strange way, still do. 
 
    Maybe those passions are why it’s so easy for me to hate him. So easy for me to goad him. Why I want to hate and goad him so much. Why I want to fight and resist him. Even while another part of me doesn’t want to. Even while another part of me wants to give in to his every want, whim, and need. Because if I were to do that, Viper would give his all to me in return. But I’ve seen what Viper does when he gives his all to someone. The good. The bad. The especially Heinous. 
 
    It's why I’m so conflicted. Why as much as I want, I also know that I shouldn’t. That I’m tempting and messing with a dangerous power. A power that will never let me go. Never let me be. Never let me live outside of its scope and reach. 
 
    Which is why as much as I’ve contemplated it, as many plans as I’ve come up with and have to get away from Viper if I need to, they’re all pointless. Because he’ll always just find me again. Our paths will always cross. We’ll always do this dance again. With or without Pray in the picture. And with a man like Viper, sooner or later, he gets what he wants. 
 
    But fuck me if I’m going to make it easy on him. If I’m not going to make him work for it. Give him a challenge. Make him fight me every step of the way. Make it as painful as possible for him to get it. 
 
    Which is why even after he’s managed to tear my clothing away from me until there’s nothing left to hide of my body from him, even after he’s managed to pin me down and force me to let him eat me out. Forced me to give in to the overwhelming pleasure of his ministrations and make me shamefully want more. Even after all that, I’m not going to make it easy on him. 
 
    I’m not going to make it easy on myself. 
 
    So when I pull him down, capture his lips with mine, taste myself on and in his mouth, I also take his lips and bite. Hard. A sensible person would pull away. Would try to get away from the pain. Try to make the pain stop. 
 
    But Viper isn’t sensible. He just groans. And if it’s painful, I can’t tell. Because all I feel is his still trapped cock pressing harder against me. 
 
    “Masochist,” I say without letting his lips go from between my teeth. “You like this.” 
 
    He doesn’t answer. Just maneuvers so that he’s on his knees, creating space between our bodies, even though he’s still hovering over me, and I still have his lips between my teeth. He grabs one of my breasts in his hands again and squeezes. It makes me let go of his lip, which I’ve managed to make bleed, as I let out a cry at something that’s both painful and yet also feels so good and begins to make my pussy throb with want and need again. 
 
    But that’s not all Viper does. Because the cry isn’t even halfway out my throat, and I feel the force of his hand slapping against my pussy. It’s still sensitive from when Viper ate me out. The hit sends an electric jolt of pleasure through me that makes me let out a second cry. Something between a whine and a groan. 
 
    He does it again, and my hips involuntarily lift off the ground. He continues. Slapping my pussy with his hand. The sting of it both pain and pleasure and too much and yet not enough. 
 
    “You”—slap—“like”—slap—“it”—“too,”—slap—“Bell.” 
 
    The last slap is extra hard and almost makes me come again. But it’s not enough. It’s not rough enough. It’s not hard enough. I need more. Even though part of me also doesn’t want it. 
 
    I grab Viper by the jacket again and pull him closer to me. But not to kiss his still bleeding lip. Not yet anyway. This time I unzip it. He lets me take it off him. I have trouble trying to undo the hooks and straps of his bulletproof, reinforced vest. But he helps me out by doing it himself. Which allows me to immediately get off the black-fitted long-sleeved shirt he wears beneath. 
 
    I immediately grab at the naked skin presented to me. Tight, defined muscles. Not to lovingly caress, but to pinch and scratch. I want to make him hurt. To make him bleed. Then I find a wound on his chest, just to the left of his heart. 
 
    “Is this it?” I ask, placing my hand on it. 
 
    He doesn’t flinch. Just looks down at me with smoldering blue eyes and, without asking for any clarification says, “Yes.” 
 
    “Does it still make you hurt?” I ask. 
 
    “All the time,” he admits. 
 
    I grin. Devilishly. Unhinged. Seductively. Coyly. Maliciously. Whatever the fuck he might see as he looks down at me. 
 
    “Good,” I say. 
 
    I take a moment to glance at the distinctive tattoo of the grim reaper on his arm. Only look at it long enough to get refamiliarized with it to realize that the mask he wears looks like the tattoo on his arm. Then I’m looking back at him and pulling him back down to me. 
 
    Or at least I try. Because Viper pulls away from me. And when I try to do it again, he strikes me across the cheek again. It’s not painful. But I get his message. He’s in control right now. 
 
    I only have to wait long enough for him to undo his black trousers. To unsheathe his cock from his fitted briefs. He realizes he needs to take off his boots to totally discard his clothing. But before he does that, he grabs both my arms and pins them to my body with one arm so I won’t take advantage of it. It takes him longer than it would if he wasn’t holding my struggling body down with one arm, but eventually he gets his boots off and his trousers and briefs with them, leaving him as naked as I am.  
 
    It’s dark this time of night. But not pitch black with the moon being full and the sky full of stars. So I get enough of a glimpse of his cock to see that it’s hard and thick and long before he’s on me again. 
 
    He understands enough that I don’t plan to make this easy for him that he grabs me by my neck with one hand, lifts my upper body up a few inches off the ground before slamming me back down. It takes me a minute to gain my wind again. And in that time, Viper has rammed his cock into my pussy, and I lose my breath all over again. 
 
    Between his hand around my neck and him ramming and thrusting so hard and forcefully into me, I’m not able to catch my wind no matter how hard I try. The line between pain and pleasure is blurred. And I know nothing right now except that despite it all, it’s still so fucking good. 
 
    Viper lifts a leg over the shoulder of the arm not holding my neck. I grab onto his arms. Scrape my nails hard down them. Clench my abs in sync with my walls starting to clench around his cock. 
 
    He stutters out a groan for me, in time with the sound of his flesh ramming into my own. And then… then… 
 
    “Fuck,” I cry as I come around his cock. 
 
    He continues to ram into me, even though my pussy is even more sensitive and tighter than before. But he doesn’t care about the added resistance. In fact, it’s not long until I feel him get harder. His thrusts more erratic. His cock beginning to pulse. 
 
    Viper’s hand around my neck begins to loosen. 
 
    I take the opportunity to drop my leg off his shoulder and flip him onto him back on the ground. 
 
    Like everything to do with me, though, he just adjusts. Takes my antics in stride. Grab my hips and helps me to ride him. Lifting me up and bringing me forcefully down while I lean forward on top of him. Claw at his chest with my nails. Bite at the skin on his shoulders and neck with my teeth. In fact, it’s a hard bite on his shoulder that suddenly makes him seize beneath me. Let out a loud groan of something that’s both pain and pleasure and come inside me. The heat of his spilling inside me makes my walls contract. My stomach clench. My body tremble. And at this point, our body is just moving on instinct. Chasing the pain and the pleasure and the everything there is between us as long as it will last. 
 
    And it seems that Viper doesn’t seem to think that it’s lasted long enough. Because even after I lift off him, he’s still hard. And he takes the brief moment of my guard being let down, of my thinking he’s finished, to grab onto me. To push me face-first beneath him. To pin my hands behind my back. 
 
    “Viper,” I manage to breathe. “Wait.” He forces my legs apart. “It’s too much. I can’t….” 
 
    “You can,” he determines, then leans down, pressing the weight of his body onto mine as he whispers huskily into my ear, “And you will.” 
 
    And that’s when I realize that tonight, he plans to take everything from me that I ever denied him. Whether that denial was out of spite or mutual agreement. He’s taking everything that I can possibly give him. 
 
    Before I can contemplate how I feel about that, what I’m going to do in response, he rams into me from behind. I let out a cry of something that’s not pain or pleasure or anything in between. Because I really don’t know the difference right now. 
 
    And after a while, I can’t bring myself to care. 
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Viper 
 
   D ele’s avoiding me. 
 
    Not out of fear. I know what a scared Dele looks like. And Dele is far past the point of fearing me. Whether that’s a good thing or a bad thing remains yet to be seen. 
 
    Regardless, she doesn’t fear me. She’s avoiding me again out of spite. Out of defiance. Out of a need to deny me once again of what I’ve already had. Determined not to let me have it again this time.  
 
    As if she could stop me if I really wanted to. 
 
    Lucky for her, even I have to rest after an exhausting mission like the last. Especially when I have to prepare myself to deal with Pray. Because he’s no doubt going to be livid that not only did I not kill any Soles, but that I lost three Sole Killers. Can’t say the end result wasn’t worth it, though. So I’ll deal with Pray when I deal with him. 
 
    All that said, I would have thought I’d managed to fuck all the spite and defiance out of Dele. Especially after I reduced her to an incoherent mess, subject to my whims as I took pleasure from her and gave it back in kind. When I was done with her, I got dressed, and had to carry her languid body to my car, strapped her naked body into the back seat, and then carried her again once we got to our destination because she was so exhausted and overwhelmed by what I’d done with her body when we fucked. I was sure she’d be begging me to take her again after a few days of not having me. 
 
    I’ve done much less to other women and had them begging and crawling back for more. Then again, Dele’s not other women. If she were, I wouldn’t have her as an ally to take down Pray. If she were, she wouldn’t be able to have the effect on me that she does. Waiting in anticipation for the moment she begs for more and crawls back to me. 
 
    Dele’s a lot more stubborn than that, though. 
 
    “Dele,” Delilah says over the encrypted video call Dele has made to her from one of the many safehouses I have spread across the United States in critical regions. “How did you manage to get away from him?” 
 
    “The how isn’t important. The important thing is that I’m safe, and I’ll rendezvous with you in a few days,” Dele says vaguely. 
 
    “And when exactly is a few days.” 
 
    “It’s better you don’t know exactly.” Then, “Stay safe. We’ll talk more when I get there. About what we’re going to do with you and Brin.” 
 
    “Sounds ominous,” Delilah drawls. 
 
    “Relax. It’s not. I thought about everything you said. I’m going to give you both a chance.” 
 
    “What’s the catch?” 
 
    “No catch. But—” 
 
    “I knew there was something.” 
 
    “If Brin betrays me again, if you do anything to sabotage what I’m trying to accomplish because you don’t agree with it, if you do anything to undermine me. I swear to fucking God, Delilah, there is nowhere on this planet you’d be able to hide from me. I’ll search every nook and cranny until I find you. And when I do, you’ll both wish I’d left you to Viper and his Sole Killers.” 
 
    “Harsh much.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Dele says simply. “But I shot Adrian in the chest when I found out he sold us out to Pray. So… take that how you want.” 
 
    I’m sure Delilah gets the point. Because when Delilah laid down the ultimatum that it was either Delilah or me and the Soles after Brin got away and after what the Soles did to Dele, Dele chose me and the Soles. Or, more accurately, Dele chose me. As she always has. So if she’d shoot me, what would she do to Delilah, who ran away when Dele needed her remaining family the most, and Brin, the woman who got her kidnapped, violently raped, and almost killed? 
 
    Dele closes the laptop, and I come all the way into the room instead of standing in the doorway and out of view of the camera. 
 
    I know that she knows I’m there, even though she doesn’t turn around to face me. Not even when I’m standing right behind her. 
 
    I hand her a case over her shoulder. She waits for a moment before finally taking it and opening it to find her guns. 
 
    “You dropped those. After our fight,” I say, placing my hand on her shoulders. “I collected them for you before we left. Cleaned and polished them up. They’re good as new.” 
 
    She doesn’t say anything for a while. Doesn’t even try to shrug my hands off her shoulders. Just looks at her guns. 
 
    Finally, she closes the box and says, “I’m leaving today.” 
 
    I frown. “In a rush to leave me so soon?” 
 
    She says nothing. And I begin to wonder where all the fight and defiance is. Because Dele isn’t this easily quelled. I know it’s still there. If it weren’t, she wouldn’t have been giving me the silent treatment and avoiding me the last few days. But for some reason, she’s not rising to any of my bait. 
 
    I know exactly how to get a reaction out of her, though. I run my hand up to caress her neck. Her jaw. Then back down to her collar bone. 
 
    “I thought you’d want to stay for a while. Especially after we had such a good time a few nights ago. Or was it so good that maybe you can’t remember how you begged me to and let me fuck you over and over again. Until you could barely move or talk. If you want, I could show you a remind—” 
 
    “Viper. I swear to fucking God, if you don’t get the fuck away from me right now, I’m going to shoot you,” she snaps. 
 
    I grin. There’s that defiance. 
 
    Normally, I might take my chances with her. But in this state and with her guns sitting right in front of her, I’m certain that Dele might very well shoot me. And that would be annoying right now. 
 
    So I step back. Take my hands away from her before I say, “That’s not what you were saying—” 
 
    “What happened between us a few nights ago,” she begins as she closes the case and stands up, holding it by her side, “is never happening between us again.” 
 
    She finally turns around but still doesn’t look at me as she storms past me. I follow her. 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” I say. 
 
    She turns to look at me for the first time, fire in her eyes as she spats, “Oh, won’t we.” 
 
    I usually have more self-control than this. Or I like to think that I do. But there’s something about Dele that makes me lose all sense of restraint and control. And those are things that are already fleeting virtues of mine, to begin with. Regardless, I can’t stop myself from grabbing her arm, wrenching her around to fully face me, and pressing her against the wall. 
 
    “You’re mine,” I say to her. “Whether you like it or not. Whether you realize it or not. Even if I have to force you to know it. Every. Single. Day.” 
 
    She glares at me. “Go ahead then. Force me. Force me to know it.” 
 
    I can’t say that I’m not tempted. But as much as I want to, even though she’s taunting me to do it. Daring me. She doesn’t want me to force her. She doesn’t really want me to fuck her while she fights me so she can have the excuse that she resisted. Not like she did a few nights ago. There’s no appeal in forcing her if deep down she doesn’t really want me to. And right now, she doesn’t. 
 
    “What’s this about?” I ask instead. “Why do you still resist me so, Bell? Despite everything I can offer you. Despite everything you’re doing for me.” 
 
    “Because, you sick fuck, I don’t trust you.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “You’re still upset that I tried to kill you? I thought we were past that.” 
 
    Dele lets out a frustrated groan and maneuvers out my hold on her. I whirl to face her, expecting a punch. A kick. Something. But instead, she’s just glaring at me. 
 
    Finally, she rolls her eyes and says, “No, I’m not upset you tried to kill me. There are people who have pointed a gun at me many more times than you have, and I have amicable relations with them.” 
 
    “Then what’s the issue.” 
 
    “The issue is that I won’t be like Phae.” Before I can ask her what she means by that, she continues, “Phae loved you. And because she loved you so much, she couldn’t see clearly what she was dealing with.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” I ask. 
 
    “A killer. Doesn’t matter who’s giving you the order or what side you’re on, that’s what you are. And I’ve known that about you since I was fourteen. But Phae? She forgot that. I forgot that. So even with all the evidence in front of her. Even with all the evidence I’d seen. Even though you’d been acting strange for months, we couldn’t see that you’d started killing for someone else. And then you blindsided us with it when you had no choice but to tell us. Because we trusted you.” 
 
    “You’re still not making any sense.” 
 
    Dele groans again and then says, “Asshole. Don’t you understand? We were partners. I trusted you with everything. And then you changed sides. Lied to my face. And if Pray hadn’t forced your hand, you wouldn’t have ever told me. What kind of partner is that?” 
 
    “As if you would have been so understanding. Or do we have a different recollection of how you reacted?” 
 
    “Because you sprung it on me after committing a mass murder of a group of people I was still affiliated with.” 
 
    “So what are you trying to tell me? That if I’d asked you back then, you would have switched sides too?” 
 
    “Maybe not switch sides. But I was always going to be on your side, Adrian. But you didn’t even give me a chance to do that. If you had, maybe it would be you running Pray’s empire already.” 
 
    “And what would you be?” 
 
    “What I’ve always been content to be. Your partner.” 
 
    And suddenly, her insistence on being equal partners in this starts to make more sense. It’s not just her being defiant and trying to undermine my control and authority. It’s not even because she particularly cares about every one of my flaws. It’s because I shut her out. I lied to her about what was happening. And she’s never forgiven me for it. She’s let go that I tried to kill her. But that I lied and didn’t let her in on what I was doing? That, she can’t let go. 
 
    “You’re so sentimental, Bell,” I say as I take a step toward her. “Such a weakness.” 
 
    She shrugs. “Maybe it is weak. Or maybe it’s just caution. Because I’m not stupid enough to think that even though you’ve agreed to this equal partners thing that you’re ever going to be truthful with me about everything. And that would honestly be okay if you didn’t have a track record of doing things on your own and fucking up everything for the people you claim to be doing it for. That’s something I’m never letting you do again.” This time, she takes a step forward and says, “You want me to be yours?” 
 
    She crowds me against the wall this time. Puts her hand right on my cock through my pants. Leans her head forward. Puts her lips to my ear. 
 
    “Then prove it.” She squeezes my cock and adds, “Prove it by keeping to our plan and taking out Pray. Then maybe we can talk about a reminder of what we did a few nights ago.” 
 
    She lets go of my cock. Pulls away. Then has the audacity to turn her back on me and walk away. 
 
    I let her. 
 
    I’ll never admit this to anyone, but she’s managed to stun me with her audacity. When I thought I couldn’t be surprised by her audacity any more than I already have been since starting all this. Because I want her. And she knows I want her. And she’s going to fight me every step of the way. Use it to her advantage to try to control me. And I can’t say that I’m angry about it. Because she wants me too. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t have left the out. Wouldn’t have given me the way to break her down and defeat her stubbornness. If she really didn’t want me with the same burning desire I want her with, she would have left me in the dark to wonder why she continued to defy me. 
 
    But she didn’t. Dele doesn’t really want to deny me. She’s only doing it because she thinks she has to. Just like she thought she had to before Pray. Back when I thought she wanted to protect her friendship with Phae. But really, she was protecting herself. 
 
    So even though she’s denied me. Even though she’s had the audacity to turn her back on me, walk out the door, and leave me until it’s necessary for our paths to cross again. Even though she does all that, I can’t help but grin in excitement. Dele was playing a dangerous game before. But now? She’s upped the stakes. 
 
    I go to call Eileen. 
 
    “Did you find her?” I ask. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Let’s see how committed Bell is to this nonsense when she meets my new girlfriend. 
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Viper 
 
   I ’ve gone days without sleep. I’ve been on days-long missions to track down elusive enemies. Fought and killed dozens of opponents in one night and tracked down the targets that got away across miles and for weeks afterward without much of a break or a decent meal.  
 
    But none of that is as exhausting and tasking and tedious as the fucking parties and social get-togethers that Pray has been dragging me to over the last year. 
 
    For all that it’s dangerous, and it takes a lot of skill to become the fighting and killing machine that I’ve become, there’s not a lot of thought to be put into killing people.  
 
    Track them down. Watch them. Try to get them alone. Kill them. Think of a way to make it look like senseless violence if possible. Not the work of an executioner or assassin. If that wasn’t possible, make it look like a suicide and leave the murder weapon with the victim’s prints all over it if it was a knife or gun or some other metal.  
 
    Suffocation is easiest. Just hang the dead body. Or just make it look like a freak accident. Like pushing them down the stairs. Car accidents sometimes if my mark did their own driving. If they were an alcoholic like so many that were in these illicit businesses, that made accidents easier. Even once, I made it look like someone choked on a piece of ice. But those kills are too subtle and not dramatic or entertaining enough for my tastes. 
 
    Regardless, killing people is easy. Hit your mark. Kill any witnesses. Show no mercy. 
 
    But Pray’s parties? With all these important criminals who masquerade as law-abiding business-people, politicians, and philanthropists?  
 
    That’s a lot more complicated. A lot more nuanced. Requires a lot of unnecessary small talk in order to glean a weakness, a strength, an advantage to use for later. Listening out to make sure that your ally hasn’t become your enemy. Listening to see if your enemy might be better suited as an ally. And more importantly, listening to make sure that neither your enemies nor allies were working together in any capacity against you. 
 
    These parties are where disputes begin, longstanding disputes get resolved before they can turn deadly, and where disputes can suddenly turn deadly. Where alliances begin and end and kill marks are decided. 
 
    It’s essentially politics. Something that’s always bored me. I rather be shot in the chest again than suffer through this. I rather be assigned with killing everyone in this room and their security than suffer through these parties. 
 
    But here, I can’t be Viper. Here, I have to be Adrian Blake. And suffering through these arrangements are necessary for a variety of reasons. 
 
    The first being that if I’m going to run Pray’s criminal empire, I need to know who’s who and charm them enough that when I make my move, they’ll fall right in line behind me with little violence and cleaning house needed. Without trying to make a bid to fill the power vacuum Pray will leave behind and that I plan to immediately fill. 
 
    Sure, I could just kill them all and send a message like Pray did when he came to power. But that’s like asking for someone else to bid their time to get revenge against me the same way I plan to with Pray. And that won’t do. Especially if I ever want it to be as safe as possible for me to raise my own children without having to send them away again 
 
    The second reason these social gatherings are necessary is that it’s the only way for Pray’s allies and associates to flaunt their pretty daughters in front of me for the picking. 
 
    It’s nothing that’s on paper or even official, but it’s presumed amongst all these circles that I’m Pray’s heir apparent to both his legitimate and his illegitimate businesses. The man who turned against his previous affiliations to help bring Pray to power. Both politically and in the criminal underworld. Who, when he decides to show his face, is treated as though he’s speaking for Stephen Pray in his absence. Who, amongst a small few, are in the know about the fact that I’m his unstoppable executioner, Viper. The executioner who has never failed a mark when he sets his eyes on it. Well… except for one mark. But she’s not public knowledge. 
 
    Needless to say, all Pray’s business associates are practically foaming at the mouth for the chance to throw their daughters at me. For the power and proximity to Pray they think it will give them. For the power and proximity to me that they think it will give them. 
 
    If only they knew. 
 
    Regardless, these parties are exceedingly boring and tedious business, and the only entertainment I get out of them is taunting these men into thinking that I’m interested in their daughters. Taunting them with my reputation so that they hope I’ll take their pretty little daughters to my bed. Slip up in my recklessness and end up with an accident that will force my hand or make Pray an eternal enemy for the dishonor and slight if he doesn’t right it. And maybe before they would have been able to ensnare me that way. Or, at the very least, I would have indulged in the opportunity for a good fuck with their daughters. But I’ve been ruined by one woman. Dele. Who insists on continuing to deny me. 
 
    Not that I’ve had many opportunities to be denied by her, considering I’ve only seen her twice in the last year since I fucked her. And neither were particularly good times to test her stubbornness and resistance. 
 
    But I’ll deal with her next time I see her. There are more pressing matters to attend to. 
 
    Particularly the fact that Pray is getting impatient with my seeming reluctance and pickiness when it comes to choosing one of these women. 
 
    “Must you always make things so difficult? Maybe you’d prefer if I gave you my recommendation?” 
 
    That had been Pray’s way of saying to pick a woman, court her, and marry her, or he’d pick one for me, whether I liked it or not. Because truthfully, I didn’t have to like the person. Just marry them. And if I wanted to fuck all the other women I’d passed over for marriage, no one would care… Well, their fathers would. But it would be expected of me while their daughters would be punished for not resisting. As though resisting ever stopped a man from getting what he wanted when he decided he was going to take it. 
 
    Regardless, I’m out of time and without a lot of choices. So I have to pick someone tonight. Someone who won’t fuck me over when it comes to my plans and ambitions for Pray. Either willfully or inadvertently. 
 
    “Adrian,” Eileen, my estate manager and assistant as well as my personal spymaster, says from where she’s standing next to me. 
 
    I follow her gaze to the entryway to the ballroom of Pray’s mansion, where a dark-haired man and his entourage are coming in. They make a beeline for Pray. And not even a minute later, Pray ushers me over. 
 
    “Remember,” Eileen begins. 
 
    “I know,” I say as I go to where Pray and this associate is. 
 
    “You wanted to see me,” I say to Pray. 
 
    “Yes, yes, my old friend. I just wanted to introduce you to one of my associates.” 
 
    Pray, though he descends from and has ties to the Italian mafia, is regarded as neutral. He has no binding alliances to any particular mafia or cartel or criminal organization. He’s probably the only person that can afford to be neutral since he controls all the resources, routes, and fighting forces that he needs to maintain his power. As a result, this man could just as easily be from an Italian mafia family (unlikely since though Pray is technically neutral, the Italians have their own conflict with him) or some small-time criminal gang. 
 
    Based on his features and skin complexion, I’d assume a Mexican organization. 
 
    That is if I didn’t already know exactly who Pray was introducing me to. 
 
    “Adrian, this is Miguel Ferro. A close associate of mine. He works in…” Pray trails off as though his memory fails him. He turns to Miguel and asks, “Exactly, what is it you work in, my friend. It seems like every time we see each other, you’ve started a new endeavor.” 
 
    Miguel laughs. “A little of everything, Stephen.” 
 
    A little of everything criminal, he means. Miguel Ferro is the current head of the Mexican Mafia. Well. Not really. More defacto since the Mexican Mafia doesn’t really have a leader. He’s just the longest-running and most senior member of the loosely connected group of current and ex-prisoners. 
 
    Miguel turns to me and says, “Adrian. Stephen has told me a lot of great things about you.” 
 
    I’m sure Pray has… 
 
    “You’ve met my wife,” Miguel says to Pray. “And…” 
 
    “My eyes must deceive me? The last time I saw this young woman, she wasn’t even a teenager. Is this…” 
 
    “My daughter, Crescencia.” 
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   C rescencia, a curly-haired brunette beauty with light brown skin in a skin-tight dress, rolls her eyes and says, “Daddy. Don’t embarrass me with that name.” Then she looks at me and says, “I go by Cres.” 
 
    I send her the most charming smile I can muster. A smile that would have most women ready to let me rip off their clothes and fuck them where they stand. Cres sends back a coy smile of her own. But it’s not sincere. Exactly what Eileen told me to expect. 
 
    Miguel rolls his eyes. “As you can see, she’s a mouthy one. But one day, perhaps the right man will come along and get her to be quiet.” 
 
    Cres laughs along with everyone else. Just like a girl of her status in this world is supposed to. 
 
    It’s clear to me that she hates every second of it. 
 
    So far, so good. 
 
    “Oh, Miguel. I finally have you and one of the district representatives of Southern California in the same place. Do come meet him.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Great. You all are about to talk politics. Aren’t you?” 
 
    Pray sighs and exchanges a feigned exasperated look with Miguel as though to say “kids.” 
 
    “I supposed I have dragged you around long enough,” Pray agrees. “Why don’t you stay here with Ms. Ferro and talk about whatever you young people talk about nowadays? Goodness knows I have no time to keep up with any of it.” 
 
    As if I do. But I’m not going to argue. Because this is going exactly according to plan. Both Pray’s to push me off on someone’s daughter and my own. 
 
    Ever the mostly proper daughter, Cres doesn’t argue when her father agrees. 
 
    Pray and the rest of Miguel’s entourage leave. When I’m alone with the Mexican Mafia heiress, I decide not to waste any time. The night has the potential to be long… but the initial opportunity is short. 
 
    “How about we agree to cut the pretenses tonight?” 
 
    “Pretenses,” she asks, tilting her head and feigning innocence. 
 
    “Pray and your father would like to see us hit it off, get engaged, and get married. Pray so he can have access to prison executioners. Your father so he can gain access to Pray’s unending resources. I think the arrangement can be mutually beneficial.” 
 
    She gives a coy smile and asks, “Well, how about we go somewhere more private and talk about it?” 
 
    I know better than to think that she’s not smart enough to know that a sexual proposition isn’t the one I have in mind. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be curious about going anywhere to talk about any arrangement at all. 
 
    “Maybe we should go outside and get some air. Pray’s garden is nice at night.” 
 
    I offer her my arm. She takes it, and I lead her to the garden. 
 
    As soon as we’re far enough into the garden, Cres asks sultrily, “Is this private enough?” 
 
    It’s her way of asking if there are any prying eyes or ears. There aren’t. Eileen and I made sure there wouldn’t be well in advance of tonight. 
 
    When I nod, Cres lets go of my arm and turns to face me. The sultry and coy look is gone, replaced with something more severe. 
 
    “So, Adrian, what’s this mutually beneficial arrangement?” 
 
    Straight to the point. Just like I prefer. 
 
    “I require the services of you and your female associates.” 
 
    Cres raises an eyebrow. “And what exactly for?” 
 
    “In the future, there’s going to be a change in dynamics at the top of the criminal world,” I say vaguely. Because I can’t be too careful. But if Cres is as smart as Eileen says she is, then Cres is very aware that Pray is at the top of the criminal world right now, and he is the dynamic that’s going to change. 
 
    “Is there?” 
 
    “Yes. And I need to ensure that change in dynamic is the least destabilizing as possible.” 
 
    “And how do you plan to do that?” 
 
    “By making sure I have all the information possible to ensure it. I hear that you and your female associates are good at gathering information.” 
 
    He narrows her eyes defensively, “What do you know about that?” 
 
    Information may be Cres’s currency, but she’s not particularly good at hiding it when it comes to herself. If she really wanted to hide her secret little information ring, she shouldn’t have gotten so defensive. She could have easily passed it off the same way she continues to pass it off to her father. A close group of girlfriends she talks to. Because it’s lonely in her position. 
 
    Or maybe she knows that but is secretly so desperate to be seen and validated that she doesn’t care. Or maybe it’s because she doesn’t take me seriously like everyone else.  
 
    Either way, if I didn’t know about the group of young women she sends into places that most people can’t get into; that not even my information network can get into. Cres’s girls seduce the right man with just the right smile to give her all the information she wants so she can use it as currency; group of women she passes off as just a group of close girlfriends so that most people (mostly her father) wouldn’t suspect a thing and put an end to it by forcing her into her proper place as a woman in her world; if I didn’t know all that already and had purposely drawn her out here to talk about it, I would definitely know now. 
 
    Dele wouldn’t have fallen for a trick like that so easily. She’s too stubborn to fall for it. 
 
    Finally, I answer, “I know enough to get you in trouble with daddy dearest.” 
 
    Cres presses her lips firmly together. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
     I don’t answer. 
 
    “Viper, what do you want?” 
 
    I smirk. “So you did figure it out. Just like I’d hoped you would.” 
 
    “What do you mean, hoped I would?” 
 
    “You think my identity is something I just haphazardly allow people to know?” I ask. “I was testing your ability to gather information and draw conclusions. You passed. And that means I can use you.” 
 
    Cres doesn’t say anything for a long time. I let her contemplate whatever it is she’s contemplating in the meantime. I’ve got her right where I want her. 
 
    Finally, she laughs and says, “If it’s dirt on Stephen Pray that you want, tough luck. There is none. He’s squeaky clean… except for the obvious.” 
 
    “Because you’re not looking in the right places,” I say. “I can point you and your associates in the right direction.” 
 
    “And where’s that?” 
 
    I give her a charming smile. “Now, now. We haven’t agreed to anything yet. I’m asking if you’re willing to do it.” 
 
    “What do I get out of it?” 
 
    “I’ll date you. We can even get engaged if you want”. 
 
    “That all seems to only benefit you. Pray thinks you’re strengthening his power. Pray has no reason to suspect you’re moving against him. Pretty little trophy wife that you can control to make you seem legitimate.” 
 
    “Look closer, Cres. I’m offering you freedom.” 
 
    “I don’t see how being tied down to a man is freedom.” 
 
    “It’s freedom because, with me, you can get everything you want that your father won’t allow you to have,” I say. “You don’t want to be the quiet little mafia princess who is only good for looking pretty and giving birth to heirs. You want more. And I’m offering it to you. You get information for me. I give you that freedom. You don’t reveal any of my secrets. I won’t reveal any of yours.” 
 
    “You’re a confident bastard,” she says and turns to look at me. “What’s to stop me from going in there and telling my dad what you just told me and him telling Pray?” 
 
    “Because you’re just a woman. I could tell you my plans from beginning to end, and you could tell him, and he wouldn’t believe you. And good luck getting to Pray. He has about as much respect for a woman’s voice as your father. He’d just assumed you’re a scorned former lover who I spent a significant amount of time with out here in this garden for a quick fuck and wants nothing to do with. He wouldn’t give you the time of day.” 
 
    Cres presses her lips together again. I smirk. I’ve got her cornered, and she knows it. It’s an offer she can’t refuse for more than one reason. 
 
    “One question,” she finally says. 
 
    “Depends on what it is.” 
 
    “Who is she?”  
 
    “Who’s who?”  
 
    “The woman that’s got your balls so tight in her grip you haven’t lived up to your reputation and presented to me a less scandalous but more nasty proposition in any of this time.” 
 
    “I’m flattered. But I doubt that would be fun for either one of us considering your predisposition against men in your bed.” 
 
    Cres falters. And if I didn’t know I had her before, I definitely know I have her now. Because it would be awful if her father ever caught wind of his daughter’s sexual preferences. He would never let her leave the house until he got her married off to someone who would make sure to keep her in line by any means necessary. Sure, I’m blackmailing her and have the advantage in this negotiation, but I’m also offering her something she’s always wanted. 
 
    She recovers and says, “Maybe that’s true. But it doesn’t keep men like you from trying. So who’s the lucky girl?” 
 
    I shrug. “You’ll eventually meet her. Though, be ready. She’s downright vicious.” 
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   W hile Viper may be able to appreciate the skills outside the bedroom that a woman may possess and isn’t particularly bothered by seeing them in positions of power, most people in the criminal underworld—I.e., the men who rule it—don’t share his sentiment. Which is why it’s so easy to slip into their favorite haunts and watch them. Listen to them. Flirt with them. Find out as much as I can about them before I approach them, not as Dele Martin. But as Vicious. A woman who, as far as mostly everyone who doesn’t really matter is concerned, likes to show up to seedy bars and knock around the heads of men who like to get too handsy when she’s hanging out for a drink. 
 
    Only those who matter and who I care to know understand that Vicious is so much more than that. Know that Vicious is bringing together enemies old and past to compete against Stephen Pray and eventually remove him from the top of the criminal underworld. 
 
    If I’m lucky, I won’t have to fight today. But I’m almost never that lucky. Most first encounters and meetings with a potential ally, I have to prove myself. Make a very obvious point and gain the respect of the men in high places that I need to attract… after I’ve pissed them off, of course. And I’m definitely pissing people off today. 
 
    Today’s target is more important than most. How well things go today will determine just how fast I’ll be able to get my own business going. Because in order to start a war with Pray or for Pray to start a war with me, I need to be worth starting one with. Worth him paying attention to. And the best way to do that is to become big enough competition for Pray to pay attention. But there can’t be any competition without a product. 
 
    Hence why I’m in the country that all the biggest dealers and distributers get their shit from. Columbia. Specifically, the owner of the farm, Aaron Lopez, who Pray currently gets his supply of cocaine. 
 
    I contacted him first, of course. He told me to fuck off and don’t show my face in his fucking country, let alone the city where he owns the government and authorities that allow him to grow his coca and turn it into cocaine in peace. Naturally, I came into his city anyway. Walked right into his favorite haunt as an attractive woman named Angel in a skin-tight dress who just wanted to drink and have some fun by flirting a little and then walking away and disappearing when he wanted to get a little too handsy with me. 
 
    Today, I’m not Angel. Or even Dele. Today, I’m Vicious. Vicious, who wears a black denim halter jumpsuit with a protective vest cleverly hidden underneath, a hooded denim jacket, and combat boots. Who lets her hair fall out the sides of her hood rather than pulling it into something more practical like a bun or something. Who doesn’t use a voice modulator to make her voice sound like a man. Because I want it to be clear to everyone I run into that they’re talking to a woman. And that I plan to run my business much differently and much more creatively than they do.  
 
    I’ve also taken a page out of Viper’s book, as dramatic as I think he is for it, and donned a mask of my own to protect my identity. Nothing nearly as dramatic as him, though. Just a simple black masquerade mask. Amazing how you put on a hood and cover half your face, and people don’t recognize you. 
 
    I walk right into Aaron Lopez’s favorite club with my two guards behind me. The son of a French mobster and his bodyguard. The young son, Jeune, who is currently “missing,” and his bodyguard, Marcus, who I may or may not have intervened in an execution for the crime of corrupting the mobster’s son with his supposed sexual deviancy. Even though there’s no evidence that I had anything to do with it, I’m not going to be making friends or allies with the French mob anytime soon. Not that they matter or are much of a key player in this at all.  
 
    But I’ve found that it’s amazing the loyalty and goodwill you can gain when you shrug and say you don’t care who the fuck someone wants to bring into their bed or what fucking gender someone wants to be. How willing someone is to protect and kill for you when you don’t force them to the outskirts of this world for who they want to be. It’s people like them who I look for. Who I want on my side. Because not only do they have the anger and drive, but also give no fucks about the risks that come with my quest for vengeance. 
 
    Aaron Lopez is sitting at the best table in the back with his three favorite things. Alcohol, cocaine, and women. All a deadly combination. But Aaron Lopez is so careful in his business life that he likes to get a little reckless in his personal life. 
 
    The way I unhesitatingly and unflinchingly make my way to Aaron’s table draws attention to me and makes everyone get out the way and allow me a path directly to Aaron. Well… as direct as I can get before his guard stop me in my tracks before I get too close. Then reach out their hands to grab me. But I stop well before they have to touch me and make me back up. 
 
    “No need to be aggressive. I’m just here to have a conversation.” Then I look past the guards and directly at Aaron as I say, “You weren’t answering my emails or phone calls. So I came to see you myself.” 
 
    He immediately knows who I am. Probably because of the masquerade mask. 
 
    “Vicious,” he says, leaning forward on the table. “As I recall, I told you exactly what you could do with your request to meet.” 
 
    “I didn’t like the answer.” 
 
    He huffs and leans back in his seat. 
 
    “Bitch, you’ve got five seconds to turn around and get the fuck out of my club.” 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s supposed to scare me?” 
 
    “One.” 
 
    A countdown? Really? What is he? The twins’ age? If this were Viper, he wouldn’t have given me this much head start.  
 
    “Two.” 
 
    If Viper were sitting there and he said he didn’t want to see someone, he would have given one warning and then, in the next moment, leapt over the table and had his hand around my throat. And that’s only because he knows me. If I were a stranger? He’d have already shot both my guards and been about to shoot me if I weren’t already out of his presence. 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    I get tired of waiting. 
 
    “Five,” I say. 
 
     Then, lightning-quick, I’ve drawn my gun and shot both the guards in front of me. It takes all his other men spread out throughout the bar a second to draw their own weapons. But they’re all so slow. I grab one of the guards’ bodies before it falls to the ground and use his body as a shield to deflect the shots sent at me while Jeune and Marcus take out two of the men closest to us with their own guns. With the body still in front of me, I get close range enough that it’s stupid to try to shoot me because they’re just as likely to shoot themselves or an ally. 
 
    Behind me, the naked women who were on either side of Aaron are screaming, and Aaron is doing nothing to calm them down. If they keep screaming like that, I will. Or maybe I won’t. That’s more Viper’s style. To kill people just for annoying him. 
 
    I remain focused on my fight, and drop the body. Allow four of the men to surround me and think they can easily get the upper hand. The tall one behind me picks me up around my arms and waist and squeezes. I lift my legs and wrap them around the waist of the one in front of me. Before he can punch me, I yank him forward and headbutt him hard in the face. He crumbles. 
 
    Meanwhile, I drop my center of weight, taking the man holding me by surprise and making his grip on me slip enough so that I can get a decent footing on the ground, throw my head into his chin, and then throw him over my shoulder when he loosens his grip. The guy to my right manages to grab me by my arm and forces me to stand all the way up, allowing the guy to my left to get a hit to my face. 
 
    But Viper hit me harder when we fucked a year ago. So I’m not even fazed. Just slip a knife from my right sleeve into my hand and go for his throat. He manages to catch my wrist. But that was what I was counting on. I knee him hard in the groin, causing him to let go of me and double over in pain. Then I sidestep the punch of the man now behind me, grab onto his arm with his back to me, and use my shoulder as leverage to break it. I let go of him as he falls to the ground, cursing and screaming in pain. Then I use both my guns to shoot all four men cleanly through the head. 
 
    I lift my arm to my right side and shoot the other man trying to come at me before he can get in too close range. 
 
    “We can stop this at any time to talk, Aaron,” I say as I whip around to shoot a man in the head before he can shoot me. “I really don’t want to kill every single one of your men tonight.” 
 
    I hear a laugh. I’m not sure it’s from Aaron. But his men don’t stop fighting. So I guess we’re keeping this up. 
 
    His men have quickly figured out that they aren’t going to beat me in a gunfight. I’m too quick with my trigger and too precise in my aim. So five of them all decide to come at me at once. One has a long machete in his hand. How fun. 
 
    I can’t take a hit from the machete because then I’d lose a body part. So I prioritize ducking out the way of the first swipe, sweep one of the men off his feet afterward, and then roll forward over the downed man to dodge the machete. Unable to stop the momentum, the man accidently stabs his comrade all the way through his stomach. And as he’s pulling the machete out his comrade’s body, I take the opportunity to get to my feet and slash my knife through the back of his neck. 
 
    Then I turn to my right and stab another man in the shoulder. He’s trained enough to know to leave it there. But not enough to brush it off quickly. Which allows me to gain the leverage I need to jump up his body. Throw a leg around his neck and throat. Make him tumble to the ground. 
 
    While I’m strangling him with leg, I’m just enough out of range to kill the other two men that were coming at me with my pistols. They crumple to the ground, and I turn to my left to shoot at two others. By now, others are reluctant to get close to me. But also not quick enough to shoot me before I manage to shoot them or Jeune or Marcus can. 
 
    I begin to pick them off, making sure to make the kill shot every time to conserve ammo. I’ve only just picked off the second when I hear Aaron shout, “Okay. I get your fucking point. Everyone, stand down.” 
 
    “Not just stand down,” I say as I keep picking people off anyway. “Weapons down.” 
 
    Those that remain of Aaron’s men look toward him, and apparently getting the okay, they all set their weapons down. 
 
    I’m not stupid enough to let my guard down, though, and Marcus and Jeune remain at the ready while I get to my feet, holster my guns, and make my way to Aaron’s table. 
 
    “Damn it. It’s going to take me forever to replace these guys.” 
 
    I grab a chair and sit down opposite Aaron, ignoring all the carnage I’ve caused and the spooked look of the women next to him. 
 
    “So,” I begin. “You ready to have a conversation now?” 
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    ucking b—” I raise an eyebrow at him. Aaron rethinks his wording. Then he spats, “Kill over half my men in just a few minutes. I see your reputation isn’t as exaggerated as I thought.” 
 
    “I see it doesn’t precede me as well as I hoped,” I say. 
 
    “Get to the point of this conversation you so desperately wanted before I change my mind.” 
 
    I know he’s not going to, but I decide not to antagonize him anymore. 
 
    “It’s obvious, isn’t it? I want you to grow cocaine for me.” 
 
    “Where are you planning to do your business?” 
 
    “The States.” 
 
    “Out of the question.” 
 
    “You haven’t even heard out my proposition,” I say. Without letting him object again, I continue, “I’m very well aware that you have a deal with Stephen Pray. You, the biggest grower and exporter of cocaine in the world, have him as your sole US client. No one else. And since he has a total monopoly on the drug market in the US right now, it’s a sweet deal. Why would you need another US client when you make more with him as your sole client than you did when you had multiple US clients. Why risk pissing him off by breaking your deal and acquiring a new client?” 
 
    “Smart girl,” Aaron says. “Smart enough to understand why I’m refusing your proposition.” 
 
    “Sure, it would be smart if that was the only thing I had for you,” I reply. “Good thing it’s not.” Then, “Marcus.” 
 
    Marcus, who was dusting debris out his sandy brown hair, walks over to me and pulls a manila folder out of his jacket. He hands it to me. I slide it over to Aaron. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “The thing that’s going to make risking your deal with Stephen Pray worth it.” 
 
    Aaron opens the folder and then scoffs. 
 
    “Big whoop. Other people in the world grow cocaine. That’s not news to me. Let alone enough reason to risk angering Stephen Pray,” he snaps as he slams the folder closed after barely a glance at the pictures inside. 
 
    “Not just any cocaine farm. But farms in Mexico. Farms owned and operated by Pray and his drug empire. Farms that he’s used his… many connections to the Mexican authorities to magically not be able to find in their attempts to combat the drug business booming in their country,” I say. 
 
    “Why the fuck would he invest in his own cocaine farms when--?” 
 
    Viper has spoiled me. He would have figured out what was happening as soon as I said the farms were owned and operated by Pray. But even though you have to have a certain amount of doubt and paranoia in this business, no one has is as paranoid as Viper that I’ve ever met. And even he once fell victim to Pray’s friendly, upstanding, and honorable persona. Even he had to learn that Pray cares for no one and nothing but himself. His helpfulness and good business deals are only to serve himself. And if he can find a way to serve himself better, it’s nothing for him to break a deal. 
 
    Finally, it dawns on him that Pray plans to cut him out of his empire entirely. Possibly drive him out of business as the biggest producer of cocaine in the world. 
 
    “You’re about to go from one client worth all the other potential US clients to zero,” I say. 
 
    “Bastard.” 
 
    “A predictable one. Enough is never enough for men like Pray. He conquered the criminal underground in the US, but that’s not enough for him when the world can be his playing field. It’s not just the US you might lose. You may even lose your international clients,” I say. 
 
    Viper would draw this out. Get satisfaction from making Aaron sweat. But I neither get off on this kind of thing nor do I have the time. I have a set of twin children I’d like to get back home to. A planned visit to take them to see their father to make. A long visit this time. Long enough for Viper to juggle his time between both his children and me. Time he hasn’t had with me since… 
 
    I push the thought out my head. That’s personal. And to deal with later. It has no place here. 
 
    “Lucky for you,” I continue, “my partner and I have a personal vendetta to pick with Pray. And we would more than love to begin to help you… make up for the business that you’re about to lose in a few years at best.” 
 
    “And who is this partner?” 
 
    “You can call him a silent investor. And not someone that you need to worry about. So? Do we have an agreement?” 
 
    “It’s not going to be that easy, Vicious,” he says. “Especially not after you killed over half my men.” 
 
    I shrug. “You threatened me first. But those are details we can work out later. What I want to know is whether or not you’re on board?” 
 
    “I don’t really have much of a choice,” Aaron says. “But how do I know that you’ll be able to make up for the business I’m going to lose when Pray breaks our deal?” 
 
    “You don’t,” I say. “But I’m also not going to limit you to just me as a US client when he does.” 
 
    “How generous of you.” 
 
    “Not at all. A little competition is healthy. Forces you to stay on your toes.” 
 
    “Will force Pray to stay on his toes. And keep him from noticing whatever game you’re going to be playing in your vendetta against him.” 
 
    “And here I wasn’t sure you were so smart.” 
 
    “One thing I need to know beforehand. Exactly how do you plan on smuggling this into the US without the DEA or Pray catching wind of it?” 
 
    I give Aaron a coy smile. Because, of course, Viper and I had already thought of that. Pray uses his legal drinks business to smuggle liquid cocaine into the US and into his factories, where he turns it back into powder for the rich and crack for the poor. But doing the same would be too obvious and something he might expect from someone looking to topple him from his drug throne. 
 
    “Something they’d never suspect,” I say.  
 
    Because when a woman plays this game, they expect her to play like a man. Not even Isabella Uccello is exempt from that. Brilliant as my friend and caretaker of my children when I’m away is, even she has to play this game like a man plays it. And allow it to appear that her husband is the one calling the shots. But that’s not what I plan to do. I plan to play this game my own way. A woman’s way. 
 
    “Ever thought about getting into the business of beauty products? Haircare products, specifically?” I ask. 
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    ommy. How long until we get there?” 
 
    “Not long, Lady,” I say as I look over the edge of the yacht taking us from the mainland to the Viper’s private island estate. 
 
    “How long is not long?” the almost five-year-old asks, looking up at me with big brown eyes. 
 
    I raise an eyebrow and reply, “Not long.” 
 
    I know better than to give Lady estimate times after the last time I did that, the girl pulled up the timer on her tablet, set it to the ten minutes I’d absently told her, and accused me of lying for my guestimate after we got stuck in traffic. 
 
    Lady huffs, not pleased with my refusal to give her a more concrete answer, but nonetheless goes back down below the upper deck, presumably to go play with her twin brother. 
 
    I wish I could share her excitement to be at Viper’s estate already. Or not even her excitement. I’d just like to not feel the sense of nervous anticipation at seeing him in person for the first time in a while. The first time since I found out that Viper apparently now has a girlfriend that he declined to mention in the few months since they began to date and eventually went public. Instead, I had to find out when I got home from Columbia, and Bella Uccello asked if I’d heard. 
 
    “Heard what?” I’d asked as I watched servants pack bags for the twins. 
 
    Normally, I wouldn’t have been in such a rush to leave, but my negotiations with Aaron took longer than I’d anticipated. As a result, I got back into the US later than I thought I would have. Which meant if I wanted to keep my strict timeline for taking the twins to visit their father, I didn’t have time to relax and sit around the Uccello compound and catch up on gossip and the latest things happening with Bella like I normally would. 
 
    But just because I didn’t have time to talk about it didn’t mean that Bella wasn’t going to find a moment to slip it into the brief conversation we had when we saw each other. For all that she’s a cunningly ruthless businesswoman, she is also a huge gossip and always has her nose in other’s business. She says it’s because it’s important to know these things so she won’t be taken for a fool when dealing with certain people. But I know her well enough not to believe her when she says that. 
 
    “About Adrian Blake’s new beau?” she’d clarified. 
 
    That had gotten my attention, though I tried to pretend otherwise with Bella watching for any change in my posture or demeanor that would give her something to latch onto. 
 
    “And why would I care about one of the reclusive shareholders of Pray Drinks Incorporated?” I’d asked. 
 
    “No particular reason, I suppose,” Bella had said to me all too innocently. “Just thought it was something interesting considering he’s been pretty much a recluse since he sold the Soles out and Pray officially took him under his wing.” 
 
    I’m still not sure exactly what Bella had been angling for from me. She already knows that Leon and Lady are the children of Viper and his first dead wife. She wouldn’t have taken them as wards of the Uccello family if she hadn’t. She knows that Pray’s favorite executioner, Viper, and Adrian Blake are one and the same. She also knows that me and Viper had something of a thing that we didn’t act on before the fallout of him joining Pray’s criminal empire. But I don’t know what she’d gain from trying to tease me about that. Maybe tease isn’t the right word. The better word is trying to pry information about my feelings for this new development. But the point still stands. I don’t know why… unless… 
 
    Unless Bella suspects that I’m not as out of contact with Viper as I’ve led everyone who knows I’m alive and that we used to be close to believe that I am. Suppose I can’t blame her for that. She’s the only person who knows that my plan involves getting him on my side, even though she doesn’t know that he’s already on my side. Not to mention, I bet she’s very curious about the unplanned and sporadic trips I take the twins on. It’s only happened twice before. But this third time is enough for it to be a pattern for Bella. 
 
    Bella is smart enough to know that it’s better she doesn’t ask, and it’s better that she doesn’t absolutely know. She doesn’t like being lied to, but she seems to respect the necessity of keeping some secrets. So she’d only said, “It’s on her Instagram. And she has a tiktok with videos of him rolling his eyes in the background when she manages to catch him on there.” 
 
    I continued to pretend not to care. At least, until the twins and I were settled into our commercial flight to California, where we’d land, then be driven to a docking port on the coast before catching our yacht to Viper’s island. It was at that point that I’d logged into my fake Instagram profile that I made using the pictures of a model I hired who does photoshoots so I can exclusively use them for this profile. 
 
    Bella didn’t tell me the name of Viper’s new girlfriend, but it had only been a matter of typing his name into Instagram before the pictures of him and a beige-skinned, brunette Latina girl came up in the feed. And it only took one click of one of those random photos to find her profile. 
 
    It’s always hard to tell what Viper is feeling because he’s so good at acting. But at the very least, Cres Ferro is definitely having a good time based on all the photos of her with her arms thrown around Viper’s neck and shoulders. The pictures of her sitting in his lap while he works. The pictures of them wining and dining at some of the most expensive and exclusive restaurants in the country. 
 
    It’s not until I’ve scrolled almost two months back through pictures that I realize my face is tight from the displeased purse of my lips. Why the fuck should I be displeased anyway? It’s his life. We only fucked once to get everything out of our system so we won’t have any distractions taking out Pray. He only fucked me because he thought he could fuck the defiance and stubbornness out of me, and I would stop fighting against all the plans he had that I didn’t agree with. 
 
    Viper can date and fuck whoever he wants as long as it doesn’t jeopardize our plan to take out Pray and steal his criminal empire. That’s as far as I’m concerned about his dating and sex life. At least he seems to have the sense to not have brought Cres to this estate based on the photos and videos on her social media. 
 
    Still, I find myself anxious and forcing myself to close out Cres Ferro’s tiktok page as the yacht begins to pass through the small manmade river on the island that leads into a manmade lake.  
 
    Viper is waiting there in a pair of trousers and a button-up shirt. The boat hasn’t even completely docked and come to a complete stop before Leon has crawled under the railing and then jumped toward the deck, screaming, “Daddy.” 
 
    Luckily, Viper catches his son before he can either break a bone from falling on the deck or fall between the deck and the yacht and into the water. 
 
    “Hello, son,” Viper says. 
 
    I make sure to hold onto Lady’s hand so she doesn’t follow her brother’s lead. Typically, she’s a lot more cautious than Leon, but she’s also not one to let her brother outdo her. I don’t let go of her hand until we’ve both stepped carefully off the yacht and onto the deck. At which point, she runs to her father and hugs him around the legs. Viper manages to lift her with one hand into his other arm, carrying both twins now. Something I haven’t been able to do since there were around three. 
 
    “I don’t need you to carry me, Daddy,” Lady insists as she tried to wiggle out his arms. “I’m a big girl now.” 
 
    “Well, you look pretty little to me,” Viper says, but puts both Lady and Leon down anyway. Then he says, “I think the cook just finished making dessert.” 
 
    Lady’s and Leon’s eyes light up.  
 
    “Macaroons?” they ask. 
 
    Bella is the one who got them hooked on those expensive, colorful cookie treats. 
 
    “Why don’t you go see?” Viper asks. 
 
    That said, the twins run from the deck, onto the grass, and then up the path to the estate. I’m not sure they remember how to get to the kitchen, but if they get lost, a servant will help them. 
 
    “Spoiling them already?” I ask dryly. 
 
    He gives me a cheeky smirk. “As if you don’t any chance you get.” 
 
    I ignore the heat that suddenly rises in me at that smirk. At the way he looks at me with those mesmerizing blue eyes that always seem to be ready to challenge me. 
 
    Once I feel like I’ve gotten myself under better control, I say, “Well, at least I feed them dinner first.” 
 
    Viper raises an eyebrow at me and says, “Someone’s a little frosty today. What did you find out that I did that’s got you pissed off now?” 
 
    I hate how well he knows me. Even though we only ever physically see each other maybe twice a year now since I’ve made it my business to make sure I don’t accidently cross paths with him on a mission. And the only thing I do with him on the weekly video and scheming calls we have is talk out our plan and give him updates about the twins. Mostly, anyway. 
 
    “I got right off a plane from Columbia, got the twins, and came here. I’m just tired.” 
 
    He clearly doesn’t believe me but lets me get away with it anyway as we follow the same path the twins took to the house. 
 
    We’ve just come up the steps when I see a woman heading towards us. At first, I think it’s Eileen. But Eileen isn’t a beige-skinned, brunette Latina. 
 
    “Adrian. There you are. I was wondering where you’d disappeared to,” Cres fucking Ferro says. Then she looks at me and says, “Oh. You must be Dele. Adrian has told me so much about you.” 
 
    “Must be nice. Because he hasn’t told me a fucking thing about you. I found out from your Instagram page.” 
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   I  don’t mean to be so hostile. But the words slip out my mouth before I can stop them. It’s certainly too late to call them back. And I’m not apologizing for them. Besides, I found out through Bella less than a day ago about Viper’s new girlfriend of at least a few months, and before I got the chance to even ask Viper about it, she’s here. At his most private estate. During a visit we planned for me and the children months ago. 
 
    I think I get to be a little ticked off. 
 
    “You’re right,” Cres says, grabbing onto Viper’s arm and placing a hand on his chest. “She is vicious.” 
 
    I roll my eyes at the exact same time that Viper does. 
 
    “A little more than usual today,” he grumbles. 
 
    “Well, I guess I’ll leave you two to talk all this out.” 
 
    Cres leans up to kiss Viper on cheek, and I don’t even bother trying to keep the tension from settling into my jaw and the rest of my face. She sends me a warm smile. I continue to glare stonily at her. She doesn’t seem bothered as she gives a high-pitched giggle and walks away. 
 
    I don’t even wait for her to be out of earshot before I’m glaring at Viper and saying, “Really?” 
 
    “What?” he asks. 
 
    “Don’t play stupid with me.” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure what you’re talking about. How about being more specific?” 
 
    He’s baiting me. I know he’s baiting me. Purposely trying to rile me up into anger. But I don’t care. I play right into whatever stupid game he thinks he’s playing. 
 
     “How about the fact that you have a girlfriend, and you didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “Didn’t think it was any of your business.” 
 
    “It is my business when she’s here and so are our children.” 
 
    “Eileen and I have checked her out. She’s fine to know.” 
 
    “You don’t just get to decide that without letting me know.” 
 
    “Why not? You get to.” 
 
    “You know very well why I get to. I can’t exactly call you every time I make a decision that has to do with the twins and their wellbeing to see what you think. I have to make those judgment calls.” 
 
    “And when you make those judgment calls, I trust you to make them. So why can’t you trust me?” 
 
    “Because the last time you made that kind of judgment call about someone and your family, it was Pray, which is why you have to rely on me to make those judgment calls most of the time now,” I snap. 
 
    Viper’s jaw clenches in anger this time as what was once a playful and mischievous expression at this whole thing suddenly becomes stony. I send him a stony look right back. I knew it was a dangerous shot to make as soon as I said it. But it’s been a while since I’ve reminded Viper that he’s at least partly responsible for this mess we’ve had to maneuver. 
 
    He clenches and unclenches his fist, and something hot and exciting and shameful flares up in me as I begin to feel an excited anticipation for what might be coming next. That he might be about to grab me, pin me against a wall or a tree. Just like he did when he fucked me too long ago. 
 
    He doesn’t though. Not yet anyway, though he does take a stalking step toward me like I’m his prey. 
 
    “If you must know,” Viper begins in an even quiet tone that would put the fear of God in even the most dangerous of men, “she’s important to our operations against Pray. She runs a small all-female intelligence circle to get information and actual evidence that we need to discredit Pray when the time comes.” 
 
    “I thought that’s what Eileen was for. 
 
    “Eileen’s job requires her to stay close to me. Cres’s girls can go places that Eileen and her contacts can’t go.” 
 
    “You mean they can get in the beds of men close to Pray without them being any the wiser.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    I take a step towards Viper this time. Closing the distance between us some as I say lowly, “And did it ever occur to you that she can do the same thing to you that she’s supposedly having her girls do for you. That she’s here bidding her time and getting information from you to take to Pray?” 
 
    “She’s not.” 
 
    I shrug. Then, as much as I know I shouldn’t tempt him, as much as I have no clue why I want to tempt him when it’s such a dangerous thing to do, I decide to tempt him anyway. 
 
     “Wouldn’t be the first time a woman you trusted was your downfall. Besides, I’m just looking out for you. I won’t let you fuck me so you go after the next devious, dark haired woman who will. Seems like a setup if I ever saw it.” 
 
    The same electricity, the same heat that built up between us and then couldn’t be contained anymore the last time he fucked me builds up between us again. 
 
    “The question is, Bell,” and I resist the urge to shiver. Because I don’t think I’ll never get over the dozen different way he says that name. Sometimes meant as a degrading insult. Sometimes an affectionate nickname. But most of the time recently, a warning. Of what? Well, it just depends. 
 
    He continues, taking another stalking step toward me, “The question, Bell, is why do you even care?” 
 
    I shrug. “No reason, I suppose.” 
 
    Then, because for whatever reason I suddenly have no sense of self-preservation, I turn on my heel and begin to walk away while throwing over my shoulder, “Guess you didn’t want me as much as you said you did.” 
 
    Only years of knowing him make me able to perceive that he’s about to lunge forward and grab me. I get ready to dart out his reach. But before we can begin our violent dance, Leon darts out the house and says, “Mommy. Eileen told me to ask you how many macaroons we’re allowed to have.” 
 
    I’m both relieved and disappointed that my son has interrupted this. Relieved because I know how blinded and tunnel visioned Viper can get when it comes to things like this. Last time I let him have his way with me was a brief moment of weakness that was the result of years of pent up desires and passions. But I can’t let that happen again. Not with so much at stake. But I’m still disappointed. Because part of me wanted him to snap so badly that he’d take me anyway, despite how much I protested. Because he would have known I wanted it anyway and that my protests were just pretense. Something so I can say that I resisted later, all the while enjoying the pleasures of him ravishing my body. 
 
    Otherwise, why else would I tease him knowing what he can and has done before? Knowing that there’s a line, that once crossed, means he’s not going to take no for an answer. 
 
    “You can have two. Can’t spoil your dinner,” I say as I scoop Leon up off the floor and into my arms, effectively ending whatever what happening between Viper and I. 
 
    And then, just because I can and because I know Viper wouldn’t dare trying anything while I’m holding Leon in my arms, I say, “Tell Cres I look forward to getting to know her. In fact, maybe I can take that Sole Killer hunter who’s been flirting with me up on his offer, and we can do a double date one day.” 
 
    I don’t even miss a step when I hear the sound of Viper no doubt punching a wall or tree or something after I’ve walked into the house. 
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    o,” Eileen begins, tone even and impassive as always. At least to someone who doesn’t know the blonde former CIA woman. But I’ve known her long enough to hear the exasperation in her tone. “You broke your hand because you decided you wanted to punch through a stone wall.” 
 
    “It’s not broken,” says Caleb, my personal live-in doctor, as he inspects my right hand. “Not even particularly sprained. There’s probably going to be some soreness for a day or two, though.” 
 
    “And what exactly did the wall do to offend you?” Eileen asks in a tone so serious that if I didn’t know her, I wouldn’t be able to tell she was being facetious or patronizing. 
 
    As it is, I do know her, and I know she’s being both. So I give her a dark look as I say, “Existing.” 
 
    “Dele hasn’t even been here an hour and the two of you are already fighting. What did you do?” 
 
    “Why is it that every time the two of us fight, you all assume that I did something?” 
 
    Eileen’s normally taciturn expression turns deadpan as she asks, “Would you like me go chronologically or alphabetically?” 
 
    “She was the one being unreasonable. Cres and who I may or may not decide to date is none of her business in general if she’s going to keep refusing me.” 
 
    “I’ll give you that one,” Eileen says after exchanging a look with Caleb. 
 
    “Besides, she got off the yacht being a bitch. Then she saw Cres and lost it just because she didn’t know she was going to be here. Started throwing shit around about not being able to trust me to make decisions about who I let my children be around?” 
 
    Eileen’s expression becomes even more dry and deadpan. 
 
    “You didn’t tell her she was going to be here?” 
 
    “I didn’t think I needed to.” 
 
    “The least you could have done was warn her that your pretend girlfriend and new spymaster was going to be here.” Eileen pauses. Then, “You did tell her about Cres, right? She at least knew about her before today, right?” 
 
    “When was I supposed to tell her? I haven’t had a chance.” 
 
    “I don’t know, perhaps during those overly long, encrypted, late-night planning and scheming calls you two have together that are most of the time just an excuse to talk to each other,” Eileen suggests. 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Trust me. I don’t even pretend to begin to understand you two’s relationship. So I’m not going to argue with you on that point. But I can’t blame her for being mad at you for not telling her that you had a fake, lesbian girlfriend and that she was going to be here.” 
 
    “I actually didn’t around to telling her about the fake or lesbian part.” 
 
    “And you wonder why she’s cold to you,” Eileen states. 
 
    I don’t wonder about that. I know the reason she’s cold to me. Not for any reason that Eileen thinks she’s figured out. But because I make Dele feel as alive and burning and hot as she makes me. That I infuriate her as much as she somehow knows exactly how to infuriate me. To such a point that she wants to fight me. And I want to fight her. And then fuck her senseless. Just like I did once before. 
 
    But for whatever reason, Dele wants to pretend that’s not what she wants. Until she thought I was dating someone else and she decided to be a tease. 
 
    Speaking of dating someone else… I need to find Cres. Get her to plant one of her girls on Dele’s Sole Killer hunter team so I can find out just who the hell thinks they’re even worthy of contemplating having her. Who Dele thinks she’s allowed to even entertain the thought of letting touch even a shed hair from her head. Hell, looking at her at all. 
 
    Eileen doesn’t need to know any of this, though. And the only reason I allow her to speak on these things when she does at all is that she does so rarely. And when she does, she usually does so without belittling me or trying to prove her superiority to me. Not like some of Prays other men who compete for his favor would if I slipped and allowed them to see any of my weaknesses. 
 
    Eileen continues after I don’t say anything for a while. 
 
    “If I could suggest that maybe instead of all this pretense and posturing and mind games you do with her maybe you can just… actually talk to each other,” she suggests wryly 
 
    Before I can tell her that I’m not talking about any of this with her anymore, Lady walks into the room. 
 
    “Daddy. What’s taking you so long? I’m hungry.” 
 
    Right. I promised I’d eat dinner with the twins and Dele tonight. Like I promise every time they’re here for their fleeting visits. 
 
    “Right,” I say as I take my hand away from Caleb who has been holding ice against it. 
 
    “Make sure to continue to ice that every few hours for the next two days,” he says to me. 
 
    I take Lady’s hand and walk away without acknowledging his instructions. Dele’s probably hit me worse and harder than I hit that wall when I fucked her. I’ll be fine without it. 
 
    Dele prefers to sit at the smaller more intimate kitchen table when she and the twins are here rather than the large and impersonal table in the actually dining room. 
 
    I scoop Lady up and sit her in her chair, in between her mother and brother. And then I sit next to Leon. Sitting this way allows one of us to help a twin if they need it, but also, for Dele, keeps distance between me and her. The other reason is just so I don’t argue about it. 
 
    Just before we start dinner though, Cres bounces into the dining area. And despite the fact that Dele was cold to her earlier and is glaring at her now, she sits right next to her and directs a servant to bring her dinner too. 
 
    “I’m sorry about earlier,” Cres says. “I would have thought Adrian would tell you that I would be here. Especially because of how protective I’ve gathered you are of your children.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Dele says dully as though she wishes she could find a way to make it Cres’s fault. 
 
    “Still, I feel bad about it. Especially since… well, I’m almost embarrassed to say it,” Cres begins and the blush and shy smile on her face don’t escape my notice. Not the fake blush and fake shy smile she uses in front of the cameras when we’re together. But a real one. 
 
    I frown slightly at the expression. 
 
    “But I’m just going to come out and say it,” Cres says. “You’re practically my idol.” 
 
    Dele’s been an assassin and undercover agent for long enough that she knows how to hide her surprise. But I can tell by the evenness of her voice that she’s just as surprised by this development as I am. 
 
    “Oh?” she asks. 
 
    “Of course. You weren’t as famous as Adrian Blake in our circles. Maybe not famous at all. But back before the Soles were… disbanded,” she says tactfully, “I followed all your missions and got as much information about you as I could. You were an inspiration to me. It was hearing about the things you were doing as a woman that inspired me to find a way to empower myself and other women through my intelligence team. I might not have been able to go on field missions amongst mobsters and mafia leaders and my enemies, but I could use the power I did have. That people like my father don’t think is a power at all.” 
 
    Any lingering coldness that Dele had towards Cres almost instantly melts. Not because Dele lets what people say about her get to her head. But because she can sense how genuine Cres is being in her fawning over her. And Dele is too kind to return anything but kindness back to someone who is only showing kindness and eagerness toward her. 
 
    Dele smiles some, averts her eyes down to her left before looking back at Cres and saying, “I was just doing what I thought I was right. Protecting and helping people who needed it. Just because we’re all a bunch of criminals doesn’t mean we have to be cruel.” 
 
    “That’s why it was such an inspiration. Because you weren’t trying. You even kept going after the Soles betrayed you.” 
 
    Dele’s smile falters just slightly. The way it always does when she’s faced with the ugly side of the people who took her in, raised her, helped her to find this power that inspires Cres. 
 
    “Right,” she mutters. 
 
    “If you don’t mind. Can I run something by you? I’m trying to weigh the pros and cons of… expanding the skillset of my girls and I want to see what you think.” 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    And just like that, Dele goes from wanting to likely shoot Cres based on earlier to having a lively conversation about giving her girls’ more specialized training. Bantering with her. Laughing at Cres’s jokes. 
 
    But this isn’t just the interaction between two women who have found common grounds for the start of an innocent friendship. I see it in the way Cres’s eyes light up. The way she giggles. The way she playfully hits Dele on the arm and thigh. Dele may not have had anything to worry about between me and Cres because our relationship is fake and there’s no attraction on either of our parts. But clearly, I forgot to anticipate the idea that I might need to be worried about Cres being attracted to Dele. 
 
    And while most of the time I’ve known her, particularly before Phae’s death, Dele has only ever had a lot of short-term boyfriends that she ran off after a few nights in her bed, there was whatever she had with that woman back in Canada. Something Dele has never felt the need to define to me and that I haven’t cared to ask her to define for me. 
 
    Until now, as I watch her laugh as Cres openly flirts with her in front of me. 
 
    “Daddy! I wanna do that,” Leon says pointing to my hand. 
 
    I look down to see that I’ve completely bent and twisted my fork out of shape. 
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   A s both Lady and Leon begin trying to bend their forks, I look up to catch Dele and Cres looking at the fork in my hand. 
 
    Dele looks up at me with an eyebrow raised and asks, “You alright there, Adrian.” 
 
    Dele only uses my legal name for two reasons. First, when other people are around, including and particularly the twins because while she’s made a game out of the secrets she wants them to keep regarding me, there are only so many secrets you can trick a child into keeping before they start to get confused. And second, when she’s worried. Considering all the giggling she was doing with Cres, I doubt she’s worried. 
 
    “Just fucking peachy,” I snap. 
 
    Both Leon and Lady gasp. 
 
    “Daddy, that’s a bad word. Mommy says that it’s forbidden,” says Lady. 
 
    “Forbidden for you.” 
 
    Lady gives me an unimpressed lips, tuning her lips up in a way that is a perfect replica of the look Dele gives me when she’s unimpressed or not buying a story. 
 
    “How is it forbidden and not forbidden for you too?” she asks wryly. 
 
    “Your Dad is incapable of being polite. I’m hoping that’s not something you all pick up from him,” Dele says. 
 
    “Politeness is for strangers,” I mutter. 
 
    Dele furrows her eyebrows. 
 
    Cres decides to butt in at this point. “Adrian, maybe—” 
 
    “Can I have a quick word with you, Cres?” I snap as I stand from the table. 
 
    I don’t give the spymaster much of a choice as I grab her by the arm, pull her out her chair, and drag her out the kitchen dining area, around the corner, and into the hall. 
 
    Once we’re far enough away that I’m sure the twins can’t hear us, I force Cres to face me as I snap, “What was that?” 
 
    “What was what?” she asks, feigning an innocence that everyone else she tries that on would probably fall for. 
 
    But I hired Cres because I know she’s not as innocent as she pretends to be. So I tighten my grip on her arm and hiss, “You know exactly what.” 
 
    She drops the pretense of innocence and sends me a sly grin. “Just a friendly conversation.” 
 
    I huff. “Friendly. Sure.” 
 
    “Aw… Somebody upset that the woman that’s got his balls in a vice grip seems more interested in paying special attention to me?” 
 
    “You listen and you listen well,” I say, “The only reason I haven’t decided to kill you is that your usefulness outweighs this transgression against me. So let me remind you the parameters of your employment to me. I send you and your girls to get information, you bring it back, you pretend to be my girlfriend to keep Pray and your father happy while we both do our own things. You fuck and flirt with whoever and whatever the fuck you want to fuck and flirt with. But stay the hell away from Dele. Go it?” 
 
    “Crystal,” Cres snaps. 
 
    “Now go flirt with someone else,” I say as I shove Cres back and let go of her arm. “Or better yet, do something useful. Like your job.” 
 
    Cres walks away after that, seeming to get the point. But I’m still too furious to go back to dinner with Dele and the twins. A cruel ass I can be even on the best of days, but at the very least I agree with Dele that the twins don’t need to see that part of me. That they don’t deserve to suffer the brunt of my temper when I’m not angry at them. Hell, even when I’m angry at them. 
 
    So I go down to my garage. It’s filled with cars and vehicles that aren’t even on the market yet, won’t ever be on the market again, or won’t be on the market at all. Sometimes to cool off, it’s enough to just work on my latest auto engineering project. But I’m far too agitated for that to be calming. If anything, in this state, I’ll just break something and make myself even angrier. 
 
    So I find the fastest and smoothest ride I have. A sleek navy blue luxury sports car from a brand that you only know the name of if your net worth has enough zeros behind it. 
 
    I hardly let the door to the exit tunnel I open rise before I’m speeding out of the garage and into it. A few seconds later, I exit into my personal race course. Technically, it’s not a race course. It’s a training ground. For me and my security to keep up our defensive driving skills. But we very rarely need to skill.  
 
    Speed chases are common in movies because they’re exciting to look at. But in real life, while Pray and most other criminal organizations have people in all places of authority, all the way up to the federal government, speed chases draw way too much attention. The last thing we need is someone who isn’t bought off by a mobster investigating in something we don’t want them to. Even worse, we don’t need a potential rival, few as Pray may have, catching wind and investigating something that could give them an advantage against us. 
 
    But keeping the skill polished is a good excuse to come out here and let off some steam in a way that’s both dangerous, won’t attract the attention of Pray, and will stop me from killing someone I really don’t need or want to like I want to kill Cres right now. She’s too valuable to me right now to do away with. 
 
    And if I’m honest, I’m not even particularly angry with her. It’s Dele. 
 
    Always. Fucking. Dele. Dele who is just in my reach and yet so far away, and she knows it. Continues to taunt me. Even when she’s not trying.  
 
    I speed through the course once, twice, a dozen times, and I’m still agitated. If anything, this has made it worse. And now, my cock is bulging tight against the restraints of my pants and I’m even more desperate to take the edge off. 
 
    I bring the car to stop. It jerks just slightly from the force of suddenly having gone from two hundred miles an hour to zero, but I hardly notice as I take off my seatbelt and proceed to undo my pants and release my cock from its confines. 
 
    I grab my cock in my firm grip, and not for the first time since I fucked her, I let myself get lost in the memory of her as I pump it. Of her squirming in resistance under me. Of the way she bit my lip until it bled. Scratched my chest and left her mark. Played with the scar on my chest, the only evidence of where she shot me years ago. In return, I fucked her so hard she couldn’t take it. Held my hand around her throat as she gasp and pleaded. In pain. Pleasure. It didn’t matter. Because in that moment with her, it all felt the same. Complete and utter ecstasy. 
 
    Masochist, I hear her imagined voice saying sultrily in my head as I picture her biting me, returning my violence against her with a punch of her own. You like this. 
 
    I pump my cock harder as heat coils in me and spreads through my body, and I want to take off the rest of my clothes. But I don’t want to delay. I need this. Now. 
 
    And then I picture something we didn’t get to do last time. Dele, down on her knees in front of me, smiling up at me before leaning forward and taking my cock into her mouth. 
 
    I run my thumb over the tip of my cock while picturing, Dele with her mouth on the tip instead. Giving a hard suck before taking my cock in as deep into her throat as she can while she chokes around it and I pump into her hot mouth until I can’t last any longer. Until how good it would feel and how hot it would feel and how much pleasure I know she’d give me overwhelms me, and I come messily in my hands. 
 
    There’s no hope of containing my come so that it doesn’t shoot all over the leather and sleekness of the car. Not that I care. I’ll clean it up later. 
 
    I give my cock a few more firm tugs before finally letting it go. 
 
    This release is far from what I got from actually touching Dele’s body and fucking her, but for now it will do. For now, I can go back to the house without risking taking out my agitation on someone in a more fatal way. 
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   T he calm (enough) state that I’d managed to bring myself to evaporates as soon as I see Dele, sitting in my office scrolling through a tablet. If it weren’t enough that she was there, it’s made worse by the fact that she’s sitting in only an off-shoulder thigh-length oversized shirt. It’s more than likely to relax before bed and not tease me but that doesn’t mean it’s not teasing me. Tempting me to lift the shirt up, tear off her panties, and eat her pussy until she’s begging me to fuck her again. Just as violently as I did the first time. 
 
    But I think if I tried this time, she’d actually try to fight me. And I don’t want to have to actually really hurt her if I can avoid it. 
 
    So I go over to the mini-fridge I keep in the office without acknowledging her. She seems content to wait as I take a beer out. I pop it open and take a swig before grabbing a warm beer out the cabinet. I hand it to her on the way to sitting behind my desk. 
 
    When I’m settled in the large leather chair, I say, “What?” 
 
    “Figured since we’re in the same place, it would be a good time to talk about my talks with Aaron Lopez.” 
 
    Good. Business. It’s a good distraction even if Dele is the one delivering it. 
 
    “Did you run into any trouble?” 
 
    Dele grins as she takes a swing of her beer and tens sits it on the desk in front of her.  
 
    “Had to take out over half of his security before he decided it would behoove him to hear out my proposal,” she finally answers. “But he was amiable to a deal afterwards.” 
 
    “And you tell me that I resort too quickly to violence,” I chide with a smirk. 
 
    Dele shrugs. “It wasn’t my first plan. I reached out to him peacefully first. He told me I could take my proposal and fuck myself. Sounded like a challenge.” Then, “It’s going to take him a little longer to get it to us. Not just because he has to do it in a way that Pray doesn’t know he’s about to break their exclusive provider contract, but also because of the unique way I’ve asked for my product to be prepared.” 
 
    “And how is that?” 
 
    “Cream,” I say. “I’m the only client of his requesting it that way so it’s going to take him a while to get the process right in his processing factories.” 
 
    “Cream?” 
 
    “I’m starting a hair product line.” 
 
    “Now isn’t that creative.” 
 
    Because if there’s one thing about Pray’s men, whether they work for cops, the DEA, the CIA, or his personal militia, it’s that they all underestimate the creativity of women. Because like all the other men that run in these illicit business and circles, they find themselves above the day to day concerns of women, find little value in it, and certainly can’t even begin to understand it enough to bother looking into how they might be able to take advantage of it. 
 
    Well, maybe not Pray himself. Because back when we eliminated the Soles, he gave his men strict orders that we was to make sure they were all dead. No taking any pieces of ass as a trophy or prize. Not that I’m not sure some weren’t bold enough to defy that order. But even so, Pray doesn’t particular believe in giving women the opportunity to use that power to his benefit. 
 
    And maybe I wouldn’t have either if I hadn’t been such close partners with Dele since she was a teenager. 
 
    Regardless, it’s their loss. I plan to take advantage of it through Dele. Because if Dele had decided on any other more traditional business typically used to do this, Pray might have noticed. But he’s not going to think twice about a startup hair product company. 
 
    “Yes. But there’s still the problem of laundering the money we make from it. That’s a kink I’m still working out.” 
 
    “A kink?” I say with a laugh. “Bell, that’s the easy part.” 
 
    “Easy?” 
 
    I lean forward and say, “Start a non-profit like everyone else.” 
 
    “A nonprofit?” she asks. 
 
    Dele is resourceful, that’s for certain. But sometimes it’s painfully obvious that she was just a top field agent and assassin for the Soles. That she’s never gotten her hands dirty with the business side of a criminal empire. 
 
    “Yep. They still rely on cash donations, a lot of them are tax exempt, have minimal oversight, and no one ever asks where all the money is going. Well, they do, but it’s easy to bullshit and answer around,” I add. 
 
    Dele takes a swig of her beer and says, “Huh. Clever.” 
 
    “Not particularly. Only problem is when an actual crisis happens and people pour money into it and people start asking where it’s all going after billions were collected. It’s what always gets the Red Cross and all those other FEMA partnered non-profits into hot water when there’s a huge disaster and no one is getting the help they need,” I say. 
 
    Dele puts her tablet down. “Are you says that the Red Cross and all those FEMA partnered non-profits are fronts for drug money laundering schemes?” 
 
    “Not drug money exclusively. But there’s definitely a lot of money laundering. You won’t believe how many people in government are in on it. I didn’t even know until I started paying attention recently with Pray.” 
 
    “Well, if I had any faith left in the good and moral upstanding of government, that definitely would have killed it,” Dele says. “I guess the only question is how to get it started. As if I didn’t already have enough to do.” 
 
    “Ask your friend, Isabella Uccello. She would know.” 
 
    Dele raises an eyebrow. “Isabella Uccello and I are little more than secret business acquaintances.” 
 
    And I also haven’t heard Leon and Lady talk about their Aunt Bella and Uncle Bond. Technically. 
 
    “Even better,” I reply instead. “You don’t think she’s into philanthropy out of the goodness of her heart? Do you?” 
 
    “No. But I assumed it was just a front to keep people underestimating her and from thinking she or her husband have anything to do with the mafia.” 
 
    “That too. But also because it’s easy to launder dirty money through philanthropy. It’s not just a tax write off.” 
 
    “Any preference for the kind of non-profit you want to start?” 
 
    “Not particularly. But I’d avoid the things that always make people ask questions when disasters happen and people start looking.” With that, I ask, “Anything else we need to get over.” 
 
    “Not anything that can’t wait. Businesswise, anyway. We need to talk about Cres.” 
 
    Of course, she wants to talk about Cres. Cres is the last thing I want to talk about with Dele. Already, I feel myself growing agitated remembering their interaction at dinner. 
 
    “I already told you. Eileen and I checked her out for—” 
 
    “I know all that. But a little warning would be nice next time. I’d like not to find out from Bella telling me to look you up on Instagram next time.” 
 
    “Jealous?” 
 
    “Hardly,” she says with a roll of her eyes, and I can’t tell whether or not that’s a lie. After her interaction with Cres, I can’t tell whether earlier she was really trying to anger me enough to fuck her again or if she was really just too angry to realize the effect she was having on me. 
 
    She adds, “This is solely in relationship to us co-parenting the twins. You are as free to date whoever you want, fake or real, as I am.” 
 
    Dele wouldn’t have said “fake or real” if she didn’t know my relationship with Cres is fake. Eileen must have taken pity on Dele and clued her in because I certainly didn’t tell her.  
 
    I sit the beer bottle down on my desk before I shatter it at her words. 
 
    “And who told you,” I say, “that you’re free to date whoever you want?” 
 
    “No one needed to tell me.” 
 
    I huff. “Stupid woman. You thought I was joking when I said that you belong to me. Didn’t you.” 
 
    Her eyes flash with that defiance that never fails to thrill me. That defiance that never fails to make some part of me that I don’t have total control over and takes over when I go on killing sprees flares up at the challenge. 
 
    Predictably, she says, “No. I didn’t. I knew you were very serious. Doesn’t mean I had to agree. You get to flounce around with a pretty lil thing, so should I.” 
 
    “That’s not the way any of this works,” I say. 
 
    All the agitation I thought I’d managed to take the edge off earlier returns full force. And before Dele can do anything, I’ve stood up, walked around my desk, and snatch her out the seat she was lazily lounging in. 
 
    I slam her back onto the desk, place my hand around her neck, while forcing her legs apart to stand between them. I’ve knocked over both our beers in the process, but I don’t particularly care about that. Someone will clean it up later. 
 
    “Viper,” she says firmly, holding onto the arm of the hand around her neck. 
 
    I don’t answer her. Instead, I use my other hand to ghost up her thigh, just inching under the hem of her top. 
 
    “Are you wearing panties, Bell?” I finally ask. 
 
    She doesn’t answer. So I slowly begin to ghost my hand further up her thighs to find out myself. 
 
    I’m almost there when she says, “Viper. No.” 
 
    I look at her with a raised eyebrow. “No.” 
 
    “No,” she said firmly. And then, “I mean it, Viper.” 
 
    I don’t think she really means it. But that’s the keyword. I don’t think. I’m not totally sure. Earlier today, I was. I was sure that she wanted me to force her into submission so I could fuck her senseless. But now, I’m not. And while there’s a high chance that she’s bluffing because she doesn’t want me to know how much she wants to give herself over to me, there’s also a chance she’s not.  
 
    And while I’m not above hurting her, while I want to hurt her, I also want her to want me to hurt her. Because if I take her and she actually doesn’t want it, there’s no doubt in my mind that she’ll take Leon and Lady and hide somewhere far out of my reach. Not that she could hide forever, but long enough to escape my grasp for a few years like she did before. And wouldn’t that be inconvenient? 
 
    There is one way to know. I could get the answer to my question about her wearing panties and find out if she really means it at the same time. But I don’t trust myself to stop if I do. To care what answer her pussy gives me. 
 
    Finally, I decide it’s too much of a risk. 
 
    Maybe it wouldn’t be if it was just Dele herself to deal with. But not when I need her to be cooperative about our plan to take out Pray. About Leon and Lady. 
 
    I let go of her. Take my hand from her thigh. Let her get to her feet while I walk around to the other side of my desk and turn my back to her. Even after I’ve given her enough time to leave, I still sense her standing behind me. 
 
    “Get out of here, Bell. Or were you bluffing?” 
 
    She leaves the room after that. 
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Dele 
 
   I  walk out of Viper’s office as calmly as I can without seeming like I’m rushing to get away from him, even though I am rushing. Not because I’m afraid of what he might do. But because I’m afraid of what I might let him do. 
 
    Because I was bluffing. I didn’t really mean no as much as I said it. I really did want him to continue his ascent with his hand to my sex. To discover for himself what I was or wasn’t wearing underneath. To strip me and bury his head between my thighs and eat me out until I couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    But just because I was bluffing, just because I was hoping he’d see right through my pretense doesn’t mean that I’m not relieved that he didn’t. Because as much as I defy him and stand my ground against him, as much as I pretend to be in control, Viper controls a lot of the shots in our partnership. I don’t even have the leverage over him with the twins that I used to have.  
 
    I’ll have a lot more soon. Just as soon as I get my own drug distribution line going, cementing the tenuous alliances I’ve made with the people who Pray pushed out and discarded. Cementing myself as indispensable to Viper so that no matter what a woman like Cres can potentially offer him, they’ll be second only to me. 
 
    But right now, the only thing I’ve got going to even out the playing field in this power game between me and Viper is pretending that I have a lot more control and power than I actually have when I go up against him. And the fact that he desperately wants me. My body, specifically. 
 
    I’ve cycled through and continue to cycle through various emotions about our first encounter. Swinging back from confusion to elation to regret to the desperate desire to repeat it. But the one thing that is consistent is that I’m very aware of the power it gives me over Viper. 
 
    If he was any other man, who would take what he wants regardless of what anyone else has to say about it, it wouldn’t be a power at all. And while Viper definitely will take what he wants in some situations—evidenced by our scheming to steal a multi-billion dollar criminal organization—he’s not going to force me to give my body over to him if I absolutely don’t want him to. He’s not going to do anything unless he’s sure I want him to do it despite telling him otherwise and despite pretending to want to get away from him. Because he knows just as well as I that he’ll win in a head-on fight every time. And if I really hadn’t wanted him to fuck me that one time, I would have just used the fact that I’m faster than him to stun him, get to a car, and run away. But I didn’t want to. 
 
    If I had really wanted to get away from him, if I really hadn’t wanted him to fuck me, he would have backed off. Because I’ve been violated before. And Viper was the one that dished out the retribution for it and was ready to finish dishing it out when one of the ones responsible for it slipped through his fingers. 
 
    That said, this control I have over him is precarious. Not because I’m afraid he’ll snap. Not as long as I’m worth more to him alive than I am dead. But because to tempt him is to tempt myself. I toed the line way too much today. Got way too invested in the excitement of cementing the fact that he still wants me, whether his girlfriend is fake or not, that I forgot that I want him just as badly. Or maybe, I’d fooled myself into thinking I didn’t want him. Either way, if Leon hadn’t interrupted, I would have let Viper get too far. Tonight was about taking that control back, keeping him on his toes, even though I wasn’t sure whether or not he’d see through my bluff and call me on it. 
 
    Tonight he didn’t.  
 
    He likely will next time. 
 
    So I have to make sure I don’t allow myself to go too far in my teasing and temptation. Because this? His desire for me? It’s part of what’s helping to keep him in line. Part of what’s keeping him from doing something stupid like killing a potential ally we need. Or even worse, keeping him from moving against Pray before we’re ready. 
 
    It’s a dangerous cat and mouse game with a lot at stake. But I knew that when I challenged him and walked away from him after the first time almost a year ago. 
 
    Still. Just because I see the necessity of it doesn’t mean I’m suddenly not hot and agitated. So as soon as I’m in my room, I close and lock the door, and discard the lounging t-shirt that I usually wear to bed from my body, followed by the already wet panties that Viper had been trying to discover if I was wearing or not. 
 
    I lie back on the bed, knowing that I won’t be interrupted tonight. At least not by children out of bed. Mostly because Viper does the bulk of the parenting on these short, infrequent visits. But if Viper decides to visit, I can’t say that would be an interruption. Or that I would even turn him away. 
 
    But I’ve given him enough mixed signals tonight that I know he’s not coming. 
 
    So I close my eyes, slip a hand between my legs, begin to rub my clit, and let myself do something I generally try not to. Remember the first and only time Viper fucked me.  
 
    I let out a soft sigh as the sensations begin to build up in me. As my body begins to tingle in arousal and want and need. 
 
    I continue to pleasure myself as I remember his rough calloused hand squeezing my breasts. Holding my down my hips and stomach. Slapping my pussy. Holding my neck. 
 
    It wasn’t exactly the gentle and loving romantic coupling commonly seen in movies. But even before this whole mess with Pray, any sex between me and Viper was never going to be gently or loving. We were both too rough around the edges. Both exposed to too much violence. Both with too much pent up hurt, anger, sadness, betrayal, everything. There’s just a lot more of it now and a lot more of it at each other’s hands. 
 
    I slip my fingers lower, insert two fingers into my pussy, go as far as I’m able to go. Pull out. Push back in. I slowly find a rhythm that I can keep up with as I remember how it felt to have Viper’s cock finally inside me, after years of contemplative glances, flirtatious touches that could easily be passed off as something else, near misses. Daydreaming and fantasizing about what it might be like since I was sixteen and slowly started to become aware that my feelings for him were more than just the feelings a girl has for an older brother or mentor type feeling. That there was more than just feelings there. There was want and desire. 
 
    My fingers don’t feel as good and overwhelming as having his hot, thick cock pounding relentless into me. Not even when I add a third finger, and then a fourth while cupping my the rest of my pussy with my palm. Slapping my clit with every desperate thrust of my fingers in and out. But tonight, it’s going to have to be enough. At least enough so that I don’t let myself get up and go to Viper’s office and let him fuck me as long as we can keep up with each other. 
 
    I let out a moan that I don’t mean to. But it’s gone before I can swallow it as pressure builds up in me. As heat coils low in my belly. As I grab onto one of my breasts and squeeze. A phantom touch and feeling compared to how it felt when Viper did it. 
 
    “Come on,” I say to myself as I chase the sensations. 
 
    I’m almost there. Almost… 
 
    And then I feel myself crash over the edge and come all over my hands. The orgasm vibrating and echoing through me like the sound of a gunshot. Less gory, but just as messy and violently. 
 
    The only reason I stop fingering myself is that my hand is starting to cramp. And even after coming, it’s not enough. I need more. 
 
    There’s almost no point in trying. Not when nothing is going to feel the way Viper’s body feels over me and in me. 
 
    It doesn’t stop me from spending part of the night trying. 
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Dele 
 
   L eon and Lady are only a year older than Bella’s little platinum-blonde haired daughter, but at this age the year makes a difference. They teach Velia everything they learn that she hasn’t yet. Today, they’re teaching her how to tuck and roll. Harmless. Something most children learn. But Leon and Lady didn’t learn it because it’s something all children learn. 
 
    When it comes to the raising of Leon and Lady, Viper and disagree on a lot of things. But the one thing that we don’t disagree on is that they need to learn how to defend themselves, and they need to learn it early.  
 
    I have mixed feelings about that, of course. I was forced into a life of fighting and violence from an early age, and knowing how to defend myself has probably gotten me into as much trouble as it’s gotten me out of. However, safety is only an illusion. And as much as I don’t want them to ever have to fight, which is why I’m keen on having killed Pray before they’re teenagers, I’ll make sure they know how just in case.  
 
    Right now, it’s little more than teaching them how to duck and tumble out the way of things. How to find unique hiding places where people are less likely to look and stay quiet until they’re found. Having seen Viper’s security train, Lady is itching to learn to shoot a gun and both twins are itching to learn to drive like Viper does on his race course. But they’re too young for those thing. No guns until I can make them understand that guns kills. That they are nothing to be played with. And that the only reason to ever take one out or pick one up if someone drops it is if they absolutely know they need to use it. As for the driving, they have neither the height nor the reflexes. So that’s a long way off. 
 
    But right now, Leon and Lady see the training as little more than games they play with their mother and father. And they come home to the Uccello estate eager to play those games with their companion and friend, Velia. 
 
    If Bella is aware that what the twins are showing her daughter is the beginning of them learning fighting and self-defense, she doesn’t comment on it. No doubt, she’s begun to teach Velia the things she’ll one day need to know in order to one day run the Bianchi-Uccello business one day too.  
 
    As I sit on the terrace with Bella at the back of her house and watch the children play in the yard, the woman says suddenly, “We need to get out.” 
 
    I don’t take my eyes off the children to look at her. But she didn’t turn to look at me when she started talking either. 
 
    “Get out?” I ask. 
 
    “Especially you.” Before I can ask what she means by that, she says, “The only thing we ever do when you’re home is watch the children and gossip. I didn’t manipulate and kill my way to be the head of this family and a powerful, respected player in this business just to do what people would have been fine with me doing as a woman anyway.” 
 
    “You do far more than that, and you know it.” 
 
    “Still stands. Looking after children. Gossiping. So boring and mundane.” 
 
    Twenty-one-year-old me would have agreed with her. There was just about nothing in the world that could keep me sitting in one place for long. But twenty-six year old me, the mother of Leon and Lady, has come to cherish the supposedly boring and mundane. Like sitting around and watching the children play and taking care of them while we exchange gossip. Or more like Bella gives me gossip and I listen in amusement. I wish I had more time for the boring and mundane. But I don’t. Not while Pray is still alive. So I’ll cherish these boring and mundane moments while I can. Before the next mission. Before the next dirty deal. Before the next kill. 
 
    “We should go out. Have fun.” 
 
    “Go out where?” I ask. 
 
    Bella turns to me, a grin plastering her features making her look a lot younger than she usually presents herself. Not that she looks old. Just that being the shrewd businesswoman that she is, she comes across much older than she actually is when she’s not even a decade older than me. Just thirty-four. Only a few years older than Viper. Maybe because she’s already done so much in such a short amount of time. 
 
    “I know some very exclusive places.” 
 
    “I hope these very exclusive places have no connection to the criminal underground. Because as far as that world is concerned, I’m dead. And I’d like to keep it that way.” 
 
    Bella gives me a dry look as though asking me if I think she’s stupid. I shrug, acknowledging her point. She continues. 
 
    “Just because we’re both mothers and shrewd business women doesn’t mean that we can’t have a bit of fun in our lives. I can call up some friends—who work and socialize in very legitimate circles not tied to our businesses,” she adds before I can ask, “get you in a nice blonde wig and the night will be all ours after we get the children to bed.” 
 
    I sigh. “I don’t know, Bella…” 
 
    “I do know. And based on what I know, you need it.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes at the woman, wondering what exactly she thinks she knows. As much of a gossip as she tends to be, she doesn’t tend to pry. Even when she knows I’m keeping secrets. 
 
    “What are you…?” 
 
    Bella pauses, weighing her words with a careful consideration that she typically doesn’t need to. Or particularly care to when it’s just the two of us. Finally she turns to me, reaches out with her hands and grabs one of mine. 
 
    “Dele,” she says gently, like I’m some wounded animal. “I know you don’t like to talk about him. And you have good reason not to. But just because you don’t, don’t think I haven’t noticed that you’ve been in a bit of a mood since you found out Adrian Blake has a girlfriend.” 
 
    “This has nothing to do with him,” I lie. “It’s in the past.” 
 
    “Maybe it is in the past. But that doesn’t mean it doesn’t still affect you. Especially considering what you’re planning to do. You’re going to have to face him some day. And that’s not something you’re going to be able to do if you can’t learn to move on from him.” 
 
    I don’t think it’s possible for a person to be so right and yet be so wrong at the same time. Because Bella can’t even begin to understand how much more complicated it is than what she’s implying. 
 
    “There’s nothing to move on from,” I say bluntly. “He was never mine to begin with.” 
 
    Which is also part of my problem. But I can’t tell Bella that either. Even though I want to. 
 
    “But you were his. That was obvious to anyone who knew you. It’s why everyone was so surprised when everything with Pray came out and Adrian was there with him, and you weren’t.” 
 
    I huff. “But no surprise that Phae wasn’t?” 
 
    “Phae was never going to be suited for anything resembling this kind of life and world that we live. She was too kind. Too compassionate. It takes a bit of ruthlessness to survive in this world. No matter whose side you’re on. Honestly, a lot of us were wondering how long they were going to last.” 
 
    I want to ask more about that. Phae mentioned the Uccello’s, Bella’s husband specifically, in her notes. And even though I took them to be sources, acquaintances at best, it makes me wonder what Phae might have inadvertently or even purposely confided in Bella and Bond about. Specifically when it came to her husband.  
 
    Because for all that I was close to both Phae and Viper, I was never privy to their relationship and marriage or the ups and downs in it. For obvious reasons with Viper, but not so with Phae. I was as close to her as I was to Viper. I thought of her as a sister. And yet, she never confided in me or talked about her relationship with Viper to me. Not even the good parts. And not for the first time do I wonder if she was aware that me and Viper’s relationship wasn’t strictly platonic. 
 
    The thought of Viper and me, and me and Phae, and Phae and Viper just makes me feel worse than I was before. 
 
    To avoid thinking or talking about it anymore, I say to Bella, “So? Where’s this place you want to take me tonight?” 
 
    She grins, and if I didn’t know her any better, if I wasn’t sure she cared about me as if I were her own family, I’d suspect she manipulated me into agreeing to this. Because it’s like she said, I don’t talk about things to do with Viper if I don’t have to. 
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Dele 
 
   I t’s been ages since I’ve been out for a night of just plain old fun that didn’t evolve some kind of recon, criminals, drugs, tracking someone down, or getting into some kind of fight. So long that going out for a night of drinking and good food and having fun seems weird by comparison. But Bella isn’t going to be happy until I do it. And though she doesn’t pry, she can be naggingly persistent about something when she puts her mind to it. 
 
    “Don’t you remember how excited you used to be when you went out with friends and had fun as a teenager?” Bella asks as we take an elevator up to a high rise where an exclusive restaurant lounge is. The location alone lets me know that it has no connections to any criminal underground. Because those types of places are close to the ground to provide for easy escape in case something goes down. 
 
    Bella continues, “I remember dressing up in the tightest dress I could find and the highest heels I could tolerate with the reddest lipstick and going out with friends. Catching the attention of a cute guy. Not always, of course. But it definitely was icing on the cake if I did.” 
 
    “I… didn’t have a typical adolescence,” I reply. 
 
    “Neither did I. But of course you went out to parties and things with friends. Right?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “So just like that then,” Bella insists. 
 
    Not even close. I spent my high school years constantly and happily being pulled out of school for “supplemental” and “extracurricular” learning. Which actually meant the Soles were sending me to “shadow” Viper and our mentor Wyan on some kind of mission. Didn’t particularly leave a lot of room for me to get to know my peers. Not that I was interested. Because by the time I was sixteen, I was nursing a crush on Viper that only got worse as I got older, and I was more than happy to take any excuse to spend my time with him. And he’d never discouraged it. Because by the time I was seventeen, I’d figured out he was nursing some kind of feelings for me despite the fact that he was married and six years older than me. 
 
    Then there was Brin, before she set me up. But even then, we never did many nights out like Bella is talking about. Nothing about my girlhood and early womanhood is conventional even by standards of the criminal world. 
 
    It’s why I was and still am so insistent that Pray needs to be taken out before the twins reach the age I did when I first started getting pulled into the less savory side of the Soles that wasn’t a shining beacon of hope in the community. So they won’t get prematurely pulled into this madness either by choice or forcefully. I’m going to make sure to do for them what no one did for me. 
 
    But I’m not supposed to be thinking about any of that. Viper. The Soles. Pray. The twins. This is just to have normal fun. 
 
    Thankfully, Bella stops trying to reminisce with me about our teenage years as a hostess leads us to our table where her friends and acquaintances who don’t secretly run in criminal circles are already sitting at a private, isolated booth. 
 
    “Good evening, bitches,” Bella says as she slides into the booth. 
 
    I slide in behind Bella. Feeling just a little self-conscious. Contrary to popular belief, people really aren’t that easy to recognize at glance if you’re not looking for them. That’s why I’m able to live on the Uccello estate and take the twins to and from school with Velia when I’m in town and be out in public even though I’ve got a few bounties on my head. But it’s intimate circles like these that make me nervous. When I can’t know for sure who someone really is and people can spend a whole two hours looking at my face enough to trigger recognition if someone asks them later. Not to mention this lounge, while dimly lit with yellow light, isn’t nearly as dark as some of the other underground hangouts that I usually habit. Where the dark lights obscure my features and don’t allow even people who get close to get a good look at me. 
 
    “This is my friend, Addy,” Bella says as she introduces me by yet another diminutive form of my full name.  
 
    I haven’t gone by that name since I was eight. Since right before me and my sister ran away from the foster home we lived in because it was safer to live on the streets than it was to stay with our so-called foster parents. I thought Addy was too childish. Because I was already young and people were already not going to take me seriously. But I also hadn’t wanted to go by my full name, Adele. Because that didn’t sound like me either. In the end, I chose Dele. 
 
    Regardless, at least Addy is something I don’t have to get used to answering to. 
 
    Everyone gives a mixture of greetings. 
 
    Bella continues, “Now you ladies be nice and show her a good time. She definitely needs it.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” says a woman with highlighted blonde hair in a pixie cut. “A man?” 
 
    Bella, to my chagrin, confirms the woman’s assumptions. 
 
    “So boring and typical. But don’t we all have those issues,” the woman says in response. “Is he at least worth it? Is he handsome? Does he have good dick?” 
 
    I could just play shy and timid about it about those questions. But I have no idea if I’m actually expected to answer. Because if I am, I certainly can’t answer the last part honestly. Because as far as Bella knows, I’ve never had the chance to experience Viper’s dick. 
 
    “You all know the rules. Not talking about spouses, men, kids or anything that’s stressful for us. Only fun shit and shit that makes us excited,” says an Asian woman with straight, jet black hair, managing to save me from answering… or so I think until the pixie blonde responds. 
 
    “Eye candy and dick is not stressful.” 
 
    Finally, I decide to answer vaguely in a dry tone, “So long as he’s solely eye candy and dick. It’s when they’re not that things get complicated.” 
 
    The entire table laughs and holds up glasses already filled with wine. Bella pours me some wine into my glass while rolling her eyes even though there’s a smile playing on her lips. 
 
    “So that means we can change the rules, right? If they’re solely eye candy and dick, we can talk about them?” says a woman with her hair in a sleek, puffed ponytail. 
 
    “Which applies to none of us,” the Asian woman says. 
 
    A scoff. “Speak for yourself.” 
 
    Another round of laughter, though I only manage to crack a small smile. 
 
    The laughter becomes progressively louder and more frequent and the night wears on and everyone gets drunker. Well, everyone else. I have an unusually high tolerance for alcohol. Something that people used to laugh at when I said it as a seventeen and eighteen year old, surrounded by mostly men in some club or rave or underground wherever… until I drunk everyone around under the table in a drinking game. Once when I beat Viper, he blamed it on having genes that gave me an unusually high metabolism before he passed out and I had to help drag him home to a very infuriated Phae. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I’m supposed to not be thinking about Viper. Yet somehow, everything reminds me of him. But I guess that’s what happens when most of my most formative years revolve around him. When my whole life involves him. Even when Bella mentions that I’m in the middle of starting a beauty company and a nonprofit, and we begin to discuss that. Because even that is somehow all connected back to Viper. 
 
    I make the mistake of thinking that Bella is too drunk to pay attention to me to notice that I’m having a hard time letting go and relaxing. That I’m deeply uncomfortable and would rather be at home looking over some intel or reports or even catching up on my never ending to-be-read list. But she’s not as drunk as I thought she was. In fact, she’s only just a little tipsy as she and I make our way down to where our ride and her chauffer are waiting on us. 
 
    No sooner than we’re in the car and she insures that the privacy window is up so the driver doesn’t see or hear us does she turn to me and say, “Addy.” 
 
    “What?” I reply at the look she’s giving me. The openly disapproving one that she only uses in the privacy of her home and only with her family. 
 
    “You need to relax.” 
 
    “I thought that’s what we were doing.” 
 
    “Oh, you were doing a good job of pretending to anyone who doesn’t know you,” Bella accuses. “But it was clear to me you were uncomfortable. That you were… acting like this was a mission where you had to be constantly vigilant. We both have a lot of secrets that we can’t let get out, but that doesn’t mean we can’t forget about it sometimes.” 
 
    “I know… I just… That kind of setting was pretty new to me,” I admit. 
 
    “Which leads me to my next thing. I was trying to be gentle about it,” she begins. “But it’s clear that’s not going to work with you. Dele, you need to move on from Adrian. It’s like you said. He was never yours. And he’s clearly moved on without you. You need to get out. Have new experiences. Make new friends. Forget about him.” 
 
    “Bella,” I say with a sigh. 
 
    “I don’t wanna hear it.” 
 
    “But Bella.” 
 
    “If this is how he affects you when he’s not in your life, I don’t know if it’s a good idea for you to bring him on board in this plan of yours. If he’s anything like Pray—” 
 
    “He’s not.” Sort of. 
 
    “He’ll just use you to get what he wants and discard you when you’re no longer useful. And that’s not what you’re fighting for.” 
 
    “Bella,” I say a little louder. But she’s still going. 
 
    “Dele, you have to forget about him. He’s not even here and you’re letting him take over your life while he’s—” 
 
    Frustrated with not just Bella’s lack of understanding but also this entire situation and having to lie about it, I finally blurt out, “It’s too fucking late for that. He’s already taken over my life!” 
 
    That stops her rant. Bella presses her lips together. Gives me the severe look she usually reserves for business meetings when someone has given her a new piece of information that she’s not sure she knows what to do with. 
 
    “Dele,” she finally says in the tone she used when we first met two years ago, and she was trying to determine if I was worth the risk of working with. “Dele, what are talking about?” 
 
    I could lie. It wouldn’t be hard. For all that Bella is good at sussing out lies, I’ve learned to lie convincingly by necessity to trip up even the best truth finders. I know how to keep up with my lies and not ever lose track of them because Leon’s and Lady’s lives are at stake if I don’t. But Bella’s done a lot for me these past few years. Especially when it comes to really learning and understanding the people in this world that I once used to fight against. But even if she weren’t helpful about all those things, she did enough when she allowed Leon and Lady to become wards of the Uccello-Bianchi family so I could keep my anonymity and they could have a stable childhood 
 
    I owe her the truth. If only so she can know the full scope of what she’s gotten into. What I’ve gotten her into. 
 
    “It might… it might change things for you. And I don’t blame you if they do,” I begin. 
 
    “Dele,” she says sternly. “What?” 
 
    “About Adrian…” I trail off and decide to confirm a suspicion of hers that I never have. “Viper, that is.” 
 
    If she’s surprised I admitted that, she doesn’t show it. So I continue. 
 
    “You know how I said my plan was to get him on board later?” I don’t wait for her to answer. Because of course she knows. “He already is.” 
 
    She tilts her head to look at me. 
 
    “What do you mean he already is?” 
 
    “Meaning, this isn’t just my plan to take out Pray. It’s my plan with him to take out Pray and takeover his criminal empire.” I see Isabella’s look darken so I quickly add, “Not to run it like Pray. I know he’s forced everyone out and to take whatever deal he gives them. And he’s loyal to no one but himself. But when Pray convinced Viper to side with him, he promised him a better way to do this. An ethical way to do this. And Pray may have lied, but I think there’s a way, and I’m going to help Viper do it.” 
 
    Isabella scoffs. “Viper? Ethics? Are we talking about the same man? He has no ethics. He kills indiscriminately. Anyone who might get in Pray’s way or even his own, you can guarantee they’ll be dead eventually. Men. Women. Children. Entire families. Say what you want about the Italian mafia, but even we have a code of leaving children out of it.” 
 
    “Viper… has his reasons for that,” I say. Not that I agree with him. “He sees it as an act of mercy. If he doesn’t do it, Pray will get someone else to. At least he makes it quick. Others… they’d do worse.” 
 
    “Dele!” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Does he know about Leon and Lady?” 
 
    “They were the reason he didn’t kill me when he found me after I disappeared.” 
 
    “He tried to kill you?” 
 
    Twice. But she doesn’t need to know that. And at least she hasn’t put together that Viper is where I take the twins when I randomly up and take them out the city for a week or two at a time. She hasn’t figured it out yet, anyway. 
 
    “It was a misunderstanding,” I say. Not really. “I almost killed him first.” After he tried to kill me the first time but also something Bella doesn’t need to know. “When he found out Pray was responsible for killing Phae, we came to… and understanding.” 
 
    Bella huffs. “A fucking understanding. Sure.” She pauses. “Wait. When you came back from that mission. When you found your sister. You ran into Viper. You fought him, and you escaped even after your sister and the rest of your team had gotten away. That’s why he let you go. Not because he thought you were your sister. And that’s why there was never a hit out for information about her afterward either. He doesn’t want anyone to know about you.” 
 
    “He’s protecting me.” 
 
    “From everyone but himself, apparently.” 
 
    “What—” 
 
    “I saw the bruises on you when you got back from that mission. He obviously wasn’t concerned about pulling his punches even if you are working with him.” 
 
    She doesn’t really need to know that I didn’t get most of those bruises from a fight… not a real one anyway. But… if I’m not going to keep any secrets from her, I won’t keep this from her. 
 
    “I didn’t get those from fighting him. Not really…” 
 
    Bella narrows her eyes. “What do you mean…?” 
 
    It’s not going to take her long to figure out. I’m sure she was very aware of the mood I was in after that encounter. Having an internal conflict about what I did with Viper after everyone was gone. 
 
    Her mouth falls open. “Did he—” 
 
    “No!” I say. “He wouldn’t do that. He…” 
 
    “Dele.” 
 
    “It was rough. And we fought… but it also wasn’t something I didn’t want and didn’t allow anyway. And he knew that.” 
 
    “And what about when he doesn’t know that. What about when he doesn’t care? Neither of his aliases are particularly known for their restraint and not doing exactly what they want no matter what anyone thinks.” 
 
    Bella’s right about that. But while restraint and Viper are as incompatible as water and oil, I do know that a few weeks ago, he didn’t know what I wanted while he had me lying on his desk with his hands around my neck and caressing my thigh. And when he couldn’t be sure, he let me go. 
 
    Which tells me that while Viper is willing to hurt me, there are some ways he doesn’t want to and that he won’t risk. But there’s no way to convince Bella of that. Because all that happens behind closed doors. All she knows is the persona he allows the world to see. Because it’s necessary. 
 
    Finally, I say, “Bella, I’m not asking you to understand it. I’m not even asking you to accept it. But I am asking you to trust me. Trust that I know what I’d doing. I’ve got this under control.” Lie. “He’s not going to kill me.” 
 
    “Until he’s done using you. I know in this business we operate men aren’t expected to be shining beacons of morality. Not even my husband is exempt from that. But Viper… He’s different. He’s worse.” 
 
    “I know.” And briefly, I wonder what it says about me that knowing that doesn’t bother me like it probably should. 
 
    “You’re playing a dangerous game.” 
 
    Considering the business we’re both into, Isabella saying that is a lot. 
 
    “Story of my life,” I finally answer. 
 
    “I would say the same about my life, but I think you’re far past the realm of danger that my typical life is.” 
 
    I huff out a laugh at that. 
 
    “You lucky I love you like a sister. And that I trust you,” she suddenly says. “If you were anyone else, I might have put you and your children out my house. I might have killed you.” 
 
    “And risk Viper coming to kill you for hurting what he considers his?” 
 
    Bella considers this for a moment before saying, “Fuck. This was a lose-lose situation the moment I agreed to take the twins in.” 
 
    I can’t help a sheepish grin. “Sorry.” 
 
    “You’re not.” 
 
    I don’t deny it. Because I can’t really say that I am. 
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Viper 
 
   A s I look through the pictures Pray has sent to me of the killings of one his lieutenants and his mistress, I can see why he’s so perturbed. 
 
    For years, he’s had little to no competition. No one with the audacity to openly defy him or openly put out a hit for him. Because they know what getting Pray’s unwanted attention means. It means I’m definitely paying someone a visit. 
 
    But whoever did this was sloppy. Not that it’s not a clean killing. Very clearly an execution style type thing. Single bullet through the head on both counts. Instant death. But that’s the problem. There’s nothing subtle or creative about this. Nothing to disguise the killing. To make it look like nothing beyond a tragic accident to the untrained eye or who didn’t know who this man was.  
 
    Not to mention that it also happened at an exclusive, adults only New Mexico resort, well renowned among the right people for their discretion. The perfect place to bring a secret lover or to indulge in more kinky and voyeuristic types of activity without having to worry about it ending up on the national news cycle. Because there will be no photos or names slipped to the press by the staff and the people who frequent it have an invested interest in not saying anything. Because the only reason to be there and see someone you know is that you both have a secret you don’t want to get out. So to out someone would be to out yourself. 
 
    The people who did this couldn’t have been more obvious if they tried. 
 
    “Looks like someone is trying to get your attention,” I say over the video call as I swipe through the photos again. 
 
    “Yes,” Pray says blandly.  
 
    To anyone who doesn’t know him, he doesn’t even seem the least bit annoyed. But I can tell by the steely look in his eyes that he’s infuriated. Because if there’s one thing I know that Pray hates, it’s such blatant and open defiance from an unknown enemy. Mostly because Pray tends to be the blatant one. The one to be manipulating things right in plain sight because he knows he can’t be stopped. These are the games that he plays. And for someone to be deciding they want to play this game with him is a slight he’s not going to forgive any time soon. 
 
    “The question,” I say as I look over the photos, “is why.” 
 
    “Isn’t it clear?” 
 
    It’s not. But I’m not telling Pray that. It’s rare to get exactly what’s going through his head. To know exactly what he thinks about things. 
 
    “It seems that any enemies that I have left over have been emboldened by our lenience and mercy. I’ve become complacent. Let too many small things go.” 
 
    If I still trusted Pray like I had years ago, I would take Pray’s word at face value. But there was something else to this story. And I’m beginning to wonder if Pray knows what the rest of that story is and isn’t willing to tell me. 
 
    My suspicions are confirmed when Pray orders, “I want you to find the people who did this. Immediately. All your other duties and missions are second to this one. Show no mercy. Don’t even allow them to beg for it. Show the same level of indiscretion they decided to show and make it look like petty gang violence. Of a man sticking his dick in the wrong cunt perhaps.” 
 
    Which means that I’m going to do the exact opposite of what Pray says he wants me to do when I find out who did this. At least initially. 
 
    “Understood,” I reply. 
 
    Pray immediately cuts the video call. 
 
    I immediately begin another untraceable, encrypted call on a second device that I only use for the purposes of my conspiracy to take down Pray. It’s one of the first things Dele and I put into place. Old school criminal mobsters and bosses refuse to use technology or talk over the phone and internet like this. But it’s impractical in such a global business as this to not have a way to electronically communicate. Which is why our first order of business was creating an encrypted, dark web network to communicate on. One constantly watched over and maintained by the communication and intelligence team that Dele currently has her sister running. 
 
    Dele immediately answers, but without video. 
 
    “Hold on a minute,” she says. 
 
    I hear noise in the background. Sounds like a party or get together. But it could very well just be the noise that comes with having children around the house. Goodness knows the decibels at my estate skyrocket when the twins are here. 
 
    “Don’t take too long,” says a voice that sounds suspiciously like Isabella Uccello. And that’s confirmed when the voice says, “Velia is going to start asking when her Aunt Dele is if you stay gone too long.” 
 
    There’s the rustle of Dele leaving wherever she was, the sound of a door closing, and then Dele’s face appears in the camera. Her hair is in a messy, haphazard bun that’s starting to fall out the hair claw she used to secure it, and she’s wearing an oversized gray t-shirt that looks like it’s stained with something. She looks tired. Not in a way that she needs to go sleep, but in a way that she really wants to be done with whatever it is she’s doing. Of course, Dele would look more frazzled and not put together while doing something as domestic as attending a child’s party than she looks when she has to fight and kill a dozen men. 
 
    Before I can stop myself, I let out a chuckle, causing her to scowl as she moves a piece of dark hair out her face. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The children taking a lot out of you, I see.” 
 
    She huffs. “You be responsible for watching and catering to a bunch of kids for a birthday party and see how well you handle it when you can’t point a gun at it. But I’m sure that’s not the reason for this impromptu call.” 
 
    “I just sent you some documents,” I say, still smiling some at her earlier statement. 
 
    Dele sighs and turns to presumably log into her laptop. After a while she says, “That’s… surprisingly not gruesome. Whoever it was got a clean shot.” 
 
    “That’s the issue. It’s obviously the work of an assassin or executioner. Whoever did this wanted us to know that’s exactly what it was. Like they wanted someone to investigate.” 
 
    “Why would anyone kill one of Pray’s men and then want to get his attention?” 
 
    “You know the guy?” I ask. 
 
    Dele rolls her eyes and says, “Of course I do. I make it a priority to know everyone who’s connected to and works for Pray. That’s Mark Dime. He’s in charge of Pray’s logistics and supply chain in New Mexico when his product comes across the border.” 
 
    “Which leads me to my next inquiry,” I say. “I know you have a cell down there that was watching them. Agents working for him and reporting to you. They wouldn’t have had anything to—” 
 
    “Why would I order the killing of a major player in Pray’s drug business? What do you think I am? My sister? That’s some dumb shit Delilah would pull.” 
 
    “Did she?” 
 
    Dele shakes her head. “That’s not an order Delilah can give. Besides, even if I were dumb enough to do it, that’s not my style and you know it.” 
 
    “I figured.” 
 
    While Dele is ruthless and has no qualms about killing people when she’s forced to, that’s just the thing. When she’s forced to. She’s dedicated to avoiding unnecessary deaths and violence, even if it might make things easier. She says it’s because she’s not keen on having people plotting to kill her after she helps take out Pray because they think she’s as wicked as he is. But it’s also that Dele’s kindness rivals Phae’s. The only difference is that Dele’s ruthless streak tempers it out when she deems ruthlessness necessary. That’s the reason Dele finds it so easy to ally with people who at one time tried to kill her or whose actions almost let to her death. That’s the reason the people who ally with her find it so easy to in the first place. Because she’s not as volatile as the alternative. 
 
    “Then why—” 
 
    “Just needed to rule out that you ordered your people to do this before I go see what’s going on.” 
 
    “Go see what’s going on?” she asks. “Viper, are you going down there to question my people about this?” 
 
    “No. Not yet.” 
 
    “What do you mean not yet?”  
 
    “It’s neither to your nor my benefit to expose them when it can be tied right back to you. But if they did go rogue, and they did this without your okay, it also doesn’t benefit us to let them go unpunished.” 
 
    “That still tells me nothing about what you’re going to do,” she insists. 
 
    “I’m going to see if Cres can get me one of her girls to go undercover to this resort. Lure whoever it is out into the open with a bigger and more obvious target. And while I do that, you’re going to question your people and see if they had anything to do with this.” 
 
    “And if neither one of those ventures turn up answers?” Dele asks. 
 
    I shrug. “Well, someone has to go down for it. Pray won’t allow for or expect anything otherwise. Not for this, anyway.” 
 
    “What do you mean, not for this?” 
 
    I sigh. Every time I think she can’t have anymore questions… 
 
    “I don’t know. Just seems like there’s more to the story, and it seems like Pray knows it.” 
 
    “And you don’t.” 
 
    It’s not a statement. 
 
    Dele continues, “Seems like something that Pray doesn’t even want his top enforcer to know is something that his top enforcer who’s trying to topple him off the top of his empire needs to know.” 
 
    “Which is exactly why I’m going with luring the killer out into the open instead of satisfying Pray’s sudden thirst for blood. Hence needing one of Cres’s girls to get into this place,” I add absently as I take out my phone to text the woman. 
 
    “Hold on.” 
 
    I look back at the screen to find Dele's brow furrowed, lips twisted contemplatively, gaze averted to the side instead of looking at me. 
 
    Finally she asks, “What if you take me?” 
 
    “Take you?” I repeat. 
 
    “Yeah,” she confirms. 
 
    “Have you forgotten that you’re supposed to be dead? What’s it going to look like with me walking into a resort with you on my arm. No amount of discretion in the world would stop that from getting back to Pray.” 
 
    “I can wear a disguise. You’d be amazed what a difference a blonde wig and some colored contacts make,” Dele says. 
 
    “I’m not even going to ask why the hell you know that,” I said sternly. “Out of the question.” 
 
    “Tough. I’m coming regardless. I’ll call up one of my agents to pretend to be my little boy toy right now.” 
 
    “You most certainly will not.” 
 
    “You wish. Doesn’t matter. I’m going.” 
 
    “Or,” I begin leaning closer to the screen, “you show up, I intercept you, and I lock you up in cage at one of my safe houses until I’m done.” 
 
    Dele is undeterred. “Viper, I’m not going to let you use my people as a convenient scapegoat to satisfy Pray. There are plenty of people with the motive to do something like this.” 
 
    “Yes. But not the stupid courage.” 
 
    Dele continues, “Not only is it counterproductive to getting all these people to cooperate with you when you take Pray’s place, but it’s also wrong. I won’t let them be framed when they could be innocent. Even if it looks suspicious, they deserve to be given the benefit of the doubt. Even if they did what you think they did, they deserve to be heard out.” 
 
    It’s her last words that make me realize that she’s not just sticking up for these people because they’re her men. It’s because she was framed once, and no one gave her the benefit of the doubt and heard her out. Just cast her aside for people with nefarious intentions to do what they wanted. And while I find myself unable to sympathize or feel sorry for her men who may end up caught in the crossfire of this, I do find myself sympathizing with her. 
 
    Fuck. Dele has more of a hold over me than I thought she did. I’m supposed to be protecting her. Keeping her out of trouble and out of anyone’s grasp but mine. Not letting her convince me to let her dive headlong into it. 
 
    I narrow my eyes and glare at her to make sure that she’s very, very clear on the rules I’m about to set. 
 
    “You don’t leave my side. Not once. You so much as look like you want to wander off, I’m locking you up somewhere.” 
 
    Dele grins. “I look forward to the pleasure of your company then.” 
 
    I cut off the call before she can say anything else. I begin to dread what I’m sure is going to be a long mission debating with Dele about exactly what we should do if it was her people behind this. And until then, keeping her out of trouble. But then, it occurs to me that much of this mission is going to be waiting around for what I hope is the assassin to do something. At a resort. Where we’re going to be pretending to be having a clandestine love affair. 
 
    I smirk. This might be more exciting than I thought it was going to be. 
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Dele 
 
   B ella’s not particularly happy when she finds out where I’m going and who I’m going on this new mission with, and she was sure to make it known before I left. 
 
    “I don’t like this. I don’t like this at all.” 
 
    “It’s no different from any other mission I’ve been on to track down a killer,” I’d replied. 
 
    “Most of those mission don’t involve you in close quarters with Adrian Blake.” 
 
    I didn’t have an argument for that. So I just ignored her, told her I’d see her in a week, and headed to the airport to catch my flight. Into Atlanta, Georgia first. And from there, catching a completely separate flight to New Mexico with a different identity to make it hard to track me if someone decides to look through flight logs and passenger lists. 
 
    Viper is there, standing next to a limo and waiting for me to come out the airport. 
 
    “Such a gentleman,” I say dryly when I approach him. 
 
    To anyone who doesn’t know him, he doesn’t react. But I know him. So I notice the way he does a doubletake when he sees me. 
 
    “You look… different,” he finally settles on, looking me up and down. 
 
    The way his eyes flare with something dark and possessive as he looks me over isn’t an act. As he takes in my pale blonde wig. My pure white sleeveless dress. My red heels. My red lips. Green eyes instead of hazel. 
 
    “That was the point,” I say as his security takes my bags and puts them in the trunk. 
 
    “Yes, I just… wasn’t expecting you to look this different.” 
 
    I just shrug as he slides into the limo behind me. 
 
    “So what’s our itinerary?” I ask as we get on the road to the resort. 
 
    “It’s just recon for now. Hoping we draw whoever it was out into the open so we can learn who might have been behind the execution and what exactly Pray doesn’t want me to find out,” Viper explains. 
 
    “A lot of waiting around then.” 
 
    Viper smirks. “I haven’t even gotten to the exciting part, Bell. 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “The fun part,” he begins as he moves to sit closer to me, invades my personal space, puts his lips to my ear, and places a hand on my thigh. “The fun part is where we get to be a couple having a clandestine love affair in the meantime.” 
 
    His hand travels up my thigh, skims the hem of my dress as he leans closer to me. 
 
    “Hopefully, it’s not too hard for you to play the part.” 
 
    That’s the thing. It’s not going to be a hard part to play. The question is whether or not he knows it won’t be that hard a part for me to play, and whether I want him to know it. 
 
    It was only after I convinced Viper to let me come with him that I realized that this mission was going to involved me being the secret tryst of Adrian Blake. And even if I hadn’t realized it, Bella was only too happy to remind me as she made her disapproval of me going on this mission with him clear. Just like she’s made her disapproval clear about me having anything to do with Viper. But I’d pushed the thought out my head. Because if there’s one thing me and Viper are good at, it’s putting our personal feeling aside for the sake of a bigger mission. Phaedra. Pray. The twins.  
 
    We can certainly make sure things don’t get more complicated than they need to while we draw out an assassin. I can definitely maintain the delicate balance of power needed to maintain the tenuous control I have over Viper. 
 
    Thus, I swallow my trepidation. Resist the urge to shiver under his gaze, meet his blue eyes with my own while ignoring the hand still on my thigh. 
 
    “I can rise up to the challenge if you can,” I say. 
 
    “We should practice. Just to make sure.” 
 
    Before I can protest that, his lips are on mine. For the first time since I let him fuck me. I could push him away from me. But doing that when I’ve let him in this far would be acquiescing control to him. Would be showing him how scared I am and how out of my depth I am when it comes to him. And maybe he thinks he knows that already. But I’m too stubborn to let him actually know that. 
 
    So I kiss him back. Melt into his embrace as he his free hand pulls me closer to him. Feel the heat radiating from his body into mine. Grab onto the front of his shirt, tempted to tear it open to feel his skin directly against mine. 
 
    The hand on my thigh suddenly travels under the hem of my dress. Viper pulls his lips away from mine, then presses a trail of wet kisses down my jaw and neckline, all the way to my collar bone. 
 
    He removes his hand from my thigh and immediately I feel cold without the heat of his hand there, despite the fact that I feel something hot and wet begin to pool between my legs. Instead, his hand goes up to the top of my dress. 
 
    “Are you wearing a bra?” he asks me as he continues to kiss the top of my chest. 
 
    I want to tell him that he should find out for himself. But I can’t risk letting him get me all the way out this dress. Because no doubt that the moment Viper gets me naked, just like last time, I’ll give in to him. And I can’t give in to him. Not yet. Not when this is all I have. 
 
    I put my hand over his, thread my fingers through his and say, “I think… I think that’s enough.” 
 
    Then I press my hand against his chest and urge him away. When he doesn’t move, I think he’s going to keep going. And for a moment, I think I’m going to have to use more force. I hope not. Because the back of a limo is the last place Viper and I need to be getting into one of our fights. 
 
    But eventually he moves away. Slides back to the opposite side of the seat. It doesn’t take me long to figure out that he didn’t stop because he respected my empty words telling him to stop. It’s because he knows he has me trapped. All to himself with no one and nothing to keep us apart for however long it takes to draw this assassin out. 
 
    I resist the urge to press my thighs together to relieve the ache between my legs, growing frustrated that for some reason he still manages to have this effect on me. After all these years. 
 
    I don’t break eye contact with him as he continues to look at me. And my refusal to look away from him is why I notice the stain on his lips and collar. 
 
    “My makeup,” I point out. “It’s on you collar. And my lipstick is on your face.” 
 
    Viper touches the corner of his lips and wipes with a finger to see that I’m right. 
 
    He smirks. “And your lipstick is smeared.” 
 
    I reach down to grab my bag an fix it, but Viper stops me. 
 
    “No. Leave it. It’s not that bad, and it’ll help sell the story.” 
 
    I furrow my eyebrows at him and then turn in my seat to face the window. I can still see Viper’s face in the reflection, though, and I begin to wonder if Bella was right that this wasn’t a good idea. Not for reasons she was concerned about. But not a good idea nonetheless. 
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Viper 
 
   B ack when everything was complicated but much less complicated than things are now between me and Dele, we’d get asked to go undercover as a married couple or just a couple period. Apparently, no matter how much we tried to be discreet about our attraction to each other, it was obvious to anyone who watched us interact for two minutes. It was certainly obvious to the higher ups of the Soles who apparently thought we had enough natural chemistry to pull off the act. 
 
    We always declined. Because for us, there would have been too much of a thin line between pretending to be a couple and actually being a couple. It would have been too convenient of an excuse to get up to something that would have hurt the one person whose relationship we both valued too much. 
 
    But now, with no one to stand between us, I plan to take every advantage available here to me as Dele and I go undercover and play a couple for this mission. No matter how uncomfortable Dele is with it. It’s not my fault she failed to realize exactly what the parameters of this kind of mission would entail. So I’m not going to waste any chance or opportunity to play the “part.” I’m not going to pass on any chance to publicly touch her, kiss her, hold her close, drive her wild. 
 
    So I waste no time putting my arm around her waist and pulling her into my side when we’re out the limo and standing in front of the resort. She purses her lips in displeasure. I eye the men and women who are taking our luggage out the trunk of our limo, then lean down and put my mouth to Dele’s ear. 
 
    “Don’t be so stiff,” I whisper in her ear as a host approaches to lead us into the resort. “Otherwise, no one will ever believe we’re here to just have a clandestine affair away from prying eyes.” 
 
    “You’re overdoing it.” 
 
    “Am I?” I ask and then place a kiss on her jaw. 
 
    “V—” I give a pointed bite on her neck to stop her from calling me by my codename. She gasps. Whether because she realizes her mistake or because she gained some kind of fleeting pleasure from it, I’m not sure. 
 
    “Adrian,” she whispers as I continue to press kisses on her neck, her jaw, her face. “We—you can’t get so caught up and distracted that you forget why we’re here.” 
 
    “I haven’t,” I mutter, pressing a short kiss on her lips. Then I say, “A bunch of flat land for miles. Meaning no high ground or cover to wait for someone to come to their hotel room and shoot through an open balcony or window. Not anywhere that isn’t totally obvious and wouldn’t instantly have a bunch of people’s security on them. Which means whoever pulled this off pulled it off by getting into the resort. Probably by breaking into the suite somehow.” 
 
    I press another kiss on her lips and say, “See. Not distracted at all.” 
 
    She lets out a sigh that sounds more wanting than exasperated. 
 
    The host that comes out to greet us clears their throat to get our attention. I turn to him with a smirk while Dele looks on apologetically. The host remains unperturbed regardless. No doubt, he’s seen much more scandalous things happen out in the open from working here. 
 
    We follow him into the resort to check in. I give him my name and credit card while he leaves Dele and I to enjoy refreshments in the luxurious lobby. A server walks by with champagne and both Dele and I take one. Then I take her to the window, pretending to look at the view while really I’m paying attention the people in the reflection of the glass. I’m sure Dele is doing the same. 
 
    I see many people I know and have worked with before. Both illegitimately and legitimately. I even see a few A-list celebrities. Both men and women. But the rule in places like this is that even if you see people you know, you pretend not to know them in that moment. They spend time with their secret mistress or have their secret orgy or whatever the fuck they’re doing, and you do your thing. 
 
    The person who killed Mark Dime could be any of these people. Everyone is under suspicion. Not just the servants or the workers. But the people who habit this place. Especially considering that to most, I’m just a majority shareholder in a global drinks company. Not an assassin. So the killer really could be anyone. 
 
    The host comes back with our key. He offers to allow us to explore the facilities available since this is our first time coming to their resort, but we decline and follow him to our suite. Our luggage is already there. I tip the man, and no sooner than he leaves and the heavy door closes and locks behind him do Dele and I exchange a look. 
 
    “I’ll check the bathroom, the kitchen and the balcony. You check the living area, the bedroom, and the bathroom in the bedroom?” she asks. 
 
    I nod and start with the living room. The first thing I do is take a device out my pocket, click it, and wait to see if it makes any noise that will let me know if there’s listening devices that I can’t hear. I walk along the perimeter of the room first, even though it’s unlikely that there are any hidden devices in the walls. If there were, there would be signs of construction somewhere. Then, once that’s done, I look for the more obvious signs of listening devices or cameras on every piece of furniture. The lights. The sofa, the ceiling. Plugged into the television. Once the living room in done, I go through the same process in the bedroom and bathroom. 
 
    Dele is waiting for me in the living area, having made herself comfortable on the couch. 
 
    “We good?” she asks. 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “Looks like they take their commitment to discretion and seriously. But I knew that by the massive amount of NDAs I had to sign just to be allowed to look at prices for booking.” Then I sit next to her and ask, “So do you want to go out or stay in tonight? I’d prefer to stay in.” 
 
    Dele manages to scoot all the way back to the other corner of the couch and send me a wry look. 
 
    “We’re here on a mission. Not an actual romantic getaway.” 
 
    “Why can’t it be both?” 
 
    Her wry look doesn’t change. 
 
    “The only way we’re going to draw out the assassin is if they think our guard is down,” I say as I close the distance between us that she created. “Which means acting like an actual couple on an actual secret romantic getaway.” 
 
    I grab a lock of her blonde wig. Twirl it around my hands. Pretend to not notice the way her breath catches with my proximity. “So, what do you want to do?” 
 
    “Go out. Obviously,” she says, trying to sound displeased with me but not quite managing it. “We need the assassin to see us so they can plan how they’re going to make their move.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Obviously. But you don’t think that’s really going to stop me. Do you?” 
 
    I put the hand not twirling a lock of her hair on her breast through her dress. 
 
    “Where did we leave off in the car?” I give a firm squeeze. She bites her lip. I smirk. “You were going to tell me whether or not you were wearing a bra, right?” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to tell you anything.” 
 
    That’s clearly an invitation for me to find out for myself. With a firm tug, I pull her dress down off her right breast. She’s not wearing a bra. I grab onto her now naked breast with my hand, and she doesn’t stop me. I flick and play with her erect nipple with my thumb for a while, paying attention to her reaction. 
 
    Her breath has quickened, and she’s beginning to squirm in her seat. Whether to try to get away from me or because her arousal is causing her discomfort, I’m not sure. Nor do I particular care as I dive down and put my mouth on her nipple. 
 
    The gasp she gives this time is definitely one of pleasure. Her hand raises to my head, fingers thread through my hair. Then she begins to tug. 
 
    “Viper. No. I—” 
 
    She lets out a sharp gasp. Before she can protest any further, I grab her legs and drag her until she’s lying on her back, and I’m settled between her legs. I continue to suck on her nipple and she continues to tug on my hair, but without the force of trying to get my mouth off her. Between having her hard, pointed nipple in my mouth and her throaty gasps pleading with me, I can already feel my hard cock pressing painfully against my pants. And already I know I won’t have the patience to go through our game of hurting each other. Fighting each other for dominance. 
 
    It's been too long since that first time I tasted her. I need her. Now. 
 
    No sooner than I’ve taken my mouth off her nipple does Dele clamp her thighs around my waist, and topple us off the couch and onto the floor. She tries to pin me beneath her. But I’d been expecting her to do that and manage to get her back on the floor with my arm pinned on her neck. 
 
    In the midst of our tussle, her dress has shimmied down from her other breast. But that doesn’t prevent her from glaring up at me with hazel—no. Green eyes tonight. Because of her disguise. But I’d still recognize those eyes. No matter what color contacts she has on. 
 
    I glare back down at her. 
 
    “I really don’t feel like going through the trouble of fighting you tonight,” I snap in frustration as my cock continues to bulge painfully against the restraints of my clothes. “You want me. That much is abundantly clear.” 
 
    “I told you—” 
 
    “I know exactly what you told me. And I frankly don’t care. It’s going to be a least a few days before we draw that damn assassin out. Which means at least a few days with nowhere for you to run to where I’m not at every turn. So you can either keep pretending you don’t want this and make it hard for us both? Or you can make this easy. Your choice. Either way, I’m going to have you,” I warn. 
 
    She lets out a frustrated groan. “Fuck you.” 
 
    I smirk. “That’s the idea.” 
 
    “For fucks sake, take off your clothes before I change my mind,” she snaps pushing my arm away from her neck before she grabs the top hem on her dress and shimmies it the rest of way down her body, taking her thong with it. 
 
    Then she kicks off her shoes. I’m not surprised to see that she has her thigh holsters on where both her guns were hidden under her dress. While she gets the holsters off, I get off my own clothes. My blazer. Shirt. The gun hidden in the back on my pants. Shoes. The pants themselves. My briefs. All the while, she watches while still laying on the floor, leaning on her elbows. 
 
    Once I’m naked, I get down and begin to devour her, my mouth finding her nipple once again, this time the left one. And when she threads her hand in my hair this time and tugs, it’s not to pull me away. 
 
    She arches her hips up toward me. Her free hand reaching down and grabbing onto my ass, urging me to bring my hips to hers. 
 
    I lift off her nipple and push her thighs back toward her chest, exposing her glistening pussy to me. I want to lean down, bury my head between her thighs, drink and lick her arousal until she’s screaming in pleasure so overwhelming that she wants to beg me to stop. But that can wait. I’m too impatient to wait tonight. So I jut my hips forward, align my cock with her hole, thrust all the way in until I bottom out in side her. 
 
    She lets out high pitched cry as I fill her completely. I begin to fuck her. I pull out, until just the tip of me is in her, then push back in until I’m balls deep. Then repeat. Over and over again. Hard and fast and rough. 
 
    My memory of having her the first time is mediocre compared to having her again. As she squirms under me and consumes me with her heat. Pussy wrapping tightly and greedily around my cock. 
 
    I watch as her tits bounce back and forth with the force of my thrusts. As she digs her nails into my arms. Squirms and quivers under me. 
 
    “Fuck,” I grunt out as it feels like her pussy is clamping tighter around me. She’s denied me for too long. I’m not going to last much longer. 
 
    Somehow, she seems to know that, because she reaches down between us and presses all four fingers against her clit, begins to rub furiously back and forth. 
 
    “Shit,” I say as her walls clamp down hard on my cock as she comes, her pussy gushing with her release as she arches her body off the ground and calls my name. 
 
    And then I let out a groan as I come inside her. And fuck, how is it that this feels even better than the first time. She’s like a drug. But better. The potency of her in no way diminishing the more I have her. If anything, her hot pussy is only better. 
 
    “Don’t,” she breathes, her body still trembling from her coming. “Don’t you fucking dare stop. You hear me.” 
 
    If I felt like teasing her, I’d stop precisely because she told me not to after so long of denying me. Deny her like she denied me. But it’s like I said, I don’t have the patience for that game. Not right now. Right now, I just need to fuck her. A primal and animalistic need that I’m not sure how I kept at bay all this time. 
 
    So I keep going. Nowhere near sated even after coming once already. I thought I couldn’t get enough of her the first time, I definitely can’t get enough of her now. I let go of her thighs though. Allow them to fall on the floor next to me. Then I grab her arms, pull her up until I’m sitting back on my knees while she’s straddling me. Press her sweaty body flush against mine. All while still inside her. 
 
    I continue to thrust up in her, and she finds a rhythm to help meet my thrust, rocking her hips back and forth against me, just as far from being sated from coming once as I am. 
 
    She threads her hand back through my hair, tilts my head back, puts her lips down on mine. Although I wasn’t in the mood to fight her tonight, to play our game, I can’t help but fight for dominance in this kiss as I continue to pound my cock up into her. Tongues clashing sloppily as we fight for control. We’re both failing pretty badly, between the throaty moans and groans and gasps that escape our lips as our hips slap together and we both chase the high of coming again. 
 
    “Fuck,” she begins to whine, giving up on kissing me and just settling for continuing to thread her hands through my hair while she leans her forehead against mine.  
 
    “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck,” she practically screams. 
 
    Her pussy collapses around my cock again, somehow managing to grip it even more tightly than before making me come again. Release the hot tension that’s been building in me for her since even before this encounter. Spill my hot seed into her which only makes her thighs quiver and tremble around me even more. 
 
    She continues to rock against me. I continue to thrust in her. But not with any real zeal. The second fuck appearing to have taken the worst of the edge of the desire between us. For now, at least. 
 
    Finally, we both sit there, panting. It’s not going to be long before I catch a second wind though so I can fuck her again. Fuck, I’m going to fuck as long and as much as I can while we’re here. Even with this mission. Because there’s no telling when I’m going to get another chance. 
 
    Dele, though, seems to have different ideas. Because she pushes her arms off me, lifts off my cock and crawls back on her elbows. 
 
    I pleased to see she’s not bothering trying to hide her naked body from me. Her flush body coated in a sheen of sweat. Her nipples still hard and pert. Her thighs covered in her and my mixed come and arousal.  
 
    Despite the fact that her legs are still clearly shaking from our coupling, she tries to get to her feet, stumbles at first, but manages to at least stand. If not walk. 
 
    I stand and tower over her. 
 
    “Here,” I say, stepping forward to pick her up. “Let me.” 
 
    She nearly falls back down as she holds a hand out to push me away. 
 
    “I’m going to go shower… you know. Before we go out.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes at her. “Out?” 
 
    “Yeah. You know. For our mission. The reason we’re here.” 
 
    “The mission can wait until tomorrow,” I say, having ever intention of spending the rest of the early and late evening fucking her. 
 
    “I rather not,” she says and then manages to begin to walk past me. “I’m going to go take a shower before dinner.” Before I can even ask, she adds, “No. You can’t join me.” 
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Viper 
 
   W hile I would have rather spent the rest of the evening with Dele naked under me while I fucked her again and again, she’s right. We have a mission. And that mission involves drawing out an assassin. And that means being seen so the executioner can begin to track our whereabouts and patterns to make a move. 
 
    We decide on something simple. Dinner. At the luxury restaurant at the resort. Dele is still in her blonde wig but has opted for a new dress. A mermaid style black dress with shoulder sleeves and a deep V down the front and back. 
 
    I can’t take my eyes off her. She has my complete attention. Well, most of it. I’m still aware of my surroundings. But being aware of my surroundings and sensing when things are out of place is like second nature to me. 
 
    But while I can’t take my eyes off her, Dele can’t seem to meet my gaze for some reason. And it’s not because she’s shy, especially after the fucking we just had. Yet despite that, instead of getting past some kind of barrier, closing the gap between us, I feel like we’ve taken a step back. Like despite our fucking, we’ve only managed to create distance between us. And it strikes me that this is something far deeper than her just being stubborn. 
 
    I’m at a loss for what to do about it until we’ve been seated at the restaurant, a bottle of expensive, aged champagne sat in front of us, and the waiter has left us to let us look at the menu. I have to do what Eileen has been telling me to do for months now. Actually talk to Dele rather than assuming I have her all figured out or that she’s easy enough to figure out eventually. 
 
    But just because I know what I have to do doesn’t mean I’m at any less of a loss on how to go about doing that. 
 
    Years ago, when I was a different man (or at least, pretended to be), and she was a certainly a different woman, talking to her had come easy. It was nothing for her to show up at my house when Phae was working late on an article or, later, for me to show up at her apartment, sit on the couch with a pack of beer, throw on some sappy romcom or comedy, and to talk about anything and everything. Nothing had been off limits. Well. Almost nothing. Nothing that would cause us to throw all caution to the wind and give in to the passions we both resisted. 
 
    But now? Things are different. Back then, Dele probably didn’t even own a dress. Now, in one day, I’ve seen her in two. Back then there hadn’t been three kill attempts between us. Back then, we weren’t tenuous allies at best with only a common goal and motive. Complicated, was the word I’d have used for me and Dele’s relationship as a younger man if I had decided to be honest with someone. But that relationship seems comparatively simple to our relationship now. And that’s without involving the sex. 
 
    Even after we order our food, I’m at a loss for where to start with her. Because even though tact and patience aren’t my strong suit, I understand the concept of both enough to know that I need to exercise some… delicacy with her. As much as I enjoy arguing with her and egging her on and infuriating her, it hasn’t helped me get past whatever this roadblock we have that keeps her in conflict about whether she wants me or doesn’t. 
 
    “You’re thinking so hard I can practically hear you,” Dele says as she looks at the menu. “What?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    Dele looks up at me, raises an arched brow and then gives me a puckish smile. 
 
    “Well, looks like the great Adrian Blake knows how to talk a big game in the bedroom, but has no clue how to talk to his date over dinner,” she teases. 
 
    I’m not sure if she’s playing the part or if she really saw through to what my loss for words truly was. Regardless, it’s something to latch onto. So I go with it. 
 
    I shrug and say, “Well, I don’t particularly have a reputation for taking women anywhere but my bedroom these days.” 
 
    Dele gives me a wry look. “Oh, come on. You had to have wooed Phae into marrying you somehow. How did you win her over on your dates?” 
 
    “We didn’t really date. Not conventionally.” 
 
    Dele frowns. “So, how did you…” 
 
    “Phae was like a real life Lois Lane. Always getting into trouble for an article, especially investigating the different crime lords and drug mobs. She had a particular talent for finding information and sticking her nose precisely where it didn’t need to be, so the Soles found value in her when it came to learning valuable information about the other crime lords and bosses. We met on a mission when we were both eighteen after her uncle helped her to get a job at the biggest newspaper in the state.” 
 
    “Pray,” Dele says to clarify, and I nod. 
 
    “She became more or less a permanent assignment.” 
 
    “I can fill in the blanks from here,” Dele says. “Assignments become assignments in bed and next thing you know is that you’re in love and getting married. The innocent, good-girl reporter and the bad boy almost vigilante in all but name who somehow manage to get along and are a great team despite all their differences.” 
 
    I chuckle. 
 
    “Sure,” I say, even though that’s far from the truth. At least the end.  
 
    Phaedra and I got along much better when she was the good and noble reporter chasing down a story and I was chasing down a mobster or gang member or some other criminal next to her than we did when we only had to be husband and wife. 
 
    “Well, look at that. You have a type,” Dele says. 
 
    “A type?” I ask. 
 
    Dele leans forward and says, “Good girls.” 
 
    That almost makes me choke on my champaign. 
 
    “You, Bell, are far from a good girl.” 
 
    And perhaps that’s why it was easier to talk to Dele when I was married to Phae that it ever was to talk to Phae. Dele has always embraced the darkness in me, the traces of it that I let her see, like a warm blanket and I never knew why. Until recently that is. Because the same darkness is in her. 
 
    Before I can follow that thought through, Dele rolls her eyes and says, “But you had to date and, like, talk to her when you were married.” 
 
    “If by talking, you mean a significant amount arguing. Sure,” I say with a shrug. “I talked with you a lot more than I ever talked to Phae.” 
 
    “And now, all we do is fight and argue,” Dele says with a feigned and overly exaggerated sigh of regret. 
 
    “Not like me and Phae did. Phae never… she never quite got me, and I never quite got her. You and I, on the other hand,” I begin looking Dele directly in the eye, “you and I understand each other. Because as much as you pretend we’re different, we are very much the same.” 
 
    Whatever good mood Dele had managed, whether feigned or real, evaporates in an instant before my eyes. Her brow furrows and what had been a playful smile turns into a frown. And then there’s even more distance between us. 
 
    “What’s your problem?” I finally growl, patience and tact be damned. 
 
    “V—Adrian,” she sighs. 
 
    “One minute, you’re begging me to fuck you, wanting me to hurt you while I do it, and the next minute you’re trying to convince me that you want nothing to do with me that isn’t—” I pause because there’s not enough discretion in the fucking world for me to talk about our plans for Pray. I continue, “That isn’t purely business.” 
 
    When she doesn’t answer, I try to put it all together myself. Remember what she said to me after that first time I fucked her. 
 
    “You really don’t think I’m going to fuck this up, do you?” I ask, referring to our plan to take everything Pray values from him before killing him. “You think I would waste all this work and effort? You think he could even give me a better deal than the one we’re working on? That even if he could that after all he’s done I would even believe him? Maybe you don’t get me as much as I—” 
 
    “What do you plan to do with me once this is all over?” 
 
    Do with her? What is she…? 
 
    I know this is far from what she means, but still, I can’t help but say, “Well, my plan was to fuck you to oblivion again.” 
 
    “Not like that, and you know it,” she says evenly without cracking a smile. “I mean when you have your little empire and I’m no use to you. When you don’t need me to be your children’s mother. When you don’t need me to be your chief, secret foot solider, what do you plan for me? Are you going to kill me?” 
 
    That had been the plan… back when all this first started. Use her to kill Pray and take over his criminal empire and then get rid of her. When it was clear the same passion and chemistry that attracted us to each other was still present, I added fucking her every chance I got to make up for lost times to the list. 
 
    But beyond that? My plans for her after the smoke clears and my power is solidified? I don’t have an answer for that. 
 
    And Dele seems to understand that. Just like she understands a lot when it comes to me. 
 
    “So I’m just… a fill-in for Phae. A good fuck on the way to the top, someone to try to exercise your sick need for control over, until you can get rid of me and get you a good, docile little girl who ignores the worst parts of you if she even knows they exist?” 
 
    She’s not. That much, I know. But just because I know that doesn’t mean I actually know exactly what she is and what I have planned for her.  
 
    I’m not going to let Dele catch me at a loss for words again, though. So I shrug and ask, “So what if you are?” 
 
    She narrows her eyes. Leans back in her chair. Eyes alight with fire and defiance and stubbornness that threatens to make me want to say to hell with dinner and drag her back to our room and try to fuck that right out of her. Even though I know I’m going to fail. Because Dele won’t break. Doesn’t mean I won’t have one hell of a time trying. 
 
    “Well, I suppose I can get a little fun out of it until then,” she says leaning back in her chair. We both spot the servant bringing our first course, and so she adds one last thing. “You may be an ass, but you’re still a good fuck.” 
 
    I know this isn’t the end of it. I know that she’s not just going enjoy the ride straight to hell and take her end with grace. She’s going to fight the devil until the end. Even if, or maybe especially because, the devil is me. Dele always has a plan up her sleeve. And if she doesn’t, she’ll figure one out. 
 
    Knowing how resourceful she is. Knowing how cunning she can be. Knowing how stubborn and determined and manipulative she can be. Knowing everything she is only rivaled by everything that I am. That should worry me. Put me on high alert. Make me cautious of what she has planned. 
 
    It doesn’t. 
 
    Instead, it excites me. 
 
    When the waiter comes, without looking away from Dele, I say, “Change of plans. Have the food sent to out suite. The lady suddenly isn’t feeling well.” 
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Dele 
 
   W hen the server leaves us, Viper stands up and offers his arm to me, and that’s the extent of his proposition. The extent of my answer is standing and looping my arm through his own. The charged atmosphere and chemistry between us reminds me of the first time we fucked. Different from earlier today. That was scratching an itch. A basic rutting. Animalistic and biological in nature.  
 
    What we’re about to do now is more than that. Something that transcends just a basic animalistic and biological need. Something so desperate that I know were not waiting until we get back to our suite to sate it. 
 
    Luckily, this place is practically designed for the lovers who come here to find some nook or place to hide when they can’t wait to make their way to their expensive suites. So we don’t have to go far from the restaurant to find a little private nook just off the path that leads back to the luxury suites from the restaurant. Well, somewhat private. Against a wall behind a tree with some heavy foliage on the way to the artificial beach some yards further up.  
 
    Hidden enough to not be out in the open. But out in the open enough that if someone glanced in this direction while going to the beach, they’d see us. Open enough that if the couples lounging on the beach looked back, they’d see us. Also, open enough that the assassin we’re trying to bait out wouldn’t dare try to take a kill shot here with so many possible witnesses. 
 
    Before Viper can press me against the wall, I switch our positions and press him against the wall instead. He raises an eyebrow at me, but doesn’t try to switch us. Instead he pulls me toward him to kiss me. Hard. All lips and tongue and teeth battling against each other. Viper takes a moment to stop our fight for dominance to take my bottom lip between his, suck, let go. My grip on his button shirt tightens as heat and wetness begins to pool in my panties. He repeats the motion again. Suck. Let go. Kiss. Suck— 
 
    I let out a sharp gasp when instead of letting go, he bites my lip. It hurts. But it also feels so good. And before I can stop him, he’s shoved his tongue into my mouth, essentially fucking my mouth with his tongue. I practically melt into him, my grip on his shirt loosening. Any control I thought I had over this situation evaporating. 
 
    No. 
 
    I can’t let that happen. So I tighten my grip on his shirt. Quickly yank my fists apart from each other. Force his shirt open. Some of the bottoms along the middle and bottom of his shirt remain intact. Some don’t. I care more about the access my hands now have to hot skin. Hard muscles. I trail my hand lower and lower until they’re on the waist of his pants. 
 
    While not breaking our kiss, I undo his belt. Undo the button and zipper. Push his trouser and briefs down to free his cock. 
 
    I slip my feet out my pumps. Kick them aside. Break our kiss. Bend down until I’m on my knees in front of him without taking my eyes off him. And he doesn’t take his eyes off me. 
 
    I massage his cock some with my hands. Play with his balls. Then take the tip of it into my mouth. Play with the tip with my tongue. Suck.  
 
    Viper tries to force his cock further into my mouth but I block him with my tongue. Give his balls a firm squeeze. Look up at him and chide, “Not yet, baby.” 
 
    He glowers down at me. I don’t even acknowledge him as I run my tongue under the sensitive underside of his cock, before enveloping his cock into my moth again, Sucking and bobbing my head only on the upper half of his hard cock.  
 
    Again, he tries to force his cock down my throat. This time, instead of verbally chiding him, I scrape my teeth along his cock in warning. It doesn’t deter him though. If anything, it eggs him on. I continue to periodically scrape my teeth along his cock as I bob my head back and forth while he groans and begins to fall apart above me. Keeping him right in my control. Just where I want him. 
 
    It’s a perilous risk I’m taking. Giving him what he wants from me and giving up any possible leverage I have over him. But my talk with him tonight, about what he plans to do with me has made me realize that my desire for him also gives him leverage over me. So I may as well eliminate it. 
 
    If he’s going to use me for his every whim and want, I’m going to do the same with him. Just like he plans to use me to help him eliminate everyone in his way to the top, I’m going to use him to do the same. Right now, he’s my partner. And I am his. A lesser, more tolerable enemy compared to a bigger, more dangerous fish in the sea.  
 
    But when all our enemies are dead, and he thinks the throne Pray has left behind is his for the taking, that he’ll have no competition, I’ll be there to tell him otherwise. Leaving him with no choice but to kill me or tolerate me. Viper’s not going to kill me, though. I didn’t let him kill me twice before, and I’ll make sure he won’t be able to the next time he decides he might want to. And I don’t think I can bring myself to ever kill him. I couldn’t do that to the twins who adore their father. I don’t think I can do that to myself. 
 
    Doesn’t mean I won’t be a bigger rival and enemy to him than even Pray is. In this business. In our personal lives. With his cock in my mouth. 
 
    There’s a part of me, a part of me that’s still sixteen years old and would do anything to get his attention, would do anything to have him want and need me like he wanted Phae, would do anything to have him look at me like I’m the most precious gift from heaven. That part is a little disappointed. But I’m not that little girl anymore. And he’s not that man anymore. The woman I’ve grown up to become is just fine with this arrangement. Knows that this is the only way to protect myself from him. To not make myself vulnerable. To have any kind of power over him. 
 
    All this in mind, I take my mouth off his cock and ask, “You want to fuck my mouth? Be a good boy and say please.” 
 
    Defiance flashes in his eyes. Because Viper pleads with no one. He takes what he wants. Even if it’s by force. 
 
    I put my mouth just on the tip of his cock. Lick it with just the tip of my tongue without looking away from him. His cock twitches into my lips. So hard I know it must be painful for him. 
 
    “Say it,” I demand squeezing his balls in my hands. 
 
    “Fuck. Please,” he grunts out like it took all the effort in the world. “Please, Dele.” 
 
    I finally take his entire cock in my mouth. Tears roll down the corner of my eyes as I gag and choke on it as he begins to pump his hips back and forth, fucking my mouth. But at the same time, every time he hits the back of my mouth, every time my teeth scrape his cock, something zings through me. Something tight and hot coils in me. Wetness pools in my panties. 
 
    “Shit,” he growls, and I feel his thighs trembling. 
 
    I let out a moan as I feel his cock begin to throb in my mouth. As though my moan vibrated through his body, he lets out a loud, guttural sound. Threads his hand through my hair to help me bob my mouth back and forth over his cock until finally, he comes in my mouth, down my throat. 
 
    I pull my mouth off him, immediately, he’s hoisting me up to my feet. Somewhere in the midst of him fucking my mouth, he got rid of his tie, shirt, and the jacket of his dark blue suit. He grabs the front of my dress. 
 
    Before he can do something like tear it, I say, “If you tear this off me, I won’t have anything to walk back to our room in.” 
 
    Because I just know a man as possessive and jealous as he can be wouldn’t be a big fan of me walking down the hall to our room naked later, no matter how much no one would probably say anything. He’d kill any man that dared to look at me. 
 
    He surprises me though and says, “Good. Let them see all the marks I’m going to leave on you. Let them know you belong to me. Let them see what they can never have.” 
 
    Viper pulls me to him. Kisses me. Proceeds to grab my dress by the V in the front, right between my breasts, and tears the dress down the front, down my abdomen, to my mid-thigh until the dress is so compromised and loose that strap sleeves fall down my arms and the ruined fabric falls off my body to pool on the ground at my feet. My panties find a similar fate. 
 
    He turns us around so that my back is against the wall this time. Hoists me up off the ground. Throws my legs around his waist. He takes his lips off mine and covers my right nipple with his mouth while taking my other breast in his hand. He sucks. Hard, sending a jolt of pleasure through me. He sucks again, causing me to gasp out loud and dig my nails into his back. Then he sucks again while at the same time giving the nipple of the breast he’s playing with in his hand a hard twist. 
 
    I let out an incoherent, high pitched mewl at the pain and pleasure that ripples through me as I dig my nails harder into his back. Mewl even more when I feel his cock, hard and thick once more, poking up around the flesh of my pussy. 
 
    He sucks and twists my nipple hard again and I can hardly take it. I’m so close already, but no matter how much he plays with my nipples, I’m not going to come from this. I take an arm from around him, try to reach down between us to rub my clit. He grabs it with the hand that was on my nipple. 
 
    He takes his mouth off my nipple just enough to look up at me and growl, “Not yet, Bell.” 
 
    He throws my arm back over his shoulder, put his mouth back on my nipple. This time, his sucking is accompanied by him using his teeth to bite. Not hard enough to hurt, but definitely hard enough to feel it. On my other breast, he grabs and twists again. 
 
    I let out a moan, because I’m so close, but not there yet. And the feeling of being so close is torturous. And I get the feeling that’s exactly what Viper wants it to be. The same way I wouldn’t let him fuck my mouth with abandon like he wanted until I allowed him to. 
 
    “Are you going to beg me, Bell?” he asks. 
 
    “Fuck you,” I try to growl. It comes out less as a growl and more of a whine. 
 
    He sucks and twists my nipple again. I let out a groan. 
 
    “Beg.” 
 
    This is revenge from earlier. Revenge for making him ask nicely earlier. I should have known that he wasn’t going to let that go. Viper never lets anything go. He always retaliates. For better or for worse. 
 
    I want to beg. But the part of me that is determined to never make Viper’s life easy when he challenges me or wants to force me into something is determined not to. 
 
    Another suck, another twist. 
 
    Before I can even think about it, I plead out, “Please, Viper.” 
 
    “Please what?” 
 
    “Fuck me,” Then more specifically, I add, “Fuck me with your cock.” 
 
    He takes his mouth off my breast, uses both hands to hoist me up more and hold me up under my ass. Finally pushes his cock up in me. 
 
    It’s not fast. It’s deliberately slow. But each thrust is hard and sends pleasure through my body. And I can’t stop moaning. Practically screaming. Not caring who hears me or who would come to check and see us. Let them. I don’t care. The only thing I care about is how full I feel with Viper’s cock inside me. The tight knot of pressure and tension continuing to build and build with every hard thrust. His lips and tongue on my mouth, all over my face. Him leaving bites all over my neck and chest, only making me feel hotter and more needy and sending me closer. Until he thrusts again and the knot of pleasure unleashes inside me. Make my legs shake with the force, my body tremble. 
 
    I can’t think. I can’t even talk. The only thing that exists is the high of my orgasm and Viper and his cock still pounding into me as he chases his own pleasure. Until finally, I hear and feel him groan into my neck as he comes inside me for a second time tonight. 
 
    We both remain where we are, panting and gasping for breath. Eventually, Viper lets go of my thighs, allowing me to slide down the wall and my feet to touch the ground. He pulls up his pants. I reach down to grab my dress and panties, because there’s nothing I can do to get them back on. 
 
    But now that Viper’s mind isn’t clouded with the passions of sex, he’s not particularly keen for me to be strutting around naked for others to see. 
 
    He gives me his shirt to wear and then his belt to keep it closed until we make it to our suite again. 
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Dele 
 
   T he next day or two at the resort is uneventful. At least as far as drawing out this assassin goes. But Mark Dime and his mistress were killed five days into their weeklong stay. Me and Viper are only three days in. But while it’s been uneventful on that front, Viper and I have taken complete advantage of the lull to have as much sex as we feasibly can. 
 
    It’s like we’re making up for all the lost time. All the way back to when I was sixteen and we both desperately wanted to give into the chemistry between us, but didn’t. 
 
    So when we’re at one of the many dimly lit lounges of the resort while sitting at a curved leather sofa at a small round table on a large terrace with live music, it’s not particularly surprising that Viper ends up under the table with his head under my sheer bikini coverup and between my legs to eat my pussy. 
 
    It feels impossibly good. It always does. But it feels even better now, with people around who will clearly see what’s going on if I give into the urge to moan and mewl and squirm like I want to. The most I can do when a jolt of pleasure runs through me when Viper licks me just right is bite on the thumb of my fisted hand to keep myself from making any noise and drawing any attention to us. But maybe the attention would be a good thing. Maybe that might draw out the assassin and— 
 
    Biting my thumb doesn’t quite help me hold the sounds I want to make in my throat when Viper begins to focus on sucking and nipping at my clit. My entire body trembles, and I clamp my thighs around his head as I grunt out, “Vi—Vi—” 
 
    Belatedly I realize that I can’t use that name because that would ruin his cover. And that only frustrates me. That out here, I can’t call him what I want. Can’t let my body take over and do what it wants. Not only that, but I really want to be naked right now. Granted, I don’t have much on since we just came from the artificial beach. Just a sheer coverup, bikini top, and thong which Viper has pushed to the side to gain access to me. But it’s still too much. 
 
    Between all that and not trusting my ability to stay quiet if—when—Viper makes me come, I reach down and into Viper’s hair and pull him away from my pussy. Then I look down under the table and say, “I think we’ve stayed out long enough today.” 
 
    He grins up at me, mouth glistening with my juices. 
 
    “So do I,” he says and gets from under the table. 
 
    Viper drops a two-hundred dollar bills on the table to cover our two drinks and a tip while I take a minute to adjust my thong to cover my pussy again. Then I grab my beach bag, and we’re on our way back to our suite. 
 
    On the way, he tries to take me into a few random and hidden alcoves, but I can’t be fucked the way I want to there. So I make him wait until we get to our suit. 
 
    But being fucked the way I want to is going to have to wait. Because as soon as we open the door to our suite, we both know something isn’t right. 
 
    Knowing when someone is in a seemingly empty room is a skill that’s saved our lives more than once and is a skill that’s going to continue saving our lives once again now that the assassin seems to have decided to make an appearance. 
 
    Without missing a beat as we enter the room to spring the trap, I reach into my beach bag and pull out Viper’s gun and hand it to him first. Then I take out my two smaller guns, and drop my bag at the door. 
 
    “I was thinking,” I say, feigning a giggle as we get back to back and look for the assassin we know is hidden in the room, “that after we’re done, we go somewhere off the resort. There was this art exhibit not too far away that I wanted to check out.” 
 
    Viper goes with the act and says, “Now, sweetheart, you know I can’t be seen with you somewhere like that. The press would have a field day.” 
 
    I make a displeased whining noise as we make it past the kitchen and dining area and into the living area, all the while doing a 360 in case one of us catches something the other didn’t. I spot movement from the curtain in the living area leading out into the balcony. But the balcony is closed, so I look toward the TV and the TV stand. 
 
    I spot the assassin. 
 
    I shoot one silent bullet at the feet of the assassin. Just to scare him or disable him. Viper and I don’t want or need him dead before we get answers. The assassin rolls out from behind the TV stand on the other side to dodge the bullets, stands and begins to lift his own gun to point it at me. Tough for him, though. I’m a quicker aim and shot. 
 
    But just as I’m pressing the trigger, I register exactly who this supposed assassin is. 
 
    “Wyan?” I state when I see the man with his reddish-brown hair, now long enough to pull into a low ponytail, and with a beard he didn’t have last time I saw him. I stop myself from finishing pulling the trigger even though I don’t lower my gun. I’m not stupid enough to do that. 
 
    Viper whips around and says, “You,” before pulling the trigger on his gun. 
 
    Wyan dodges the first bullet and moves toward Viper, ducking the gun, grabbing Viper’s arm and forcing Viper to drop it. Not that not having a gun ever stopped Viper as her grabs onto one Wyan’s arms. Uses his brute strength to bend his arm forward despite the lock Wyan has on it. Dislodges his arm and tries to flip Wyan onto his back by twisting his own arm. Wyan manages to twist himself into a position that lets him sweep Viper off his feet so they both land on the ground. 
 
    For a man his size though, Viper is quick. Instantly, he rolls over, manages to pin Wyan, and put a hand around his throat. Wyan though, isn’t deterred. With his free hand, the one Wyan isn’t pinning down, he closes his fist and jabs at Viper’s throat. Viper rears back before he can get hit, but that also means that he has to stop trying to strangle Wyan and loosen his pin. 
 
    Wyan throws Viper off him and gets to his feet. He kicks at Vipers face as he’s trying to get up. And though I’m sure Viper would have been able to either tank the hit or stop the hit all together, this is where I decide to intervene. 
 
    “Wait,” I say as I grab his leg and twist, forcing Wyan to turn and catch himself on his hands before he falls on his face. “Why—” 
 
    Before I can get the rest out, Viper is back on his feet and trying to get to Wyan. I turn on my heel and do something I never normally would if I were really fighting Viper. Face him head on. And am reminded why I never try to take him head on as I attempt to block and stop his attempts to throw me out of the way. 
 
    “Just wait a fucking min—” I begin only for him to grab my arm and twist it painfully, forcing me to maneuver in a way that gives him a clear shot a Wyan… and Wyan a clear shot at Viper. 
 
    I stop the trajectory of Wyan’s punch, stopping him from getting a hit on Viper but also allowing Viper to punch him in the face. 
 
    It’s one of Viper’s no holds punches. A punch that can probably stun a fucking elephant. Unsurprisingly, Wyan falls backwards, into the coffee table. As he slowly gets back to his feet, this would be the part where Viper is attacking him with a relentless offense to keep him down. But I get in Viper’s way, taking a punch to the chest in the process. 
 
     Even I can’t just shake off one of Viper’s punches and fall back against the wall to brace myself until I get my wind back. My wig falls off in the process, allowing my natural dark hair to tumble out the bun it was in underneath. 
 
    “Dele?” Wyan asks in clear shock. Then he adds dryly in that New England region accent of his. “I should have known.” 
 
    Before I can ask him what in the hell he means by that, Viper has kicked him in the stomach, forcing the man to his knees. Then he grabs him by the collar and slams him into the closest wall. 
 
    “Look at you,” Viper says. “Stooping to petty assassinations. I didn’t think that was your style.” 
 
    Wyan coughs and says with blood dripping from the corner of his mouth, “It’s not. I’m not the assassin were both looking for.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Viper replies tightly. “You’re dead tonight.” 
 
    He’s about to make good on that promise when I reach over and grab his arm and say, “Wait V—Adrian. Hear him out.” 
 
    “For what?” he growls as me. 
 
    Because this is the man who mentored us. Helped train us. Showed us both the ropes. Acted as a guardian to both of us. But Viper already knows all that. And he doesn’t care. Appealing to something like sentiment will be ineffective. So I appeal to what I always appeal to with him. 
 
    “He was looking for the same assassin we were. He might know something. We can secure him and question him.” 
 
    He looks at Wyan with fury in his eyes before huffing and saying, “Fine,” and then pulls Wyan away from the wall and slams him into the wall hard enough to both put a hole the wall and knock Wyan out cold. 
 
    I sigh as I watch Viper drop Wyan to the ground. 
 
    “Really?” I asked. 
 
    Viper shrugs. “You said secure him.” 
 
    I’d actually meant sitting him in a chair and locking his hands and feet together with zip ties or something. But I suppose Viper’s way also works. 
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Viper 
 
   I t takes a while for Wyan to fully regain consciousness. That’s not to say over the next hour he doesn’t have moments of wakefulness. But that only means I didn’t send him into a coma, not that he’s aware. 
 
    While he’s laid out on the couch with his hands and feet bound—not with rope or duct tape, but zip ties, something I wish I could forget the man laying out in front of me taught me—Dele uses a wet cloth filled with ice to sooth his cheek from where I punched him earlier. And while she has that, I have time to sit and simmer in my long repressed fury for the man. 
 
    I don’t see how Dele sits there, tending to Wyan like he didn’t betray us both. Long before I betrayed the Soles. But then again, Dele has always been too kind, despite all her ruthlessness and willingness to get her hands dirty. I don’t know if she was always this kind when I met her or if years being around Phae made her that way. 
 
    Finally, Wyan comes into wakefulness. He’s not quite fully aware. But definitely aware enough to talk and notice Dele tending to him. 
 
    “How kind of you?” he says sardonically. “It’s always been on my bucket list to be tended to by my enemy.” 
 
    “We’re not your enemy,” Dele says immediately. 
 
    I huff. “Speak for yourself.” 
 
    Dele rolls her eyes. “Ignore him.” 
 
    Wyan laughs. “The two of you never change. I don’t know why I’m surprised that he convinced you to switch sides. Wherever Adrian Blake goes, Adele Martin follows.” 
 
    Dele frowns. “I know what it looks like, but it’s not what you—” 
 
    “Of fucking course, you jump to that conclusion,” I snap. “You don’t even bother to ask her what’s really going on. No giving her the benefit of the doubt. Just what it looks like. Why am I not surprised. You did it before.” 
 
    “We’ve had this fight before, Adrian,” Wyan says in a tired tone. “It was a mistake.” 
 
    “A mistake that almost got her killed.” 
 
    “What else were we supposed to think?” 
 
    “You could have just believed her. You could have trusted her.” 
 
    “We trusted both of you in the end. It seems like that might have been misplaced.” 
 
    I laugh darkly. “You have the audacity to say that and then you wonder why I turned on the Soles as soon as I got a better deal.” 
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” Dele interrupts. “That whole debacle with me and the Soles is in the past.” 
 
    Maybe it’s in the past for her. Although, I don’t believe that for a second. She did threaten to kill the woman behind it if she ever betrayed her again and then threatened her sister for working with the woman in the first place. But even it was true, it’s not in the past for me. I watched people who practically raised us both and called us family turn on Dele when it was too inconvenient not to. Who tried to forbid me from helping her. Who when her name was cleared didn’t even apologize. Chalked it up to a mistake, said that ordeals like what she went through were an occupational hazard of what we did, and fucking moved on. Wyan, the man who trained us both, included. It was bullshit like this that made it easy for me to take Pray’s deal when he offered it and kill all the Soles wholesale. 
 
    “And might I add,” Dele continues, “you’ve tried to kill me. Twice.” 
 
    “Never because I claimed to know you so well and then accused you of something you would never do.” 
 
    Because Dele is a lot of things. Was a lot of things even back then. A fighter. A manipulator when needed. A criminal, even though none of us were admitting that back then. But one thing she isn’t now nor has ever been is an unforgiving and heedless killer. A killer when necessary, sure. But not unforgiving or heedless. That’s the kind of monster that I am. 
 
    “All that said,” Wyan says as Dele helps him to sit up. “I wasn’t even talking about both of you being agents for Pray. Although, that’s part of it. I’m talking about the pretty blonde you’ve been all over this resort having your tryst with being Dele. Because that part certainly isn’t part of the mission.” 
 
    “What’s it to you?” I ask. 
 
    “Nothing. Just seems that Phae’s fears about you two were proven correct.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare—” 
 
    “What fears?” Dele asks. 
 
    Wyan shrugs. “Only that you two were having an affair. And that she wasn’t sure how much more watching you two gravitate to each other and not knowing if you were she could take.” 
 
    I want to call him a liar. Because if that was true, Phae would have told me. But Phae didn’t. Hell, she was friends with Dele. She invited the woman into our house for years. But also, Phae was always friendly with Wyan. She told him things that she didn’t tell me. At least, I know she did before me and Wyan’s relationship fell apart because he used to tell me some of the things Phae wanted to say to me but thought I’d take badly. 
 
    I certainly would have taken the accusation of an affair badly. 
 
    “Shows how much you know?” I say. 
 
    “Does it? Or did I misinterpret the late nights and early mornings at Dele’s apartment?” 
 
    “We never did anything,” Dele says, unable to meet my or Wyan’s eyes. 
 
    “You were doing enough. Enough for there to be rumors. Enough for it to be clear you wanted to.” 
 
    “I never betrayed my marriage to Phae. I was faithful to her to the end, no matter what I wanted.” 
 
    Wyan shrugs. “Sometimes wanting something and allowing yourself to be tempted by it on a regular basis is as bad as acting on your desire. All not acting on it means is that you had an extraordinary amount of self-restraint. Self-restraint that you clearly abandoned when Phae’s body was cold enough in the ground.” 
 
    I make my way over to strangle the man with my bare hands. Damn any information we can get out him. Dele blocks my way. 
 
    “None of this matters. Phae’s dead.” Then she turns to Wyan and says evenly, “And you don’t know what you’re talking about because you don’t know the full story. And I’m not sure you deserve it if you’re willing to assume the worst about me. So let’s talk about this assassin.” 
 
    If we didn’t have this mission and need to get this information, the sudden switch from humoring Wyan and allowing him to make all these baseless accusations about her to brushing it off and going into business mode would be enough for me to knock Wyan out and drag her into the bedroom to fuck her. But that would just be reckless. That’s going to have to wait. 
 
    Now, Dele’s right. We need to talk about this assassin. 
 
    I get straight to the point, “Tell us what you know.” 
 
    “I’m feeling rather unmotivated, right now.” 
 
    “I’m happy to give you some,” I say, stepping forward. 
 
    Once again, Dele stops me. 
 
    “You’re looking for answers. We’re looking for answers. We all may be on different sides, but for right now we seem to have the same goal. Finding this assassin and finding out what he was after.” 
 
    Wyan huffs. “I wish you’d both give me a little more credit. As though I’m going to fall for this little innocent game.” 
 
    Both Dele and I frown at that. 
 
    “What innocent game?” 
 
    “You both work for Pray,” he spats. “You know very well that he hired that assassin.” 
 
    And suddenly, part of the reason Pray didn’t want me to ask any questions and to just deliver a body is clear to me. Because he didn’t want me to ask around and find this out. The only reason he sent me here in the first place was that he knew he had to because I wasn’t going to miss one of his most important lieutenant’s being dead. But then that begs the question that if he wanted the man dead, why didn’t he just send me to kill him in the first place? And why not instruct whoever he hired to make it look like an accident? Why orchestrate a clear executionary style murder that was undoubtedly going to get attention from not just the local authorities but also the feds? 
 
     I don’t have the answer to any of these questions. But Wyan might. However, both Dele and I have been on both ends of these interrogations enough times to know that revealing what we don’t know isn’t going to get us the info we need. It’ll just give Wyan leverage. 
 
    “Oh no,” I say dryly, with feigned dismay. “You caught us in a lie. Whatever will we do?” 
 
    Wyan sends me an unimpressed look. “I don’t know what Pray is trying to hide by throwing this scrap of meat to the wolves for them to fight over while he feasts on the entire kill, but it’s only a matter of time before it comes out.” 
 
    There. That. That’s why Pray made the assassin make it so obvious. He wanted to turn away the attention of the authorities who he hasn’t paid off to it. Make it so obvious they’d miss something else clearly at play. Something else that Pray has to hide. Something that he didn’t want me to know about. 
 
    “Adrian,” Dele says, her voice betraying nothing. “Let’s talk in the kitchen real quick.” 
 
    When we’re in the kitchen, I carefully make sure not to take my eyes off Wyan. Any attempt to get away would likely be very pathetic and obvious and give Dele and I more than enough time to stop him. But I can’t ever be too carefully with the man. He did manage to escape the carnage that was Pray’s first massive move against the Soles. 
 
    Dele gets straight to the point and says, “I think we should tell him about our plan.” 
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Dele 
 
   V iper’s reaction to my proposition doesn’t surprise me. He immediately gives me a hard, unimpressed look before asking, “Are you insane?” 
 
    I was expecting this reaction. So I’m not even fazed by it. Instead I continue. 
 
    “I’m not particularly keen on letting him in the know on this either, but we don’t really have a choice. He’s seen me with you. The last thing we need is him spreading this to whoever he’s working with or whatever allies he has and this getting back to Pray.” 
 
    Viper rolls his eyes and drawls, “So we tell him we’re working together to take out Pray and then he tells his allies, and instead, that’s the rumor that makes it to Pray.” 
 
    “No. Because if we tell him the truth, he’ll understand the importance of keeping it quiet. He might even be willing to help us. He’s clearly been poking his nose in something to do with him,” I say. 
 
    “Or, I force the information out of him and then I kill him afterwards. We’ll have our information, we won’t have to worry about any information getting to Pray, and I can pass him off as the assassin to Pray so he doesn’t suspect I know something other than the story he told me.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes at Viper. “I’m not letting you kill Wyan.” 
 
    “Just because you won’t let me doesn’t mean I’m not going to anyway.” 
 
    “Viper.” 
 
    “He’s a Sole.” 
 
    “Former Sole. And while you may have had a lot of beef with a lot of people back then, you didn’t with him. He didn’t always understand you. But Wyan tried. And it wasn’t like you were always honest with everyone around you anyway.” 
 
    Viper scoffs. “Can you blame me?” he asks. Before I can answer that, he says, “And maybe he tried. But he didn’t try hard enough. Do you know he tried to stop me from helping you during that debacle where Brin framed you?” 
 
    “He did that to keep you from being put on the same shitlist I was.” 
 
    “He did it because he was more afraid of losing his place with the Inner Soles based on his connection to you and me.” 
 
    “Regardless of why he did it, I was the one harmed by all of it. So if I could let it go years ago after what happened to me, you can certainly let go all these years later when he might be worth more to us both alive than dead right now.” 
 
    “The fact that you were the one harmed by it is the reason why I’ll never let it go,” Viper growls. 
 
    Suddenly I’m taken back to that night, eight years ago. The last time I remember him saying something in this particular tone. He’d carried me out the windowless cage I’d been locked in. Beaten. Bruised. Raped. Terrified. I didn’t think I’d ever want him to let me go again. But then, we came across the gang that had captured me, and they said they’d let him leave with his life so long as he left me behind, and they wouldn’t report it to the Soles who had stripped me of their protections. He’d turned, sat me on the floor with his large jacket helping to cover my naked body, and I’d egregiously thought he planned to leave me. 
 
    Then he held my head in his hands, kissed my forehead and said, “I would never let anyone hurt you, my love.” 
 
    It was the first and only time he’d ever acknowledged that he loved me like that. Then he stood to his feet, drew his gun to his hand, and proceeded to massacre anyone and everyone in the building. It didn’t matter if they had surrendered. It didn’t matter if they said they weren’t involved in capturing or torturing or raping me. Their affiliation with those who had was their death sentence. 
 
    In hindsight, maybe it’s not so surprising that he became the monster he did. Killing indiscriminately so long as they were in his way. But the only thing I could think of then when I watched him was that I would never leave Adrian Blake. Because the safest place in the world to be was with him. And I’d do anything to keep it that way. Even stay with the people who’d cast me aside. 
 
    Now, being with him might just be the most dangerous place in the world. Yet, at the same time, it’s still the safest. Regardless of his reasons for it. Regardless of the fact that I’m not his love anymore and that I’m not sure he’s capable of love anymore. Regardless of the fact that just a few days ago he admitted that I’m just here because I’m his most useful pawn on the way to the top and he plans to throw me away afterward. Being with Adrian Blake, no matter what name he calls himself, is always the safest place in the world for me. 
 
    “Then don’t let it go,” I determine. “But don’t kill him while we need him.” 
 
    “Need him for what?” 
 
    “Pray sent that assassin. And we never would have known that if he hadn’t told us. Stands to reason he knows more.” 
 
    “If he was telling the truth.” Viper groans. “Fine. Whatever. So long as he’s useful, I won’t kill him. But the moment he loses his usefulness or tries to turn on us, he’s a dead man.” 
 
    “That just means I have to keep him useful and convince him not to turn on us.” 
 
    “And only what we plan with Pray. Nothing about Lady and Leon.” 
 
    On that one, we agree. 
 
    Viper turns away from me and heads back into the living area. I follow behind him and sit on the couch next to Wyan who is looking between Viper and I cautiously. 
 
    “Well,” Viper says after a while of none of us saying anything. “This was your idea. Get on with it.” 
 
    “Right,” I say as I turn to face Wyan. “What I’m about to tell you can’t leave this room.” 
 
    “You’re going to tell me something?” Wyan asks, feigning dramatic shock. “And here I thought that I was going to be the one interrogated.” 
 
    “I can still gladly arrange that.” 
 
    I ignore the two men’s bickering and say, “We don’t work for Pray. Well… Viper—Adrian does. But he’s more an undercover operative right now.” 
 
    “Oh and I suppose he was undercover when he personally murdered the people who were his family indiscriminately in a single night.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Viper says. “I’m not undercover. But I have no loyalties to Pray either. I’m going to kill him and then take over his entire operation. Dele is helping me do it by gathering allies who were pushed to the perimeter and forced into bad deals with Pray while I gain the support of his most important allies.” 
 
    So much for easing Wyan into it. But he’s had over a decade of dealing with Viper’s straightforwardness. So he only raises his eyebrows and says, "Well, that’s certainly an ambitious task. And the allies that you can’t get the support of.” 
 
    “I kill them.” 
 
    “Why did I expect anything else from you?” Wyan asks, sounding vaguely disappointed. Then he turns to me and says, “But you, Dele, surprise me. You hated everything about this world. About this criminal lifestyle. You always seemed to kind for it.” 
 
    Viper openly scoffs. “Just goes to show how much you knew her.” 
 
    And maybe that’s true. But I get what Wyan means. 
 
    “Well, to be fair, I was just the type of criminal the authorities tolerated because we were more help than bad. Or at least, I thought,” I admit. “But you’re right. This criminal life. It’s violent and ruthless and there’s no room for error. Every mistake means risking a life. Which is why the penalty for mistakes are lives. But it’s all I know. And with Pray gone, maybe there’s a better way to do this. A way that isn’t so cruel. Without all the fighting and infighting and betrayals and everyone competing to be on top.” 
 
    Wyan outright laughs. “An ethical criminal. Now that’s a good joke.” 
 
    “It’s what the Soles did. The authorities wouldn’t and couldn’t do anything, so a group of people decided to become their own vigilante gang and keep the worst of the mafias, mobsters, and crime lords in line. Neutral and just arbiters.” 
 
    “Until they weren’t,” Viper says. 
 
     I ignore him and continue, “Pray stands in the way of that.” 
 
    “And you don’t think Viper is?” 
 
    Maybe. It just… all depends. It’s one thing to say that he bought into Prays vision of doing this a better way, but it’s another thing to know how to pull it off. I don’t know if Viper has the inclination to mercy to pull it off. Because he doesn’t forgive. And he likes to strike where he knows it will hurt the most, no matter how horrifying, and has no remorse about it. That may be a problem down the line. But that’s something to focus on later. 
 
    “Well, you certainly wouldn’t be a good judge of that. Would you?” I ask. 
 
    “Perhaps. But despite my shortcomings in seeing the both of you, I did practically raise you. And if there’s one thing I know, I know that nothing is ever this simple with you two. There’s something you’re not telling me. Why help a mad man in his quest for more and more power, Adele?” 
 
    Wyan only uses my full name when he thinks he can see right through me. When he’s not falling for whatever bullshit I’m spewing to him. And he’s right. None of this makes sense without context. A context both Viper and I have agreed not to give him. But Wyan needs something. Otherwise, he’s not going to go with this. 
 
    “Phae,” I finally say. “Pray killed Phae.” 
 
    Wyan give me a considering look. And I hope he’s not considering that that only explains Viper’s motivation to turn on Pray and not my own. I hope he’s not going to call me out on it if that’s what he decides. Either that or to at least let it go. 
 
    “Well,” Wyan says, “I suppose Phae becoming an innocent victim in this mess would motivate anyone who knew her.” 
 
    Except for me. Because even though Phae and I were friends, one thing stood between us. The other man standing in this room. But that’s not something I particularly want to dwell on right now. It was bad enough hearing Wyan call me out for my behavior with Viper when Phae was still alive earlier. 
 
    Finally, Wyan sighs and says, “I suppose with that being the case, we both might have a common interests in this assassin and Mark Dime. I’m willing to call a temporary truce with you if you are.” 
 
    Wyan looks at Viper as he says this. 
 
    Viper huffs. “I’m far from willing. But me and Dele have come to an agreement. And if she’s willing, I’ll go along with it… For now.” 
 
    Wyan turns to me. Not seeking an answer but once again considering. I give him an answer anyway. 
 
    “Truce.” 
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    ho do you work for and what do you know?” 
 
    Wyan looks up at me while rubbing his wrists from where Dele cut the zip ties off his hands. Something else that was her idea because she’s entirely too trusting. But according to her, it was important to give a gesture of trust in order to receive trust in return. 
 
    “For someone who’s an unwilling participant in this, you sure are eager to hear what I have to say.” 
 
    “I was an unwilling participant in this truce, but I wanted to hear what you had to say from the moment you accused Pray of sending that assassin. Dele and I simply disagreed on how we were going to accomplish that. My vote was for torture.” 
 
    “Statistically speaking, torture is the worst way to get information out of someone,” Wyan points out. 
 
    I laugh. “They haven’t seen my torture.” 
 
    Dele hands Wyan a glass of water and says, “Ignore him.” 
 
    Wyan sighs. “Let’s just call it some… sporadic independent freelancing.” 
 
    Which is code for saying he’s not telling us who he’s working for. If he’s working for anyone at all. 
 
    “Anyway, in my freelancing, I happened to notice that Mark Dime was acting… oddly.” 
 
    “Get to the point, Wyan,” I snap. 
 
    Dele glares at me and then looks back at Wyan. “Oddly how?” 
 
    “Associating loosely with an undercover fed.” 
 
    That explains a lot and yet nothing at all. Sure. Associating with the feds would be more than enough reason to have a hit put on a person in the right circumstances. But there would have to be a lot of steps between finding out that a person was talking to the feds and the hit.  
 
    In this business, you expect to have some contact with the feds. It’s impossible to be completely above their suspicion when you’re doing ground work like being in charge of logistics when product comes across the border. But just because the feds suspect you doesn’t mean they have any proof. The game is making sure that you never give them any evidence. If it looked like someone might be slipping, Pray would have at least given them a chance to meet first. Explain what was going on. And for someone as important as Mark Dime, I certainly would have been privy to it. 
 
    Something is missing here. 
 
    “That makes no sense, though.” Dele nods to me as she says, “Pray would have just sent him. Not to mention why make it so obvious it was an execution? Why not be discreet about it? And why would Dime all of a sudden want to work with the feds? Did they find something on him?” 
 
    Wyan shrugged. “All questions that I wanted to find the answers to. The people I work with were working on trying to hack into the federal investigation to see exactly what they had on Dime when I got sidetracked by a contact I have at this resort who notified me that Adrian Blake booked a stay not long after the execution. It couldn’t have been a coincidence, I thought.” 
 
    I’m going to have to figure out who that contact is. Won’t be hard to narrow down. It would have had to be someone who had close enough contact to confirm my identity. Likely someone who worked at the reception desk. Maybe the host who checked us in and showed us to our rooms. 
 
    “It wasn’t,” I admit. “Though I admit, it’s a lot more complicated than I thought and a lot messier than I usually like to get my hands when it comes to conspiring against Pray. That’s usually her job,” I say nodding to Dele. “But I’m here now. So I guess we should look into it." 
 
    Pray can only be angry at himself for sending me here if I get into something he doesn’t want me getting into. It wouldn’t bring me under suspicion if I came here to find a convenient culprit and end up finding out something else. In fact, it’s to be expected. I was never the type of person to stick to the straight and narrow when it came to rules no matter who I was working for. 
 
    “What did your people find when they hacked into the feds’ databases?” I ask. Because there’s no way they haven’t hacked into yet. My specialty is more mechanical and technical engineering. Not computer engineering and even I could hack into the government’s comically insecure firewalls and databases if I put my mind into it. 
 
    “Nothing except they had a planned meeting with Mark Dime at one of Pray’s wine distilleries. A date that coincided with the arrival of a shipment of what is ostensibly wine.” 
 
    “So what? Mark Dime was going to sit there and expose that Pray was receiving liquid cocaine a one of his wine distilleries,” I say. “That explains nothing. Pray would have known that information. It would have just been a matter of switching the destination of the shipment and having the feds find actual wine in the fake shipment. It would make Mark Dime look like an idiot and put Pray above suspicion. Then Pray and Dime could have come to a better understanding, and that would have been that. It would have been a lot more beneficial and a lot less trouble than killing Dime. And kept the feds from poking their nose into Dime’s business with an obvious execution style killing.” 
 
    “Exactly my thinking on the matter,” Wyan explains. “Unless… there was something else. Something besides liquid drugs that Pray didn’t want anyone to find. Something harder to hide.” 
 
    “Which would explain why he didn’t want to go with the simple fix and concocted this plan to make it look like petty fighting over something common like a woman since Dime was knowing for putting his dick in places it doesn’t belong. It would certainly divert the fed’s attentions,” I reply as I begin to pace the room. 
 
    “We could speculate all day and never know the real answer though,” Dele points out. 
 
    “Which is exactly why we’re going to pay this distillery a visit and find out exactly what Pray was hiding and what Dime was hiding that gave the feds enough leverage to blackmail him,” I say. 
 
    “That was going to be precisely my next move,” Wyan says. 
 
    The three of us look at each other and nod. And for a moment, I’m taken back to before all our relationships fell apart. Back to when the three of us were notorious for walking right into what were obvious traps, openly challenging mob bosses, dons, and crime lords. Where it was common for us to uncover more trouble and plots than the Inner Soles could have ever predicted and then some. Wyan always tried to blame it on me and Dele. Saying that it was our recklessness that always got him into messes when half the time, Dele and I were following him into a situation where he got himself into his own mess because Wyan would know all about sticking his dick in places it doesn’t belong in… 
 
    But that life and partnership is over. It was over long before I joined Pray. And the way we seamlessly fall into these roles for this truce makes me want to say fuck it to hell, kill Wyan, and take Dele being pissed off at me for it.   
 
    I need to take back control of this situation. Just like I took back control of this situation with Dele before it could spiral into something that could be used against me as a weakness. 
 
    So I scoff and ask, “Who says we’re all going?  I don’t need you anymore. You told us what we needed to know. Now we know it. Now you’re better use to me dead. Would sell a great story to the press. Former Sole caught in revenge plot against the man who helped to take them down by killing his top executive and employees.” 
 
    “That wasn’t our deal,” Dele snaps. 
 
    “Our deal was to tell him what was really going on to get him to talk and have a temporary truce. You didn’t say how temporary,” I say as I draw my gun to point it at Wyan. 
 
    Dele immediately moves to stand between Wyan and the gun. 
 
    “You want to get to him, you have to put that bullet through me first,” she declares, glaring up at me with her hands on her hips. 
 
    It would be so easy to grab her, throw her out of my way, and shoot Wyan where he sits. But then that also means having to fight her and deal with her petty anger and rage at me later. And it’s already taken me a lot of effort to get to the point with her where she’ll let me have her without putting up so much of a fight. Don’t get me wrong, fighting her is exhilarating, but also a waste of effort and time that can be better spent getting pleasure from her. And besides, there will be bigger things worth inciting Dele’s fury at me than a sad, washed out Sole who spends his time “freelancing” to barely survive. No matter how much I want to kill him. 
 
    So I scowl and say, “So predictable, Bell. You’re lucky you’re more useful to me alive than you are dead.” 
 
    I put the gun away, but there’s still a lingering tension in the air. Good. Then I say, “If I’m going to take you to that distillery, you’re going to need covers.” 
 
    “What’s your plan?” Dele asks. 
 
    “You both get the honor of going from Sole to Sole Killer,” I declare. 
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    o… exactly what are you going to tell these guys when you randomly show up at their door in full costume on this fine night?” Wyan asks Viper as we pull up to the wine distillery. “Won’t they find it odd that you’re showing up unannounced? Without permission or notice from your boss…” 
 
    “I’m Pray’s chief enforcer. My permission is always implicit,” Viper says adjusting his glove, mask distorting his voice. 
 
    Which is why it’s so suspicious that Pray is hiding something from him. But Viper’s already in a fussy enough mood as it is with Wyan here. So I’m not going to remind him. Better him to channel that irritation and feelings of betrayal at Pray. 
 
    “I have a spy here,” I say aloud. “While you go talk to your people, I’ll talk to mine with Wyan.” 
 
    “And won’t they find it suspicious that you’re here with Viper?” Wyan asks me. 
 
    “No. Because it wouldn’t be the first time word has gotten out among my associates that I managed to get close to Viper without him being the wiser and escaped unscathed,” I say. Then I add, “You should hear the rumors of our rivalry from just the one known encounter we had. Greatly exaggerated, but amusing to listen to.” 
 
    Wyan sighs or at least that’s what I think he does. It comes out garbled through the dark grey cloth wrapped around the entire lower half of his face, part of both our disguises as one of Viper’s specialty task force. 
 
    Then he says, “I don’t know how the two of you have survived this long being so incredibly reckless.” 
 
    Both Viper and I ignore him as we head into the facility. 
 
    As Viper said, no one stops him. And so long as we’re with him, no one stops Wyan and I in our disguises either. When someone does approach, the temporary manager of this location with Mark Dime dead, it’s not to stop us. It’s to aide us. Or, at least, to aide Viper. 
 
    “The only cooperation that I need from you,” Viper says, “is to not get in my way while my associates and I question your employees. I think I’ll start with you.” 
 
    “Of course,” says the manager, and if he’s nervous, he hides it well. “We can discuss things in my office.” 
 
    Viper turns to Wyan and I. “Have a look around. See if you find anyone… out of the ordinary.” 
 
    And with that, he leads the manager to his own office like he owns the place. I suppose in a way, Viper does own the place. Partly. But also, Viper always has been the type of person to go somewhere and act like he owns it. 
 
    Once we’ve gone on our way to where the employees are, searching for my spy, Wyan says, “Now that Viper’s gone, you can be open with me, Dele.” 
 
    I’m not surprised by his statement. It was clear since he saw me with Viper that Wyan wasn’t as convinced by my carefully constructed truths as he pretended to let on. Or, at the very least, he was by no means satisfied with them. 
 
    I don’t say anything, predicting that Wyan has a lot more to say. He doesn’t disappoint. 
 
    “Dele,” he says. “I don’t know what Adrian has promised you or said to manipulate you into helping him, but he’s not here right now. If you want to get out. If you want to hide from him, me and my associates can help you do it.” 
 
    I laugh. “Is that what you think? That he’s manipulating me into staying by his side? Wyan, you should know better than anyone that Viper has never been able to force me into something that I didn’t already want to do in the first place.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s true. But it doesn’t explain why you all of a sudden want this.” 
 
    “It’s the only thing I know. It’s the same shit you all trained me to do when I was a Sole to act as an arbiter and hitwoman with these stupid fucking crime lords and their disputes so no innocent or uninvolved blood would be shed. I’m just on the other side and have an invested interest now. There was never going to be another end for me.” 
 
    “Maybe there wasn’t. If Adrian hadn’t done what he did, maybe there was never going to be another end. But… you know, I’d always hoped that you were too resourceful and cunning to allow yourself to die during Pray’s massacre. You always were able to slip just out the reach of your opponents and enemies. And I’d hope that if you had gotten away, you would have used the opportunity to create a new identity for yourself. Overseas somewhere maybe. Went to law school like you talked about doing but never would because you spent all your time chasing after Adrian. I’d hope what he did was enough to break he grip he had over you.” 
 
    I huff. “He didn’t have a grip over me.” 
 
    “You’ve been enamored with him since you met him.” 
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” 
 
    “I didn’t used to think it was… but, I’ve had time to reflect.” 
 
    “Does any of that reflection also have to do with your secret conversations with Phae about her insecurities about me and Adrian’s relationship?” 
 
    Wyan just shrugs. It’s answer enough for me. 
 
    “My point being is that you used to be looking for a way out. And I don’t believe for a second that Phae is your motivation for this vengeance plot of yours. So what happened to you, Dele?” 
 
    “Adrian’s never going to let me go.” 
 
    “But you also just said that he’s never been able to get you to do anything that you didn’t want to do.” 
 
    I shrug this time. “He’s never going to let me go. I’m never going to stop wanting him. It’s that simple.” Then, “Besides, Wyan. People change. Things are different. It’s a lot more complicated now.” 
 
    “And yet, you refuse to tell me how.” 
 
    Because the less people who know about Lady and Leon the better. Even an old friend. Especially an old friend who may or may not take the first opportunity he can to whisk me away from what he thinks is Viper’s influence. That won’t be good for anyone involved. 
 
    I finally come across my spy, cleaning a piece of machinery in the distillery. 
 
    “Can I help you?” she asks, with her hands carefully folded behind her back. 
 
    I don’t blame her for the caution. I wouldn’t be particularly eager at running into one of Viper’s Sole Killers either. To ease her burden, I flip my wrist over to reveal a bracelet with a black charm on it. A distinctive black masquerade mask representative of the mask I wear as my alter ego, Vicious. A sign for those who work for me to prove that they’re an ally or an agent of mine. 
 
    The woman visibly relaxes as she pulls back the flap of her jacket to show the same pendant pinned inside it. 
 
    “Thank fuck, you’re here,” she says. “I’ve been trying to get a message out. To Vicious. About what’s going down. But since they offed Dime, we’re all being more closely watched. There isn’t a moment that I can trust that I’m not being watched.” 
 
    Depending on what the message is and what exactly has them with this place on lockdown is going to determine whether or not I decide to cut my losses with surveilling this place. It’s logistically important only in the sense that I want to know the intricacies of Pray’s supply lines for myself. But even though all my agents sign up for a certain amount of risk and danger, sometimes it’s not even worth that. 
 
    “What’s the message?” 
 
    The agent opens her mouth to speak, only to pause upon seeing Wyan. 
 
    “He’s with me,” I assure. 
 
    “Coke and spritzers isn’t the only thing Pray’s shipping from this facility. Dime was overseeing the shipment of something else from across the border. Something he wanted to keep so secret that it goes into a more secret holding cell than the cocaine. And whatever it is, is live.” 
 
    I frown. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “They order prepacked and prepared food under the pretense of feeding workers. But it’s not.” 
 
    Whatever it was was enough to have Dime talking to the feds about it. And secret enough that Pray had him killed for it. If I had to guess, it sounds like I might have found one of the holding stops for Pray’s sex trafficking “merchandise.”  
 
    Since I brought my sister on, the logistics of Pray’s human trafficking scheme is something Delilah has been trying to pin down. But Pray is smart about it. Delilah tells me he does things like double back with the same merchandise, overshoots his destinations, and even changes destination mid-shipping to throw people off his trail if they ever dared to look. Not even Viper is sure the exact logistics of Pray’s shipping system. Which makes sense given that there’s something Pray’s clearly hiding from him. 
 
    “Do you know where?” I ask. 
 
    She discretely hands me a plastic bag with a lifted fingerprint in it. No telling where she got it from because fingerprints are notoriously easy to get because people place their hands on everything without even realizing it. Then, the agent directs me and Wyan down to where the distillery holds barrels and barrels of wine with liquid cocaine hidden amongst them in a meticulously detailed system of hiding that would allow them to quickly hide the cocaine in the event that the distillery was raided. 
 
    There’s a small gap between two of the tall shelves of barrels that are against the way. Just small enough for a person to get through, but not something that would tip off someone coming to search. They’d almost undoubtedly not think to check it. The small gap then turns a corner into a somewhat wider but still small hall with a door that can only be accessed through a fingerprint locking system. Viper showed me how to hack one of those when I was fifteen. But having the print makes this about five minutes faster. 
 
      The door opens to another short dark hall, and only once Wyan and I have left the hall into what feels like a massive room do I hear the cries and moans and… singing? 
 
    “My God,” Wyan mutters from where he got away from me, flashing a light in a cage. 
 
    I don’t waste time with my flashlight and instead find a light along the wall. It only dimly lights the large storage room, but it’s enough to illuminate the cages. 
 
    Cages filled with children. 
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   T his wouldn’t be the first time I’ve seen children in a cage. Hell, I’d been put in a few cages as a teenager running around doing missions for the Soles. But this is the first time I’ve seen so many in cages in one place and the first time I’ve seen some so young. Not teenage child soldiers or agents or killers like I was. But babies. Literal babies. As young as two. 
 
    A few years ago, not even the shocking youth and lack of development of some of the children would have particularly bothered me. I probably would have approached it with the same detachedness of someone who was used to seeing and experiencing a bunch of fucked up shit. Objectively knowing it was wrong. Knowing something needed to be done. Analyzing what to do it about and how to go about doing it. But there wouldn’t be any particular personal ache about it. But right now, as look at all these little faces, all I can see are my Leon’s and Lady’s cherubic faces looking up at me from these cages. Some hopeful and eager. Some wary and mistrustful. Some fearful and teary. 
 
    It's the last one, the look of fear and the accompanying tears, that tugs at me. 
 
    I remember when I was trying to get the twins to learn to self-soothe in their playpen instead of me running to grab them at every cry or chasing them every time they got into something they shouldn’t have. Without fail, every time I placed them in the playpen, they began to shriek and cry and erode my will to leave them be. After no more than a few minutes of crying, during which I would almost be brought to tears myself, I would give up, pick them up, and let them fall asleep on me before putting them down in their bed for a nap. Then I would go back to my tasks. 
 
    Maxine had always said that if I kept doing that, the twins would have a hard time learning to entertain themselves and occupy their own time. My argument was that when babies cried, you picked them up, and that the problem was never them being able to entertain themselves. It was that they liked to entertain themselves outside the playpen and get into things they shouldn’t, forcing me to stop them, that was the problem.  
 
    Eventually, when it was clear I was never going to be able to subject myself to their crying, Maxine helped me babyproof the house as much as we were able to so they could go around freely without me having to constantly watch them. 
 
    I feel the same tugging now as I look at these faces. But worse. Because a cage is so much worse than a playpen. Cages for children aren’t to keep anyone safe. It’s to use and abuse them in some kind of way. For what? I’m not sure. 
 
    And although I’m aware Pray is in the labor and sex trafficking business, these children, none older than about nine, are too young for that. And that part, not knowing what this is all for, is the scariest part. Because I thought my worst fear was that Pray would get his hands on my children and kill them. But maybe that would be a mercy compared to the things Pray would have in store for them. Or maybe, in that regard, Viper’s influence is apparent. 
 
    Regardless, I find myself unable to analyze this like I could have at eighteen or nineteen. All I can think about is how I need to get those children out this prison. And I need to get them out this prison now. 
 
    “What do you think Pray’s purpose for this is?” Wyan asks after a few moments. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I say. “But that’s something we can figure out later. After we get them out of here.” 
 
    “I think you’ll find that both those goals are counterproductive,” Viper says as he silently enters the room. 
 
    Even if I weren’t so used to Viper’s silent movements, he wouldn’t have startled me. I always have a way of knowing when he’s in the same room with me. 
 
    “Since you’re here, I’m guessing your interrogation was productive,” I say without taking my eyes off the cages. 
 
    “Eventually. The manager was very uncooperative. Apparently, Pray is so adamant about me not knowing what he has planned that not even my status was enough to get him to confess what was happening. I had to use more persuasive methods. Unfortunately, he didn’t survive them. But fortunately, I was about to get everything I needed from him before he succumbed to my method,” Viper says as he inspects the cages. 
 
    It's impossible to know what he’s feeling about it behind his mask, not even the curious tilts of his head tell me anything. 
 
    Viper continues, “The manager doesn’t know where they came from, though I can take some educated guesses. But where they came from matters little compared to where they’re going, and the manager doesn’t know that.” 
 
    “Of course, he wouldn’t. For cargo like this? So secret Pray kept it from you? He’s likely got a set of interconnected drop-off and pick-up points. The drivers would only know their own point A to point B and the people who manage the different drop-off and pick-up points would only know the stops they manage,” I explain. “That way, one person is compromised, the entire operation isn’t. Dime wouldn’t have been much help to the feds. The pick-up person would have checked for tracking and that pick-up person would never be the same from shipment to shipment.” 
 
    By the tilt of his head, I can tell Viper seems mildly impressed. He asks, “When did you become an expert in illegal shipping logistics?” 
 
    “Since I started having to create logistics for my own drug business,” I reply. “It’s complex but not that hard when you get into it. 
 
    Wyan cuts in at this point and says, “Maybe Dime couldn’t have given the feds the entire operation, but he could have given them a starting point for what was going on if he were willing to talk. For whatever reason they were willing to talk.” 
 
    “Well, now we have our starting point for us to figure out what’s going on later. But first, we have to free the children.” 
 
    Viper turns to look at me then. “Yes. About that.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes at him. “What about it?” 
 
    “I can’t allow you to do that.” 
 
    “Allow me to do what?” 
 
    Viper huffs. “Don’t be obtuse, Bell. You know what I mean.” 
 
    I do. But I was hoping that I’d misunderstood. 
 
    “You don’t want to free the children,” I state. “You want to leave them in those cages knowing that whatever Pray has in store with them can’t be good. I thought you would at least sympathize with that. Or were your words about killing children in the past because you knew Pray would have nothing decent planned for them all a lie you told me to placate me,” I ask, advancing two steps toward him. 
 
    He doesn’t back down. Doesn’t move an inch as he asks, “Is that what you rather me do? Kill every single one of them in here and rob Pray of the fruits of whatever his grand plan for them are?” 
 
    He’s just saying that to rile me up. I don’t think Viper’s that ruthless despite his reputation. Not to say there aren’t children on his list of kills. But less than a dozen of them were under sixteen. And the ones that were killed were the ones like I had been. The ones who knew how to aim and shoot a gun and kill a man five different ways with her bare hands by the time she was only nine. The kind of ruthless efficiency that caught a Sole’s attention during a raid and had him taking me and my sister to the people who would end up our home with the cops’ approval. 
 
    Still, just because I know he’s only trying to rile me up doesn’t mean that it makes anything better. He still said it to convince me that it was better to keep them locked in cages. 
 
    “You know that’s not what I rather you do.” 
 
    Viper looks me directly in the eye through the lens of his mask and says, “We’re never going to unravel what Pray is up to if we free them. If we free them, Pray will find out someone is onto him and go deeper underground with this, and we’ll never figure out what he’s doing. But we have the trail that he didn’t want the feds to have. And the only way to follow it is to not unnecessarily disturb it.” 
 
    “Not at the expense of their lives.” 
 
    “And your isn’t? You free them and then what? You have to find a way to transport them. Find somewhere to transport them. And then you’re going to have to figure out how to feed clothe and take care of that many children. You could get the authorities involved, but we both know they’d be just about as helpless as you would be,” Viper says with the disdain of a child who was failed by those authorities. Just like I was. 
 
    He continues, “And even if you could, they’re only one batch of children. Stopping this doesn’t stop Pray from kidnapping and shipping more to who the fuck knows where. And then, we won’t even have a trail to go on.” 
 
    “So what you’re saying is that a bunch of children are going to be fucked either way. So we may as well save these and give them a chance. They have no chance with Pray.” 
 
    “What I’m saying is to see the bigger picture.” 
 
    “The only picture here is children in cages getting ready to be shipped out somewhere.” 
 
    Viper doesn’t say anything, but I’m not naïve enough to think that’s because he’s actually considering what I’m saying. Viper’s made up his mind about how to proceed with this. 
 
    So have I. 
 
    Before the fallout of that can happen, Wyan steps between us both, reminding us of his presence, and says, “Then how about you both allow me to be a tie-breaker.” 
 
    Viper and I turn to him. Even with his mask on, I know Viper is glowering at Wyan when he says, “That greatly depends on exactly where you fall on this matter.” 
 
    Wyan doesn’t even bother looking at Viper. Instead he’s looking at me. Giving me that patronizing look he used to give me as a teenager when he knew he was about to say something that was going to upset me. 
 
    It doesn’t bode well here. 
 
    I’m proven right about that when Wyan says, “I think Viper’s right.” 
 
    I don’t know whether or not I should be surprised about this. Wyan always was the rational one. Always the one stopping me and Viper from making decision that felt right in the moment but that might prove to be more than we bargained for later when all was said and done. But I didn’t expect him to see the rationality in leaving children in cages. Why am I the only one disturbed by that? 
 
    “The only way to follow this path to where it ends is to not completely upend it before we can take it. And that means, for now, the children better serve us left where they are,” Wyan finishes. 
 
    “Better serve us,” I say with a roll of my eyes. “What about what better serves them?” 
 
    “This will. Allowing this lets us find out where Pray is taking them and for what so he can be stopped.” 
 
    “Allowing it means that if any of these children die, that’s on our hands.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be on your hands then,” Viper says. “Just mine.” 
 
    “And mine,” Wyan adds. 
 
    Viper doesn’t acknowledge Wyan’s addition as he says to me, “All you have to do is walk away, Dele. Walk away and don’t fight me on this.” 
 
    Asking me not to fight him is practically asking me to fight him. He knows that I’ve never backed down from anyone just because they told me to. Especially not him. But I don’t need to tell him that. Guns and fists always did say more to Viper than words ever could. 
 
    But guns and fists aren’t going to help me here. Not yet anyway. I’m going to have to wait to bid my time. And it won’t even be long. Just long enough to make a few arrangements… 
 
    So for now, I decide to let Viper think he’s won. For now, I decide to walk away. 
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Viper 
 
   I  was expecting Dele to throw all caution to the wind and try to fight me herself right now, even though it would be to no avail. But even she has enough forethought to know that fighting me now would do little good. Especially when she knows that she can’t beat me head on. So maybe I shouldn’t be surprised that she ends up walking away.  
 
    It’s only for now, though. Because Dele doesn’t give up that easily. She’ll be back, and she’ll be back ready to fight. And I’m not going to back down from her. I never do. But I especially won’t do it when her actions could put everything we’ve worked for in jeopardy. 
 
    The only reason she can’t see the reason in what I’m telling her is because of Lady and Leon. When she looks at these children’s faces, all she sees is our children. She’s unable to stop herself from trying to set them free any more than she’d be able to stop herself if Leon and Lady themselves were in these cages. But they’re not. Her children are safe. And she can’t keep projecting this fear that one day they’ll be in situations where they’re not. 
 
    It was one of the first weaknesses I observed in her those first few months after I found her again, and I trained her back into an unstoppable fighting machine. This weakness she has for Lady and Leon. Not to say that I don’t have one. But Dele’s is unreasonably so, and no matter how much I tried to get her to see that, she never could. So I resigned myself to the fact that it was a weakness that I couldn’t train out of her. That I was going to have to account for and deal with it in the future. 
 
    Looks like the future is here. 
 
    “The years have certainly… quelled her temper,” Wyan says hopefully as he stays behind and watches her leave the room. 
 
    “You and I both know this isn’t the end of it. She’ll be back. Likely with reinforcements since she has an agent network in the area. Probably sometime tomorrow if I’m right about the kind of resources she has. Maybe even in a few hours. We have to be ready for her.” 
 
    “And who, might I ask, is we?” Wyan asks, turning to look at me with his hand on his masked chin. 
 
    I can’t see his expression under the wrapping around his face, but I can easily imagine that his eyebrows are raised in askance. 
 
    “While I’d still prefer to see you dead,” I state, “right now it seems we have a common interest, and we understand that sacrifices need to be made in order to see that interest through.” 
 
    Because whatever Pray has planned for these children can’t be anything good. For them or for me and Dele’s plans for Pray. And we need to know what that is. Dele may be tunnel visioned on the singular goal of freeing the children from whatever fate Pray has in store for them, but there’s no way she’s not aware of that. She’s just choosing not to see it right now. She’s decided that freeing these children is a risk worth taking. 
 
    “And I suppose that’s your way of asking me to throw my lot in with you on this.” 
 
    “I’m not asking,” I say as I start to leave the room, ignoring the hopeful cries and whines of the children behind me. I wish I didn’t have to. But to free them would do a lot more harm than good to anyone involved right now. Including them. 
 
    “And what makes you think I’d ever be willing to after you destroyed all my life’s work and purpose when you decided to betray me for Pray,” he asks. 
 
    I shrug. “It was you who betrayed me first, Benjamin.” 
 
    I don’t need to see the man’s face to know that it’s either crinkled at the use of his first name or at the accusation I’ve thrown at him. 
 
    “But we can argue the logistics all day. Right now, the truth is that whatever this is that Pray is up to, I can’t monitor on my own and he clearly didn’t want me to know anything about it. And I know that you’re never going to walk away from this in good conscience. Because while you might agree with me that this is the only way to find out what Pray is up to, I also know that part of where Dele gets her strong sense of justice and duty and morale is from you. Whether it was disingenuous at times or not.”  
 
    I turn to look directly at Wyan, both to further impress my point and to not have my back to him as I close the hidden door to the room. I’m still not sure I can trust him. Still not sure that he doesn’t have any ulterior motives. 
 
    “I can provide you with the resources needed to uncover this mystery, and you can provide me with the answers so I can figure out what to do about it.” 
 
    “That sounds like it all benefits you.” 
 
    “It’s a better deal for you than you hiding out in the middle of nowhere and investigating a random killing of one of Pray’s men because you’re bored and looking for purpose.” 
 
    Wyan doesn’t say anything to that. He doesn’t need to though. Wyan might have mentored Dele for a few years, but I knew him longer. I wouldn’t call the man particularly religious or even spiritual, but he was always very philosophical and believing in a powers beyond us. In everyone having a purpose that was beyond them if they only sought it out. Wyan was convinced he’d found it with the Soles. Pretending he was doing a good thing by playing mediator with gangsters and drug lords and knocking heads when they didn’t cooperate as though that didn’t put him in the same category with them. 
 
    And maybe that organization is long buried and dead, but it’s obvious to me that Wyan still carries that purpose and has been out here trying to unavailingly fulfil it. 
 
    So if he wants a purpose, I’ll give him one. As long as he helps me. 
 
    “I’d have to talk to my associates about it…” 
 
    “Are they associates? Or more lost souls you pulled off the street because of your purpose?” I ask. Then I shake my head. “I don’t need your associate’s assistance to help in stopping Dele. I don’t even need yours.” 
 
    “What exactly is your plan for Dele when she comes back?” 
 
    There’s a wariness to Wyan’s tone. 
 
    “Just to stop her.” 
 
    “Stop her how?” 
 
    I tilt my head at him. 
 
    Wyan says more bluntly, “I didn’t miss the callous way you threw her out your way when she tried to get in between us during our confrontation earlier.” 
 
    “You’re the last person who has any right to be concerned about me hurting Dele,” I say. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to kill her if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 
    “I’m worried that you don’t have the restraint required in this kind of situation to assure me of that.” 
 
    “You’re still alive. Aren’t you?” I ask pointedly. “I have no time for this, though. And I have no time to wait for Dele to move in her own good time.” 
 
    “So what’s your plan?” 
 
    I smirk. “Bait, of course.” 
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Viper 
 
   I  can’t say that I’m not apprehensive about contacting Pray. This was just supposed to be a kill the first suspect and leave case. But here I’ve done everything but. Pray expects a certain amount of… insolence and disregard for his orders from me every now and then, though. I’ve always had a certain propensity for insubordination, so it’s nothing that would make him suspicious of my loyalty and motives. He’d just be annoyed that I poked my nose in something that he clearly didn’t want me to. 
 
    But apprehension aside, I can’t pull this off without contacting Pray. 
 
    As expected, he’s not happy that I investigated something that he clearly told me not to. But the fact that I suspect sabotage from the inside and a possible attack from the people who killed Dime, seeking to steal his secret merchandise mitigates that. Of course, if Wyan is to be believed, Pray knows very well that it’s not the people who killed Dime who are behind this “plot” I’ve uncovered. Thus, my meddling is coincidentally fortuitous for him if proven true. So he may very well not be annoyed… so long as Dele takes my bait. 
 
    There’s a miniscule chance she’ll figure out what I’m up to and hold off. But just like Dele doesn’t want to take the risk of allowing these children to get to wherever their destination may be, she also won’t want to take the risk of them being a moved to a location she has no clue about, effectively making any decision that she’s made about all this null. 
 
    So regardless of whether she figures out what I’m doing or not, she’ll be here when she and her team are given the word that the children are being moved. 
 
    The next morning, after getting approval from Pray, I watch from the warehouse area holding wine products and cocaine in liquid form as a line of trucks enters the gates of the facility to begin picking up a shipment. Off schedule and earlier than planned to throw off anyone who may have been watching, but also as a signal to Dele, wherever she may be watching, that something out of the norm is happening. 
 
    “You sure she’ll take the bait?” Wyan asks as he watches from next to me. 
 
    “She will. She’s never been one to back down so easily. Especially not from me,” I say as I watch the trucks being loaded with wine products. Except for three identical trucks. 
 
    Only when the warehouse is almost empty do the three identical trucks back completely into the back wall. Then, the back wall begins to separate and open to the hidden area housing the caged children. Unfazed and without asking questions, the warehouse workers begin to move and load the cages into just one truck. The other two will serve as decoys and other wine products are loaded into them to match the weight of the children in the other.  
 
    The drivers of the trucks will be oblivious to exactly what they’re carrying, paid to simply do their jobs and ask no questions. Neither will the men hired to escort the trucks and accompany the drivers to ensure their safe passage know exactly which truck holds what product. For all they know, it’s just drugs or wine. But that’s the point. That’s how Pray has managed to keep the fact that he’s trafficking young children so hush, hush. 
 
    Even after revealing that I knew he was trafficking children, Pray didn’t reveal to me exactly what he’d be trafficking them for. There are a myriad of reasons for people to buy children on the black market. Some for the nefarious purpose of living out their degenerate and harmful sexual fantasies. For the younger ones, possibly for selling to desperate men and women seeking to be parents and unable or unwilling to do so by more legal and legitimate means. But I didn’t ask. Only presented myself as his loyal, if somewhat disobedient, enforcer who wants to ensure the security and longevity of the criminal empire I’ve helped build. 
 
    Even if I had asked, I’m under no illusion that Pray wouldn’t have lied to me. 
 
    Once all three trucks are packed up, they head off. 
 
    Each truck is connected to a gps system to make sure they don’t veer off their determined course. If they do, Pray and a bunch of his lieutenants will instantly know. And now, so will I. But it’s not the gps that’s going to help me with this one. It’s going to the stealth drone flying overhead. 
 
    I hold two different screens in my hand. One showing the inside of the truck transporting the children. The other of the stealth drone following overhead. I carefully watch both. 
 
    “You sure she’ll take the bait?” Wyan asks, not looking away from the GPS feed in his hand. 
 
    “I’m positive,” I state as we watch the camera feed. 
 
    Sure enough, not even thirty minutes into the feed does the drone overhead indicate that one of the trucks is veering off-course, even though the GPS signal is showing that it’s on the exact course that it’s supposed to be on. 
 
    I smirk under my mask and say to Wyan, “What did I tell you?” 
 
    “It seems you still know Dele well, then.” 
 
    I hand him the camera feed of the children without addressing that comment. 
 
    “You know what to do,” I say to him. 
 
    He rolls his eyes. “Just because I’m agreeing to temporarily work with you for a common goal doesn’t mean you get to order me around like your other mindless grunts. I want no part in this conspiracy of you and Dele’s.” 
 
    “Whatever makes you sleep well at night,” I say as we leave the warehouse and get into our separate cars. 
 
    We’re not chasing former Soles today. So bringing Sole killers to help would have been overkill. The men that are charged with guarding this warehouse and the product that comes in and out will suffice. 
 
    I slide into the front passenger seat, plug the drone GPS into the dashboard, and direct the driver to follow it. 
 
    A year or two ago, this just would have been a matter of following the signal on the phone Dele uses to communicate with me. But she wised up to that scheme and got her sister to not only disable the GPS tracking on it but to also scramble the signal in the case that it’s enabled again that it wouldn’t give an accurate location. And Dele hasn’t let me get my hands on the phone long enough to undo her sister’s fiddling since. 
 
    But just because I can’t track her that way doesn’t mean that Dele isn’t expecting me. She’s likely been trying to predict and track my every move in the last twenty-four hours or so just like I’ve been tracking and trying to predict hers. 
 
    The drone signal suddenly begins to blink. Not go out or lose the signal. Just blink in the same way that the GPS system on a free public GPS system might before recalibrating and recentering. The drone stops just twenty minutes later. Hardly more than twenty miles away from the warehouse. 
 
    Smart move on Dele’s part. Most people would have assumed that she wanted to get the truck as far away from its original destination as possible. But instead, she’s assuming that we’d assume that. Meanwhile, she’d lay low while we try to find the trail and once she was sure we had lost it, she would then move the children to a more secure location. It’s one of the most basic diversionary tactics when it comes to intrusion and stealing. Just don’t leave the place of the crime, let them assume you’re long gone, and then leave with little to no trouble. 
 
    Like I already knew she would be, Dele is expecting us, standing with two of her own people in a farm storage house with the truck backed in next to her and taking up half the space. How she manages to find these quaint, unassuming farms that are out of the way and wouldn’t be out of the norm to see a bunch of trucks loading and unloading things, I’m going to have to ask one day. But no one would certainly blink an eye to see a truck in the fields in the early morning hours. 
 
    I’ve never laid eyes on her like this. In a black denim halter jumpsuit, a hooded denim jacket, and combat boots. She likely has on a protective vest underneath to protect her from bullets. Her hood is pull up, but that only does half the work of hiding her identity. It’s the masquerade mask that does the rest. Simple, but distinctive enough to clue people in to her identity. Well, her alter one. 
 
    “So, this is Vicious,” I say, more for the sake of the men with me than to get Dele to confirm for me. 
 
    When I first heard the reports of a woman in a mask hanging out and being seen in different seedy and underground scenes, it didn’t take me long to figure out who was behind the mask even without Dele ever having to confirm it. If I didn’t know it was Dele, I likely wouldn’t have even cared to notice. Certainly, Pray didn’t and hasn’t noticed yet. 
 
    And why would he notice a female character slinking around seedy clubs and underground bars? It’s not uncommon. And a woman being seen in a masquerade mask is hardly the strangest thing I’ve ever heard of or seen in these scenes with the very eclectic and unique tastes of the wealthy patrons who frequent those places. Constantly seeking to spend their riches on the strange, the exotic, and the degenerate just because they have the money and power to do it. 
 
    As far as most people know, this character Vicious, just likes to show up to seedy bars and knock around the heads of men who like to get too handsy when she’s hanging out for a drink. Only the select few who Dele has decided to do business with know that Vicious is much more than that. 
 
    So for her to be choosing now to reveal what only a select few are aware of shows how determined and passionate she is about this matter. About how much she really buys into the idea that there’s a kinder and less cruel way to become a powerful figure in this business. It’s idealistic, for certain. But Dele’s idea of it isn’t overly so based on what I’ve heard of her ruthlessness when she decides cruel violence is the answer. 
 
    “Viper,” Dele says, smiling flippantly at me. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you face to face. Your reputation precedes you.” 
 
    She’s having way too much fun pretending this is the first time we’ve ever met. And in a way, it is the first time we’ve ever met like this. 
 
    “Yours doesn’t,” I reply. “Not in this manner anyway. What’s a little girl like you who likes to hang around seedy dark clubs to flirt and spend time with men as long as they buy her a drink and don’t get too unnecessarily handsy doing out here interfering in Stephen Pray’s business?” 
 
    Her lip twitches at being called a little girl. She always has hated that. 
 
    “You just haven’t spoken to the right people.” 
 
    “You’re in over your head,” I say taking a step toward her. 
 
    She shrugs in response. 
 
    “Tell you what. Just give back the merchandise you stole, and since you’re so young and pretty, I’ll let you go so you can go back to getting rich men to buy you drinks and giving you money for your time. I might even be the one to buy the drink.” 
 
    “It’s not merchandise.” 
 
    Can’t say I disagree with her on that. I’m not particularly fond of this human trafficking business Pray has dipped his hands into either. It’s one of the divisions of his business I plan to shut down once I take over. Certainly, I’m against whatever nefarious plans he has for the children he’s transporting. But right now, I have to be Pray’s enforcer. And I’m not going to find out what exactly he has planned if I don’t enforce his plan even if I don’t like it. 
 
    “Semantics,” I reply instead. “I’m going to ask you this one more time or you’re not going to like what I do next. Release, the merchandise.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “People always have to be so difficult,” I say aloud and direct the men behind me to raise their guns and shoot. 
 
    Dele drops to the ground and rolls under the truck to dodge the bullets and to give herself cover. I predicted that when I walked into the warehouse, though. Because only a fool would pick a fight with a bunch of people with guns in an open field with no cover while possibly being outnumbered. The warehouse with the truck parked inside is the perfect place for a fight. Restricted space made even more restricted by the truck and now the truck can be used as cover. 
 
    Her two guards shoot back at my men while steadily but hastily backing away before diving behind a nearby metal crate. Doesn’t matter. I just need the truck. Dele is waiting right there in the front seat driver seat for me when I open the door and kicks out with one foot to my chest and the other to my face. 
 
    I brace myself and take the kick to my chest, duck and dodge to the side of the one to my face, and with her leg extended over my shoulder, I grab onto it and drag her out the seat. She leverages my hold to help fling her upper body up and over my shoulder, breaking the hold I have on her and flipping to her feet behind me. 
 
    Before I can jump into the driver’s seat, Dele is on my back, her arm locked around my neck in a headlock. I reach up and loosen her lock, and then twist her arms in a way that forces her to release her legs from around my waist if she doesn’t want me to break her arms. Then I slam her face forward into the side of the truck. 
 
    I don’t know what it is about fighting Dele. I don’t what it is about when we’re both fighting on opposite sides and trying to one-up each other that turns me on so. But now is no different. Seeing the fierce determination to beat me, to hurt me, to win against me, to not let me best her. Fuck, it makes my cock twitch. And if it were just me and her. Hell, if it weren’t just me and her, and it was just me and Pray’s men and I wouldn’t have to break her cover for it, I’d strip her totally naked and fuck her right here. Right now. 
 
    But it would ruin her cover. And there’s no time for that with so much at stake. Right now, I can’t hold back. Right now, I have to hurt her badly enough that she just temporarily stays out of the way. And she can be mad at me for it later. 
 
    While I have her pressed on the side of the truck, I pull her back and slam her upper body heavily against the side of the truck. Then I do it once more, this time hitting her undoubtedly spraining a rib or two. 
 
    She’s going to be dazed at least for a few minutes, long enough to drive the truck out of here. I let her fall to the ground and start for the driver’s door, only to catch sight of the fact that not only is the trailer not hooked up to the truck but also, the cables are completely absent from the truck. It gives me pause. Because Dele and her men couldn’t have detached, removed those large cables in the time it took us to get here after they brought it here. We were right behind them. 
 
    Unless. 
 
    I turn to Dele, who’s looking at me with a self-satisfied grin despite holding the side of her chest and the blood coming from a wound on the side of her hair. 
 
    I immediately go to the back of the trailer, undo the latch, and raise the door. 
 
    Only to find it empty. 
 
    Of course, Dele knew it wasn’t going to be this easy. 
 
    “Where’s the real truck?” I demand, stalking toward her. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know,” she says, standing to her feet. 
 
    I growl out in warning, “Bell.” 
 
    She says nothing. I force her to her feet, ignoring the way she sways and winces with the force. She’ll be fine for the next few hours until she sees a doctor. Right now, I only care about not killing her and protecting Pray’s merchandise. 
 
    By the time I walk to the other side of the barn, the two people Dele brought with her are dead, and so are two of the four of Pray’s men I brought with me. 
 
    I throw Dele on the ground and say, “It’s not here. That blip with the droid must have been them throwing off the signal to bring us here while they diverted the real truck off course.” 
 
    One of the men laughs and says, “Don’t you waste your time and energy on this little thing. By the time we’re done with her, she’ll regret interfering with this operation.” 
 
    They’re Pray’s men. I don’t know what the fuck else I expected from them. But to hear that directed at Dele from them immediately makes my temper flare. I have to control it though. I can’t just go letting my temper get the best of me and kill Pray’s men unnecessarily. They’re dumb and don’t know what fire they’re playing with, but effective enough. I have to show some restraint. 
 
    Then, one of them kicks Dele in her bruised side and says, “Too bad, really. Bet she’s really pretty under all that getup.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the other says kneeling down to touch Deles face around her mask. “Maybe after we get what Pray needs from her, he’ll let us keep her around for a good fuck or two.” 
 
    I decide I’ve exercised enough restraint and shoot the one kneeling in front of Dele in the head before he can even realize I’ve taken aim at him. Just a split second later, I’ve aimed my gun at the other man, only for him to fall to a bullet from one of Dele’s guns. 
 
    I forgot she had those. I wouldn’t have if it was anyone else. But I also know that Dele isn’t trying to kill me and likely won’t try to shoot me. Depends on how angry I make her. 
 
    Dele stands to her feet, and I don’t miss the way she winces as she says, “I don’t need you to take care of me.” 
 
    I ignore her because I don’t have the time to argue with Dele about the fact that she’s mine. Even if I did, I doubt I would convince her today. Instead, I turn to leave her where she is. If anyone asks, I thought she was dead or she escaped like a coward or she was never here in the first place. She’s resourceful. Even still a little dazed from me hurting her, she’ll find a way to get somewhere safe and to get medical attention. It’s like she said. She can take care of herself. 
 
    “Giving up so easily?” she asks. “Not going to try to force the information out of me? Not going to take out your rage on me for distracting you and wasting your time?” 
 
    Her eyes are lit with fire. Passion. Anticipation. Lust. She desperately wants me to try, and though I would like to, it’s probably best that I don’t. Because I think she very well may try to kill me in the next few moments. And I really don’t want to be forced to hurt her more than I have in a way that won’t be fun for both of us. 
 
    Despite this though, I smirk, even though she can’t see it from behind my mask. 
 
    “And what’s to say, Vicious, that I wasn’t distracting you and wasting your time.” 
 
    She frowns. On cue, her phone vibrates. I feel her eyes on me as she answers while I walk back to the car. As I’m pulling off with the window down, I hear her scream and say, “What the fuck do you mean the fucking children aren’t there?” 
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Dele 
 
   I  sigh as I rub a soothing cream onto my bruised ribs.  
 
    It’s been three days since I failed to get those children. To save them from not just Pray’s whims and interests, but also Viper’s. Our fight didn’t hurt me too bad. Not as bad as it might have been if he hadn’t actually just been distracting me the entire time, anyway, which maybe should have been a clue that he really wasn’t concerned about the supposed stolen merchandise. Because I hadn’t stolen it. Not the merchandise he cared about anyway. Just some useless liquid cocaine that I didn’t have any use for. Dumping it in the middle of nowhere had been for little more reason than to be petty. 
 
    “You’re not going to like what I have to say to you,” Bella says from where she’s sitting in my room with me, watching me pull on my shirt. 
 
    “And yet, here you are about to say it.” 
 
    “I don’t think you should let Adrian see the children anymore.” 
 
    “And why do you think that?” 
 
    “He hurt you.” 
 
    “Part of the ruse, Bella,” I say. “Besides, I didn’t know a woman as ruthless as you would be this affected by someone getting beat up in a fight. It’s part of the job description.” 
 
    “Maybe, but Bond isn’t the one wanting to hurt me in one breath and then wanting to fuck me in the next. Claims to want to protect me while simultaneously being the one I’m most in danger from.” 
 
    “And what was he supposed to do? We both had a cover to maintain. Besides, he knows I can take it.” 
 
    “Does he?” 
 
    “I prefer him to treat me like that than like I’m some delicate piece of glass who can’t be taken seriously like all the other men in this business do. I would think you could at least get that.” 
 
    “Just because I get that doesn’t mean I’m particular eager to be beaten up by a powerful man to prove that I should be taken seriously.” 
 
    I sigh. “You don’t understand.” 
 
    “You’re right. I don’t. But it’s one thing for you to subject yourself to him and another to subject your children to him.” 
 
    “He’s not going to hurt Leon and Lady.” 
 
    “Just like he’s only hurting you because you let him.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Addy,” Bella says, and I resist the urge to cut her annoyed look. She’s been calling me that for a while now. “That man is going to kill you.” 
 
    “He’s not going to kill me.” 
 
    “Until he does.” 
 
    I don’t have a response to that. Not one that I want to give anyway. 
 
    Bella continues, “But you don’t care. You’re so attached to the man your teenage self thought he was that you can’t see what he’s really become and what he always might have been.” 
 
    Leave it to Bella not to mince words. 
 
    “Your concern has been duly noted,” I respond in a final tone to put an end to the debate. 
 
    Bella allows it. Then she sighs and says, “Dinner will be soon. Are you feeling well enough to join us.” 
 
    It’s the closest thing to an apology either of is going to get. Because neither of us is sorry about where we stand on this. 
 
    “Soon. Just gotta take care of a few things. Sign some documents and contracts,” I say. Because even when you’re running an illegal business, there are a bunch of contracts to be signed. Especially when you’re using a legitimate business as a guise to cover said illegal business. Taxes. Employees. Licenses. 
 
    Bella puts a hand on my shoulder, then leaves the room and closes the door behind her. 
 
    As I begin to pull up contracts on my tablet, I also pull up my laptop, log into the heavily encrypted server that my sister designed because we don’t have the luxury to communicate in person, and put a call through to said sister. 
 
    She immediately answers. 
 
    “What?” Delilah asks lazily. She’s laying in bed, very clearly naked and very clearly not caring that I can see that she’s naked. 
 
    I instinctively want to ask what—or rather who—she’s been doing but resist. We’re pretty much only sisters in name and biology at this point. I’ve given up trying to control her beyond exercising control over when it comes to me and Viper’s plan and my new business. She can do whatever she wants on her own time, so long as she’s not compromising any of that. 
 
    “Have you found him?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief. At least, that’s gone right. 
 
    I have to say. Viper managed to surprise me with his forward thinking.  
 
    He’s a genius. I’ve never doubted that for a second. But his preferred way of dealing with things is taking them straight on and attacking it with brute force. Because there aren’t many people in the world that can outmatch not only Viper’s physical strength but also his sheer force of will, stubbornness, and determination. I’m not sure if there’s anyone who can. So, I didn’t expect him to think so many steps ahead in predicting how I would resort to stealing those children from Pray before they could get on the road to wherever the fuck their destination is. 
 
    Except Viper did.  
 
    He predicted that at some point I’d manage to hijack the truck. He used a drone to follow said truck. Predicted I’d figure out he’d use something like a stealth drone and then interfere with the drone to take him to the empty storage house to keep him off the real trail. Predicted that I was only there to distract him from the real hijacking and to give my people time to disable the GPS to take what I thought was the real truck off the road. Predicted that we would have hacked into the camera feeds in the trucks to help us figure out which truck held the children and as a result, switched the feed ahead of time. So that by the time we realized the trick, the real truck would be long gone to who knew where. 
 
    I hadn’t expected Viper to think that many steps ahead. Or maybe he hadn’t. Maybe that part was Wyan. They always were good at covering each other’s weaknesses in a way Viper and I never were able to with each other. Because we both possess that tunnel-visioned recklessness when we determine to do something without always thinking things through. I was never as bad as Viper, and motherhood has tempered the tendency, but I still fall into it the same weakness.  
 
    In that way, Wyan teaming up with Viper, no matter how temporary, makes Viper even more dangerous than he was before and much less predictable to me. 
 
    Good thing I at least managed to have the foresight on that when I used my own stealth drone to tail Wyan. 
 
    It’s not nearly as high tech and capable as the ones Pray uses and our access to them are limited because we don’t have the endless cash flow Pray does. But it was enough to tail Wyan when my second spy in the facility noticed Viper and Wyan going their separate ways and to make sure Delilah could get a lock on him. 
 
    “Good. You know what to do?” I ask. 
 
    “Dele, this was what I was doing before you got me back into your grasp.” 
 
    “But remember. This is only a recon. Don’t you or any of your people take any action unless you clear it with me first.” 
 
    “I got it. Fuck, you’re so naggy.” 
 
    She disconnects the line after that, something only she would be bold enough to do. 
 
    When she’s done, I decide contracts and paperwork can wait for later. Instead, I hoover my mouse over a file on my desktop. 
 
    Operation Cannon. 
 
    I bite my lip and shake my head. I don’t feel like dealing with that fucking mess right now. I can put it off a little longer. 
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     “I 
 
   
 
    ’m going to give you a piece of unsolicited advice,” Eileen declares. 
 
    I take a moment to decide if I’m going to answer her while putting on my shirt. Caleb had to give me a steroid shot after the kick Dele gave me in the same spot she once shot me in has left the area feeling sore and inflamed. Finally, I give Eileen an irritated look. I really don’t want her unsolicited advice. But she’s hasn’t particularly asked if she could give it to me. She’s going to give it. 
 
    She doesn’t disappoint as she says, “You and Dele need to learn how to better communicate.” 
 
    “We communicate just fine.” 
 
    “Let me clarify. I mean without trying to kill each other.” 
 
    “We aren’t trying to kill each other.” Anymore? Yet? Either way, I refrain from telling that to Eileen because it will likely only embolden her to further push her point. 
 
    “Well, you certainly aren’t not trying to hurt each other. There’s a thin line.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “I can’t say I disagree with you,” she adds. “The only way to find out what Pray is up to and to find out if there are other children and save them too is to just watch it for now. However long that takes.” 
 
    I sense there’s a caveat to this, so I stay silent. Sure enough, Eileen continues. 
 
    “But she’s right. Children’s lives aren’t worth this. No matter how much the ends justify the means here. That’s why the world has to have people like us. People who know that. Accept that and can sleep at night knowing the ends can justify the means so we don’t lose sleep at night. Knowing that the lives it’s all going to cost aren’t worth it. The agitation that not acting today and being responsible for lives you could have saved but didn’t is just something that’s going to stay with you.” 
 
    Eileen is right about one thing. We are similar in that way. Except for one thing. It’s not just a matter of acceptance for me. It’s not a matter of knowing the children’s lives aren’t worth this, accepting that, and sleeping at night. Because to me, they are worth it. For me, there’s not going to be any agitation that I didn’t save those children when I had the chance to, even if it’s all in vain and leads to a dead end. Because then all I’m going to do is let Dele have her way and do what she wants with them. 
 
    But until then, I’ll be the unfeeling monster. Because only acting like an unfeeling monster is going to help beat Pray. Emotions, feeling, attachments to people, it will only get in the way of the bigger goal. Hence the reason I keep my children at such a distance and only see them a few times a year. Hence the reason I have to keep Dele at a distance. Let even her continue to think I’m more of a monster than I really am. Or at least, more of a monster than she likes to believe and more of a monster than I pretend I’m not for her and my children’s sake. 
 
    Eileen continues, “Maybe if you explained that to her instead of pretending to be a heartless ass and treating this like some game that you get off on, she wouldn’t be so difficult with you.” 
 
    That’s the problem, though. I do get off on it. It’s our consistent and instinctive combativeness that drives me. Makes me feel alive. I need it. I crave it. I lust for it. Because without that… there’s little else that interests me and give me purpose. Sure. There’s getting vengeance against Pray. But when that’s done. When that’s all over and there’s no revenge to be had… at least Dele will be there, contradicting me every step of the way. Though it infuriates me in the moments when she defies me, having her acquiesce so easily to me, having her submit so easily to me isn’t an appealing thought. 
 
    Eileen wouldn’t understand all that, though. Nor do I feel the need to justify myself and explain it to her. Instead, I say, “You clearly don’t know Dele, and clearly didn’t help to train her on two separate occasions. Even when I do try to reason with her, even when she agrees with me and sees my point, she resists. It’s a fruitless endeavor.” 
 
    “Or maybe, you just don’t want to.” 
 
    I turn to glare at Eileen for her keen observation. She quirks an eyebrow at me and moves a piece of her blonde hair out her face. 
 
    “Are you done?” I ask 
 
    Eileen wisely nods her head and leaves the room afterward. 
 
    I grab my causal phone. The one I ostensibly use for personal use and security when I’m here at my estate. There’s a message from Cres. Something about finally deciding which exclusive brand of shoes she’s shelving into an empty space in her closet. It’s a code. Meant to relay to me that she’s managed to pick and choose a group of girls to spy on and get information from associates of Mark Dime to find out if there was anything else he was up to and if he knew more than Pray, the feds, or anyone else thought he knew about the children Pray is having transported. 
 
    I reply that I’m glad she found something to put there so she can stop annoying me about not having enough things to fill up the luxury apartment I let her stay in on the coast of California. A code meaning that I’m pleased she managed to accomplish the task I gave her.  
 
    Cres had been grumbling that she was having a hard time recruiting and teaching girls in the fine art of seducing men and getting what they think is just gossip or information they wouldn’t know what to do with as fast as I need her to. That her girls are stretched thin. But all she needed was a little motivation. Specifically, being threatened. Because there’s nothing she can do that Eileen can’t. But even though I’ll use Eileen if I have to, I prefer to keep her close to me. That said, if I did need to use her, Cres can kiss all her freedom goodbye and go back to being exactly the little Mafia princess her dad expects her to be. 
 
    On the security feed, I see a yacht headed my way. 
 
    Dele. 
 
    It’s only been two weeks since I’ve seen her. Since I left her to stew in her anger that I’d tricked her out of her goal. But no doubt she’s still going to be pissed at me.  
 
    She doesn’t disappoint. 
 
    She’s good at hiding it, of course. She wouldn’t dare lose her temper in front of the children, but no doubt the moment we’re alone, she’s going to say something. I don’t particularly take my time or rush through time with Leon and Lady as I listen to them talk about their friend, Velia, over dinner, watch a movie later, and then put them in bed. Neither does Dele rush me. 
 
    But as soon as the twins are in bed, and I’ve closed the door behind me, she’s in the hallway waiting for me. Dressed in in a pair of short tights and a tank top. 
 
    “Spar with me,” she demands. 
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   D ele’s request isn’t a strange one. 
 
    Maybe strange on this side of our relationship, but not strange in and of itself. We used to spar for a lot of reasons. To take the edge off when we were still wired after a mission. When we wanted to be close. When we were angry and wanted to hurt each other and needed the excuse, though we’d never admit that to each other or anyone else. Because no one but us would have understood it then, and no one but us will understand it now. 
 
    It's clearly for the latter of all those reasons today. 
 
    “After you,” I say nodding for her to lead the way. 
 
    Instead of leading us outside to the courtyard where we’ve trained and practiced before, she takes us to the private gym and training facilities that are an amenity of this estate. I rarely use them. And Dele uses them just as rarely when she’s here. Both of us prefer the freedom of the outside. 
 
    I remove my shirt, shoes, sock, and my trousers, leaving me just in my briefs. I decide not to bother putting on any athletic clothing over it. As soon as I’m on the mat and standing opposite to Dele, she pounces at me, headfirst. 
 
    It takes me by surprise. Her usual tactic is to be faster than her opponent. Evade and dodge their attacks. Stay out of their reach when she can. Wear them out. Strike hard and fast when she does strike. Usually for a knockout or killing strike. But this isn’t that. It’s a head on attack combined with her agility. And while I can out-strength Dele on any day, the only thing I can out speed her in is drawing a weapon. So I have no choice but to brace myself to prepare for whatever she plans to do when she’s in my range or she collides with me. 
 
    She collides into me. Standing my ground like this, she has no hope of barreling me over. But that’s not what she’s going for. She locks her hands around my neck, jumps, swings her legs around to one side of me and uses the leverage to pull us both to the ground. And with her legs swung to the side, she manages to twist so that I land on my back, and she lands hoovering over me. 
 
    Dele’s not done though. She uses her agility to pull her fist back and strike me in the face before I can stop her. She doesn’t get the second punch. I grab her fist, and with so much of her weight and strength having been thrown into the punch, I easily toss her off me. She gets to her feet again. But she’s hardly grounded herself before I grab her ankle, pull and force her back down. With my hand still around her ankle, she twists her legs in a way that forces me to let her go unless I want to end up with a broken arm or dislocated shoulder. 
 
    It goes like this for a while. Her trying to gain the upper hand, me preventing her. And every time, Dele gets back up, lasting a lot longer than she lasted when she first started after Pray. 
 
    Then, once were facing each other again, she sneers at me, “Is that all you’ve got Viper?” 
 
    I narrow my eyes at the taunt in askance. She continues. 
 
    “You’re holding back,” she spats. 
 
    She’s not wrong. I am. Because I don’t need to use all my strength, skill, and energy to beat her. More than I need for most people maybe. But still not all of it. 
 
    “Why shouldn’t I?” 
 
    “Because I know you can hit me harder than this. Beat me harder than this. Let it all out.” 
 
    She doesn’t know what she’s asking. She doesn’t know what that means. Even when I was training her to be unstoppable to anyone but me, I didn’t let her experience what it’s really like for me to go all out on someone. The people who get that are only people who really deserve it. Who I decide are worth the time, effort, and energy it would take to go all out and then recover afterward. And generally, not just for one person. It’s for when I’m severely outnumbered. 
 
    But Dele is asking for all that to be directed at her. 
 
    I laugh. 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re asking.” 
 
    “I know exactly what I’m asking.” 
 
    She’s asking for the side of me that Eileen suggested, though not in as many words and certainly not in this way, I reveal to her. The worst side of me. Worse than anything she’s ever seen me do before. On missions together. Training her. Or ever. 
 
    I stalk toward her and say lowly, “You don’t, Bell. What I’m really capable of, you’ve never experienced it. You’ve never seen it.” 
 
    Because despite what she says, I do know some level of restraint. It’s just that my restraint looks like no restraint when my restraint is what an average person looks like unrestrained. 
 
    “I have,” she says. Then she says, “Brin.” 
 
    It takes me a moment to figure out why she mentions the name of the woman that betrayed her however many years ago and that she has a tenuous alliance with for the purposes of recruitment. But then I remember that night I found her after she’d been framed and outcast and with no status to protect her. After she’d been kidnapped. Taken from me. Beaten. Tortured. Raped. I remember little of what happened after her captors made an ultimatum and I set her down in a corner, reassuring her that I wasn’t going anywhere. All I remember is being furious, a lot of blood, shooting, and the cracking of bones, and then everyone who had anything to do with her captors, whether they participated in Dele’s torment or not, were dead all around me. 
 
    That’s a side of me that I don’t know how to restrain. That’s a side of me that not even she can resist or stand against. That’s a side of me that can kill her. 
 
    “I’ll stop you before you go too far.” 
 
    “You couldn’t.” 
 
    I can’t even stop myself when I get like that. 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    I’m so thrown by her request that I don’t catch the punch she throws before it lands on my face. 
 
    “Come on. Show me what you’ve got. Show me what you’re made of. Show me your rage.” Her eyes flash. Then, “Hurt me, Viper.” 
 
    So that’s what she wants. She wants me to hurt her. And that’s something totally different than sparring and doesn’t necessarily require me to be the monster I can’t unleash on her without probably killing her. 
 
    I smirk. 
 
    “If that’s what you really wanted then, you should have just asked.” And even though she insists otherwise, I still have to warn her. “When it’s over, just remember that you asked for it.” 
 
    I don’t give her a chance to reply after that as I reach forward grab her arm and wrench her towards me. Then, I squeeze her entire body. Tightly. If I were anyone else, Dele would easily enough be able to get out this hold. But I’m not anyone else, and she asked me to go all out. And when I go all out, I’ve learned to compartmentalize any pain, any discomfort, and retaliation. Because it’s all meaningless in these moments. These moments where my concern is only to obliterate and destroy. 
 
    Before long, Dele goes limp in my arms. But I’m not stupid enough to think she’s actually out. That this isn’t a trick to get me to let her go because I know she can withstand this move a lot longer than she has. But part of going all out is giving my victims the hope that they can escape me. So I let her go. 
 
    She slumps to the ground. But it’s too controlled. So I’m prepared for when she tries to kick my knee in and sweep my off my feet. I jump over her legs and then proceed to kick her in her side. She doesn’t take the time to wince or grab at her side. She simply and quickly rolls out the range of my legs before getting back to her feet. She’s not even able to stand her ground before I’m upon her again. 
 
    A punch to the face. The chest. The stomach. Slamming her into the wall. Sweeping her off her feet. Wrenching and twisting her arms until they hurt so much she can’t throw a straight punch. Through all of it, she just grins and bears it. I knock her down. She gets back up. I knocked the breath out of her, she doesn’t let it stun her, just rises back up on shaky feet. 
 
    She may not be able to get a hit on me, but I also can’t make her stay down. And that makes me become increasingly unrestrained on her. And what had started off as an exercise in giving in to the whim she’d asked for has now transformed into something more. 
 
    I need to hurt her. I need to know that I can take her down. It shouldn’t be this hard. But every time I get to the point of no return. To the point where I could so seriously hurt her she might be out of commission for months, something stops me. Something won’t let me go over the edge to a point of no return. To a point where Dele might look at me with the same terror she looked at her captors all those years ago. I don’t want her to look at me that way. I don’t want her to look at me the same way Phae did before she left and died on me. 
 
    Dele’s flat on her back on the ground again. Hair in disarray. Bruises forming on her skin. Yet despite all that, she continues to take this abuse from me. With the look of smug defiance on her face that she always wears when we’re pit against each other for one reason or another. That look that says she will never give up. That she will never give in. That if she’s ever going to lose to me, she’s going to take me down with her. 
 
    “Is that all you’ve got?” she pants out. 
 
    It’s not the most taunting thing she’s ever said to me. Or the most insulting. But for some reason, I can’t brush off this comment. For some reason, I’m instantly enraged. I don’t want to admit it, but it has less to do with the comment and more to do with the face that it’s not all I’ve got. And she knows it. It enrages me that she knows that after she’s asked me to go all out on her. Enrages me, but also starts to make my cock hard. But that’s not what she asked for. 
 
    So I grab her neck with both my hands and squeeze. She reaches forward to try to claw at my face or poke at my eyes. But I knew that’s what she’d try to do and had already created enough distance from her that she wouldn’t be able to reach. Doesn’t stop her from scratching at my chest with her nails, though I don’t particularly feel it, putting all focus and energy into squeezing her throat as hard as I can. 
 
    No. Not as hard as I can. If I were, she’d be dead already. And she knows that. Fuck, she knows that. Because even as her eyes are beginning to glaze over, she just grins. 
 
    But what she says isn’t what I’m expecting. 
 
    “There it is,” she manages it. “There’s a glimpse of the monster I know you can be. Let it out.” 
 
    I can’t. Not like this. Because like this, it could kill her. But there is another way. The only way I can that might show her exactly what she’s dealing with. To make her realized that I’m not to be trifled with and make her realized that not even she can stand against me, even if I can’t bring myself to kill her. Not yet anyway. Not when I need her right now. Not when I want to fuck her right now. 
 
    I let go of her neck. She sucks in a desperate breath, and then passes out. It’s just a few seconds. By the time I’ve picked her up in my arms to take her to my room, she’s awake, but groggily so. Too groggy to try to get up when I lay her on the bed. Too groggy to do anything when I tie her wrist together and tie the end to the bed post above her head. 
 
    She wants me to hurt her. She wants me to torture her? That’s exactly what I’ll do. 
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   W hen I come to full awareness, the first thing I notice is that my wrists are tied together and to something behind me. The bedpost, I’m guessing. It doesn’t take me long to realize this is Viper’s room. It takes me not long after that to see Viper sitting off to the side of the bed, naked, stroking his cock. 
 
    For a moment, I’m not sure what’s going on, how I got here, and when I agreed to this. Then I remember what I requested of him earlier. To hurt me. To go all out and not hold back. Until he wrapped his hands around my throat, managed to keep my hands away from his face as I scratched at his chest. 
 
    But I hadn’t been scared. I’d asked for it. I’d wanted it. Despite the fact that both Viper and I know that him going all out is practically asking him to kill me. But that was the point. I know he could have killed me by making that request. But I wanted to see if he would. I wanted to see just how far he would go before I asked him to stop. I want to see if I can ask him to stop and he’d listen.  
 
    He stopped choking me before I needed to ask him. That much I remember. But what I don’t remember is him bringing me here. And I certainly don’t remember him getting rid of the last item of clothing he had on. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” he says. 
 
    He doesn’t say anything else as he crawls all the way onto the bed. Leans over me from my left side. Puts his fingers in the waistband of my shorts and panties. 
 
    For one, quick moment, I panic. And it’s not Viper over me but a long dead captor. And the rope around my wrists are heavy metal cuffs attached to a chain attached to a wall. And that this will be the first in a series of rapes and torture. Not to get any information out of me. But because they can. To humiliate me for hindering them from a goal in the past or killing one of their associates or family members in my own defense. 
 
    I blink out of it just as quickly and remember what I’m doing. That I asked for this. That I want to see just how far Viper will go. That I need to see how far he’ll go before I have to ask him to stop. How much I can take from him before I ask him to stop. And if he doesn’t stop when I ask… well, I won’t think about that right now. I’ll think about that if I have to cross that bridge. 
 
    I try to seem indifferent about it, even as my chest heaves in nervous anticipation for what Viper is about to put me through. Even as I feel my pussy growing wet with excitement. Because I asked him to hurt me. And I wonder just how he plans to hurt me with this. Hurt me with something I’ve freely given and openly wanted from him in the past and that he knows I’ll give again. 
 
    When my shorts and panties are gone, I’m barely able to process the cool air of the room on my thighs and pussy before Viper’s wrenched my legs open, settled in between my legs, and pounded into me with his hot, thick cock. 
 
    Even though I was already wet, it hurts me about as much as feels good, and I can’t help but let out a mixed moan of pain and pleasure that likely sounds more like pain. But Viper doesn’t pause, and I don’t ask him to stop as he pounds relentlessly into me. My body adjusts quickly. The pain goes away replaced with pleasure. My nerves tingling. My body growing hot. My sports bra all of a sudden way too tight as the pleasure builds inside me, promising to push me over the edge as my legs begin to tremble and quake. 
 
    Fuck I’m so close. So, so close. And then… 
 
    Then Viper suddenly and swiftly stops and pulls out of me. I let out a cry at the pressure built uncomfortably in my core, waiting for release. Try to squeeze my legs thighs together some to release some of the uncomfortable pressure. 
 
    I feel something collide with my face. 
 
    It takes me a second to realize that Viper has slapped me. Hard. 
 
    “You’re not allowed to come until I say you’re allowed to.” 
 
    So, this is how he’s going to hurt me. 
 
    I’ve been hurt and tortured in a similar way before. Except it wasn’t denying me pleasure. It was my captors going out of their way to bring me to pleasure as they raped me. To convince me that I wanted them to do what they were doing. That it wasn’t rape if I kept coming and coming under their unwanted advances. 
 
    But Viper plans to do the opposite. Viper plans to hurt me by continuing to act like he’s going to give me what I need and then taking it away at the last second until I can’t take it anymore. 
 
    Aware that Viper is watching me, I try to keep my expression neutral to make his task of figuring out when I’m on the edge and when the pressure building up inside me has subdued. Either I’m not doing a good job or he’s learned my body well enough in the handful of times we’ve fucked to know. Or maybe it’s not in the handful of times we’ve fucked. Maybe it’s in the over a decade that we’ve known each other. 
 
    Either way, instead pounding me with his cock, he puts his head between my legs and begins to eat my pussy instead. It doesn’t take long for the pressure of an orgasm to begin to build after being denied so close to the second. And though I try to control myself, try to control my breaths, try to keep my legs still, I fail. My breath begins to come out in shallow pants. My legs begin to quiver. And just when I feel myself about to come, he pulls away. 
 
    I let out a frustrated groan. 
 
    “You fucking ass,” I say, only to be slapped in the face. 
 
    Viper then forcibly grabs my jaw, makes me look him directly in the eye as he says, “You’re going to behave. And we’re going to start by you controlling that mouth of yours.” 
 
    “Good luck,” I say, resulting in him striking me in the face again. 
 
    The pain stings, but I ignore it in favor of watching his hand trail down from my jaw, down my neck, and to my breasts. He pushes the sports bra up on my chest to expose my breasts to him. My nipples are hard in anticipation and arousal already, and he doesn’t disappoint me. He immediately leans down and puts his mouth on one of my breast and sucks hard on my nipple. 
 
    A zing of pleasure goes right to my sex and the more Viper sucks and pulls at my nipples, the more my sex begins to throb and ache with need. For him to relentlessly pound his cock into me. He won’t. Not yet. And he knows I won’t be able to come from just this nipple stimulation. However, he’s settled his knee between my legs, and so I squirm down as much as I can, arch my hips up and try to rub myself against his hard thigh. 
 
    He bites hard on my nipple for that. 
 
    I can barely let out a yelp of surprise and pain and frustration before I feel his hand first smack me in the face again and then smack me hard in the breast he was just sucking. 
 
    “I can keep this up for as long as you’re stubborn about it.” 
 
    Between the denial of the release I want, the sting of his slaps, and the low rumble of his warning, I feel the sting of tears coming to my eyes from how overwhelming it all is. But I’m too stubborn to let them fall and too stubborn to bow to him that easily. 
 
    “I guess that means, it’s going to be a long time,” I say. 
 
    That earns me two slaps. One for each side of my cheek. 
 
    He uses both hands to caress back down my neck and to my shoulders before settling them on my breasts and beginning to massage them. I sigh out a moan, even though it’s not where I want him to touch me. Because any touch of his skin against mine does something to relieve the aching cry of my body for his touch.  
 
    And then, just as I’m really getting into it, really starting to feel it, to a point where maybe I might be able to come from this, he squeezes my breasts. Hard. So hard I feel his nails digging into my skin. It’s a sharp contrast to the way he was massaging my breasts earlier. And the sting of the slap to my sensitive nipples is even more of a contrast. 
 
    He continues this. Contrasting between caressing and massaging my naked body and then pinching or twisting or slapping it. Every time he touches a part of my body and makes it feel good, a nervous anticipation of the pain to shortly follow builds up in me as I brace myself for the oncoming sting of pain. After a while, though, the sting of his hot hand assaulting my body or using his hot hands to massage me and bring me pleasure begin to feel the same.  
 
    No. Not the same. The strike of his hand on my skin still hurts and stings and the cool caresses and massages still feel better. That much I’m aware of. But they both have the same effect. Making my pussy ache and throb painfully with the need for a release. Which means no matter how his hands feel on my body, whether they strike or massage me, it’s still torture. It still makes me hurt and ache. Just like I asked him. 
 
    I also can’t help but be painfully aware of the way Viper can use just his hands to cause me pain. Feeling worse than any pain he could inflict on me with a whip. A plug. A vibrator. A gun. A knife. A machete. Any weapon really. He always did prefer to use his bare hands to hurt someone, and it seems he has the same preference during sex. 
 
    If I can call this sex. 
 
    By the time he reaches my legs and thighs, my entire body is flushed from arousal, his strikes, and sweat. Trembling and shivering from constantly getting me to the edge of desire but refusing to do the one thing that would relieve me of that pain. 
 
    I expect him to give my legs and thighs the same treatment he gave my upper body. But he surprises me by closing my thighs together. 
 
    I instinctively press my thighs, slick and dripping with my arousal, together as tight as I can. Hoping I can bring myself to release. It’s not going to work. I know that. But even if it could, Viper puts a stop to that as he rolls me slightly onto my side and slaps my ass. 
 
    I let out a mewl of pain. Pleasure. Desperation. Viper runs one of his hands up and down his hard cock. And fuck, I have no idea how he’s managed to control himself this long. How that’s not painful for him when I’m about to fall apart because of his denial. 
 
    His cock pokes at the back of my thighs. And a whine of anticipation escapes my throat that he’s finally about to relieve me of my ache. 
 
    He doesn’t. 
 
    Instead, he pushes his cock between my thighs, just centimeters below my pussy and begins to thrust back and forth between my closed thighs as easily as he would my pussy because of how wet they are. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    This is maddening. The way he thrusts his cock back and forth between my closed thighs. So close to where I want him to be yet so far. I don’t know how much more I can take this denial. This being so ready and so close.  
 
    Before I didn’t notice the difference between pain and pleasure, because it all had the same effect. Making me desperately want him to fuck me. 
 
    Now, it all feels like pain. And yet, despite that, I don’t want it to ever stop. 
 
    A sob escapes me. And Viper’s name slips from my mouth in a desperate whine, unbidden from my control. 
 
    “Yes, Bell.” 
 
    There’s that name. Bell. Fuck. He knows exactly what he’s doing. He’s doing exactly what I asked. Hurting me. And I don’t want him to stop. Because I asked him to do this. I don’t think I’d want him to stop even if I didn’t ask. 
 
    But I’m not coherent enough to try to process that. I only have wits enough to do one thing. 
 
    Beg. 
 
    “Please. Viper,” I whine. “Stop.” 
 
    He stops thrusting his cock between my thighs and says, “Stop?” 
 
    “No,” I say quickly. Because that’s the last thing I want him to do. Well, I do. I want him to stop this torture. But I’m such a mess I can’t get the words out the way I want to. I resort to letting out another desperate whine instead. 
 
    He takes pity on me. Opens my sticky legs. Settles between my legs. Puts his cock in my pussy. 
 
    It’s not the way I want him to. I want him to pound relentlessly in me the way he pounded in me when he first started. But he doesn’t. Instead, he slowly pushes into me until he bottoms out. Then slowly pulls out. 
 
    It would be maddening if I weren’t already so tight and sensitive and aching and wanting. If I weren’t already so close to the edge. As it is, I am. And as he’s slowly easing his way back into my body the second time, I come so hard it’s almost painful. But the release feels so, so good. My body writhes beneath Viper. I yank on the rope binding me because I so badly want to touch him. To feel the heat of his body on mine. To feel my lips against his. To scrape my nails against his skin. To draw blood. 
 
    My body is still trembling, and I’m very aware of how wet the bed suddenly is beneath me from my intense orgasm. But I don’t care as I revel in it. Because, fuck, it feel so good. 
 
    Viper grabs my chin and says, “I didn’t tell you you could do that. Did I?” 
 
    I want to growl at him. Ask him what he expected. He knew that was going to happen. 
 
    Instead, I growl, “No.” 
 
    Or at least, I try to growl it. It comes out more as a pathetic whine. 
 
    “Now, I have to punish you,” he says. 
 
    He pushes my legs back and then he fucks me. Rough and hard like I wanted him to. Except if I thought I was overly sensitive before, I’m exponentially so now after coming the way I did. It’s too much. It’s too overwhelming. I want him to stop and yet I don’t want him to. And since between my cries of “no” and “yes” Viper likely can’t decipher it. He decides instead. 
 
    I thought it was intense when he fucked me the first time. I thought I couldn’t take it then. That I’d never be able to walk away from him again after last time. But that was mild compared to now. Now, there’s no denying it. Whether I like it or not. I’m… I can’t even bring myself to think it. 
 
    He stops his thrusting. 
 
    “Who do you belong to?” 
 
    My body shakes. Sensitive as my entire body feels, another orgasm is building. And I need him to help me release it. But just because I know the answer to that question doesn’t mean I’m willing to admit it to him. 
 
    I grit my teeth and begin to growl, “No o—” 
 
    He slaps my face. 
 
    I let out a loud mewling cry. Arch myself toward him. Say before I can stop myself, “You. I belong to you.” 
 
    “Exactly. You’re mine.” 
 
    “Yours,” I agree, clamping my legs around his waist and he lets me. 
 
    “Good, Bell.” 
 
    He begins to pound into me again. I’m sure the entire house can hear my scream as I come again. But I’m not by myself. Because in torturing me through this, Viper has been torturing himself. And he comes with me. Our cries of pleasure echoing together. 
 
    I’m flushed red, probably beginning to bruise in some places, and my whole body is probably going to be sore between the sparring and the sex. In short. I’m a mess. 
 
    And despite everything that I have to think about in light of everything I’ve learned from this encounter with Viper, I can’t bring myself to care about much else except how high and warm and sleepy I feel. 
 
    And fleetingly, before I fall asleep, I think I can sympathize with Viper. With the things he does to get the things he wants and to keep them. Because right now, I’m not certain there’s anything, short of harming Lady and Leon, that I wouldn’t do for this feeling. 
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Dele 
 
   W hen I wake, I feel more fully rested than I’ve felt in months, and I’m well aware that the reason for that is lying next to me. He’s ironically the reason that I haven’t been getting rest. Well, not him directly. Indirectly. Because of our scheme.  
 
    Let it never be said that building a competitive criminal business basically from scratch is easy. But this morning, I don’t feel the weight of it, despite how forceful Viper was with me at my request. If anything, he wasn’t as forceful as I knew he could be. Which has at least cemented one thing for me. 
 
    Viper isn’t going to hurt me anymore than I can take. Even if I ask him to. 
 
    Which also means something else. 
 
    He’s incapable of killing me. 
 
    Before I can think more about what that means, I feel his stare on me. At some point after I fell asleep, he unbound my wrists to give me full maneuverability. But I feel like doing little more than turning my head to look at him. To see his intense stare.  
 
    He reaches a hand towards my face and strokes my cheek with a finger while saying nothing. If I didn’t know him, if I hadn’t ever glimpsed the part of him that’s a monster out of grown men’s worst nightmares, I’d mistake it for something adoring. Maybe even loving. But I know better. I know that look. 
 
    I am his possession. A prized possession. A useful tool. If I’m lucky and when I’m not so prized or useful, a sentimental treasure. 
 
    And as of last night, I’ve decided to allow it. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” he suddenly asks. “I can practically hear it.” 
 
    I decide I’m not going to answer him. 
 
    Viper never did let that stop him. 
 
    “Is it about last night? What you begged me to do to you?” 
 
    At this, I roll my eyes. 
 
    “Not embarrassed at all? Shamed?” 
 
    I roll my eyes and scoff this time. Because there’s no way in the world he expected me to be some blushing girl who has never been in tune with her desires enough to admit to them. He’s known I’ve wanted him in some capacity since I was sixteen, and I’ve known the same about his desires for me about as long. Hell, sex with each other wouldn’t even be the first time we’ve seen each other naked over the years. Being assassins and field agents don’t leave a lot of room for shame about that kind of stuff. 
 
    “You know as well as I do that we’re both far beyond that,” I reply. 
 
    I’m not really trying to prove a point as I fling the covers off me and slide out of bed naked, but it does happen to illustrate it anyway. 
 
    Until now, I’d been able to mostly ignore the aching soreness of my body. But as I stand and make my way to find the shorts and sports bra that Viper threw over the side of the bed the previous night, I’m achingly aware of it. For more than just the physical. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Before I can answer that, Viper says, “You’re not going to go mope around somewhere and try to avoid me because you want to make a frivolous point, are you?” 
 
    My point after the first time we fucked was far from frivolous. It’s still not frivolous. But I’d have better luck moving a mountain than trying to budge Viper on that. 
 
    I shrug and say, “No. I have work I need to do. Gathering Pray’s enemies and using them to create a competitive criminal business isn’t a job I can take a break from just because I brought the twins for a visit and you want to fuck me all day.” 
 
    It’s not a lie. But it’s not the truth either. Not for this situation. 
 
    I leave the room, and my first order of business is to take a shower. Once I’m in my bathroom and naked once again, I take a moment to look at myself in the mirror. 
 
    My face is still a little red from where Viper slapped me so many times along with the rest of my body. In other places, like my thighs, abdomen, and arms, there are bruises from where he decided to punch me instead. And that’s just the stuff from the sex. Not the stuff from when we were sparring before that. Like the red marks around my neck. I’ll have to go to Caleb to get me something to make them heal faster. But even then, that means a few days of makeup and collared shirts to hide them. 
 
    Yet even in all that, Viper was gentle with me. Even in all that, he never pushed me more than I could take. Or maybe I can just take a lot more from him than I give myself credit for. Regardless, it doesn’t really matter. 
 
    Once I’m showered and dressed, I go to my office. Ostensibly, it’s Cres’s office. But that’s only a farce so I have somewhere to work when I bring the twins here. The work Cres does doesn’t require an office. 
 
    I log onto my encrypted computer and then log into another encrypted network that will give me a random fake IP address for every time I conduct a new network activity. I move my mouse to open the file Operation Cannon but hesitate. 
 
    I created this file back when things with Viper and I were much more… tenuous. When I wasn’t sure whether or not he was going to turn around and betray me again. Then, I was sure he wasn’t. But I had to make sure he would never try to kill me. Whether on purpose or even by accident. Because even though I assured Bella otherwise, she was right. There was a real risk that once all this was over, once I had served my purpose, once I made Viper angry enough, once I defied him one time too many, Viper would kill me. 
 
    I had to see how far he would go. And though he’ll go far, though Viper has no reservations of testing the boundaries of what I can take, what I learned last night is that he does know restraint. 
 
    Viper knows when to stop when it comes to me. He proved last night that he’s no danger to me. He’s not interested in killing me no matter how much posturing about it he does. And he’s going to make sure that he doesn’t do it by accident. At the very least, he’s going to think about whether what he does is going to kill me before he does it. 
 
    That’s a good thing. 
 
    But the problem is that it only means one thing. 
 
    That he’s only interested in me not being dead. 
 
    That’s not to say that he won’t find a way to safely get me out of the way to accomplish what he wants to. No matter how much I disagree with it and try to stop him. It’s only to say that if there’s something he wants to do, no matter who it harms, who it betrays, and who it hurts, my standing in the way only buys time. 
 
    Because if there’s one thing that Viper has made abundantly clear with the revelation that Pray is trafficking children for some reason and how he wants to handle it, it’s that he’s not as different from Pray as he thinks. That he’ll only stop short of harming me or the twins to get what he wants. That everyone else is disposable or a liability. Thus, he’s incapable of running the empire he plans to take from Pray any differently or any more ethical. And thus, he’s always going to have way too many enemies willing to harm his children as revenge. 
 
    That’s not a chance I’m willing to take on Leon and Lady. 
 
    I double click the file to start going through everything I’ve gathered about Viper. From the time I met him to now.  Everything that I can remember from our encounters. Our friendship. Our missions together. Pictures in the media. News and tabloid articles and mentions. Enemies, allies, and friends (as few as that last one is if he has any). Anything I can get my hands on to analyze all his strengths. All his weaknesses. So I can know who and what I can use and how I can accomplish getting rid of him and fill the power vacuum he'd leave behind if needed. 
 
    Only if needed. 
 
    Only if truly, desperately needed. 
 
    Because Viper’s not the only one posturing.  
 
    So am I. 
 
    I learned another thing last night. 
 
    Not just last night, but over the course of these last more or less four years working to take out Pray. 
 
    This time about myself.  
 
    I learned that even knowing the monster he can be, even knowing the terrible things he’s willing to do to accomplish his ambitions, I still love him. 
 
    But I can’t let myself act on that. 
 
    Not right now. Maybe not ever. 
 
    For right now, the only thing I can allow him to be is my secret vice. 
 
    ### 
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Viper 
 
   H ere’s the thing about being part of a criminal organization: There’s not as much violence and killing on the regular as movies that glorify this lifestyle would have a person to believe. My days are not filled with violence and killing, although I participate in a lot more violence and killing than most. It’s not my preference, but it’s entirely possible to be part of a criminal organization and never have to personally pick up a weapon and kill someone. Hell, to not even ever have to throw a punch. 
 
    If everyone were as trigger happy and reckless as people believed we were, there would be no mafia, crime lords, or criminal empires to speak of. No person born into this would ever make it to adulthood. The people who want to take us down wouldn’t ever have to lift a finger to do it. We would implode from the inside. 
 
    What most days are filled, what most of my days are filled with, is having a bunch of meetings to prevent situations from escalating into violence. Violence and killing is almost certainly always an option, of course. And there’s not a person involved in this life who would have many qualms about committing, ordering, or silently endorsing said violence. But outsiders would be shocked how many situations don’t actually end in violence. By how many situations generally just end with a warning. People would be shocked how many situations are diffused by people sitting down around a table, in a living room, on a beach—wherever—and deciding based on information gathered from spies and sit downs that acting on a situation is more trouble than it's generally worth. 
 
    And while I rationally know all that, it doesn’t prevent me from preferring to use my fists first and talking later. Which is precisely why Stephen Pray made me his chief enforcer in the first place. 
 
    But if I’m going to take Pray’s place one day. If I’m going to run this criminal empire even more efficiently than he does, sitting around in meetings with the hopes of avoiding a violent conflict or war is something I’m going to have to learn. 
 
    Hence why I’m sitting around a room with Pray and all his chief lieutenants in a private box at a horse race. I’m in a very unique position among them, though. In that while these are the men who make sure Pray’s business all over the world is running smoothly, I’m the only one among them that is also an assassin that gets sent out into the field to take care of things only someone with my… propensity for violent solutions can. Sure, the rest of them have their dedicated field men just like I do. But I’m the only of them who usually always has his hands covered in blood. The rest only shoot a gun when they absolutely have to or sit in the background and watch their underlings do it for them. 
 
    Most of Pray’s lieutenants are too cowardly to ever get their hands soiled with blood. They prefer to sit around tables and talk about whether or not we need to resort to violence or if a “peaceful” solution will do. And as far as any of them know, so too does Adrian Blake. At least, the Adrian Blake who is practically Pray’s successor. Because that’s who I am today. Not Viper, Pray’s enforcer. 
 
    Really, though, I am bored out of my mind.  
 
    Bored, mostly, with all the back and forth and talking in circles and the unfortunate politics that comes with this business. The horse racing just makes it all worse because I can’t even focus on that when the talking gets too dull. It’s not adrenaline inducing enough for me. So, I turn my focus back to the men sitting around the table, tuning them out as I categorize them into people I can likely get on my side and people I’m going to have to have killed and replaced. 
 
    Most of them are easy to categorize. But there are a few that, though I want to kill, would be a pain to find replacements for. One of them being Jason Travis. 
 
    If there’s anyone who comes as close to my favor with Pray, it’s Travis. And unlike the other cowards around this table, he is anything but. I can give him that.  
 
    Travis is not afraid to get his hands dirty. To give the order and then carry it out if his field men are too slow about it. I also don’t particularly hate him. But he’s dangerous. Because while I outrank him by virtue of the fact that I have more kills and never fail to get the job done at any cost, he has more of a propensity for the people and political side of this. The getting in people’s heads and getting them on his side. It’s the very reason Pray keeps him around. And, in some ways, that makes him more dangerous than even me. 
 
    I could keep him around. I could make use of him. But the problem is that he’s too ambitious. He tolerates being subservient to Pray because he knows there’s no way he can be better than Pray no matter how much he wants to be. No matter how far he gets in his burgeoning political career. But I’m not trying to be Pray even if I’m trying to take his place. And Travis undoubtedly thinks he’s better than me. That it’s just a matter of time before I slip up and lose Pray’s favor for him to become the man’s right hand. 
 
    If I leave Travis alive, he could possibly rally Pray’s allies, the people I need if I want to pull off this takeover, to his side. And then I’ll have only killed Pray for everyone to fall in line behind Travis or to start one of the biggest mafia civil wars in history. And that’s something I’d like to avoid. 
 
    But killing him when he’s so useful and has only been loyal might have the same effect. In essence, Travis isn’t disposable. So, I’m going to have to find a way to make him disposable. 
 
    Travis speaking gives me a chance to more carefully consider the man. Tall. Dark hair and eyes. Handsome. I’ll talk to Cres about getting one of her girls on him. There’s got to be something on him that I can use to discredit him to Pray’s allies. To make them fall in line behind me when Dele and I eliminate Pray. 
 
    “Sir, I think we also need to talk about Vicious.” 
 
    I snap out my mutinous thoughts, though, I make sure to continue to appear just as disinterested as I have the entire meeting to now. 
 
    “Vicious,” says Travis with a laugh and a roll of his eyes. “We need to talk about a common whore who likes to bar hop and cause trouble everywhere she goes and who our men have a strange proclivity toward?” 
 
    I have to say that I agree with Travis. Since when was Vicious a conversation for meetings like these? As far as I know, she’s nowhere near the radar of threats that would be dire enough to bring up at a meeting like this. 
 
    But that’s the thing. As far as I know. Because Pray could have very well put someone who he thought was a lesser lieutenant on it. And of course, he would. It’s not even suspicious. Why would he bring a woman who, as far as he knows, is just a girl who likes to flirt for free drinks to me to even send someone out for information on? I take care of bigger fish than that… 
 
    Unless Pray begins to think she’s a bigger fish. 
 
    “There’s nothing common about her,” says Revnor. He looks at Pray and says, “With your permission, sir, I’d like to deliver to you my findings on the task you told me to get my people on. I think it’s important enough to be brought up today.” 
 
    Revnor, a bald, rugged, stocky man of few words, is one of the few that I intend to keep alive and promote when this is all over. Not particularly ambitious, but loyal. Straightforward. Respectful. Stays in his lane. But also knows when to take risks and disagree when needed. 
 
    And he hates the way Pray is running this business. Has little respect for the lack of loyalty that Pray has for people. The way he uses and manipulates them and promises them things and then takes those promises back, if he doesn’t completely throw you away. Like he did with me. 
 
    He’s also a former Sole. One of the few I allowed to live and brought to Pray because he could be useful. It helped that he was one of the few friends Dele had with the Soles. Who left not long after the whole debacle with Dele being temporarily cast out. Like I said, he respects loyalty. 
 
    He’s very quickly worked his way up to a chief lieutenant in that last five years. 
 
    “She’s taken out every man I’ve sent to tail her or get information from her. This isn’t a woman hitting men over the head with beer bottles. She can fight.” 
 
    Officially, I’ve never met Vicious, and I don’t know who she is. Unofficially, I’m going to have to talk to Dele about this. 
 
    Also, it’s about time I give my input into this. To not give my input would be too suspicious. 
 
    “A former Sole, then?” I suggest. 
 
    Revnor shrugs. “Don’t have enough information to confirm or deny that.” 
 
    Something else I like about him. He’s no bullshit. He makes no assumptions. Just comes with the facts. 
 
    “If you had to guess?” I ask. 
 
    He shrugs. “Strong possibility.” 
 
    “Then that puts whoever this woman is in Viper’s arena,” I say and turn to look at Pray. “He’s the Sole killer.” 
 
     Which means that I can do everything possible to keep Pray’s attention off Dele in the least suspicious way possible. 
 
    “That’s true,” Pray agrees. “But we’re not certain about that. Best not to waste my chief enforcer’s time with something that may end up being trivial.” 
 
    Pray’s face brightens up suddenly as he turns all the way towards me. 
 
    “Perhaps you could take the lead on this, Adrian,” he says. “You’re a former Sole. A former Sole would know another. You’d be as adequate as Viper for this task. At least in figuring out what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    That’s an unusual request. And typically, an unusual request from Pray means that he’s angling for something. But usually, I can figure out the angle. I can figure out the politics that he’s trying to play. I’m at a loss here, though. 
 
    “With all due respect,” Travis says before I can say anything, “it’s been a while since Mr. Blake has been out in the field.” 
 
    “Exactly. I think it’s about time to put him to better use. His talents are wasted as a mere consultant,” Pray replies. 
 
    My actual talents are far from wasted, but no one at the table knows that. People would act differently around me if they knew I was actually Viper. 
 
    Pray turns back to me. “But Travis is right. It has been a while. That’s why I’m going to partner Travis with you on this task.” 
 
    Pray’s definitely got an angle here. 
 
    “That’s overkill even for a Sole. Let alone a girl not even confirmed to have been one,” I point out. “I’m not that out of practice.” 
 
    “This isn’t a condemnation of your ability, son,” Pray says with a reassuring pat on my arm that I resist the urge to pull away from. “But between Travis’s mind for people and politics and your skill and willful determination in the field, surely you’ll be able to uncover this much faster than either of you would be able to alone. Undoubtedly, you’ll make a great team so long as you continue to cooperate.” 
 
    Pray’s last two sentences clue me in to what the deal is. The first is that this is some kind of test. To see which of his chief men will come out on top. To see if it’s time to reconsider my position of favor. To see if his favor is better suited for a man much more patient and people oriented like Travis. To see if I can be more than just Viper. If, unlike Viper, I as Adrian Blake can exist within the hierarchy of his empire. 
 
    The second thing that I’m clued into is that Pray is explicitly telling me not to kill the man. Asking me to “cooperate” with someone is typically the code word for that. 
 
     “You honor me, sir,” Travis says to Pray. Then to me he says, “Looks like we’ll be spending a lot more time together, Mr. Blake. Your former prowess is almost as legendary as Viper’s. I look forward to our partnership.” 
 
    I resist the urge to roll my eyes at the overly cordial tone. Looks forward to undermining me, certainly. Looks forward to seeing what dirt he can dig up on me during our partnership just as sure as I’m going to be doing the same for him. I was going to do that anyway, but now it’s at the top of my to-do list. 
 
    Finally, I say in response, “Looks like it.” 
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Dele 
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    iss Bianchi.” 
 
    It takes a few seconds to realize that I’m the one being called. But no one has to know that or could even figure it out. They’d probably just assume I didn’t hear him over the construction. 
 
    “What’s up?” I say, glancing at him out the corner of my eye without moving my head. Not that he’d be able to see that with my shades on. 
 
    He begins to go over some things that he needs me to sign off on. Some things that came up during the renovations that’s going to cost more than the original estimate. I frankly don’t care. Bella vouched for him, and he seems like an honest man who values his reputation. Still. I don’t interrupt him. 
 
    Finally, he stops talking and I fully turn to him, take the pen out his hands, and sign my name. 
 
    Addy Bianchi 
 
    Well, not really my name. But the identity I’m using so that I can more freely move around to take care of my business in New York City. 
 
    Addy Bianchi, the eccentric cousin of Isabella Uccello who came from Italy a few years ago with big dreams and a big pregnant belly. She gave birth to twins, insisted on being with them for their formative years, and, now that they’re in school, has started a luxury haircare line. That the haircare line is off the ground and doing well so far thanks to tapping the right celebrity influencers, including one Crescencia Ferro, the socialite girlfriend of the infamously reclusive Adrian Blake. And now, to expand her business, Addy Bianchi is opening a luxury hair salon where her business model is more than just for men and women to get their hair done. It’s for them to have an experience. 
 
    Or whatever the hell slogan the marketing firm I hired came up with. 
 
    That’s the story to the public, anyway. 
 
    The real story is that I’m Dele Martin. Currently MIA former member of the Soles, a notoriously famous group who positioned themselves as neutral arbiters to keep the most powerful criminal organizations from going to war. And when they failed, did everything to stop the war until Stephen Pray betrayed them, framed them for all the violence and as trying to position themselves as the rulers of the criminal underworld. A projection for his own crimes. 
 
    Not to say that the Soles were innocent, but who am I to judge anymore? No one when I’m a drug distributor using this luxury haircare line, this new salon, and a non-profit dedicated to donating high quality wigs to those who have lost their hair to launder my drug money. Maybe someone when I consider that the Soles betrayed me once before they were ever betrayed. 
 
    It doesn’t really matter anymore. Right now, everything I do is to take down Stephen Pray. The man who turned the man I love against me, tried to kill the other woman he loved, and will kill the children that woman left behind and who I now claim as my own. 
 
    Hence me standing here to take a peek at the construction of my luxury salon. 
 
    “Sounds good,” I say as I hand the contractor back the pen. “Keep up the good work.” 
 
    When I leave, I’m relieved to be outside where it’s much brighter and my shades actually help me for their designed purpose. Per my cover, Addy Bianchi is an eccentric soul and fashionista with her colorful and flashy dress and signature black shades. Really, the shades are to hide my features so no one will recognize me if I’m accidently caught on camera. That is, if they aren’t thrown off by the fashion taste. 
 
    Because back when it was more or less safe (relatively speaking) to be Dele Martin, I wouldn’t have been caught dead in stilettos, jewelry, hats, stylish, colorful dress suits, rompers, and jumpsuits. Stilettos were too hard to run in, jewelry was too loud, hats and stylish, colorful clothing too flashy and attention grabbing for a girl who’s job depended on blending in, not being seen, and not being heard at a moment’s notice.  
 
    But Addy Bianchi, with her blonde, beach wavy hair, is the exact opposite of Dele Martin. And, so far, being the exact opposite of who Dele Martin is has worked to keep people from recognizing me. Even amongst company that should. Hiding in plain sight, so to speak. 
 
    As I slide into the car waiting to take me to lunch with Bella, Bond, and the children, one of my phones ring. I reach into the inner pocket of my orange blazer and answer without looking at the ID. The ID would only be fake. But even so, there’s only one person who calls me from this phone. 
 
    Still, we take precautions. 
 
    “Are we still on for dinner?” Viper asks, just as I expect him to. 
 
    “Yep. I hear the place we’re going has this exclusive wine. Only make a few bottles a year. It’s best served cold.” 
 
    That’s code for everything is going as planned and expected and signals to him that I’m exactly who he expects me to be. 
 
    Viper, as usual, immediately gets down to business. 
 
    “You need to lay low.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Pray is onto you. Well. Not you. But Vicious.” 
 
    “What does he know?” 
 
    “Nothing so far. But he’s curious about the abilities of an eccentric character who appears in places to flirt and have a drink on rich men’s dime but can take down men twice her size without breaking a sweat. Takes out men meant to tail and kidnap you.” 
 
    “It was only a matter of time, I suppose. We always knew I wouldn’t be able to work in the shadows forever.” 
 
    “That’s true. The problem is that Pray put two of his top lieutenants on the task of finding out more about you.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Me and Jason Travis.” 
 
    “Who’s Jason Travis?” 
 
    “Someone you didn’t need to be concerned about until now. I have to work with him to gather more information on you. Figure out if you’re a former Sole or not.” 
 
    “That’s solely your job, right? Why put another person on it with you?” 
 
    I can practically hear the roll of Viper’s eyes as he drawls, “Because he put me as Adrian Blake on it. Not me as Viper.” 
 
    “Why would—” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about that. I’ve got it well in hand.” 
 
    Maybe Viper thinks he does. But there are countless things he’s thought he’s had well in hand that he actually didn’t. So that does little to reassure me. 
 
    “What you need to worry about is laying low long enough for me to throw Pray and Travis off. Don’t do anything that could attract any attention to you.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Dele,” And that’s how I know he’s serious. Because he only calls me Dele when he wants me to understand the sheer gravity of something. “I meant it.” 
 
    “Stop being overbearing,” I reply. I might find it endearing if I believed for a second that his caring extended little more beyond the fact that me getting into Pray’s grasp would hinder the plan to take over his criminal empire. “I’m too busy getting this damn salon off the ground to go on those kinds of field missions. This new business is starting to make a lot of money, and I don’t have enough places to funnel it.” 
 
    Viper is silent on the other end. But his silence speaks volumes. 
 
    “I don’t underestimate your ability to find trouble even doing that.” 
 
    I shrug even though he can’t see me. 
 
    “That said, we’re going to have to postpone our next planned visit with the children. There’s too much going on right now. It won’t be safe.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    The only one to maybe be disappointed about this besides Viper would be me. I usually don’t tell Leon and Lady when we’re next scheduled to go see their father because of how sporadic it can be. They usually don’t know until just the day before. I, on the other hand, can’t help counting down the days until I can see Viper in person. Until I can feel his hot hands on my body. Gentle caresses. Hard slaps, hits, and sometimes punches. His huge, hot cock pounding into me until— 
 
    I put that out my head. The last thing I need is to be hot and bothered going to a family lunch. 
 
    “I’ll update you if I have any new developments.” 
 
    He hangs up after that. And perfect timing, too, as the car pulls up to the exclusive brunch and lunch lounge. The usher helps me out the car, leads me through the restaurant and out to the carefully and meticulously secured patio dining area. Before I’m even allowed out, a female security guard has to pat me down. Once I’m cleared, they lead me to the table where Bella, Bond, and the children are waiting for me. 
 
    “Addy,” Bella greets. “I hope your day so far hasn’t been stressful.” 
 
    “As much as it can be when you’re trying to get a business off the ground,” I say sitting in my chair and tossing off my hat and sunglasses. I look toward my six-year-old blonde-haired son and dark brunette-haired daughter. “Hello, Leon. Lady.” 
 
    “Hey, Mama,” they both say absently, distracted by the word puzzle book they’re working through with Velia.  
 
    I’ve learned not to take it personally. When the twins want cuddles and kisses and attention from me, they’ll come to me for it. 
 
    “Well then,” Bond begins, “hopefully not too stressful then.” 
 
    The tension in both Bella’s and Bond’s faces tell me something’s not right. Not in the way that a fight and shootout is about to break out in the middle of this patio. If they knew or thought that, they wouldn’t have brought the children to be in the middle of it. But not right in that way that my day is about to get as stressful as they both hoped my day hadn’t been going. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Bella says.  
 
    Bella pauses to thank the server as he brings an appetizer. Some kind of caviar, scallops, and lox with cheese and crackers. Personally, I’m just in the mood for a cheeseburger and fries. 
 
    When the server leaves, Bella says, “It’s a good thing.” 
 
    It likely isn’t. But there are too many potential ears around to hear. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “I spoke to Stephen Pray this morning,” Bond says. 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    “He heard and saw the plans you have for your luxury hair salon online. He was impressed. Said it always heartens him to see the youth getting into business.” 
 
    I huff and take one of the crackers with lox and cream cheese. 
 
    “I’m not that young,” I mutter. 
 
    “You are to him,” Bella says breezily. “Anyway, he said he wants to help and is interested in sponsoring the salon. He was thinking maybe Pray Drinks can be the exclusively sold beverage. For both the sober and the non-sober.” 
 
    Of course, it’s not that simple. But it’s not like Bella or Bond can say more in this setting. Maybe it could have waited until we got home. But if there are any eyes and ears listening to make sure Bella and Bond passed on the message, why wouldn’t they pass it on during a family lunch? 
 
    If Pray’s legal business weren’t as big and global as it was, I’d think he wanted to partner with my salon to help him launder money. But Pray Drinks is valued high enough with enough corporations and shell corporations under its umbrella to not need one luxury salon’s help. 
 
    No. This isn’t about laundering money or even helping him move his drugs. This is about exercising his power over the Uccello-Bianchi mafia family. This is a test of loyalty. One I couldn’t say no to even if Bella and her family weren’t in such a precarious arrangement with Pray. Because saying no to a man like Pray is how you find your business burned to the ground because of an “electrical failure” or ruined from random and senseless “gang violence.” 
 
    “He wants to bring you out to Colorado as soon as possible to discuss it. He suggested the governor’s mansion but said knowing a woman with as high and expensive tastes as you, you’d probably rather meet somewhere more sophisticated,” Bella says taking a sip of her dark wine. 
 
    “Tell him I’m available whenever he is,” I say. 
 
    Because it’s not like I can say no. I have to go. Just looks like I’ll be putting my disguise to the test. 
 
    As I’m asking the waiter if the chef can whip me up a cheeseburger and fries, it occurs to me that Viper told me to lie low. What I’m about to do is the exact opposite of lying low. 
 
    I almost laugh imagining his reaction. 
 
    He’s going to be ready to kill me. 
 
  
 
  
   
    3
Dele 
 
   B ella spends the entire week helping me work on my Italian. While Dele Martin was born and bred in the Midwest USA, Addy Bianchi just moved to New York City a little over six years ago. While it’s reasonable enough for her to have lost some of her accent when speaking English over the years, it’s totally unreasonable for her not to be fluent in Italian. Just in case Stephen Pray, who is fluent in the language, decides to indulge me. 
 
    After spending so much time with Bella and her family over the years, I’m almost fluent in the language. But every now and then, I trip over a sound. Don’t roll my r’s just right or pronounce a word with an ‘s’ sound instead of a ‘z’ sound. And sometimes, I completely confuse everything and start talking in some bastardization of both Italian and English. Something that Bella, for her part, just laughs at and says is the most easily realistic I sound when trying to speak her people’s language. 
 
    “Pray may not notice the difference,” Bella assures. More for herself than for me as we get ready to take her family’s private jet to Denver. “It’s been so long since he’s associated with any of the Italian families or even his own that he might have forgotten some of the nuances of it.” 
 
    At least that’s what she hopes. What we and our entourage hope as we make our way to Denver. And not just about the nuances of Italian. But also exactly what Dele Martin looked like back before he obliterated the Soles. If for one second I was sure that he would recognize me, I would have chosen to send an agent as a decoy in my place like I discussed with Bella and Bond from the beginning. But the more I thought about, the more I came to the conclusion that I was never around Pray or even in the media enough for him to remember what I look like.  
 
    The one time Viper brought me around the man, then just a mayor, I was fifteen with blue and white streaks running through my short chin bob with bangs, and I’d been so unimpressed by the man and vice versa that Viper always dropped me off at the Soles base before going to discuss something with the drug war with the man. And when I was older, I would just wait at my apartment or his and Phae’s. 
 
    Even if Pray did remember what I looked like back then, I’ve long since abandoned the short and often shaved hairstyles of my youth when I was going through my edgy and rebellious stage. I don’t think he’d have recognized me as adult Dele Martin with my long wavy, almost black hair who traded in all her holey denim and crop tops for leggings and oversized t-shirts and motherhood. Let alone me as twenty-seven-year-old, blonde Addy Bianchi. 
 
    No one who hasn’t known me in the last six or seven years would. 
 
    I’m pretty sure. 
 
    I hope. 
 
    I’m about to find out. 
 
    Alarms and sirens don’t go off as soon as I walk into Pray Drinks’ clean, precise, and exquisite headquarters. A security guard does speak into his mic before we even get to the desk, but Pray was expecting us, and it’s not a stretch of the imagination to guess he told people to be on the lookout so he and his own entourage could come down and meet us. 
 
    Like a prey who spots a predator before the predator spots them, I’m on high alert as soon as I spot Stephen Pray walking off the elevator with his security and associates. My fight or flight instinct automatically kicks in and I have to stop myself from subtly shifting my stance to be ready for a fight, even in fucking stilettos. 
 
    And then, like a planet that can’t help tilting toward and orbiting around its sun, I spot dark blonde hair and mesmerizing blue eyes. Viper. Or, more specifically, him as the legal persona, Adrian Blake. He spots me at the exact same time as I spot him. Or maybe a little before that. His blue eyes meet my hazel ones. Only briefly. Because we can’t draw attention to ourselves or my identity. But the split second is long enough for me to see the disbelief that flashes through his eyes, followed by confusion, followed by fury. But ever the actor, Viper hides it well behind a mask of aloofness and indifference, typical of him when he’s around a bunch of people he’d prefer not to be. 
 
    A perverse jolt of excitement runs through me at knowing I’ve undoubtedly caused him some ire. 
 
    But Viper isn’t the only one who recognizes me. 
 
    One of the men standing with him, a stocky bald man with a full goatee and probably in his late thirties or early forties, recognizes me too. I can tell by the way he glances at me, looks away, and then does a quick doubletake. His eyes widen, and for a brief moment, he looks like he’s seen a ghost. Then he schools his features and no one who didn’t catch the brief second he was caught off guard would have been any the wiser about it. 
 
    I recognize him too. 
 
    Revnor. The man who almost ended up my mentor if not for Wyan taking a special interest in me, one of the few girls seeking to become one of their field members.  
 
    Where my relationship with Viper was always nebulous at best, Revnor, or Rev as I called him, was very firmly an older brother figure to me. An older brother who raised his eyebrows but never said anything when he noticed  my relationship with Viper wasn’t as platonic as I played it off to be. An older brother who left the Soles not long after I was framed because it was the straw the broke the camel’s back after a long history of hypocrisy, betrayal, and disloyalty from the people we were expected to be unquestionably loyal to. 
 
    He tried to get me to go with him too. Just like my sister tried. But unlike my sister, he didn’t judge me for my obvious attachment to Viper. He’d just smiled, told me to take care of myself, and then I never saw him again. 
 
    Until today. 
 
    I should be concerned that he recognized me. But just like he was prone to keep his observations to himself unless pressed back then, I can tell he plans to do the same now. He’s somehow made a life as one of Pray’s men. And to him, I’ve made a life as a member of the Uccello-Bianchi family. 
 
    I recognize one other person in Pray’s entourage. Tall. Dark hair and eyes. Objectively handsome. He, thankfully, doesn’t recognize me. Even so, I want to get away from him more than I want to get away from Pray. I don’t know his name, though. Just instantly remember our one and only encounter. I thought he was dead. 
 
    I thought Viper killed him. 
 
    I refuse to let fear overtake me and control me, though. So I put on the persona of Addy Bianchi. A woman who isn’t supposed to have a complicated history with any of these men. 
 
    “Mr. Pray,” I say, striding forward because Addy Bianchi is ever the socialite. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I was excited when Bella told me about your proposition.” 
 
    Pray makes a show of dismissiveness as he says, “No need to be so formal, my dear. We’re practically family.” 
 
    Then he knocks my outstretched hand aside and pulls me into what I imagine a warm hug from a grandfather would feel like if I didn’t know what kind of man Pray truly was. That if he knew who I was, he’d want to kill me. That after we take away everything he holds dear and ruin his public reputation, Viper and I plan to kill him. 
 
    I feign hugging him back just as warmly. Then Pray pulls away and looks directly at me. 
 
    There’s not one sign or hint of recognition on his face. But that doesn’t necessarily surprise me. Men like Pray don’t have a habit of remembering people who they can’t or don’t make use of. Who they think don’t matter. The person of Addy Bianchi is now seared in his memory, totally separate of that of Dele Martin. 
 
    Then he ushers Bella forward for similar treatment and does the same with Bond. 
 
    Pray makes a show of looking for someone in our entourage. Then feigns disappointment as he says, “You didn’t bring the children?” 
 
    “We wanted to,” Bella lies easily. “But it’s the middle of school year, and all of them already have a habit of slipping away from their teachers’ notice when they’re bored. It’s best not to disrupt that schedule or it’ll take them weeks to get back on track.” 
 
    “What she means is that I wanted to, but she vetoed me,” I say. 
 
    “You already pull them out of school for your random vacations enough as it is,” Bella replies. 
 
    What that really means is that she hates when I randomly take them out of school to go see Viper. 
 
    “What’s the use of having money if you can’t break a few rules every now and then?” 
 
    Pray laughs and says, “A woman after my own heart then.” He offers his arm to me. “How about we leave the meticulous and tedious details to the lawyers for now while we go out and see the city? I’ve made reservations at one of the most exclusive fine dining establishments in the city.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I say, flashing the man a smile as I take his arm. 
 
    He leads me back out while a receptionists leads the lawyers we brought with us up to the legal department. Everyone else who remains follows us. 
 
    I’m aware of Viper’s gaze glowering into my back the entire time. 
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Viper 
 
   D ele has once again managed to stun me. 
 
    For multiple reasons. 
 
    I’d recognize Dele in any getup or disguise. I know her so well I can pick her out a crowd just by her gait. But today, even though I knew when I laid eyes on her who she was, I had to do a doubletake. Because she looks so different from the Dele I know and am familiar with. 
 
    I thought she’d looked different four years ago when I discovered her in a small sleepy town in Canada, having traded in her holey denim, crop tops, bralettes, and short hair with streaks of color for leggings, oversized shirts, and long, dark, wavy hair. But this is a total transformation. With her wavy highlighted blonde hair, breezy green jumpsuit with a slit up the sides, stiletto sandals, and accessories to match (including a hat of all things), she looks like a completely different person. 
 
    If even I have to do a doubletake, then Pray definitely won’t recognize her. The only time either of them met, she was a firecracker fifteen-year-old who made it plain she hated the man’s opinions and spent the entire time being rude and dishing him thinly veiled insults.  
 
    Pray, to his credit, had put up with her for all of ten minutes before growing just as heated. Though, a person who didn’t know him would only assume he was keeping his composure. But I saw the crinkle in his eye and twitch of his lips. I didn’t particularly blame him then, and even though I want to kill the man, I still don’t. Dele has always had a way of inciting a person’s emotions, and not everyone could put up with that. Pray certainly couldn’t. 
 
    After that disastrous meeting I vowed to never put them in the same room again. If she looks such a far cry from her normal profile, then she certainly looks nothing like the feisty fifteen-year-old that butted heads with the biggest drug kingpin in the west. 
 
    Not with the way she charms and dazzles all those around her with her smiles, her laughs, her wit, that feigned Italian tilt to her voice, and even her business savvy. Even with her chic and stylish dress, she never lets anyone think for a second that she’s all looks and no brains. Never lets anyone think she’s only the pretty face of her business while a bunch of people smarter than her make decisions. She makes sure everyone knows she’s intelligent. And more important, that she knows it too. 
 
    Even the man she hates more than anyone in the world, more than even me, the man she plans to kill, is impressed with her. Not enough to use her, but enough that he doesn’t think she’s some emptyheaded floozy as he’d said to me in private before this entire thing. 
 
    Yet even as dazzling as she is, I can’t forget that she’s here. Right here in the predator’s nest. On his turf. Hiding in plain sight, though she may be. Right in his perilous grasps. 
 
    It’s the exact opposite of lying low, though Dele would make the argument that she is. Make the argument that I asked her to lie low as Vicious. Not as Addy Bianchi. Because it wasn’t Addy Bianchi that was under suspicion and being looked into by three men sitting at this table. But this is still dangerous. Because whether she knows it or not, she’s taunting Pray. Flaunting herself right under his nose. 
 
    What she does know perfectly well is that if I had known she planned to do this, I would have been against it. Which is why she conveniently decided not to tell me. Which is why she decided to show up and stun me knowing there was nothing I could do about it. 
 
    She needlessly and thoughtlessly threw herself into the most dangerous situation she could ever put herself in. And it infuriates me that she’s so hapless about her safety. And just as soon as I can meet up with her again, it’s going to take every piece of restraint I have not to kill her for it. 
 
    Suddenly, Dele turns to meet my gaze. She smiles at me though her question is directed to Pray. 
 
    “And what does the infamous Adrian Blake do for your company now after shelving his bad boy and gang affiliate ways?” she asks. 
 
    I blink out my brooding gaze, stunned yet again. I hadn’t expected Dele to address me. Especially not with a question that so blatantly references my past.  
 
    There’s nothing particularly strange or suspicious about it. It’s public knowledge that I used to be a Sole and the media sees them as little more than a powerful gang stopped by Pray’s bravery before they could become too powerful to stop. But it’s still bold. Most people choose to selectively never mention it. The antics of a young, immature man who didn’t know the way the world worked. Every man is allowed to have an indiscretion or two. 
 
    “Well, why don’t you ask the man that yourself?” Pray says gesturing to me. 
 
    “Well, Mr. Blake?” she asks in her feigned Italian accent. 
 
    Damn her. Damn her all the way to hell. 
 
    “I…” I shake my head. “I’m the chief engineering compliance officer.” 
 
    Dele exchanges a patronizing look with Pray of all people before looking back at me, “Oh? And what does that entail.” 
 
    “Making sure we’re kept up to date with tech and engineering codes regulations and stuff like that. Particularly when it comes to tech and machinery.” 
 
    “Oh,” she says perking up with obviously feigned curiosity. “So it’s like… like a police then? Keeping law and order and peace.” 
 
    Most cops are dirty. Mainly bought and sold by some criminal mobster or another. If they’re not actually the criminal mobster. And the ones that aren’t can only do so much when everyone else is corrupt. But her meaning is clear. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say dryly, averting my gaze from her. “Something like that.” 
 
    Pray laughs. “Don’t mind him, Addy, my dear. Adrian is quite shy.” 
 
    Dele doesn’t look at Pray as her smile suddenly turns coy. “I wouldn’t say shy. I knew many men like him back home. Silent. Broody types. Men of few words. Only speaking when it truly matters. I’m sure when it counts, he can put his mouth to much good use.” 
 
    The double-entendre is hard to miss. I’m not the only one who catches it. Next to her, Isabella gives her supposed cousin a disapproving look that Dele simply ignores. 
 
    I take it back. Dele knows exactly what she’s doing in playing Addy Bianchi. In taunting Pray. In taunting me. And I’m as equally infuriated by it as I am aroused. It’s been too long since I’ve been able to pound my cock into her tight pussy. Make her come apart at the seams. Make her beg me to give her the release she desperately needs. 
 
    “You’ll have to tell me more later if we have the time today,” she adds. 
 
    I shouldn’t indulge her. I should glare at her. Make her know that I have no intentions of letting her get away with this. That the only reason I haven’t grabbed her by the arm, dragged her away, and locked her away somewhere in a cell for her own fucking safety is that it would draw too much attention and blow both our covers.  
 
    Maybe I’ll still do that eventually. Not forever. Just for a day or two as punishment. Because even though I could find plenty of uses for her in a cell, she’s a lot more useful to me outside one. But right now, right now, picturing her naked and clawing at my back and begging me to fuck her harder, I decide to play her game. 
 
    “Maybe I will. Today. If there’s time.” 
 
    Dele grins in response to my smirk, knowing as well as I do that there is no maybe involved. We’re going to find a way. She’s not leaving this city until I’ve had a chance to fuck her, regardless of what I have to do to do it. 
 
    Next to her, Isabella glares at me with her lips pressed tightly together. Well, looks like someone disapproves. Not that I care. Even in a supposed committed, public relationship, I’m still a notorious playboy. It wouldn’t be the first time I pissed off a family member for flirting with the wrong person since joining Pray. 
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Dele 
 
   T hough I pretend not to notice, Viper’s glares at me from across the room don’t escape my notice the entire time during my business lunch with Stephen Pray. There are a lot of emotions in those glares. The stunned disbelief and fury most apparent of all. But also something like awe. Satisfaction. Desire. 
 
    The safest thing to do in this situation would be to ignore him. This whole thing was for Pray and I to get to know each other to see if we can work together. Our values are on completely different sides of the spectrum, even for criminals like ourselves, but the answer to that was always going to be yes. Pray may be my enemy. But he doesn’t need to know that. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    However, even so, both Revnor and the man I now know to be Jason Travis have chimed into the conversation. Revnor, who ostensibly serves as a Senior Data Director, chimes in now and again to give a statistic or two. Jason Travis does nothing for Pray on his legal business side and is just there as a supposedly close friend and political protégé. But he doesn’t miss a chance to try to make it seem like I’m stupid to which I only smile and laugh politely and correct the assumption all the while thinking of all the most torturous ways to kill him while making it look like an accident. Just like he tortured me once with his mocking grin and laugh. 
 
    But Viper never says a word. 
 
    I should continue to pretend to ignore him. 
 
    I shouldn’t draw attention to us. 
 
    But it’s not like people haven’t noticed the way Viper is glaring at me. Not that it would be suspicious. Adrian Blake is a notorious playboy. 
 
    And it’s also not like I’ve ever been able to resist making an attempt to draw Viper’s attention to me. 
 
    I make my decision. 
 
    I very obviously turn to him, meet his intense gaze as I ask Pray in my feigned accent, “And what does the infamous Adrian Blake do for your company now after shelving his bad boy and gang affiliate ways?” 
 
    He hides it well behind his mask just like he hides everything else, but I know he’s surprised I’ve addressed him. Too surprised to even be angry that I did at all. 
 
    “Well why don’t you ask the man that yourself?” Pray suggests. 
 
    When Viper visibly falters and hesitates, I ask, “Well, Mr. Blake?” 
 
    “I…” He shakes his head, and it takes everything in me not to laugh. “I’m the chief engineering compliance officer.” 
 
    I look at Pray who returns my patronizing look as though he knows what I’m going through. That he has to deal with this all the time. As though I don’t deal with Viper’s crypticness and curtness on a consistent basis. 
 
    I look back at Viper. “Oh? And what does that entail?” 
 
    “Making sure we’re kept up to date with engineering code regulations and stuff like that. Particularly when it comes to tech and machinery.” 
 
    That’s actually news to me. I’ve never asked what it is that Viper contributes to Pray’s company besides being a substantial stockholder in the company. I figured it might have something to do with machinery and finding the latest technology because Viper has always been good at things like that. But I didn’t know specifically. 
 
    “Oh,” I say, genuinely curious as much as I’m taunting him right now. “So it’s like… like a police then? Keeping law and order and peace.” 
 
    Most cops are dirty. Mainly bought and sold by some criminal mobster or another. If they’re not actually the criminal mobster. And the ones that aren’t can only do so much when everyone else is. Viper knows that, and he knows that I know it. But he gets my actual meaning. Or, at least, Addy Bianchi’s actual meaning. 
 
    “Yeah,” he says dryly, averting his gaze from me. “Something like that.” 
 
    I resist the urge to break out into a full grin. 
 
    Pray laughs. “Don’t mind him, Addy, my dear. Adrian is quite shy.” 
 
    He’s right about that. Viper is actually very shy. For all that he likes to be the one in charge and in control, he shies away from one on one interactions with people he doesn’t know or isn’t comfortable around. He just tends to play it off as being an asshole. 
 
    But agreeing with Pray would be counterproductive to my aim here. So I say, “I wouldn’t say shy. I knew many men like him back home. Silent. Broody types. Men of few words. Only speaking when it truly matters. I’m sure when it counts, he can put that mouth to much good use.” 
 
    The double-entendre is purposeful, and Viper doesn’t miss it. Neither does anyone else. Next to me, Bella is sending me a disapproving look. Across the table from me and next to Viper, Revnor lets out a longsuffering sigh, remnant of the ones he used to give when he was partnered with me and Viper on something, and he had to deal with our antics. 
 
    I ignore them all, focusing on Viper to gauge his reaction. He’s infuriated, that’s for sure. But there’s also a chance that there may be something else. There has to be something else. I can’t be the only one of us who anticipates the next time we have an encounter. The next time he’ll slam me against the wall or floor or wherever, strip me naked, pound his cock into me, send me over the edge and make us both feel explosions. This can’t all just be one-sided. This can’t just be a power struggle for him. 
 
    It can’t. 
 
    If I couldn’t be more obvious, I add, “You’ll have to tell me more later if we have the time today.” 
 
    And then I see it flash in his eyes. The moment he decides he wants to fuck me, and that he’s going to take the first opportunity to do it. The moment he decides to taunt me back. 
 
    “Maybe I will. Today. If there’s time.” 
 
    I grin, knowing full well that there is no maybe involved. We’re going to find a way. 
 
    I turn my attention back to Pray as though I haven’t just propositioned his righthand man in front of everyone, ignoring the tight look in Bella’s face. 
 
    I can’t ignore Bella once we’re back in the car, following behind the black suburban carrying Pray. He offered to let us use one of his own cars and drivers, but the Italian mafia is nothing if not paranoid and both Bond and Isabella declined the offer at the same time. There was no way to discretely check for car bombs on a car that wasn’t yours. 
 
    “Do you have any shame?” Bella snaps. 
 
    “Isa,” Bond says, his pronunciation making the affectionate nickname sound like “Eesa.” 
 
    Bella ignores him. “What do you think you were doing? You know how dangerous this is. All so you can—” 
 
    Bella abruptly cuts herself off. Because while she knows and is very aware of the fact that Viper and I are still in contact, Bond doesn’t know. He doesn’t even know that I’m working with him to take down Pray. He just thinks Viper and I had a clandestine affair behind Phae’s back and that Leon and Lady were the result. 
 
    “We didn’t know he would be here,” Bond says. 
 
    Bella glares at me because maybe Bond didn’t, but I knew there was a chance. And I decided to take it. Because Viper is no danger to me. 
 
    Bond then asks gravely, “Did he recognize you?” 
 
    Because that’s what really matters. I start to say no. But then I think of how that would sound to Bond with the information that I’ve given him. I can’t lie to him. Not totally. 
 
    “I think he did,” I admit. 
 
    Bella frowns at me, clearly wondering what I’m aiming at. 
 
    “But he’s not going to tell.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure of that?” Bond asks, leaning back in his seat. 
 
    “Because if he was, he would have immediately told Pray, and why would they take us out to lunch in such a public place instead of taking us to some conference room where he could trap us and have us whisked away?” 
 
    “He still can do that. We still have to go to legal and sign the papers,” Bond reminds. 
 
    “Not unless he also wants to kill his entire legal department. Good, dirty lawyers are hard to find,” I say. I should know. It took ages to find mine. Then, “Adrian’s not going to tell. He let me go when he first became Pray’s enforcer. As long as Pray doesn’t recognize me, and there’s no reason he should, we’ll be fine. If Pray hasn’t recognized me sitting in his face for two hours, he’s not going to. If anything, I only added to the persona of Addy Bianchi. Flirty socialite and one of America’s most notorious playboys. It’s perfect.” 
 
    Bond looks contemplative, and for a moment, I think he’s not going to buy my bullshit story. But then shrugs and says, “Who knows? Maybe she can use this to her advantage.” 
 
    There’s a reason that Isabella Uccello is the one who runs the Uccello-Bianchi Mafia family. She didn’t fall for my stories so easily. 
 
    “Bond,” Bella says tersely. 
 
    He shrugs. “They want to fuck, who are we to stop them. She can buy his silence and some—” 
 
    “He is going to be the death of you,” Bella interrupts looking directly at me. And she’s not just talking about this pretense we’ve both got Bond under. She’s talking about… everything else. 
 
    “He could have killed me before, and he hasn’t.” 
 
    “Not yet. As long as his feelings for you don’t outweigh the power he covets from proximity to Pray,” Bella declares with a huff before sitting back in her seat. 
 
    Bond exchanges a look with me, knowing as well as I do that there’s no use arguing with Bella when she’s made a decision about something. Just as there no use arguing with me once I’ve made up my mind about something too. 
 
    And my mind is made up about Viper. 
 
    At least about this. 
 
    I’ll have no shame for indulging in my vice. 
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Viper 
 
   E ven though neither of us made our intentions particularly secret, I still have to exercise a limited amount of discretion. 
 
    It ends up not being that hard. Pray knows very well that all the pointless debate and going back and forth about legal things and terms bore me to no end. When I deal with my lawyers, I tell them what I want, they tell me if they can manage it, and they do it, knowing that if they screw me over, whether by mistake or on purpose, there will very severe consequences for them and their families. 
 
    Thus, the rare times I have to be involved in deals like this, Pray has no expectation that I’ll stick around for any of the meetings that are strictly business and not social. I barely like dealing with the social part of these deals, of which aren’t over. Because after everything is signed, we’ll be having dinner later in the evening. But Dele being around certainly makes it much better. 
 
    Instead of following everyone else to the conference room where the legal department is waiting, I head to my office. It doesn’t get much, if any, use. Not from me at least. But I’m going to make use of it today. 
 
    I text her where I’m at and then wait around for her to find a good time to discreetly disappear. It takes her twenty minutes. 
 
    “I thought you’d be longer,” I say as she enters the office and closes the door behind her. 
 
    She tosses off her hat and blazer, and says, “Well, Addy Bianchi may have a mind for business and great ideas, but she doesn’t much have the patience for legalese and all that. Bella and Bond will look out for their cousin’s interest. Their money is supposedly tied into it, after all.” 
 
    “Addy Bianchi,” I say, testing the name for the first time. It doesn’t have the same ring to as Dele or Bell, but still fitting somehow. “It’s clever.” 
 
    It’s more than clever. It’s resourceful. It’s bold. It’s putting the answer in plain sight. But because it’s so obvious, no one would think to ask the right question let alone see the answer. 
 
    She begins to try to kick off her shoes. I shake my head. 
 
    “No. Leave them on.” 
 
    She sighs. “My feet are killing me, Viper. These damn shoes are the worst part of this whole guise.” 
 
    “Then come sit on my desk, Addy.” 
 
    She tries to hide it, but I see the way her entire body shivers when I call her that. She walks around behind the desk to where I’m sitting in my chair still, and then sits herself up on the desk. 
 
    She raises an eyebrow when I don’t immediately get up, but there’s something else. Want. Need. Desperation. I’m tempted to tease her. To make her wait. To make her beg. After all, I have no plans to let her get away with this stunt no matter how clever I think the whole thing is. But we don’t have the time. Eventually, someone is going to notice that she’s gone. This is, unfortunately, going to have to be quick for now. If we’re lucky, we might get more time later. 
 
    So I stand, grab her by the front of her jumper to force her forward, and kiss her. 
 
    Immediately, something explodes in me that I haven’t felt since our last encounter too long ago. Something I didn’t know I missed until now. When I realized I hadn’t had it. 
 
    Her lips taste like something today. Something I’ve never tasted on them before. Apples. Apple flavoring to be specific. It must be in her lip gloss. Speaking of her lip gloss, it makes it so that our lips glide easily against each other. 
 
    I could kiss her like this all day. But we don’t have all day. We don’t even have a few hours. Likely only a few minutes. 
 
    I reach down between us and between her legs, press up hard against her pussy through her clothes. If Dele weren’t already sitting on the desk, I would have had to catch her with the way she melts and practically collapses into me at the touch. 
 
    I press harder, so hard I can feel her arousal through the layers of her clothes. They’re either that thin, or she’s that fucking wet. Doesn’t matter to me. Just knowing she’s as ready as I am has me even more ready to take her than I was earlier at lunch. 
 
    I feel up the front of her outfit to find some way to undo the clothes and give me access to what I want. When I don’t find it there, I reach down to the slits on either side of her jumpsuit to see if there’s a way to push her clothes aside from there. There isn’t. And Dele doesn’t seem interested in helping me figure it out. Whatever. Not knowing or having the patience to figure out how to get her clothes off hasn’t stopped me before. 
 
    I reach up to her neckline, grip it, and prepare to tear it off her. Before I can, Dele catches my hand and pulls her lips away. 
 
    “No,” she says firmly. Then she rolls her eyes and says, “What is it with you and ripping my clothes?” 
 
    I hum into her neck before placing a kiss there and say, “You never seemed to mind before.” 
 
    “I do mind when I don’t have anything else to change into,” she says, returning the gesture by placing a kiss on my chest where she’s managed to get the buttons undone. I don’t even remember when she did that. “And it’s one thing to openly proposition you in front of a potential business partner and another to walk around naked because you tore my clothes off. And I really don’t feel like having to stop you from killing every man who saw me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t.” 
 
    She laughs as she finishes getting the buttons undone. “You would.” 
 
    Probably. But I’m not admitting that to her. Nor do we have time to bicker right now. 
 
    “Well, if you don’t want me to ruin your outfit,” I say and then have to catch my breath because, fuck, her hands have found their way into my pants, and she’s got my cock in her tight grip.  
 
    “Fuck. Take off the fucking suit, Dele. We don’t have all day,” I growl. 
 
    Dele takes her hand out my pants. I’m frustrated at the loss, but more frustrated by this damn jumpsuit. Then Dele lightly pushes against my chest, and I step back from her and take out my cock to lightly fuck into my hand while I wait for her. 
 
    She reaches behind her back first to undo something and then behind her neck to unclasps a buckle. Then all she does is let the clasps go and the entire jumpsuit falls from her body and pools around her shoes. 
 
    I’ll never get tired of seeing her naked. The bruises from the last time I saw and had her have faded, leaving her skin unblemished. Well, unblemished from any markings from me. There are a few old scars. Because you don’t get out of doing what we do without a few scars. 
 
    I’m going to have to take the time to give her a scar myself. In a place where only I can give it. But not today. That’s going to have to wait another time. 
 
    “Those too,” I say nodding to her panties. 
 
    “You can work around those. Can’t you, Mr. Blake?” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t want me tearing off your clothes?” 
 
    “Right,” she say, pushing the panties down. 
 
    They pool with the jumpsuit, and she steps out of them, preparing to lift herself back onto the desk. 
 
    “No,” I say. “Turn around and bend over.” 
 
    She doesn’t fight me on it and follows my instruction. Her ass squirms as she spreads her legs and braces herself against the desk. I want to slap it. But again, no time. 
 
    I step forward, grab her hip with one hand and guide my cock in her pussy with the other. Fuck. She really was that wet. I grip her other hip and thrust into her. 
 
    She lets out a content gasp, urging me on. Not that I needed the urging. As soon as my cocked was wrapped in the hot grip on her pussy, there was no stopping myself from pounding into her. 
 
    Fuck, so fucking good. 
 
    Fuck, it’s been too fucking long. 
 
    I reach my hand into her hair, grip, and pull, forcing her up. Her tits are hard and pointed straight ahead. Mouth open in pleasure, desperate whines coming from her every now and then. Eyes squinched shut. Hand searching for purchase on the table and finding none. 
 
    I’m going to come soon, and she’s not there yet. It always takes a little longer like this. But today, I don’t care. 
 
    “Wait,” she says, feeling that I’m about to come. “Hold on. I’m not…” 
 
    She tries to reach her hand between her legs, but she can’t reach with the angle I’ve got her pulled back at. 
 
    Finally, I come inside her. She lets out a cry. Not one of release. But one of disappointment, and want. 
 
    I let go of her hair and let her fall forward. 
 
    “Viper,” she says breathlessly. 
 
    “What?” I ask gruffly as I stuff my cock into my pants and begin to right myself. 
 
    “I didn’t…” 
 
    I smirk. “I know.” 
 
    She pushes herself up and turns around then, managing to look both indignant and desperately wanting at the same time. 
 
    “Viper, if you don’t—” 
 
    “Bad girls like you don’t get to come.” 
 
    “Bad girls…” She blinks in confusion and then her fury is back. 
 
     I smirk. “You don’t think I forgot the stunt you pulled today? Showing up here without telling me. Putting yourself in harm’s way like this. All after I specifically told you to lie low. And don’t pretend you didn’t know exactly what you were doing.” 
 
    A myriad of emotions cross her face like she doesn’t know what to settle on. Either way, it’s clear to me that I’m right. That she knew exactly what she was doing. 
 
    Finally, she settles on frustration and says, “You are not going to walk out of here after getting off on me like I’m some common whore.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re so much more than common, Addy,” I say, stalking forward toward her. 
 
    “Viper…” 
 
    “What are you going to do if I leave you like this?” 
 
    She grabs the front of my collar. I raise an eyebrow at her. The last time she tried to tussle with me like this, it didn’t end the way she thought it would. But maybe that’s the point. Because last time I gave her exactly what she wants now but wouldn’t admit back then. 
 
    “I might be persuaded to mercy,” I say, pressing my lips against her swollen ones. 
 
    I hoist her onto the desk again, her hands still gripping my collar. 
 
    “Tell me, Bell, did you miss my cock while we were separated? Did you have dreams about it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She’s lying. 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “I can get as much dick as I want. I don’t have to wait for you every few months.” 
 
    She doesn’t have to. But she does. It’s in the desperation in her voice. It’s in the way her legs are trembling right now. Still… 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    She tries to pull off a nonchalant shrug. 
 
    “Even if you did—and I know you didn’t—but if you did, I’d give them all a very painful death for it,” I say in warning to Dele so she knows I’m serious. Just in case she has any ideas. Because she’s got too soft a heart to do something for her own selfishness that might get someone killed. “But even if you did, their cock wouldn’t feel as good as mine. Would it?” 
 
    Her jaw is clenched as she looks up at me defiantly, but her body is shaking like she’s having some kind of withdrawal. Oh, she wants it bad. 
 
    “Would it?” I ask again, this time grazing my hands across her inner thighs. Now wet with my cum and her pussy fluids. 
 
    She gasps, and suddenly says, “Yes. I missed your fucking cock, and no cock would be as good as yours. Now get me off you bastard.” 
 
    I kiss her lips. “You’re still a bad girl who need to be punished. But I’ll show you some mercy today.” 
 
    I insert two fingers into her and begin to fuck into her. Not as fast or as hard as she wants, judging by the curses coming out her mouth, the way she wraps her legs around me and rolls herself down and into my hands to meet the thrusts on my fingers. But it’s going to be enough for her today. 
 
    I insert a third finger and start to pump into her faster. 
 
    The office door opens. 
 
    Jason Travis stands in the doorway. 
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Dele 
 
   F uck, I hate this man. I hate him as much as I love him though that’s not something I ever plan on telling him. But I’d be tempted to if he ever asked me to while he’s fucking me with three of his fingers. 
 
    I don’t understand how after as many times as I’ve been with this man, it feels so good every time. The novelty, the newness, it doesn’t wear off. Or maybe it’s because of the time between these encounters. 
 
    I’m close now. Almost over the edge when Viper says, “Can I help you?” 
 
    For a moment, in the haze of the pleasure, I’m confused. And then I realize he’s not talking to me. He’s talking to someone behind me. Someone who opened the door on him fucking me. 
 
    “Shit,” I mutter and try to push him away from me. 
 
    “You just stay right there, Addy,” he says. “We’re almost done.” 
 
    He punctuates that with a thrust of his fingers that makes me sink further into him and let out a moan, stranger walking in on us be damned. 
 
    “I’ll wait until you’re done,” the voice of Jason Travis says, causing me to tense.  
 
    An uncomfortable chill going up my back at the thought of him seeing my naked body, however little of it he can see with my back to him, my hair down and Viper covering my front. 
 
    The door closes. Viper proceeds to continue fucking me with his fingers, adding his remaining fingers this time, and the electricity that sends to all my nerves chases away the chill and discomfort and all I can focus on is this. On that uncomfortable but oh so good tightness coiled up inside me, waiting to explode. 
 
    Then Viper pushes me back some and covers one of my breasts with his mouth. 
 
    I feel my orgasm coming, and begin to let out punctuated cries with every thrust of Viper’s fingers until, finally, it crashes over me. As it gushes from my pussy. All over Viper’s desk and hand. 
 
    I want him to keep going. To keep going the way he did the first time we ever fucked. Until my body was putty, and I didn’t know which way was up and which way was down and nothing mattered except the warm pleasure cascading me after Viper fucked me for so long and made me come the entire time. 
 
    But that’s the thing. There’s no time. So this will have to do. 
 
    Viper takes his hand from me, smells my cum all over his hand, and begins to lick it off his fingers as I come down from my orgasm. 
 
    When it’s mostly over but I still feel slightly warm, buzzed, and partially sated, I hop off the desk to get my clothes back on. 
 
    As weren’t both straightening up, I ask, “That Jason Travis guy. Who’s he?” 
 
    “One of Pray’s other enforcers. Probably only second to me in status.” 
 
    “How long has he worked for Pray?” 
 
    Viper shrugs. “Before I did, I know. When I knew him before that, I just knew that he came from an old family in some small ass town in Texas with old money, and was something of a business and political protégé to Pray even back then. He’s planning to make a gambit for the Senate soon.” 
 
    “So he can ensure that the laws and administration are favorable to his old money and their dirty money?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Is he… Is he going to be a problem?” 
 
    I should probably clarify. Because the man did just walk in on us having sex. But while that would be blackmail for anyone else. It’s not for Viper or me. With our public personas as Adrian Black and Addy Bianchi, it’s even expected. Viper knows that too, so he answers the question exactly as I mean it to be answered. 
 
    Viper shrugs. “Potentially. But I’ve got it all well and handled. Don’t worry your pretty little head over it.” 
 
    I know he’s only teasing and that he doesn’t think of me in just that way, but after an entire afternoon of men talking down to me, I’m not in the mood to find it funny. Especially when one of those men was Jason Travis. 
 
    On even a good day, Viper has a hard time sensing nuanced changes in people’s moods when it has nothing to do with getting into a physical fight. But today, with me, he notices. 
 
    “You okay?” he asks. 
 
    “Yeah. Fine,” I manage to say mostly normally. Not normal enough for Viper because he frowns. I quickly add, “Just a little wore out is all.” 
 
    He smirks, trailing a finger down my chest and keeping me from pulling the front of my jumpsuit all the way up. 
 
    “You usually have a lot more stamina that that. Don’t tell me you’re getting weak.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Not from you. Just today. You know how tiring it is to maintain that accent and pretend you don’t hate the man sitting across from you while being talked down to all day?” 
 
    “Well, you propositioning me in front of everyone didn’t help.” 
 
    I shrug. “Certainly didn’t hurt either.” 
 
    With my jumpsuit properly back on, I grab my hat and my jacket and walk out Viper’s office before he can ask me anything else. And run right into Jason Travis. 
 
    I startle at seeing him there when I didn’t expect to. Then I curse myself for it. Because I have nothing to fear from him. He can’t do anything. He’d have to get through a bunch more people to get to me if he decided he wanted to. Then he’d have to get through me. And that’s only if he recognizes me first. Which he hasn’t. 
 
    I hope he hasn’t. 
 
    No. He hasn’t. I would know. 
 
    “Miss Bianchi,” he says, looking down at me with that condescending smirk he looked at me with as a nineteen-year-old Dele Martin once and now all day during these business talks.  
 
    Except it’s worse now. For two reasons. The first being that Addy Bianchi has no doubt proven every preconceived notion that he had about her as a business woman all because she decided to have sex with a man she’d only (supposedly) known for just an afternoon. The second being that he can look at me that way, look directly in my face and not recognize me, no matter how different I might have looked back then. Not when I recognized him the moment I saw him. 
 
    I’m suddenly furious. 
 
    My heartbeat is pounding in my ears. 
 
    It’s taking all the restraint that I used to constantly remind Viper to have to not kill him where he stands in all the creative ways I thought up of every time he opened his mouth at lunch earlier. 
 
    He should be dead. 
 
    Jason Travis should be dead. 
 
    Viper killed everyone in that building that night. I know he did. Because Viper is nothing if not thorough about these kinds of things. No one escaped him. He went and checked for fuck’s sake. 
 
    So how the fuck is Jason Travis standing in front of me with that cold, condescending smirk when I know he was there? 
 
    There’s only one explanation. 
 
    That he was there. But he left before Viper rescued me and escaped his death sentence.  
 
    And now? Now he can’t be touched. Not when he’s one of Prays chief lieutenants. Not without Pray noticing. Not without risking Viper’s cover. 
 
    So I just say tersely, “Mr. Travis,” before breezing past him. 
 
  
 
  
   
    8
Viper 
 
      
 
    
     “H 
 
   
 
    e’s gay.” 
 
    It’s the first thing Cres says to me when she walks into the penthouse we’re renting for our vacation in Malibu. 
 
    Every now and then we have to plan these trips to keep up the appearance of an actual rich young couple that’s likely on their way to an engagement. Especially so right now. When there are open rumors that Adrian Blake had a clandestine encounter with the new up and coming influencer and socialite in the beauty world, Addy Bianchi.  
 
    Depending on who looks at it, the paparazzi catching pictures of Cres and I together is going to either reinforce that Cres and I are solid as ever and the affair is only a rumor, that Cress is conditionally forgiving me with enough groveling because the affair was true, or both. Either way, we’re not commenting on it. 
 
    In actuality, she couldn’t care less so long as my so-called affair isn’t jeopardizing the freedom she gets from her father by pretending to date me and keeping me happy with the intelligence she and her girls gather for me. And we both can’t wait until we can end this ruse. Hopefully before Pray and her father start putting pressure on us to get a move on. Certainly long before we actually have to get married. 
 
    Until then, we have to keep up appearances. 
 
    “Hello to you too,” I say, grabbing the Latina woman by the waist and pulling her gently towards me and giving her a gentle kiss. Just in perfect view of whatever paparazzi is across the street with their high powered camera and peering in through the balcony doors. 
 
    Remembering our ruse, she kisses me back. 
 
    It does nothing for either of us. Her because she’s not attracted to men. Me because Dele has hopelessly ruined me for any other woman. 
 
    We pull away from each other and then I nod for her to come out on the balcony with me. 
 
    She kicks off her shoes first and puts her brown hair up in a bun before following. 
 
    I pull her close to me as we lean on the railing together and lean into each other. To anyone else, we just like two lovers enjoying the moment together. 
 
    I lean toward her ear and ask, “Now tell me, Cres. Who’s gay and why should I care?” 
 
    She lets out a laugh. Whether to add to our act or because of what she’s about to say to me, I’m not sure. 
 
    “Jason fucking Travis.” 
 
    I pull back from her to look directly at her, forgetting our act. 
 
    “You’re fucking kidding me.” 
 
    She laughs and then grins like she always does when she can tell that I’m surprised and pleased by the information she’s gathered. 
 
    “I shit you not,” she says as she falls back onto the outdoor couch with another laugh. 
 
    That’s better than any dirt I ever could have hoped for Cres to get on Travis. He’s an infamous stick-in-the-mud. While he enjoys fine alcohol and food, he doesn’t party, he doesn’t have any degenerate appetites, no rumors of any mistresses with bastard children that he pays off. Something to do with his devout Christian upbringing, I suppose. He can be a fucking trust fund, old money asshole in the pockets of a mob boss, but God forbid him having any kind of fun.  
 
    But his devout Christian upbringing was exactly why I was sure there was something. There always is for men like those. They’re never as perfectly, devout Christian as they seem. I can’t count how many fucking drug dealers I’ve met since being in this business operating out the church they’re the fucking pastor of. 
 
    I never would have dreamed it was something like this. 
 
    “And he told one of your girls this?” 
 
    Cress cackles. “Of course he didn’t. He’s not stupid.” 
 
    Good. Otherwise, I would have had to seriously reconsider keeping him alive after making my move on Pray. A secret like that isn’t one you say out loud. 
 
    “And she assumed that just because he refused to sleep with her?” 
 
    Because there are a thousand reasons a man would refuse to fuck a woman. 
 
    “If it were that easy to figure out, you wouldn’t have needed me and mine for it,” she says, taking the champagne out the ice and pouring herself some. “It was something else. It’s not something I can explain to you. But my girls have been in the company of hundreds of men. They can distinguish all the different reasons a man would refuse them when he does it. Jason Travis is gay as fuck.” 
 
    “She was positive.” 
 
    “So positive she didn’t flinch when I asked her if she were willing to bet her life on it.” 
 
    Normally I wouldn’t allow myself to show how pleased I am when I gain a piece of information like this. But Cres and I have a ruse to keep up for the paparazzi no doubt spying on us from across the street, so I let myself grin wickedly in her direction, though it’s not at or for her. 
 
    Personally, I couldn’t care less where the fuck another man wants to stick his dick. Wyan, the man who practically raised me, is mostly gay although he won’t turn a woman away from his bed if he’s in the mood. But there are people who do care about that. Like the conservative Christian community Travis is part of. Like the constituents of the conservative state he plans to run for senator for one day. Like the allies who back him because of his good Christian values. Because he could have fucked or raped a thousand women out of wedlock, molested and raped children, and any other degenerate thing one can come up with. But Jesus Christ fucking forbid he be gay. 
 
    His family would disown him. His political base and community would shun him. His opponents would relish in the exposure of his hypocrisy. 
 
    It would ruin him. 
 
    Potentially. 
 
    But I’m not trying to ruin Travis if I don’t have to. Just blackmail him. 
 
    “I need proof.” 
 
    “I can help you with that if you can set up the time and place,” Cres says. “He’s not going to go anywhere that my people can get to him and out himself like that. It’s got to be somewhere secure. Somewhere he’ll let his guard down.” 
 
    “Honestly, I likely won’t even need your help,” I say as I reach out a hand to her to guide us back into the penthouse. 
 
    I make sure to close the curtains on the balcony doors when we’re back inside before grabbing my phone to look through my emails. 
 
    “Your plan must be genius if you don’t need me to go find a pretty man to catch Travis’s attention.” 
 
    “Ever heard of Maximillian Harp?” 
 
    Cress gives me a wry look and says, “I know every player who matters in the trade of sexual decadence.” 
 
    “No need for the sass,” I say absently as I check through my email. “Anyway, he sent me a standing invitation to his fine establishment not long after I joined Pray. He sends a personal reminder about it every few months in the hopes that one day I’ll attend.” 
 
    “Didn’t think you were into that kind of thing.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    Mostly because I’ve never needed to pay a woman to get her to my bed and do whatever the fuck I want her to do. But secondly because I don’t like the socializing that comes with clubs like that. Pretending to like a bunch of powerful men who I hate. 
 
    “And you think Travis will be?” 
 
    “Discrete club where a closeted gay devout Christian can indulge in his fucking supposed sin? Of course, he will,” I say as I find the invite and dial the number. 
 
    Harp immediately answers. 
 
    “Well motherfucking pinch me. I must be dreaming. To what do I owe the pleasure of a call from the Adrian Blake.” 
 
    I resist the urge to openly scoff. 
 
    “Mr. Maximillian Harp,” I say in my most charming tone. “I was thinking I could take you up on your offer. And, if it’s okay with you, I’d like to bring two guests with me.” 
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Dele 
 
   L ike Viper, my sister has always had a very precarious relationship with all forms of authority. Teacher, bosses, mentors, kingpins, and mobsters. Her own older sister. You name it. If they’re in a position of power, she’s going to find a way to have a problem. Hence why it’s better for people like Viper and my sister to be in charge for all parties concerned. Because if they’re under you, they’re constantly going to be doing their own thing and only very stringent handling will keep them somewhat in line. Never completely. 
 
    But Viper, for all his lack of tact, is capable of being sneaky about his disrespect of authority. And if he can’t be sneaky, he’s very much mastered the art of malicious compliance. Doing precisely what’s expected of him and loosely following orders, all the while not in the exact way his superior would have specified if they’d know they needed to specify because it was so obvious.  
 
    My sister, on the other hand, is blatant in her disrespect. In all forms. From who she hung out with when we were younger to not doing her fucking homework at night to running off when she was sixteen and not letting me know if she was alive or dead to choosing to work with the women who was the catalyst for the single most traumatic experience in my life to going off the grid and disappearing without telling me in recent years. 
 
    So it’s not at all shocking to me when I come downstairs and find her standing in the middle of Bella’s garden at the fucking Uccello-Bianchi estate in fucking Long Island, New York City, far from the secret base she’s supposed to be working from. 
 
    Not shocking. 
 
    No less infuriating. 
 
    “Delilah. What in the fucking hell?” 
 
    “Good to see you too, Dele.” She gives me a once over and adds, “Or should I say Addy?” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I ask bluntly, not in the mood for my sister’s flippancy. “And for fuck’s sake, it better be fucking good or I’ll shoot you.” 
 
    “Your own sister,” Delilah says though she certainly doesn’t seem all too torn up by the fact that I threatened to shoot her. “And to think people say blood means something.” 
 
    “Delilah,” I say in warning. And there’s no way she doesn’t know that I will absolutely shoot her. Because Viper taught me not to threaten to shoot someone unless you had every intention of doing it. 
 
    Delilah rolls her eyes and lights a cigarette. Sure that she’s wasting my time at this point, I start to reach under my shirt to take out my gun and actually shoot her when my sister finally talks. 
 
    “If I thought I could have sent this over an email or told you over our network, I would have. But this is too sensitive. No telling who might be listening,” she says. 
 
    That’s fair. While our network is secure from outsiders, people in our operations who help her maintain our dark web communications network have the tools to overhear something they shouldn’t. Hence why Viper and I use a totally other secret network to communicate. 
 
    That said, whatever it is Delilah has better be good. 
 
    “Get to the point then,” I say, shaking my head when Delilah offers me a cigarette. Her and Viper’s propensity for being dramatic. No wonder the two could never stand each other. 
 
    “You know that shipment of children you happened to come across with Wyan while investigating that weird assassination a couple of months ago?” Delilah asked. 
 
    “You found out where it was going?” 
 
    “No. But I found the guy who would know where it’s going.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Delilah reaches into her pocket and pulls out a small clear case with a micro-SD card in it. 
 
    “Maximillian Harp.” 
 
    “Who the fuck named him that?” 
 
    “He did,” Delilah scoffs. “Powerful men and their fucking ego trips I tell ya. Name just fucking screams look the fuck at me. Anyway, he runs a prestigious gentleman’s club in Las Vegas. Not on the Strip, of course. That’s for everyone in the lower ninety-nine percent. And you don’t ask to go. They choose you to be their potential customer. I was tracking him for his connections to Pray’s sex trafficking schemes.” 
 
    I open my mouth to make sure she’s not doing anything more dangerous than I’ve approved, but Delilah predicts that and says as she rolls her eyes, “Relax. It’s only recon to map out his entire operation so we can wipe it out when it’s time.” 
 
    Who was going to be deciding when it was time still remained to be seen. Already, I’ve begun to amass a lot of money and power with my own criminal organization. But not nearly enough for me to feel comfortable going toe to toe with Pray any more than giving him competition in the drug business. That was going to have to wait until Viper had enough control of all the man’s operations with people he trusted so he could take over, or my burgeoning mafia grew powerful enough to withstand and win a war against the man. Whichever one came first. 
 
    Until then, Delilah is on strict orders to only map out the man’s sex trafficking operations. To figure out who was involved so that when it was time, we can take them all out in one fell swoop. 
 
    Delilah continues, “But as I was doing my mapping, I noticed something on the last drop that Mr. Harp was overseeing and signing off on. There were two shipments. One of adult women and men and the other of kids.” 
 
    “You sure he didn’t get them for his more degenerate clients at a more secret underground club?” 
 
    “Positive. There was something weird about this. One of my agents said he switched the location with the driver at the last minute. Said it was the correct final destination and address.” 
 
    “And your agent didn’t hear it? Couldn’t tail them?” 
 
    “Not without breaking her cover. She got lucky when she overheard it as they were transferring the shipment she was infiltrating. She didn’t even get his name. I got that later.” 
 
    I’m not even going to ask how Delilah got that name. Most of the time, it’s better not to ask Delilah anything about her methods. Save myself the high blood pressure and headache. 
 
    “So, he needs to be questioned,” I say. 
 
    “Yeah. The best place to probably get to him is at his little club. Thing is, he’s only there when the most prestigious of his prestigious clientele is there. Or, at least, who he thinks is prestigious.” 
 
    And this is why I haven’t cut my losses with my sister. She’s a glass cannon much like Viper is, one I have less control and leverage over. But she’s useful, and does exactly what she says she’s going to do. She said she’ll help me. She’s going to do that. And when she decides she’s not, she’ll be dumb enough to give me a heads up so I can know exactly when to have her killed. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I ask. 
 
    Before Delilah can answer, the sound of footsteps thundering from the house and into the yard catch my attention. 
 
    Leon and Lady, unabashedly, run into my legs from behind. If I hadn’t braced myself, I might have fallen. 
 
    “Good morning, Mother,” they say brightly. 
 
    “What do you want?” I ask dryly, knowing that this kind of a morning greeting only means they’re trying to butter me up. But usually, it’s not for something this early in the morning. 
 
    I pointedly ignore Delilah and the stunned look she’s giving me as the twins begin rambling about some place one of their classmates invited them to spur of the moment this morning. 
 
    “We’ll talk about this over breakfast. I’m in the middle of something.” 
 
    They finally notice Delilah, let go of me, and pretend to look apologetic, though I know they aren’t. 
 
    “Sorry,” Lady says somewhat carelessly. 
 
    “We didn’t mean to interrupt,” Leon says a little more carefully. Then, “Who are you?” 
 
    “She’s a distant relative,” I reply. Telling Lady and Leon that I have a sister would mean a bunch of questions I’m not ready to talk about right now. “We’ll talk over breakfast.” 
 
    “Right,” Lady says, looking at Delilah and then back at me, no doubt wondering just how distant our relation is. Because if not for the fact that Delilah and I are three years apart, we would have been identical twins. 
 
    Leon grabs her hand and tugs her back into the house before Lady can decide whether or not she’s going to ask more questions. 
 
    I turn back to Delilah. “Now. Harp. When’s someone prestigious enough going to be there for me to get my hands on him?” 
 
    Delilah doesn’t answer, looking after where Leon and Lady have gone. 
 
    I roll my eyes and snap her name. She finally looks at me but doesn’t answer my question. 
 
    “I don’t know why I’m surprised. You and Adrian. Of course. You really let that man knock you up,” she mutters. 
 
    Delilah didn’t know Phae like I did. Doesn’t look in Lady’s face and see the ghost of her mother. All she sees is the married not-quite-boyfriend of her sister. The man she was sure I could do better than. The man I chose over my relationship with her. 
 
    She’s not alone. That’s what everyone sees. 
 
    “That’s none of your business,” I say. “Now. Harp.” 
 
    “I don’t know. In light of this, I don’t think it’s a good idea to tell you.” 
 
    “What do they have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Not them. Their dad. Him and his plus two are going to be Harp’s prestigious guests in a few weeks.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I say simply. 
 
    It’s more than interesting. It’s a downright contradiction of Viper’s personality. Even while he was married to Phae, he always did pride himself on the fact that he didn’t need to pay for a pretty woman to go to bed with him and doing whatever the fuck he wanted. And he still doesn’t have that issue even though he and his “girlfriend” are rapidly approaching an engagement if social media is to be believed. 
 
    There’s got to be a reason he’s going to that gentlemen’s club.  
 
    If it’s to question Harp too, then I could just leave this to rest and let Viper tell me what he finds out. And if it isn’t, I can just ask Viper to do it while he’s there and tell me. But also… could I trust Viper to tell me the truth? Because he was the one who decided it was best not to do anything when we found out Pray was trafficking children. That it would be in their best interests to see where this all ended. But I can’t trust that Viper won’t be okay with that ending. I can’t be sure he really plans to stop all this. 
 
    Viper could be a help here. But so long as I don’t know his intentions, I’m going to have to treat him as a liability. 
 
    “Interesting. That’s all you have to say? After you find out your baby daddy—” 
 
    I turn to go back into the house. 
 
    “I’ll get one of my people on it.” 
 
    “Make sure they’re good,” Delilah said. “It’s the only reason I brought this to you. The things I hear that happen in that club… I figured you’d be able to better find someone who can deal with powerful, depraved, violent men like that.” 
 
    “Oh, they will be,” I assure. 
 
    There’s no one who knows how to deal with powerful, depraved, and violent men better than me. 
 
    “Now get out of here before someone notices, and I have to kill them and you.” 
 
    Bella meets me coming into the house and says, “Bond said your sister was here?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. She’s still under control.” 
 
    Bella gives me the same skeptical look she gives me when I assure her I have Viper under control. 
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Viper 
 
   W hen I invite Travis and Revnor to join me at Harp’s gentleman’s club, they both have very interesting reactions. Revnor, who actually knew me before we both joined Pray, presses his lips into a thin line that clearly asks me what the fuck I think I’m getting at. Much like he used to when we were both Soles and we were partnered on missions together. He knows me enough to know that going somewhere like a gentlemen’s club is so contradictory to who I actually am that I can only be up to something no good.  
 
    He doesn’t say anything about his suspicions, though. Just shrugs and says that if I think this is good to strengthen our comradery for the current mission and the ones Pray may put us on together in the future, why not? 
 
    Travis, on the other hand, doesn’t know me. He thinks of me just like everyone else. A former reclusive playboy with too much money and time on his hands, no morals, and no restraint when it comes to my sexual appetite. To him, of course a man like me would habit a place the caters to the sexual appetites, no matter how wild, of the influential and rich patrons invited to it. So when I ask him to join us, it never occurs to him that I know a lot more than I let on. He just thinks I’m tired of all the boring investigating and work and want to celebrate before the job is even done. 
 
    If I were my younger self with an uncontrollable temper who took everything personal, I’d be insulted at being so underestimated. I still am, in a way. And when I’m in charge of this business, Travis is going to be in for a very rude fucking awakening. But for right now, it suits my purposes. 
 
    Instead of acting insulted, I disregard him. Say that he needs to loosen up and not take everything so seriously. Insinuate that he doesn’t have to worry about his constituents at the place I was taking him. Because they were very discreet with a very exclusive clientele. After a bit of back and forth, including an offhanded comment from him that he preferred to take care of his appetites by other means, he finally relents if it would get me to shut up. 
 
    I do. Revnor discreetly raises an eyebrow at me, yet again silently asking me what I was up to. 
 
    Harp’s establishment looks unassuming from the outside. And old fucking brick building not quite in the middle of nowhere, but far enough down a road in a fenced off area that no one could just stumble upon it if they weren’t looking for it. 
 
    The inside, on the other hand, can only be described as decadent opulence. No expense has been spared to make this place the ideal den of discreet sin and indulgence for all types of appetites, as said in Harp’s own words. Expensive leather furniture that looks meant for a public orgy, decorations in shapes that make it clear that they’re not just for decoration. Chests and glass displays of all kind of toys. Men and woman in all kinds of skimpy outfits ready to serve food, drink, and sex when asked. Only his best trained performers to cater to the appetites of such a prized client like myself and my guests. Also Harp’s words. 
 
    I wasn’t able to get the entire establishment to myself. There’s another exclusive client and his party present tonight. Because part of the fun of this is getting to let go of your inhibitions. To cast aside ideals of what is thought to be publicly decent or indecent. And how would we get that experience if we didn’t get to mingle with other guests? Once again, Harp’s words. 
 
    He introduces us to them. I don’t care to remember who they are. I’m only here for the purpose of setting Travis up. Already, I’ve informed Harp that we want a mixture of male and female caterers, as he calls them. There’s no way Travis is going to be able to hold himself back if what Cres says is true. Maybe he will in front of everyone else. But he won’t restrain himself in the private suite that Travis is going to retreat to tonight. That took an extraordinarily amount of trouble and time to get cameras set up for the weekend to catch his trysts on camera for future blackmailing use. 
 
    Immediately upon walking in, we’re taken to have a seat, served an assortment of alcohol to begin the night, and given two to three men and women to cater to us individually for the night. Just to start. Already, the other party has requested the finest mind altering drugs that Harp has. And throughout the night, we’re allowed to grab onto whatever and whoever may catch our attention that’s available. 
 
    Surrounded by people I really don’t trust or like and here to for the singular purpose of setting up a rival to fall in line once our boss is dead, I have to force myself to relax. Force myself to feel and concentrate on the warmth of the hands massaging my shoulders to relax me. The hands unbuttoning my shirt and running up and down the front of my chest. 
 
    A few years ago, it might not have been so hard to enjoy the perks of a self-imposed mission like this. To look forward to ending the night with a woman or two or three in my bed. 
 
    But not anymore. 
 
    The only way I could enjoy this or truly look forward to later tonight would be if Dele was here. Because she’s hopelessly broken me beyond repair. All it would take is a passing glance from her. A look out the corner of her eyes. Filled with defiance and smugness and mischief and challenge. That would be all it took to have my cock hard and ready to fuck her. 
 
    We’re not even in a strictly exclusive relationship. I’d certainly kill any man who touched her, whether she allowed it or not. But she wasn’t wrong when she said that she’s as free to sleep with anyone she wants as I would be. And yet I haven’t. Because no woman is Dele. And I won’t tonight. Because none of these women are— 
 
    A server in the little French maid outfit comes into the room with appetizers. It’s not the outfit the catches my attention. Because it’s not the most revealing French maid outfit I’ve ever seen. It’s actually modest by comparison. It’s not the way the caterer’s hair is pulled up into a messy bun rather than falling down her back like her other fellow female works, revealing her tantalizing neck and collar bone. 
 
    It's the fact that her hair is a familiar color, so dark that it’s almost black. The familiar way a stray, unmanageable lock falls in her face. Those hazel eyes. The loose, relaxed gait of hers so she can be ready at a moment’s notice to dodge and fight if needed. 
 
    For a moment, I’m sure I’ve imagined her. For a moment, I’m wondering if I need to ask Harp if my alcohol was laced with something that caused hallucinations. But then she saunters right over to one of the men in the other party, serves him some appetizer, and glances at me out the corner of her eyes. 
 
    There’s a smirk playing on her lips. And even from this far, I can see the smugness and mischief in her eyes. The way they challenge me and declare that, yes, she’s here. So what am I going to do about it? 
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Viper 
 
   I  should be infuriated that, yet again, Dele has put herself in the middle of danger. There are a million possible things that can go wrong for a woman as beautiful as her in a place like this. No matter what her skillset is. 
 
    Yet, I can’t help but return a smirk back to her. Suddenly, I find myself much more excited for the rest of the rest of the night and this weekend. I don’t know what she’s doing here. Probably trying to get something from someone. But whatever it is, she’s certainly going to make time to pay a visit to my suite. 
 
    I turn my gaze away from her as she begins to saunter back out the room. In the process, I catch Revnor looking between us and a look crosses his face. One that makes me think he wants to lift his hand up and run it down his face in exasperation just like he used to when he witnessed me and Dele do something outrageous together. 
 
    I frown. If anyone here could recognize Dele, he would. Has he recognized her? If he does, does he plan to do anything about it? It’s something to consider later. He can’t do anything about it right now. We had to leave our phones and electronic devices in the cars. But I make a mental note to deal with him if I have to later. Hopefully he’ll cooperate. I plan for him to be a valuable asset during my takeover. 
 
    Suddenly feeling more invigorated and less forced about this, I take the female caterer whose been running her hand up and down my chest into my lap. 
 
    I run a hand absently up and down her thigh, waiting for Dele to reenter the room. When she does, I make sure she’s looking at me. She may be acting like she’s not. But she is. Then, I slide my hand right to the pussy of the caterer in my lap. I push aside her skirt and panties so that anyone looking has a full view of her pussy. The woman, whatever her name is since I forgot it as soon as she told it to me, isn’t bothered by it. Instead, like I know she’s trained to, she goes with it. Begins to moan some as I run my finger between her pussy lips. Up and down. Slowly. Every now and then focusing on her clit. 
 
    In and out the room Dele walks as the night continues on. Helping to make sure the guests want for nothing even as they begin to demand more and more. More alcohol. More drugs. More food. 
 
    Through it all, she continues to act like she’s not paying attention. 
 
    But I can tell she’s distracted. She wants me to play her game. Whatever game and part she’s playing for whatever it is she wants. She wants me to call her over to me. To discard the woman in my lap and do to her what I’m doing to this woman instead. And then I see the fury in her eyes when I don’t. The jealousy. And I wonder how much restraint it’s taking her not to walk over and wrench this woman out my lap. How much restraint it’s taking her not to kill the woman where she sits for the sin of me touching her. Consequences be damned. 
 
    Every time Dele comes and goes from the room, her eyes become more and more infuriated, but none so infuriated as when she walks in and sees that the caterer is now fully naked in my lap with two of my fingers inserted up her pussy, thrusting lightly back and forth. 
 
    She’s so infuriated, her attention is solely focused on me and not the person she’s supposed to be serving. 
 
    Jason Travis. 
 
    She stumbles some over Travis’s feet. 
 
    Athletic and balanced as ever, she manages to make sure she doesn’t fall. 
 
    The same can’t be said for the drinks she’s carrying. They tumble forward, spilling all over Travis. 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” she blurts out upon realizing what she’s done. Certainly not sorry for spilling drinks on him. But sorry because even such a small mistake as this can cost her whatever she’s here for. 
 
    Harp, who was busy being fed by three naked caterers, immediately looks at Dele with a stony expression. His words aren’t directed at her, though. Not at first anyway. 
 
    “My apologies, Mr. Travis.” The next part is directed at her. “I assure you that she’ll be punished for this gross faux pas.” 
 
    Nothing Dele can’t handle, I’m sure. If she’ll even have to handle it. She may be long gone before anything gets done about it. 
 
    Dele nods with feigned demureness and starts to leave only for one of the million things that could go wrong for a beautiful woman like her in a place like this to go wrong. 
 
    “Why wait for her to be punished when she can be punished right here?” Travis asks. Then he smiles. Something depraved and wicked even for me. “I’m sure someone here would be willing to come up with something sufficiently… humiliating. Besides. These things are always more memorable when there’s an audience.” 
 
    Well. Would you look at that? Travis is a sadist. Who would have known? I would have thought a man like him wouldn’t be into unnecessary acts of cruelty, humiliation and punishment. If only the reason for finding that out wasn’t because he was suggesting someone do it to Dele. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Before I can stop myself, I say, “Don’t be too angry at her, Travis. She was just so distracted by me. She can’t be blamed for knowing greatness when she sees it.” 
 
    Dele doesn’t even both to hide her scoff and the roll of her eyes. I expect Travis to do the same and for that to be that. But instead his expression becomes more depraved. 
 
    “Then maybe,” he says without taking his eyes off Dele, “you should be the one to dish out that humiliation?” 
 
    Fucking, fuck. 
 
    Travis isn’t going to back down from this. The look on Dele’s face, the way she’s gone slightly pale at the idea of this, tells me that she knows it too. Sure, we could both probably fight and kill our way out of here without a scratch if we needed to. But that would fuck up everything. My plans to blackmail Travis and whatever the hell she’s here for. 
 
    But worse than that, it would put Pray onto me.  
 
    There’s no way he wouldn’t hear about me killing all these men and people in this one place for no apparent reason. He wouldn’t even need to hear me out if he was inclined to. He’d know I was up to something. Even if I could convince him that I wasn’t, an incident like massacring an entire fucking building of people for no apparent reason is bond to make him decide that I’m too much of a loose cannon for him to keep around.  
 
    I’d have to kill Pray or be killed. But it’s much too soon for that. Not enough people and systems and logistics in place for a successful coup. In a year, I may be able to swing it. But to do it right now would only fracture the entire business. And my goal in all this isn’t more fucking war. It’s a peaceful—and if not that, a tenuous rule and alliance—so I can fucking raise my kids. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    Damn it all to hell. 
 
    There’s no choice here. 
 
    Either I do it or someone else is going to. And someone else doing it is the quickest way for me to throw all caution to the wind and kill everyone in the building. 
 
    “Well. If you insist,” I say somewhat flippantly as I push the other woman out my lap. 
 
    I’m technically talking to Travis, but my eyes don’t leave Dele. If she gives the word, any signal, I’ll throw all caution to the wind and burn this place to the ground. 
 
    Dele’s more practical than that, though. So I’m unsurprised when her eyes harden and her jaw clenches. Resignation. Reluctant. Like she wants to say to hell with this. But resignation all the same. 
 
    “Come here, girl.” 
 
    Dele’s eyes flash with defiance that’s not even remotely feigned. She’s always hated being called that. A girl. Because when she was younger it was what people called her when they didn’t take her or her skills seriously. The sentiment never lasted long for the unfortunate soul who had to find out otherwise. 
 
    “Do what he says,” Harp snaps at her. “Or you’ll face something worse afterward.” 
 
    I wasn’t particularly fond of Harp before. Now I’m certainly not. But both Dele and I have a role to play. 
 
    “Come on,” I say, leaning forward. “I don’t bite.” A beat. “Much.” 
 
    People chuckle as though what I said is the funniest thing they’ve ever heard. 
 
    Dele doesn’t appreciate that either but walks over to me all the same. 
 
    “Strip,” I order. 
 
    It seems like the natural place to start. Of everyone here, Dele’s the only one with all her clothes on still. The French maid outfit. The fishnet stockings. The ballerina slipper shoes. 
 
    As always. Dele can’t help herself and says, “No.” 
 
    I tilt my head, wondering if this was her plan all along. To get me to play her game. But there’s no way she could have known this would happen. Likely, she’s just decided to go with it. 
 
    Either way, I can’t let such disobedience go unpunished. 
 
    I stand to my feet. Dele knows what’s coming. So instead of falling to the floor when I slap her, she has time to brace herself for it and only stumbles back dazed instead. 
 
    “I can either make this easy, or I can make it hard for you. Your choice,” I growl. “Now strip.” 
 
    She gives me a final glare as I sit back down. One that can’t be feigned. 
 
    Then she begins to strip. 
 
    I don’t have to tell her to take it slow for me. She does it herself. Methodically and deliberately. Maybe to delay standing naked in front of all these men. Maybe to make me wait. Either way, she starts by slipping off her shoes. Then she reaches under her dress and pushes down her stockings. 
 
    She’s about to bend from her knees when I stop her and say, “No. Do it from the waist. And turn around. I wanna see your ass.” 
 
    She glares at me yet again, but turns around nonetheless, bends from the waist, and takes off her stockings, giving me a perfect view of her ass under her skirt. 
 
    I reach down to stroke my hard cock through my trousers. Fuck. The things she does to me even in an impossible situation like this. 
 
    She’s gotten rid of her thong at the same time as her stockings which means I won’t be able to get that view again after she stands up. I should probably berate her for that, but I let it slide. I’m not really trying to humiliate her in front of all these men. Certainly not for Travis’s added pleasure. 
 
    She gets rid of the apron next. Throwing it roughly at me and causing the men in the room to laugh. 
 
    Flush, chest heaving, hand shaking some, she reaches up and undoes the strings of the bodice of her maid outfit, loosening the top. Then, she slowly takes her arms out the sleeves, continuing to glare the entire time. But it’s hard to care when her face is so flush and red and my cock is so hard. 
 
    With her arms out and the dress loosened, there’s nothing keeping the dress on her. When she lets go of the fabric, it falls from her body, leaving her naked. 
 
    I’ll never get over the novelty of it. Of seeing her perky breasts, her slim waist, her curvy hips. I wonder if it’s the same for her when I open my pants and reveal my hard cock. There’s more I could make her do. There’s more I’m going to have to make her do because surely that was hardly enough punishment to satisfy Travis and Harp. But I can’t wait. I need to fuck her. 
 
    “Turn around,” I order. 
 
    She wordlessly does. 
 
    “Now come sit on my cock.” 
 
    She does. Slowly backing up. Positioning her legs on either side of me before grabbing my cock and sinking her hole over it. 
 
    I grab onto her hips tightly as pleasure begins to overcome me. Fuck. She’s so tight and so good and, despite the situation, so wet. 
 
    “Now ride me.” 
 
    She does, beginning to rock methodically back and forth, up and down on my cock. If it was just us, she’d go slow. She’d drive me crazy. Make me wait until she found her own pleasure before letting me find mine. Because she knows I like it better that way. After she comes, that is. Not particularly the slow pace. 
 
    Instead, she starts off as fast as she can go. And fuck, I just know everyone in the room is getting quite the view. Of my cock in her hole, of her tits bouncing up and down with the rhythm. Of her hair falling out its bun. Of her mouth falling open as she gasps every now and then when my cock strikes her just right. 
 
    Fuck, I wish I could turn her around and see it myself. But we have to put on a show. And there’s nothing more sexy and humiliating to them than for her to be forced on display like this while they think she’s being forced to fuck me when she really doesn’t want to. But that’s the thing. She is being forced to fuck me right now. But also, she really wants to. 
 
    I let out a loud groan as I feel myself start to come. Dele feels it too, because she rotates her hips, all the way around in a circle around my cock, and I couldn’t stop my orgasm from exploding and consuming me if I wanted to. I hold her hips so tight, I know they’re going to bruise later as I finish coming inside her. 
 
    As I come down, I run a hand up and down her back while holding her in place. 
 
    “Fuck, that was so good. You were such a good girl for me.” 
 
    She tenses beneath me. Oh, she really hates that. 
 
    As far as I’m concerned, it’s time to take her up to my suite and finish this. But like I predicted, this wasn’t enough for the people in this room that want to see her punished. 
 
    “If you’re done with her,” Harp says, “Send her over here so I can have a go at her. Seems like she’s actually good at her job after all.” 
 
    I grin, though inside I’m seething. Harp is going to die. Not any time soon. It’s going to have to wait until I’ve killed Pray. Then, he’s going to die. Not to mention every man in this room. Except for Travis. I need him. But he’s going to be facing his own humiliation soon enough. And Revnor who… who isn’t in the room anymore. He must have left not long after this started along with his caterers. Because he was here right before Dele began to strip. 
 
    I briefly lament not paying more attention when Harp introduced the other guests earlier. Now I’m going to have to look them up. 
 
    “Oh, I’m far from done with her,” I say. “In fact, no one touches her except me.” 
 
    Harp nods his head and doesn’t argue. Good. I’ve paid him enough. 
 
    “That was hardly enough of a humiliating punishment, though,” Travis says. 
 
    He’s still the most dressed of anyone here, but that’s not to say he’s not aroused. That he’s not experiencing his own brand of hunger. I almost feel bad for the poor boy he’s going to drag back to his suite tonight. 
 
    “You’re right,” I agree. Then I say to Dele, “You didn’t enjoy that much. Did you, girl?” 
 
    Dele doesn’t answer. I squeeze her hip in warning. 
 
    “No,” she finally grits out. 
 
    “Can’t have that, can we?” I ask. 
 
    Then I lift her off me and sit her on the couch before standing up and putting my cock back in my pants and doing them back up. There will be more time for that later. 
 
    “Spread your legs. Wide,” I add. 
 
    She does so. 
 
    Her pussy is glistening with my come and her arousal combined. Normally, I’d bend down and just use my bare hands and mouth. I prefer to use my bare hands and body for everything. Killing. Sex. Doesn’t matter. But I’ve got an idea tonight. 
 
    “Harp. Have one of your people bring me the strongest vibrator you’ve got.” 
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Dele 
 
   W hen I took this mission, I knew there was a million ways this could go wrong. But I took solace in the fact that Viper would be here. That it was lucky he was the special guest that Harp decided to come for. Because that meant that so long as Viper was here, I was safe. In no danger of having to resign myself to the humiliation of making it seem like I was about to let a man rape me to get the information I needed. Because Viper would never let another man put a hand on me. Viper would see me and no doubt be angry. But then, he’d make sure that I was his for the night. And then I could get the information and a good fuck at the same time. 
 
    Well. I was right. Viper would never let another man touch me. Even if it meant having to fuck and humiliate me in front of a bunch of men himself for a stupid mistake because I couldn’t keep my fucking jealousy under control. 
 
    I wasn’t trained for anything like this. To use even sex as a tool to see a mission through. To use my body and put it in harm’s way like this. 
 
    There were other female field agents with the Soles who were trained for this. Who had no qualms about using their bodies to get the information they needed. To having sex with whoever they needed. Women like Cres’s teams of spies. But I was never one of them. Even though the fact that I might be put in a situation where I’d have to, where I’d have to subject myself to rape and humiliation was part of the job description. Not just for female Soles, just particularly so. 
 
    I don’t know what it was. The idea of painful torture, being hurt, shot, dying. None of it daunted me. I lived for those situations. But the idea of having sex with someone else for a mission was something I could never wrap my mind around. Maybe it was because it was my teenage fixation with Viper. With being unable to imagine doing that with anyone other than him. And by the time I did decide to fuck someone that wasn’t him once I was out of high school, the discomfort of it for a mission had already taken too deep a hold. 
 
    Viper knew that. Viper knew I had issues with that. And he had issues with me having to subject myself to that whether I was willing or unwilling to. So he was the one who taught me how to fight until I was dead. How to take a hit, hit back harder. Be resourceful. Be ready to die and take everyone else with me. 
 
    I’m not sure if he knows it now, though. I’m sure the only reason he jumped in earlier was because he isn’t going to just sit and watch someone fuck and humiliate me when he’s decided I belong to him. Or maybe it was actually more. It had to be. Otherwise, why would he silently communicate to me with just a look that if I chose not to go through with this, he’d raze this place to the ground, consequences be damned? Like he did for me once before.  
 
    Knowing I have that kind of sway over him made me feel powerful in that moment in a room full of men wanting to see me brought to my knees. And, fuck, I was so close to giving him the word to do so. 
 
    But that would have ruined everything. 
 
    At the very least, if I have to subject myself to this, it’s with Viper. 
 
    It’s only a small comfort. Especially when Jason Travis is in the room watching. Watching me strip. Watching me ride Viper’s cock. Watching my breasts bounce up and down. Watching my body grow flush at what little pleasure I can derive in this situation, though I’m too in my own head about this whole thing to come. Watching as he looks at Viper and says that watching me reluctantly strip and fuck in front of a bunch of men I’d rather not isn’t enough humiliation. 
 
    Of course, it’s not. Not for him. 
 
    Sadist. Viper has nothing on him. 
 
    I watch apprehensively as a caterer hands Viper a vibrator. It’s a wand with a huge bulbous tip at the top that shakes Viper’s hand when he turns it on. 
 
    I’m dreading what’s to come. But also, I wait in eager anticipation for him to kneel down between my legs. To touch me with the vibrator. To— 
 
    I notice him tossing something else in his other hand. 
 
    They turn out to be dice. 
 
    He rolls them on a nearby table. 
 
    “Eight,” Viper says huskily. “That’s a good number. You know what it means?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    He smirks. “That’s how many times I’m going to force you to come in front of everyone tonight.” 
 
    He kneels down in front of me then, a wicked smirk on his lips as he touches the vibrator to my clit. I gasp as soon as I feel it. I might not have come before. But despite my discomfort, it had still been building. And now the buildup starts right where it had left off. 
 
    I try not to lose myself to it. I refuse to lose myself to it. Because that’s what all the onlookers want. To see me fall apart despite my earlier resistance. To prove that my earlier resistance and defiance wasn’t real to justify the abuse they dish out in their depraved fantasies. 
 
    But fuck, it’s hard. Especially when the person dishing out this torture is the one person that I would fall apart for. 
 
    My hands search for purpose as my orgasm builds. As I fight to hold it back, try to stop it from coming. But, fuck, trying to stop it is not just prolonging this whole affair, it’s making the pressure, the tight coil of tension building in me and waiting to explode much worse. Making it harder to breathe. Making me more desperate to let go and give into everything. 
 
    But I won’t give them the satisfaction. I won’t— 
 
    Viper suddenly leans forward and closer to me, looks me directly in the eye and says low enough that no one else can hear except me, “Pretend it’s just you and me, Bell. Let everything go. Scream while I make you come again and again.” 
 
    I couldn’t resist an encouragement like that if I tried. 
 
    My orgasm explodes inside me. Violently. And although I don’t scream—not yet—I do let out a desperate cry because, fuck, it’s so intense and feels so good, and Viper’s not stopping. He’s not pulling the toy away, and already it’s so intense, and I don’t know how I’m going to be able to take this seven more times. 
 
    He begins to dip his head, not breaking eye contact with me. He positions the toy to give him room to put his mouth on my pussy. Presses the toy a little harder against my clit. Inserts his tongue into my hole and begins to fuck it with his tongue. 
 
    I let out a cry and arch off the couch at how overwhelmingly good it feels. 
 
    “Fuck,” I say. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” 
 
    I come again. Wetness gushes out of me and onto Viper’s face. Onto his clothes. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    It’s so good. So good that it feels like too much. Like I might die from too much feeling. Is it possible to die from coming too much, too hard? If it is, it would be the most exquisite death imaginable. 
 
    He keeps going, and fuck is it just me, or did he turn up the vibration of the toy? 
 
    I don’t have long to contemplate it again as he continues to keep the vibrator on me while fucking me with his mouth. Both my hands find his head, thread into his dark blonde hair and tug. I don’t know whether I’m trying to keep him there or take him off me because it’s so fucking much. 
 
    I just know that I have very little control of my body right now as I begin to ride and buck my hips into his mouth, absently aware of the raucous jeering of the men in the room, egging him on. But I can’t bring myself to care when I come for the third time. 
 
    Loud moans and pleading begin to join the other background noise. I’m only able to vaguely realize that they’re coming from me before Viper presses the vibrator harder against me. And this time, I am trying to tug him away. Because it is too much, and I don’t know how much more of this I can take and— 
 
    I come for the fourth the time, my legs permanently shaking at this point. 
 
    Viper pulls his mouth away from me and grins, face shiny with my come all over his face. 
 
    “Halfway there,” he says. 
 
    Seriously. I think I might die because the pleasure is so intense I feel like I can’t breathe. It feels like torture. A torture I simultaneous want to end and to never stop. 
 
    He pulls the toy away. But only to unbutton and discard his shirt, ruined from all my come. It’s a brief and welcome relief as I watch him in a daze while my body continues to quake. 
 
    It’s not so welcome when Viper puts the vibrator back, and it’s even more intense than before. Because having taken it away has somehow made my pussy even more sensitive. 
 
    “No,” I cry out, trying to reach down to take it away. 
 
    He slaps me this time. At least I think. I can’t really feel anything except how overwhelming the vibrator on me feels. 
 
    “Don’t make me tie your hands up,” he says to me. 
 
    He presses the vibrator harder against me to punctuate his point and for the fifth time that evening, in who knows how much time, I come. It’s so intense that the cramping and tightening of my abdomen is starting to hurt. 
 
    “Please,” I say, tears beginning to run down my face. I can’t stop them if I tried. “I don’t think…” 
 
    Viper ignores me as he inserts a finger into me this time. Normally, I’d be aching for him to insert another. Because one isn’t enough. But I’ve come so many times and am so tight as a result it feels like when I’m full of something much bigger. Like his cock. 
 
    Being this tight, there’s some resistance no matter how wet I am. But Viper doesn’t let that deter him as he fucks me with his finger while holding the vibrate against me. 
 
    Somehow, he manages to add a second finger. I grab onto my breasts, squeeze as my body convulses at the pleasure building again. 
 
    This time I do scream as my sixth orgasm comes and then ride my hips into his hand and vibrator myself without him doing anything in chasing and having the seventh. 
 
    I’m a mess now, no doubt. The leather couch and the floor soaked with my come. My legs sticky with it. My entire body quaking. But none of that matters right now. 
 
    “One more,” Viper says. “This one is going to be special.” 
 
    And then he undoes his pants again and takes out his cock. I never gave much to the size of his cock before, always more focused on having it inside me. But now, knowing how tight my pussy is and how sensitive I am, I can’t help but notice how big it is. How much girth and length it has that I never noticed before. How hard it is. 
 
    “No… It’s not... It can’t fit,” I manage to sputter out. 
 
    “I’ll make it fit again,” he says, hooking his arms under my legs and pulling me forward. 
 
    My instincts were right. I’m too tight for it to go in easy. But like Viper promised, he manages to make it fit. 
 
    “Fucking…” I sputter as tears roll down my face. “Fuck.” 
 
    I feel everything as he begins to fuck me. Every ridge. Every curve. Every single thrust. I feel it all. 
 
    And then he pulls me up, presses his naked chest against my flushed, sweaty naked one. My hard nipples poke into his hard chest. Every place our skin touches feels like I’m somehow being fucked there. And though it’s all too much, I still grab onto his back and arms, claw into his skin with my nails to keep him there. 
 
    The sounds leaving my mouth are an incoherent mess of combined sobs, gasping, and mewls as my final orgasm builds in me. 
 
    “It’s… I’m… Fuck.” 
 
    I let out a scream as the eighth orgasm takes me, as I hold Viper to me with my legs and arms in a death grip, not allowing him to pull away from me, not even to thrusts. Not that he needs to. Because as soon as my already tight pussy walls clamped hard down on him, I felt his body tense against mine, grip it tighter as he came inside me too. 
 
    I can’t maintain that grip on him long, though. My limbs feel like jelly. And as soon as the worst of the orgasm passes, I let go him and sag into his arms. Then into the couch when he lets me go. 
 
    I could lie there all day, basking in the warm high from our coupling. 
 
    Viper’s next words as he grins down at me ruins it. 
 
    “See there, Harp,” he pants. “Looks like she’s great at her job after all. I think I’ll keep her for the weekend.” 
 
    That’s when I remember that it’s not just Viper and me. It’s me, him, and a bunch of men who wanted to see me humiliated. Who wanted to see me fall apart. To see my earlier defiance and stubbornness fucked right out of me. 
 
    Suddenly, I’m flushed from not just the sex but also dismay. Fury. Shame.  
 
    Dismay and fury are something I’m used to feeling when it comes to Viper. But the shame is new. If it had really just been me and Viper, I wouldn’t have felt that. 
 
    And though I know he’s playing a part, though I know he has to do this, Viper makes an already fucked up situation even worse when he balls up my discarded clothes, tosses them at my chest and says, “Why don’t you wait for me in my suite, girl? I’ll be up later so we can continue where we left off.” 
 
    The heat of more shame rushes to my face as I clutch my outfit to my chest while avoiding the gazes of the laughing and entertained men. As I stand on legs that feel like jelly. As my feet step into the puddle of come that gushed from me. As I force myself to walk out the room on unsteady legs while Harp and his prestigious guests laugh and whoop and ask Viper if he’d be willing to share me. 
 
    I make it to the hall and then only manage to make my unsteady legs take me as far as the closest room with a closed door. It’s some kind of… Victorian style drawing room or something. 
 
    I don’t make it to the couch. My legs give out on me before then, and I fall to my knees. 
 
    My entire body continues to shake and quake and it has nothing to do with my body still contracting from all those orgasms. I want to fall apart, but I can’t. I won’t. I won’t give them the satisfaction. Because they want me to fall apart. They wanted to take me down a notch. 
 
    Jason Travis wanted to take me down a notch and humiliate me. 
 
    Just like he wanted to all those years ago, even though he apparently didn’t care enough for my suffering for him to remember or recognize me. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    My head snaps to the door. It’s Revnor. 
 
    “Hey,” I say, not bothering to pick myself up off the floor or put up any pretense that he doesn’t know who I am. 
 
    If he can recognize me as Addy Uccello, he can certainly recognize me looking closer to the Dele Martin he used to know. I don’t bother trying to cover myself up any further. Wouldn’t be the first time Revnor’s seen me in some state of undress before. Missions like what we went on together didn’t always leave a lot of room for modesty. Especially in the small spaces we were usually cramped into. Though, he’s never seen me in a state of undress because of something like this. 
 
    He kneels down next to me. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, Rev.” 
 
    “You’re not.” 
 
    He’s right. I’m not telling him that. 
 
    “It’s okay. It was necessary. For me and Adrian’s positioning.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s true. But doesn’t mean it’s okay,” he says. He takes off his unbuttoned suit jacket and drapes it over my shoulders. Then he reaches a hand out. Hesitates. “Can I…?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say and lean towards Revnor and allow him to just hold me. Just like he would when he knew I was upset about one thing or another. Usually having to watch Viper go back to Phae or for some stupid fight I had with Viper or even Wyan. 
 
    I don’t know how long we sit there. Only that it’s long enough for my legs and body not to feel so unsteady so that I’m sure I can make it to Viper’s suite. 
 
    I’m about to pull away and do just that when I hear Viper say from the door in a deadly calm tone, “Am I interrupting something important?”  
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Viper 
 
   A s soon as Dele shakily walks out the room, I want to get up and follow her. To ask her why the hell she’s here and what was worth putting on that show. But I can’t. Not yet. I have to maintain the illusion of cruelty. Callousness. Of being just like everyone else in this room who gets off on this particular kind of depravity. Of Dele being nothing more than a random fuck. 
 
    I don’t know how much longer I stay. Long enough that everyone else is too drunk or too high or too focused on being tended to by a caterer to pay attention to me when I finally do slip out the room. Long enough that even Travis has discarded his jacket and is letting a male caterer occupy his attention. I almost stay to make sure my plan is secure. But I want to see what the hell Dele thought she was doing. There’s nothing else I can do beyond what I’ve already done to set Travis up. Staying to watch him fall into the trap won’t make a difference. 
 
    I don’t even get to the elevators before movement from the crack in a door of one of the rooms in the hall catch my attention. The only reason I stop is because I recognize Dele’s dark hair. 
 
    She’s not alone. 
 
    Revnor is with her. With his arms wrapped around her still naked form while she leans toward him. 
 
    Rage. Jealousy. Betrayal. It all swirls in me in a dark inferno because Dele is mine. No man is allowed to touch her like that and live. Not even Revnor. No matter how useful he is. 
 
    “Am I interrupting something important?” I ask, causing both Dele and Revnor to look up at me. 
 
    “Adrian,” Dele says. 
 
    “Sir,” Revnor says calmly. He’s about to say something else, but I don’t give him the chance. 
 
    I cross the room, grab him by the collar with one hand, and wrench him away from Dele. I slam him into the closest wall, punch him, am about to punch him again when Dele jumps between us, a jacket—Revnor’s I’m guessing—draped over her shoulder. 
 
    “Fuck. Adrian. Stop it. He wasn’t doing anything.” 
 
    “Certainly didn’t look like it.” 
 
    “He was just making sure I was okay.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you be okay? And why would you care?” I direct at Revnor. 
 
    “He knows, Adrian. He’s known since my meeting with Pray. He’s not going to tell anyone.” 
 
    “Why was he touching you like that?” 
 
    “He wasn’t—” 
 
    Revnor interjects, not looking at all bothered by the fact that I’m holding his life in my hands. 
 
    “I was just making sure she was okay. I know she’s yours. I’ve always known that. I’d take my own life before I interfered with that in any way. Let alone like this,” he says. “You know that, Adrian.” 
 
    This is why I’ve always liked Revnor. Never any cheap shots. Never any exaggeration. Just facts, whether he thinks I’ll accept them or not. And it’s the fact that he knows Dele belongs to me and that he still respects that after all this time that makes me finally let him go. 
 
    “Good,” I say. “Would have been a shame to have to kill you. You’re actually a useful person that I like. Now get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    He doesn’t say anything in response. Simply straightens out his shirt, nods towards Dele, and walks out the room. 
 
    I turn to Dele and demand, “Why didn’t you go to my suite like I said?” 
 
    “My legs were too unstable to make it.” 
 
    Her statement takes me by surprise. 
 
    I had deduced that by the way she shakily but stubbornly walked out the room earlier. But just because I suspected that doesn’t mean I expected Dele to admit that to me. She doesn’t typically admit to weakness, even when it’s clear she has one. She finds a way to make her weakness seem like a strength. 
 
     I expected her to respond with the usual defiance and stubbornness she exhibits when I give her an order and she disregards me. Like maybe saying I didn’t exactly tell her where my room was and she wasn’t sure who to ask. And even if she eventually would have admitted her weakness, it wouldn’t have been like this. In such a small voice. Something that almost sounds… defeated. Almost. Not quite. Dele would never let herself be defeated. But it’s close. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I say nodding toward the door. 
 
    I reach out to grab her arm, but Dele starts walking ahead of me and toward the door before I can. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she didn’t want me to touch her. But… that’s not right. Not here. This isn’t one of our games right now. She knows that. 
 
    I don’t say anything and instead follow her to the elevators. She waits for me to click the floor and then follows me to my suite, leading credence to the idea that she didn’t know where my room was and that she could have pointed that out instead of admitting her weakness earlier. 
 
    As soon as we’re in the suite and the door is closed, I reach toward her. This time I don’t imagine it. She recoils from my touch. 
 
    “Take that jacket off,” I say. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I won’t have you running around in some other man’s clothes and smelling like him. Now take it off,” I snap. 
 
    She averts her gaze, shifts back and forth between her feet, then looks back at me and asks quietly, “Do you have something else I can put on?” 
 
    That’s a weird request. Dele’s never been particularly ashamed or shy about her body around me. She rolls her eyes at my attempts to make her blush for fuck’s sake, all the while sashaying about the room to collect her clothes while I watch her ass squirm after we get a chance to fuck. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just cold is all.” 
 
    She shifts her feet again. And then, of all things, she blushes. 
 
    Dele. Blushes. 
 
    “What’s your problem?” I demand. 
 
    “Nothing, Viper. I’m just cold. Can’t I be cold?” 
 
    “You can be,” I respond. Then just to test it once more, I step toward her, try to take her into my arms as I say, “I can keep you warm.” 
 
    There’s no possible way I imagined it this time. Dele jumps and steps out my reach. 
 
    “What are you afraid of?” I ask. Because that’s the only way to describe this. Fear. Actual fear. Of me. 
 
    The last time Dele was afraid of me I found her hiding out in Canada and intended to kill her. And even then, it wasn’t fear for herself, but fear of leaving Leon and Lady behind. Back then, I’d been frustrated that I couldn’t get her to properly fear me. Took her bravery in the face of the power and danger she knew I presented as a disregard and mocking of me. Tried with all my might to instill fear of me inside her. Yet she was never moved by it, even as she appreciated the danger I represented. 
 
    But now? The idea of her being afraid of me doesn’t sit well. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she says in that same quiet voice. “I… it’s not… It’s not you. Just… can you not touch me right now?” 
 
    The way she says it is so sincere, so desperate, so pleading, there’s no way for me to mistake it as her playing one of our games. Where she tells me to fuck off but really doesn’t want me to and the evading me is all part of the foreplay. The way she keeps averting her gaze and shifting her stance along with it leaves no room for doubt. 
 
    It’s even more worrisome what she’s asking. Dele has never not wanted me to touch her. Even after than disaster after Brin framed her, she didn’t shy away from my touch. Along with Phae, I was the only one who could touch her for a while.  
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    This is part where she’s supposed to glare up at me in annoyance and snap that it’s none of my concern why except that she asked. But she doesn’t. 
 
    Instead, she just asks in that quiet voice again, “Please?” 
 
    Her voice is shaky this time, and her eyes are wet with tears she’s refusing to let fall. Now, I’m concerned. 
 
    “Sit down,” I say. 
 
    She does without argument. 
 
    I stand in front of her with my arms crossed. I keep my distance, though, and I’m going to until I figure out what the hell is going on with her. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you? You were fine before.” 
 
    Dele huffs. “I was far from fine, Viper. How could I be when you just fucked me in front of a bunch of depraved men for their entertainment because they get off on rape?” 
 
    “I didn’t rape you.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that you did.” 
 
    “Besides, you were certainly enjoying it the entire time.” 
 
    The fury and defiance I was looking for earlier briefly alights her eyes before it quicks dies and she looks away from me. 
 
    She huffs and says quietly, “Yeah. That’s what they said too.” 
 
    “Who’s they?” 
 
    “That gang you killed. You know. The one that… after Brin.” 
 
    I frown, still not making whatever connection she wants me to make. Still not seeing why she’s connecting the necessity of my fucking her so no one else would be able to, protecting her, to that clusterfuck of an incident. 
 
    Dele mutters something else. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “Jason Travis,” she manages louder without looking at me still. 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “He was there.” 
 
    “He was where?” 
 
    “That night. He was there. He hired that gang to kidnap me after he heard the Soles had denounced me.” 
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Viper 
 
   I  don’t say anything as I stare at Dele. As I comprehend what she just said. But that doesn’t make any sense. If Travis had been there, he should be dead. Because I killed everyone in that building that night. I know. I doubled checked. No one escaped my furious killing spree. 
 
    So if Travis was there, how the fuck is he alive? 
 
    Then I ask her something I’ve never asked before. Something I didn’t want to know. But I need to know it now. Because it’s the only way to figure out how Travis was there and how he got away from me if what Dele says—and I don’t doubt her—is true. 
 
    “What happened that night?” 
 
    “Viper—” 
 
    “What. Happened.” 
 
    She swallows, still doesn’t look at me as she begins. 
 
    “I don’t… I don’t remember much. I try not to. I just remember they took me out my apartment, and I woke up with my wrists chained up and he was there. He had a vendetta with me because apparently I ruined some business venture of his that wasn’t strictly legal. With some mobsters. I’m not sure who. But he said I cost him millions of dollars and I deserved to be punished for it but that he hated getting his hands messy so he hired that gang to do it for him.” 
 
    Dele takes a deep breath and continues blandly despite the tears continuing to build in her eyes. 
 
    “He told them that he’d leave the punishment up to them. However they saw fit. But everyone knew what he wanted. And they wanted it too. And that’s when they cut of all my clothes and they…” 
 
    She trails off. But I don’t need her to say what happened. I rescued her that night. It wouldn’t have taken a genius to look at her and figure out what happened afterward. 
 
    Still, even though she doesn’t need to say it, she manages to say it anyway. 
 
    “They raped me. And it would have been one thing if they made it hurt, but that wasn’t enough for Travis. He wanted me to like it. He wanted to show me that I didn’t have any control. That he could make me like being raped,” she mutters. “He didn’t do anything. But he watched. And he laughed while sipping on a fucking beer every time they forced me to come, and I didn’t want to. Just like he did tonight.” 
 
    Just like tonight. Where he insisted she be punished in front of everyone. Humiliated. And left me no choice but to acquiesce to his request. And then when it wasn’t enough, I tortured her with that stupid fucking vibrator and made her come and like it thinking that I was making sure she wasn’t getting hurt when it was actually the way to hurt her the most. 
 
    All for the entertainment of a man that should be dead, but must have left some time before I rescued Dele. 
 
    If this situation weren’t fucked up and enraging enough, Dele continues. 
 
    “You know, for years afterward I couldn’t bring myself to be with anyone again. To even want to be with anyone again. You were the first since.” 
 
    I frown, recalling her closeness with the woman in Canada. 
 
    “But I thought—” 
 
    “Maxine?” Dele asks looking up at me for the first time. “No. She wanted to. I could never bring myself to.” 
 
    That’s both comforting and enraging. To hear Dele admit that I’m the only person she’s allowed to touch her in all these years after the trauma she experienced at Jason Travis’s hands even though she hid it so well. To know that I have to work with the man. To know that now my hands are guilty of the same trauma at his insistence. 
 
    “He’s should be dead,” Dele mutters again. 
 
    “He should be.” 
 
    “But you can’t kill him.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    Doesn’t mean I’m not going to. Fuck how useful the man would be after my takeover. He dies. Not tonight. But he will. Jason Travis is a walking dead man. 
 
    But that’s for later. 
 
    For right now, Dele is afraid of my touch because she now associates it with humiliation at the hands of a tormentor. Dele is all but completely broken. By my touch. I was the first person she let have her again after her ordeal, and now she’s afraid of me.  
 
    That doesn’t sit well with me. Even though I’ve spent so much time trying to break her. Trying to eliminate that defiance and stubbornness and hardheadedness. To force her into submission to me. 
 
    And here she is. Right at the brink of all that. It wouldn’t take much to push her over the edge and break her beyond repair. Yet I don’t want it. I won’t have it. 
 
    I’ll deal with fucking Jason Travis at a later date. 
 
    Right now. Dele. 
 
    “Let’s get you cleaned up,” I decide and reach my hand out to her. 
 
    She doesn’t want me to touch her. But I’m hoping she’ll allow this as a first step. 
 
    She considers my hand for a moment. Then sighs and places her hand in mine. 
 
    I take her to the extravagant bathroom and sit her on the bench next to the large sunken tub while I run a bath filled with a bunch of bubbles and bath bombs provided complimentary. I take Dele’s hand again and guide her to the bath. She steps inside, not discarding the Revnor’s jacket until she’s fully submerged up to her shoulders in the water. 
 
    I strip off my clothes and get in with her. 
 
    I take a washcloth off the side and sit on the ledge in the water on the opposite side to where she is. 
 
    “Come here,” I say. 
 
    It’s not a request. But it’s also not a command. She just stares at me warily regardless. 
 
    “Let me wash you off,” I say. 
 
    This time, she makes her way over and sits next to me to allow me to wash her. I start in relatively safe places first. Her arms. Her shoulders. All the while, I ignore how tense she is. Slowly, I move down to her breast and stomach, and slowly she relaxes into my touch. I wait until she’s completely relaxed again before I put the cloth on her thigh under the water. 
 
    “Can I? Or do you want to do it?” 
 
    It takes a while, but she finally answers, “You can do it.” 
 
    I continue my cleaning of her. Carefully wiping and scrubbing her thighs, coaxing her legs apart to clean her inner thighs and pelvic area. If this were any other time, I might take the moment to stick a finger into her pussy. To make her come on my fingers before sitting her in my lap and fucking her without abandon. 
 
    But she wouldn’t be receptive to that right now. And it would undo what I’m trying to do here. 
 
    Once I’m done with her body, I grab another cloth, wet it in the water and ring it over the top of her head to make sure it’s completely wet before taking the complimentary shampoo and washing her hair. 
 
    I haven’t put my hands in her hair like this since before Pray. And back then she had a lot less of it. Now it’s even longer and thicker and wavier and takes more time than it took the last time I did this. After that night I rescued her. After a doctor looked over her to make sure she was relatively healthy despite her ordeal, and I took her to me and Phae’s house, put her in the shower and got in with her just like this to clean her when Dele couldn’t bring herself to do it. Not just that night, but for weeks after while she mentally recovered and wasn’t up to doing anything. 
 
    If there was a time that I ever got close to cheating on Phae, it was during that time. When I was the only one Dele would let touch her. When it was clear she was desperate to not feel the phantom touches of the men who harmed her.  
 
    It took everything in me to turn Dele down when she’d explicitly asked me to fuck her. 
 
    The most I would give her was in those showers and washing her with my own hands every day for weeks. 
 
    When her hair is cleaned and conditioned, we just sit there. And finally, after a while, Dele doesn’t shy away from me, leans into me, and falls asleep exhausted. 
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Dele 
 
   I  don’t particularly have fond memories of waking up somewhere other than I remember being. So when I wake up naked in a bed that I don’t remember getting in, I’m immediately on alert. Because I don’t quite remember where I am or how I got here. Just that I’m in some strange bed, in a strange place, and— 
 
    “You’re awake.” 
 
    If that had been any other man’s voice, I’d be wondering what the fuck went wrong and how the hell I was going to get myself out of it. But it’s just Viper. Sitting off to the side of the bed in a shirt and sweatpants. 
 
    That’s when I remember where I am.  
 
    Viper made me come eight times in front of a bunch of men because Jason fucking Travis wanting to humiliate me. I don’t know what’s worse. Jason Travis not remembering that this wouldn’t be the first time he watched me be fucked for his own amusement and my humiliation because he didn’t recognize me or the fact that Viper did it at his request, even though he gave me an out. 
 
    I wish I’d taken the out.  
 
    Even if this is my only chance to get close to Harp and find out what he knows about the children Pray is trafficking and where he’s taking them. 
 
    He gets up and goes over to a rolling stand and takes a tray off of it. 
 
    “I had this brought up for you,” he says, coming over with the tray. 
 
    I sit up, letting the top of the blanket fall into my lap, exposing my breasts. Neither I nor Viper pay it any mind as he sits the covered tray in my lap and takes the top of the tray. Belgian waffles with caramelized strawberry sauce, whip cream, and a bacon chicken biscuit on the side. 
 
    “You got them to make this for me?” I ask. 
 
    He shrugs. “They just happened to have it on the menu.” 
 
    Sure. They just happened to be serving one of my favorite breakfasts at this stupid place. Or maybe they could have. It’s certainly a meal that would be conducive to certain kinks. Though a food kink might be too tame for the tastes of the men who come to this place. 
 
    I decide to spare Viper his stupid tough boy act, though, and dig into the meal. Viper watches impassively, though he’s clearly contemplating something. What? I can’t be particularly sure. No doubt he’s going to demand what the hell I’m doing here that necessitated putting on that show last night. 
 
    Because I really don’t feel like talking about that right now, I say, “It’s good. But not as good as yours.” 
 
    “Of course, they’re not. They don’t have my secret ingredient.” 
 
    “And what’s your secret ingredient?” 
 
    He smirks. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” 
 
    “Do you even cook anymore?” 
 
    He pauses. Long enough that I think he’s not going to answer. 
 
    Finally, he says, “Not since before Pray.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Didn’t have anyone to do it for.” 
 
    “And now?” I ask because he can for Leon and Lady when they visit him. Yet he never does. 
 
    “Not enough time.” 
 
    I could take that to mean work and being Pray’s enforcer. And maybe that’s true. But what he really means is that taking the time to do something so domestic and necessary like cooking, even for his children is a waste of his time with them when he already has such precious little time with them as it is. 
 
    When I’m done, he takes the tray while I go to the bathroom to get cleaned up. There’s a soreness between my leg. And normally, I’d find this kind of soreness a pleasant reminder of the events preceding it. It’s still a reminder, but it isn’t particularly pleasant. Even if my body felt otherwise at the time. Even if I felt otherwise at the time. 
 
    I come out the bathroom intending to raid Viper’s clothes for something to wear, only to find a full-length 360 mirror standing tall a few feet from the front of the bed. 
 
    I look at Viper. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Something I asked one of the caterers to bring here for me.” 
 
    “For what?” I ask. 
 
    Viper smirks. It’s not a cruel one or a condescending one. It’s a mischievous one. The one where Viper can’t wait to see my reaction. It means he’s got an idea. And the kind of idea that comes with that smirk usually means I won’t particularly like it. 
 
    “Come here,” he says, holding out a hand. 
 
    I roll my eyes and walk toward him, taking his hand. 
 
    I stop when I’m standing right in front of him, but don’t close the gap. Because I know the look in Viper’s eyes. And it’s not something I’m in the mood for right now. Not after last night. 
 
    Fuck, I wish I’d taken the out and let Viper burn this place to the ground. Because before last night, it wasn’t possible for me to not want Viper. To be all the way sated with no desire to have his hot skin pressed against mine, his hot cock pounding into me.  
 
    This life I’ve chosen to live has ruined a lot of things, but I never thought it could ruin that. 
 
    How naïve. 
 
    “Viper.” 
 
    “I know,” he says, letting go of my hand and running his hands up and down my arms. “Just trust me. Okay?” 
 
    Trust him. 
 
    Trust him when he’s given me every reason not to. When I’m not sure what his plans are for me or this criminal empire we’re attempting to steal. When I’m not sure I won’t be forced to turn on him before he turns on me or the vendetta between him and his enemies becomes too risky for Lady and Leon to have a safe childhood and the bloodshed to never end. 
 
    But I don’t have to trust him with that. He’s just asking me to trust him right now. In this moment. With my body. 
 
    I’m not sure I can after last night. 
 
    “If it gets too much for you, I’ll stop,” he says. 
 
    And that’s what convinces me. Because Viper would never offer me something like that if he didn’t intend to keep his word on it. Especially because he’s never offered something like that before. Especially because even when he didn’t offer it, and he wasn’t sure if I were playing our usual game or not, he did stop. 
 
    “Okay,” I agree. 
 
    He kisses me. Normally it wouldn’t take long of this for me to melt into his embrace. Press my body flush against his. For my pussy to be instantly wet and ready. For me to be trying to get his clothes off. 
 
    But today isn’t normal. And he knows this. So he reaches a hand behind me and runs his knuckles up and down my back. From my neck, all the way to the small of my back right above my ass. With him massaging me like that, I can’t help but slowly relax into his touch. Once he feels me do that, he moves his lips from mine and kisses down my jaw, down my neck, and to my collar bone. 
 
    It's different. We don’t usually waste time on this kind of foreplay. But maybe the fact that it’s different is what sets me at ease, allows me to fully melt into Vipers embrace. For the instability in my legs to be the result of being able to relax into him and not because Jason Travis wanted to humiliate me. 
 
    He could just push me backwards onto the bed, but instead he walks me right around to the foot of the bed, right in front of mirror. 
 
    “Sit down.” 
 
    He’s not asking, but it’s not in that demanding and ordering tone he usually uses, so I’m not inclined to resist like normally would be. Not that I think I’d have the energy to right now. 
 
    I start to lean back on my elbows, but he shakes his head. 
 
    “No. Sit up. I want you to be able to see the mirror. I want you to be able to see yourself while I eat your pussy,” he says. 
 
    “Viper,” I say with a sigh. 
 
    “Travis wanted to humiliate you because he thinks a woman enjoying sex makes her weak, because it gives him an excuse to put them down and make himself feel superior. But he’s wrong,” Viper says. “What happened last night wasn’t humiliating. It doesn’t make you weak.”  
 
    Viper then takes off his shirt and says, “I want you to see what I see when I make you come.” 
 
    “What do you see?” 
 
    “You’ll see it when I make you come,” he says with a smirk. 
 
    He kneels down, but doesn’t immediately dip his head between my legs. That would normally frustrate me. But today I’m relieved. 
 
    Instead, he starts by running kisses up my right leg. The first kiss causes me to shudder. As he continues going up my leg, my heart begins to race in anticipation, if not excitement yet. My body starts to grow comfortably warm, knocking off the chill I sought to get rid of earlier.  
 
    He takes his time. Sometimes taking the time to nip and suck at a piece of skin until I’m sure there’s going to be a mark left before he licks it, kisses it, then kisses further up my leg. He makes it all the way up to my upper inner thigh. So close that I feel his breath on my pussy. 
 
    My breath begins to come out in pants as I anticipate him putting his mouth there. Whether in nervousness or excitement, I’m not sure. But then, he takes his mouth away and starts all the way from the beginning but with my left leg. And this time, when he makes it all the up to my inner thigh and I feel his breath on my on my pussy, I’m sure the anticipation is nothing except excitement. 
 
    I wait with bated breath for him to cover my pussy with his mouth, but, first, he looks up at me and says, “Tell me you want me to eat your pussy.” 
 
    Now this sounds like a request. Even if it’s not phrased as one. 
 
    “Eat my pussy,” I manage to breathe out. 
 
    “No,” Viper says in a firmer tone. “Demand it.” 
 
    I look down at him in confusion. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Command me. Command me to do it. Don’t leave room for me to say no. Just like you didn’t leave room for me to say no when you told me we were going to take Pray’s empire.” 
 
    That’s not how I remember it. I remember my heart pounding and being terrified he’d turn me down, but also knowing that no wasn’t an option. Posturing in such a way and putting up such a confident front that there was no way he could turn down what I was offering. 
 
    It’s not very hard to put myself back in that moment. Albeit this time without the fear. Because even though my body is uncertain, I know that I have nothing to fear from Viper. 
 
    “Eat it,” I say. Snarl really. “Eat my pussy.” 
 
    Viper grins, just as wild and manic and unhinged and dangerous as his grin was the night he agreed to this whole plan for vengeance. 
 
    “Watch the mirror,” he says. 
 
    Then without breaking eye contact with me, he puts his mouth on my pussy and instantly my legs seize and clamp around his head at the pleasure that jolts through me. As he uses his wicked tongue to start the upward climb to take me over the edge. 
 
    Remembering his request to look in the mirror as he did it, I take a gulp of air to gain some control and force myself to look. To see Viper’s head buried between my legs. My legs clamped up around his head. My hands gripping the sheets beneath me. My body flush. My chest heaving. My nipples hard and pointed. My swollen lips panting out heavy breaths. My long wavy hair falling all over me. 
 
    Suddenly, I see it.  
 
    I know what Viper sees when he’s eating my pussy. When he’s fucking me. Not something weak. Not something to be ashamed of. Not something humiliating. It’s something as wild and manic and unhinged and dangerous as the grin he gave me earlier. Something powerful. Something that can’t be stopped. 
 
    If I should find it weird to be turned on by the image of myself being fucked by Viper’s mouth, I don’t care. Because it does. Turn me on. Much more than I was earlier. Maybe more than I was earlier. 
 
    I let out a moan as Viper concentrates on my clit, and the image of myself in the mirror moaning is almost enough to make me come on my own. 
 
    Instinctively, my body wants to fall back at how good this feels, but I can’t take my eyes off the mirror. So I grab the back of Vipers head with both hands to brace myself and press him closer all the while not taking my eyes off the mirror. 
 
    “Oh,” I cry out as I feel my orgasm coming. “Fuck!” 
 
    I come. Harder than I thought I would be able to take after last night. But it feels different now. It’s addicting. And I want to feel it over and over again. I want to feel more powerful. 
 
    Emboldened, I pull Viper’s head away from my pussy. He looks up at me with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Do you want me to stop?” 
 
    “I’m going to sit on your face,” I say, leaving no room for him to deny me. 
 
    He doesn’t. He stands up and I crawl backward onto the bed as I watch him take off his pants, as his hard cock comes into my view and my pussy grows wetter than it already is. I need it in me. But I’ll get to that later. 
 
    Viper gets on the bed, lies down with his head near the foot of the bed. I crawl back up the bed and then straddle his face, aligning my pussy with his mouth. Watch myself sink down until his mouth is back on my pussy. Watch as I ride my his mouth. Watch as he takes it and tries to match my rhythm with his tongue. Watch as my hands reach for something to grab. As my eyes spot the large tattoo of the grim reaper that covers his entire right arm. As I grab onto that arm, lock my fingers through his larger ones and hold onto it for purchase as my legs begin to shudder, and I feel myself start to come again. 
 
    I let out a groan as I come and my come leaks out of me and into Viper’s eagerly waiting mouth. I keep going. I don’t care if he finds it hard to breathe right now. I don’t care if Viper thinks he can take it or not. He’s going to.  
 
    He can. 
 
    He will. 
 
    I come once more. And, fuck, it should be enough. But, it’s not. I need his cock. 
 
    I lift off his face. Watch myself in the mirror as I drag my wet pussy down his defined chest and leave a trail of come down his body. Watch him watch me watch myself as I do it. Until I finally drag it down past his cock. Rather than putting it inside me immediately, I push it back so that it’s pointed toward his face, then I put the length of it between my pussy lips and drag myself up, back and forth. 
 
    I want to see his reaction more than I want to see myself. So I take my eyes off the mirror to look at his face. By the groans coming out his mouth, the way his chest is heaving, his intense gaze on me, the way he’s gripping the sheets, it’s taking everything in him to restrain himself. He wants to grab me, force his already leaking cock into my pussy. It’s a dangerous game to play. A more exciting game. 
 
    But while I may be powerful and unstoppable, he’s an unmovable object. And what do they say about when an unstoppable force meets and an unmovable object? I don’t really know. And I don’t really care. All I care about is this moment. With him under my control. 
 
    “I’m going to ride your cock,” I state. 
 
    Viper only manages to barely nod, and I can’t help letting out an unhinged laugh at how much he’s struggling. Guess I’ll put him out his misery. 
 
    Some. 
 
     I finally lift up, allowing his cock to stand straight up. Then I sink my hole down onto him. I watch myself in the mirror again this time, not needing to look at Viper to know that the slowness with which I sink onto him is driving him insane.  
 
    Finally, I’m sheathed all the way on him, and I begin to ride him. Slow and leisurely. Because even though I need this, I’m too sensitive to bring myself to do it any faster. The buildup for this orgasm has to be slow. 
 
    Viper doesn’t like that. 
 
    He grabs at my hips, tries to hold me so he can pound up into me. 
 
    Before I can stop myself, I reach forward and slap him. 
 
    He looks as surprised as I feel initially. I’m not usually the one to initiate violence during sex even though I’m always ready to take it. 
 
    Then I frown and say, “You’re going to wait on me.” 
 
    I don’t expect him to like that, and he probably doesn’t somewhere deep down and is planning his revenge for this. But in the moment, he just smirks and says, “Yes, Vicious.” 
 
    While I call him by his codename all the time, Viper never calls me by mine. Mostly calling me by the nickname he gave me, Bell, or by Dele when wants me to get a point. I wonder if he feels the same way I feel right now when I call him Viper. 
 
    “Good boy,” I say as I continue to ride him. 
 
    My orgasm builds up inside me as I slowly rock and bounce on Viper’s cock. And then it’s not slow. Despite my pace, all of a sudden it reaches a fever pitch and I watch myself fold onto Viper, brace my hands on his chest as I come. And right on time. Because as soon as I’ve come, I feel Viper come beneath me. Or maybe because I came, he came. Regardless, I allow it. Because, finally, I’m sated. 
 
    More than sated. I feel like myself again. Better than myself. Or maybe I was always like this and just didn’t know it. 
 
    Although I have no intentions of coming again, I’m not particularly hurried to get off his cock and wait until I’ve milked all the powerful things I’m feeling and it’s just something lingering that I know I can feel again when wanted. Then I lift myself off his cock. 
 
    Later when, we’re getting cleaned up together for a second time, this time in the shower, Viper asks me, “Did you see it?” 
 
    I don’t need to ask him what he means. 
 
    “I did,” I reply. Then I bat my eyes at him and say, “Thank you.” 
 
    He still doesn’t know what to do with someone’s gratitude, even after all these years. Though, certainly for different reasons now. 
 
    So instead of doing the simple thing and saying you’re welcome, he huffs and says, “It wasn’t for you. You’re just infinitely more entertaining when you’re not sulking.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and turn my back to him under the shower stream. 
 
    “Sure, Viper.” 
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Viper 
 
    
     “W 
 
   
 
    hat are you doing?” 
 
    Dele turns to look at me from where she’s taken one of my shirts and belts and is making a makeshift outfit. 
 
    “Getting dressed,” she says slowly. 
 
    “You know that’s not what I mean. What are you doing here?” 
 
    The question has been burning on my tongue since she walked into the room downstairs in that stupid maid’s outfit. Even more since I learned she was willing to let me fuck her in front the man who tormented her so many years ago. Whatever it was must be important and something that she won’t have another chance to get after this weekend. 
 
    Dele shrugs and says, “You know. Saw you’d be on the guest list and decided to come be a tease.” 
 
    I know that’s not the answer, though I’m not sure I would put it past her not to have done so. But that wouldn’t explain her willingness to subject herself to be humiliated downstairs. 
 
    “And why were you looking at the guest list in the first place?” 
 
    She sighs and then sits on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Because I needed to know when Harp was going to decide to show up here. And he only does so with the most elite and exclusive clientele. Or at least, the most elite and exclusive clientele he’s had a hardon to have at his lovely establishment. The infamously reclusive and anti-social Adrian Blake was one of those people.” 
 
    “And what do you need Harp for?” 
 
    “Delilah’s been mapping out the logistics of Pray’s sex and labor trafficking empire so that when the time comes, we can bring it down to its knees. During her mapping, one of agents saw that Harp was the point man to sign off on two different shipments. One of the… normal sex and labor trafficking variety and the other was a shipment of young children. Harp signed off on them going to two different locations.” 
 
    “And you want the location the children were going to?” I ask. 
 
    She doesn’t answer. But I don’t need her to. I know Dele well enough to know that when I stopped her from saving those caged children that she wouldn’t give up so easily. That she would put her sister, who has a mind for logistics and communications on the case. I’m not even angry at her for doing it. I would have done the same thing. 
 
    What I am angry about is that she didn’t think to ask me about it first before she decided to come get the information herself. 
 
    “You couldn’t have passed it along to me and let me pass it to Wyan?” I ask. 
 
     “I could have.” 
 
    “And you didn’t because?” 
 
    She finally looks me dead in the face before saying, “Because I wasn’t sure that you’d do anything with it. Or did you not say that keeping those children locked away better served your plans.” 
 
    “Better served them to find out where Pray was taking them and why.” 
 
    “Same thing.” 
 
    “Dele.” 
 
    “Sorry, I’m just never going to agree with keeping children in cages for any reason.” 
 
    I don’t have time to argue with her about this. It would be pointless and unproductive because neither of us are going to budge in our stances. Right now, the situation at hand. 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure how you planned to pull that off without me figuring it out,” I say. “But since we’re here, we might as well get that information together.” 
 
    “But what about you?” 
 
    “What about me?” I ask. 
 
    She gives me a pointed look. “You’re obviously not here just to indulge in some kind of kinky sexual fantasy with a paid for play thing.” 
 
    I shrug. 
 
    “How do you know I’m not?” 
 
    “Because you’re the man that prides himself on the fact that he doesn’t have to pay to get a woman in his bed. Or has that suddenly changed?” 
 
    “Maybe I was just being adventurous.” 
 
    “So I’m assuming if I hadn’t walked into the room, you would have taken that pretty little redhead to bed last night?” 
 
    “Maybe I would have.” 
 
    She purses her lips and narrows her eyes as the same anger and jealously that was the catalyst for last night returns. I can’t help but smirk in amusement. 
 
    Stupid woman. Doesn’t she know that she’s spoiled me? That no other woman is able to compare to her. That even if I could bring myself to being with another woman, I’d only be thinking of her. 
 
    Finally, I respond, “Ensuring a future alliance.” 
 
    That’s not a lie. But it’s also not the complete truth either. In a way, blackmailing Travis was ensuring a future alliance. But now I don’t care about blackmailing Travis. He’s going to die. That said, I’m sure I’ll find some other purpose for the video I hope I’ve gotten of him fucking or being fucked by another man. Fuck, I hope it’s him being fucked. Either way would ruin him, but to let himself be fucked would be so much worse for him. 
 
    Before Dele can ask more about that, I say, “So what’s your plan?” 
 
    “Well, it was to entice him and get him alone but that’s not going to work now since—” 
 
    “Since I forbid anyone to touch you this weekend.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “No issue. We can still get it out of him.” 
 
    “Without killing and torture. We don’t need Pray suspecting anything.” 
 
    “Well, that sends my plan out the window.” 
 
    I’d already come up with a way to possibly force the information out of Harp and then make his death look like a tragic accident from being too adventurous in the bedroom. Would have been fun. And a death setup I’ve surprisingly never had the chance to arrange before. 
 
    Then I ask, “What’s your plan then?” 
 
    Dele takes a moment to contemplate before she looks at me with a smirk and asks, “You think Mr. Harp would be up for a threesome with the infamous Adrian Blake and the pretty little thing who’s great at her job after all?” 
 
    “Maybe?” Then, “But as interesting as it was, I didn’t think you’d be up for a repeat of last night. Especially not if another man joined in.” 
 
    “As if you would let them.” 
 
    She’s right. I wouldn’t. I’d sooner kill Harp and not get the information that we need than let that man’s slimy hands touch Dele. Consequences be damned. Just like I would have last night if Harp had insisted even after I laid my claim. 
 
    Dele continues, “We won’t even have to get that far. We just need to get him alone so he’ll drink my little mind-altering cocktail.” 
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Dele 
 
   I t never fails to amaze me how shockingly easy powerful men are to manipulate. Somehow they think that everyone is out to get them and that the little guy is a threat to him while simultaneously thinking that their untouchable. That no one can bring them down from the top of their pedestal. But what they truly don’t understand is how precarious that pedestal is. How much harder it will hurt to fall when someone knocks them off. 
 
    Viper knows. Which is why, as much as his paranoia annoys me, I get it. He’s had to fight and fight and fight and hurt people all the way to the top, and he’s all too aware of the potential treachery of those he fought on the way and spends a not insignificant amount of time preparing for every possibility in case one of those potential threats becomes an actual threat. He’s been at the foot of the pedestal and never plans to be back there again. 
 
    But men like Maximillian Harp think they’re untouchable in their glass castle at the top of the mountain. Unaware of the dangers that threaten him despite the business that he’s an integral part of. 
 
    So he thinks absolutely nothing of it when Adrian calls him up and suggests that they share me for the night. He’s all too eager to indulge in what sexual depravity that he thinks he has in store for me with Viper. Not a bit of surprise that Viper is the one extending the proposition after years of turning down even coming to this place. Not an inkling of suspicion that this threesome, hell this entire visit, is out of character for Viper. But Viper’s such a known recluse that people don’t really know his character, I suppose. Either that, or Harp is playing both me and Viper for fools. I doubt it, though. 
 
    Viper has way too much fun choosing an appropriate outfit for me to be in for the evening and ignores my protests when he finally settles on some skimpy lace bodysuit made of delicate straps of fabric that just cover my nipples and my pussy but leave nothing else to the imagination. Then he puts me in a collar with a chain that he wraps around his hand to use to parade me to Harp’s room. 
 
    “We have to maintain appearances,” he says to me with a serious expression, but the light in his eyes gives away the fact that he’s enjoying this. “But maybe you wouldn’t be opposed to something like this for our private use later.” 
 
    “Sure. As long as I can put it on you. Because between the two of us, you’re probably the one that actually needs the leash.” 
 
    It’s his turn to glare, and if we weren’t on our way to get information out of Harp, I’m sure he’d find a way to try to make me pay for that. 
 
    Instead, he just tugs on the leash in warning and starts out our room toward Harp’s. 
 
    Harp’s room is even more luxurious and opulent that Viper’s room is as his special guest. The room is bigger. The bed is bigger. There are more pillows, more amenities, an entire case of toys and perfumes and mind altering substances. And when we get there, Harp is already naked and has another caterer, the redhead who Viper had in his lap the previous night, giving him a blowjob. The redhead who we paid off to make sure that the drugs, both legal and illegal, Harp uses to intensify his experience and make sure he can last for the duration have a little extra surprise tonight. If we’ve timed it right, they should be about to kick in any moment now… 
 
    “Adrian,” Harp says when he sees us, his hand still curled in the hair of the woman sucking him off. “Right on time.” He then looks at me, with the collar around my neck and grins as he says, “Well, she’s definitely a lot more docile than she was last night. You’ve actually managed to tame her. I was hoping she’d have a little more fight left in her.” 
 
    Viper tugs on the chain, causing me to stumble forward. 
 
    When I glare at him, he only says, “Don’t worry. She’s still a feisty little thing.” 
 
    He turns to smirk at me, and I decide that I’m going to be the one making him pay for this later. Not the other way around. 
 
    Suddenly, Harp comes in the redhead’s mouth. She gags on his cock as he holds her in place. Then, when he’s done, he lifts her off him and pushes her away. 
 
    “Good girl,” he says, petting the woman’s hair like she’s a dog. “You can leave now, honey.” 
 
    The woman does so without making eye contact, Harps come still all over her mouth. Viper looks at her. She only just glances back and nods her head as she leaves the room. 
 
    Harp stands from his chair, his dick still hard despite his earlier orgasm as he walks over to where Viper and I are standing. He stops right in front of me, looking me up and down in the tight lingerie I’m wearing, massaging his cock. 
 
    I can’t help but be disgusted by him. Not because he’s even ugly.  
 
    Contrary to what the media portrays these kinds of men to be, Harp isn’t some rich, fat, balding, homeless looking man dressed in an expensive suit who couldn’t get a woman into his bed unless he paid for her or blackmailed her into it. Objectively, he’s quite handsome with his angular, stubbled jaw, green eyes, sun-kissed blonde hair, lean and toned body, big enough cock. His body isn’t the thing that disgusts me. It’s the depraved look in his eye. The look that says he wants to do whatever the fuck he wants to me whether I agree to it or not. He wants to break me. Mind, body, and soul. And then when he does, he wants to throw me away because I would be no use to him them. Just a fun temporary challenge. 
 
    It's taking everything in me not to show him just how much of a challenge I can be. I can tell it’s taking Viper even more than that not to kill the man where he stands. 
 
    My disgust must show on my face because he laughs and says, “Oh, you’re going to be a challenge. Let’s do something special with you.” 
 
    He walks over to the glass case with all the toys from before and begins looking at the whips and belts, paying absolutely no mind to the fact that Viper has yet to remove a stitch of his clothing. How oblivious can he be? 
 
    “Why don’t you go pick something interesting out, sweetheart?” Viper says to me, but his gaze is on the masks in Harp’s little glass display of toys. 
 
    Huh… This actually might be fun. 
 
    I make my way over to the display to choose one. Many of them are sexy cat masks or bunny masks or even a tormentor mask. But one of them is a simple black masquerade mask with lace on it. No too unlike the one I where when I’m parading the criminal underworld as Vicious. I reach into the case, grab it, and put it on before turning to look at Harp who is suddenly swaying unsteadily on his feet. 
 
    Looks like the drugs are kicking in. 
 
    “You okay there?” Viper asks Harp, managing to sound as though he’s actually concerned. 
 
    “Yeah. Nothing. Just…” Harp looks at me and suddenly jumps and stumbles back. 
 
    I don’t know what it is that he’s seeing, but whatever it is spooks him when I step closer and say, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He falls backward. Viper manages to catch him, causing him to falter and cower even more. Whatever the drug cocktail he was given is doing its job magnificently. 
 
    While Viper grabs a pair of handcuffs to cuff the man’s hands behind his back, I go back to the whips Harp was just looking at. After a moment of contemplation, I settle on a leather flogger. Heavy enough to leave some marks and welts, but not so heavy to hurt him too badly. I’m not trying to make him bleed. 
 
    By the time I turn around, Viper has thrown the man into the love seat. As I approach, the man begins to cower back into the chair and whimper. 
 
    “Pathetic,” Viper mutters when I’m standing next to him. 
 
    “No need to be afraid,” I say to Harp. “We just have a few… questions.” 
 
    I hit him with the flogger. I’m aiming for the front of his chest, but whatever illusion he sees when he looks at me because of the drugs he’s on causes him to turn and cower back toward the back of the couch and I end up hitting his leg instead. 
 
    “You’re going to make this difficult,” I say. “It doesn’t have to be difficult.” 
 
    “Don’t have too much fun with him,” Viper says to me though he finds as much amusement in this as I do. “We don’t have a lot of time to get that information out of him.” 
 
    I can’t help it though. This man has probably never been even a percent of a percent as terrified as anything as he is right now because of the drug cocktail running through him making me look like the greatest nightmare his brain can conjure. Probably has never known what actual humiliation is. So I can’t help but take a perverse satisfaction and pleasure in the fact that I’m instilling it in him right now. Especially after the previous night. 
 
    Still. Viper’s right. 
 
    I hit Harp’s naked body with the flogger again. This time harder. 
 
    “A few weeks ago, you signed off on two shipments. A shipment of adults and a shipment of children. Where did you send the children?” 
 
    “I don’t…” He cowers backwards and whimpers as I hit him with the flogger again. “I don’t know. I don’t know.” 
 
    “You do know,” I snap and hit him hard, this time hitting his cock which is still hard. Harp lets out a howl. “Shut up! We don’t want anyone to hear, do we?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. The room’s soundproof,” Viper offers blithely from where he’s still standing next to me with his arms crossed. 
 
    “In that case,” I amend, “Scream as much as you want. I like it.” 
 
    I hit Harp again, this time on his back because of the way he’s twisted in his chair trying to get away from me. 
 
    “Where did you send them?” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    I hit him again, this time getting closer to him, causing the man to nearly flop out the chair trying to avoid me. Viper wrenches him back into the chair and pulls on his hair to force him to look at me causing the man to scream in terror. 
 
    “You know,” I snarl. 
 
    “I d—” 
 
    I hit him again. And this time I don’t let up. I want him to feel this pain and feel the terror until he tells me what I want to know.  
 
    When I finally let up, I raise my leg and dig my knee into groin and cock, pressing painfully into it, causing him to jump and squirm and try to get away, but there’s nowhere else for him to go. Not with Viper now holding him in place, not with my leg pinned against him. 
 
    “I can’t… I don’t… Pray.” 
 
    Of course. Of course, facing the wrath of Stephen Pray is a more terrifying prospect than whatever nightmare his drug addled brain can come up with. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to resort to more traditional torture?” Viper asks. 
 
    “Only if we need to. And I don’t think we need to yet. I don’t think we’ll need to at all,” I say as I put the flogger down on the bed behind me and go back to Harp’s display of toys. 
 
    There’s enough in here to make this experience close enough to torture for Harp without resorting to Viper’s traditional torture. But I don’t need any of those things. I just need the black skeletal mask in the mask display. I don’t know what the fuck Harp uses it for in his little sex and pleasure dungeon, but it’s going to suit my needs perfectly. 
 
    I put it on and turn around, and if I thought Harp was terrified before, he’s even more terrified now. 
 
    Good. Exactly what I was counting on. 
 
    Harp is more afraid of Pray than whatever his mind was conjuring earlier. So that just meant I had to insert Pray into the nightmare. And what better way to insert Pray into all this than to insert an image associated with his enforcer. Because when Viper acts, you can almost always trust that Pray is acting. As far as the criminal underworld is concerned, the two are almost one and the same. When Viper shows up, you’ve fucked up badly with Pray, and he’s ready to cut his losses. 
 
    “Where were the shipments going?” I ask, playing with the flogger again. 
 
    “I don’t know!” 
 
    I raise the flogger again and maybe Harp thinks it’s a gun or something because her seizes so violently Viper has to readjust his hold to keep him down. 
 
    “I don’t. I don’t know. I just check the location against what they give me. I don’t… I don’t memorize it.” 
 
    Now we’re getting somewhere. And it gives me something else to falsely accuse him of. 
 
    “But you didn’t last time. Did you? You changed the location so you could steal Pray’s merchandise. You know what happens to people who steal from Stephen Pray?” 
 
    “I didn’t. I swear. I swear I didn’t. You can check… You can check…” 
 
    I reach forward and grab Harp around his neck and squeeze until he gags. 
 
    As soon as I loosen my grip, he says, “Check the phone. The phone. I always keep it on me. So I can serve Pray at the drop of a dime. You can check.” 
 
    “Where’s the phone?” 
 
    He whimpers and I squeeze his neck again until he gags. When I loosen it this time, a cry rips through Harp, and for one horrifying moment, I think I’ve accidently taken this too far and killed him, but then I feel his hot come shooting onto my arm and see it all over his chest. 
 
    “You sick fuck,” I say, squeezing his neck again. “You like this. You won’t like what I do next.” 
 
    “No,” he manages as he begins to come down from his orgasm. “No… I…” 
 
    I loosen my grip and ask again, “Where’s. THE PHONE!” 
 
    I pull away and hit his front with the flogger, harder than before. And whether it’s the image of Viper’s mask, the pain from the flogger, or the drugs loosening his tongue, he says, “Over… Over there…” 
 
    His gaze leaves me, and both Viper and I follow it to his case of toys. 
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   N o sooner than Harp looks toward his toy case, I let go of him and go over to it, inspecting the display much more closely than I had before I came into the room. Then I spot it. A safe embedded in the wall disguised as a handcuff and lock set. 
 
    I toss the handcuffs aside and get to work undoing the lock. It doesn’t take long. I’ve been picking locks and safes and anything I wasn’t supposed to get into since I could walk. Once it’s open, I find not just a phone but a computer. No doubt there’s something useful on that. 
 
    “Got it?” Dele asks from where she’s still standing over Harp with the skull mask now discarded on the ground and the flogger in her hand with her arms crossed while Harp whimpers beneath her. 
 
    I was able to keep myself from doing anything before. But she’s such a sight to behold right now—standing dominant over another—that I have to reach down and adjust my pants to give my cock some relief. She exudes power and confidence. Utterly unstoppable and untouchable. A worthy challenge. 
 
    But unlike the men who only wanted to take her down a peg the previous night, who wanted to crush her spirit and make her submit, I don’t want that. Sure, I enjoy taking her down a notch or two when she gets too stubborn, but I get no satisfaction in taking her down so far that she can’t fight back at all. 
 
    I want to dominate her and subdue her and have her at her most powerful. I want to gain the satisfaction that no matter how powerful and a force of nature she is, she still can’t overcome my own might and power. I want her to know she’s powerful, know she’s unstoppable and also know that even that’s not enough against me. But I want her to keep fighting anyway. I want her to be able to fight and know she can’t win and like it anyway. 
 
    Not some demure, broken, and helpless thing that can’t fight back and won’t fight back like people like Travis and Harp want. 
 
    I push the thought out my mind even as my cock grows harder. Right now isn’t the time. 
 
    It takes little effort to hack into the encrypted computer and phone to find the information that Dele and I have been seeking for months. Not just about the tail end of Pray’s child trafficking scheme, but also all his human trafficking exploits. It’s a lot to look through. It would take weeks. Maybe months. It’s going to take at least an hour to download it onto the portable hard drive Dele gave me for this occasion. But we have an hour. Probably longer. 
 
    I connect the phone into the computer and then the drive and set it aside to wait for everything to load. 
 
    “Got it?” Dele asks me without turning to look from Harp who is still cowering from his hallucinations. 
 
    “Got it. It’ll be done downloading within the hour,” I say. 
 
    With the task done—or on its way to being done without me having to do anything—I stand up, approach Dele from behind while releasing my cock from its confines. 
 
    I stand right behind her, bury my face into her neck, allow her to feel my cock poking into her ass as I say, “We’ve got a little time to kill.” 
 
    “You’re insatiable,” she says without moving. But she doesn’t push me away either. 
 
    “For you? Yes.” 
 
    “What about Harp?” she says while eying the man now curled up in the chair as he cowers from his hallucinations. 
 
    “He’s not going anywhere. Besides, this is what we came for.” 
 
    The delicate lace straps of fabric that she wears right now cover little of her body and hardly leave anything to imagination. But that’s not enough for me. I want nothing left to imagination. So I rip the outfit apart from behind and tear it from her. Wrap my arms around her and pull her body flush against mine. I cup her pussy with one hand and squeeze at her breasts with the other. All the while, my cock pokes into her firm ass. 
 
    Whatever the hell it is that Harp sees makes him cower and cry out in terror even more—a stark contrast to the way he laughed and whooped the previous night. By the way Dele lets out a cruel laugh, she sees it too. I wonder if the way her pussy is growing wetter and wetter is because she gets a perverse excitement from it. Or is it because my hand is pressed so hard against her pussy? Or is it my hard cock poking into her? Knowing her, it’s probably all of it. 
 
    “Onto your knees,” I demand, letting her go and shoving her forward. 
 
    She glares at me over her shoulder for this, but still gets down on her hands and knees. I can hardly get my clothes off fast enough. I almost don’t. But I don’t want anything between us when I fuck her. 
 
    Seeing her plump ass squirming in the air gives me an idea. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asks when she feels me begin to spread her ass cheeks apart. 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    Before she can say anything else, I put my mouth to her asshole, causing her to let out a squeak and jump some. 
 
    “Relax, Bell. You’ll like it. I promise.” 
 
    I start slow, licking the rim of her hole to get her used to the sensations. When I hear her begin to let out throaty pants, feel her ass begin to clench, I poke my tongue inside some. It’s not very far, but it’s a start to opening her up, preparing her for something much more intrusive and wider and harder. She likes it, if the long moan she lets out as I explore her is anything to go off of. 
 
    “Are you my little slut?” I ask. 
 
    Predictably, she growls and manages between desperate pants, “No.” 
 
    I chuckle. “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    I take my mouth off her ass, brace my hands on her hips, and ram my cock into her pussy without warning. She lets out a surprised mewl, and I’m surprised she doesn’t come on my cock right there. But good she doesn’t. I don’t want her to. Not yet. 
 
    My pace is slow, too slow for me and too slow for her, and it takes all the restraint I can muster not to throw all caution to the wind and furiously rock both our worlds. But I need my cock to be as wet and coated with her pussy arousal as possible to make what I plan to do next easier. 
 
    I feel her pussy begin to clench on my cock, her breath speed up, her moans become shorter and more strangled. All signals she’s about to come. But she can’t. Not yet. I don’t need her muscles tight and ungiving. So with much effort on my part, I pull out of her. 
 
    She reaches back and grabs onto my arm. 
 
    “Why did you stop?” she snarls. 
 
    “So desperate,” I say. “And yet, you’re not my little slut.” 
 
    Her grip on my arm tightens. I let her, using my other hand to help my cock make a slick wet path to her ass. I rub my tip, wet with her arousal and my precum, around her rim. Then I reach to her pussy, gather as much of her wetness as I can on my hands and slather it onto her asshole. 
 
    I should use my fingers to stretch her out. Prepare this hole for the intrusion. But I don’t have enough patience for that. She can take my cock in her ass. Just like she’s proven she can take everything else I throw at her.  
 
    Even still, it’s slow going. As I press the tip of my cock into her asshole. Once it gives way, I push further, ignoring Dele’s tightening grip on my arm at the intrusion. But she doesn’t stop me. Or give me any indication that she wants me to stop. Just her usual brand of defiance and stubbornness, though much less than her desire for me to make her come. 
 
    I’m halfway there when Dele finally snarls through her panting, “Just get on with it.” 
 
    “I’m the one who gives the orders here,” I remind, but relent and press myself the rest of the way into her ass until I bottom out in her. 
 
    Her entire body shudders, and she has to let go of the death grip she has on my arm to brace herself with both hands. I don’t wait for her to give me the okay that she’s ready for me to keep going. She wanted me to get on with it. I’m going to get on with it. 
 
    I pull out of her, ram back in. She lets out an unprepared gasp as her body quivers from the force. But I don’t let up, thrusting my hips back and forth into her tight ass. Fuck, I thought her pussy was tight and consuming and almost too much, but this. Her ass. Fuck. I don’t know why it hasn’t occurred to me until now to do this. 
 
    I don’t know what the hell Harp sees as he watches me ram my cock into Dele’s ass, but whatever it is has him screaming and yelling and clawing at himself in terror because of his hallucinations and that just makes this so, so much better. Knowing that now my fucking Dele on her hands and knees can only please me and me alone even with an audience. 
 
    I grab the forgotten chain on the collar that Dele didn’t take off even when she had the chance and pull on it. Pull until she’s forced to arch her back and then allow me to pull her all the way up off the ground while she gags from the force pulling at her neck. 
 
    While I keep pumping up into her, I pull until her body is flush against mine and I can put my mouth to her ear. Then I ask, “You’re my little slut, right?” 
 
    “N-n-no,” she manages to sputter. 
 
    “Why do you always insist on being so stubborn, Bell?” 
 
    I pull harder on the collar, and make the next thrust harder, but not hard enough to make her come. She lets out a cry of pleasure and desperation, and I know any moment she’s going to grudgingly tell me what I want to hear. 
 
    “Say it! Say that you’re my little slut.” 
 
    She lets out a sobbing gasp and practically screams, “Yes. Yes. I’m your little slut.” 
 
    “Now touch yourself,” I demand as I let go of the chain, grab her other hip and continue ramming into her. 
 
    She falls back on her hands and knees and then begins to touch her clit with her right hand. Rubbing herself furiously toward a climax. 
 
    She comes from her clit and her ass at the same time. The already tight muscles gripping my hard cock even fucking tighter than they were before, forcing me to come and empty myself into her ass even though I try to stop it. 
 
    Our moans and groans combine with Harp’s cries of terror, and that just makes it all feel so much better. Makes me feel so much more powerful and in control and on top of the world. 
 
    I may not be able to kill Harp. Not yet. But this will do until I get the chance to. 
 
    Unable to take it anymore, Dele’s arms give way and she collapses onto her stomach while I continue to thrust until her ass is so tight, it practically ejects my cock out her body. 
 
    Once she’s able to sit herself up, Dele turns a disdainful look to Harp, cowering and whining in his chair still. 
 
    “So fucking pathetic,” she mutters. 
 
    “You can keep flogging him if you want,” I suggest. “Not like he’s going to remember this in the morning, even though he’s going to pretend to by the time I get through recounting a few of the details. He’ll think it was just a wild night of sex.” 
 
    Dele scoffs as she lies on her side on the floor and props herself on her elbow, idly playing with the chain attached to the collar still on her neck. The sight of it all, her lazing about on the floor nude with my come dripping out her ass, playing with that chain and looking at Harp. It’s enough to make me hard and want to fuck her again, but we definitely don’t have any more time for that right now. It’s going to have to wait. 
 
    “He’s not worth the effort,” she says dryly before focusing on playing with the chain. 
 
    Maybe not to her. But good thing whether Harp lives or dies after all this is over isn’t up to her. Even if she doesn’t care, he’s still going to die. Who knows? Maybe I’ll still get to set up that scenario of him dying from a tragic accident from him being too adventurous in the bedroom. 
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    ou have an extraction plan?” Viper asks me as he’s getting dressed and packed to leave for the weekend. 
 
    Just like I’d counted on when I had that drug cocktail made, Harp remembers very little of our night together. And the little he remembers is irrelevant or poses no danger to my or Viper’s cover. As far as he’s concerned, the night was so raunchy and wild with so much drugs and alcohol that he blacked out and the fleeting images he has of Viper fucking me from behind while he watched are just that. Fleeting. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have come here if I didn’t have an extraction plan. As soon as you all leave, I’m leaving. I would have been gone already once I got the information I needed if you hadn’t been here.” Speaking of that information. “By the way, you can hand that over now. No need to keep it for safe keeping. This mission is officially over.” 
 
    Without looking at me as he adjusts his collar in the mirror, Viper begins, “About that…” 
 
    Instinctively I frown. Because I get the distinct feeling that Viper is about to piss me off to cap off the weekend. 
 
    “I’m keeping it.” 
 
    Of. Fucking. Course. 
 
    “Viper.” 
 
    “Bell.” 
 
    “Viper, give me the fucking hard drive.” 
 
    “It’s much safer use in my hands than in yours.” 
 
    “Safer?” 
 
    “If there’s one thing that this weekend has proven to me, it’s that you can’t be trusted to keep yourself out of trouble.” He finally turns from the mirror to look at me. “So why the hell would I hand over information to you that is undoubtedly just going to get you in more fucking trouble?” 
 
    “You’re going to hand it over because you wouldn’t have even known there was information to be gotten if it wasn’t for me and my sister finding that out.” 
 
    “Information that you almost didn’t get at all because you managed to botch this mission from the beginning. Tell me, Bell, what would have happened to you if I hadn’t been here to keep those men’s filthy hands off of you.” 
 
    “Nothing. Because it was your fault I was put in that position. You’re the one who decided to fucking taunt me by fingerfucking some other woman’s pussy.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have done that if you hadn’t walked into the room without telling me you were going to be here.” 
 
    “If I had told you what I was planning, you would have tried to stop me or changed your plan.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And then I wouldn’t have gotten this information.” 
 
    “Or maybe you could have passed what you knew along, and we could have let Wyan look into it. That’s why we agreed to keep him alive in the first place. To put him on this.” 
 
    “One. I never wanted to kill him. Two. I never agreed to putting Wyan on this because I disagreed with you both about leaving children in cages. That was you all’s idea and is exactly why I knew I couldn’t trust what you’d do with the information when you had it anyway.” 
 
    “Tough. You’re going to have to,” Viper says with a shrug as he starts toward the door. 
 
    I’m not letting him go that easily, though. I manage to cross to the other side of the bed, get in front of him, and barricade the door with my body. He grabs me to wrench me from it. I grab onto the arm holding onto mine, tuck myself closer to him, and pinch into a sensitive spot under his arm. Any other person would have immediately let go. But this is Viper. And he’s trained to take pain. But even he loosens his grip some in response. I go for a chop to his neck with my opposite hand. 
 
    He blocks it. But that’s what I was counting on. Because while he’s blocking the chop, I wrench my arm from his grip and grab onto his cock through my pants. Nothing painful. But definitely enough to be distracting so that I can sweep him off his feet and pin him face first onto the floor. 
 
    “Cheap shot,” he says. I can practically hear the smirk on his lips. 
 
    “You taught it to me. Now where’s the hard drive?” 
 
    “In my things. But you’ll never get to it.” 
 
    I need something to tie him down with. It won’t keep him tied down for long—Viper is damn near impossible to keep restrained—but it’ll be long enough to look through his shit, find my drive, and get the fuck out of here. 
 
    Before I can do that, Viper has managed to throw me off of him and then has me pinned to the ground on my back. 
 
    “You’re not getting it.” 
 
    “Viper.” 
 
    “We don’t know where the hell that information we got from Harp is going to take us. And you think this weekend was bad? You think having to let me fuck you in front of a bunch of men while they laughed at you being dominated and humiliated was traumatizing? This is nothing compare to the insane shit out there. This is a fucking frolic through a fucking meadow compared to that shit. You just don’t go prancing into that shit alone and without backup.” 
 
    I try to throw him off me, but there’s no point. He has me pinned. And he emphasizes that by lifting me some and slamming me into the ground. 
 
    “We knew this shit was going to be dangerous. Or is that not why you made sure I was damn near unstoppable before we decided to take this on?” I growl. 
 
    “To protect yourself when you inadvertently found yourself in danger.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “That’s not this, Dele. That’s not what this is at all. This is something you leave alone.” 
 
    “I’ll never leave it alone.” 
 
    “You’re going to leave this alone. What they do to defiant, pretty women like you is worse than anything you’ve been through. Or did you forget why I taught you all those cheap shots in the first place when you were just a kid who didn’t even reach my chest?” 
 
    I glare up at him. Because he’s right. Fuck, he’s right and I can’t argue with him. Because it was Viper who pulled my still too naïve teenage self aside after I tailed him on a mission that he thought was too dangerous. A mission where I took a sip of the wrong drink and blacked out and the next thing I remembered was waking up in bed with Viper sitting at the foot of it. It was him who told me the reality of what I was getting myself into. That it wasn’t a game. That the things that could happen to me were worse than death. That he’d seen things happen that were worse than death. And the last thing he wanted was for those things to happen to me. 
 
    We hadn’t known each other long back then. But even then I’d known I’d never wanted to leave Viper’s side. And he’d decided to keep me at his side. And then he taught me to fight. Things no other Sole would teach me. How to fight dirty. How to attack an opponent from behind when they were unsuspecting. How to attack even when it looked like the enemy was down. To fight until I was dead and to make sure I took my opponent with me. Nothing was too cheap, too dirty, or too dishonest or whatever when it came to taking down an opponent. 
 
    And even that wasn’t enough when the Soles briefly cast me out. 
 
    But if I’m going to leave here with my plans frustrated, then damn it, so is he. 
 
    I’m going to have to find a different tactic. 
 
    For months now, I’ve been cataloging this man. Observing his every strength and weakness. Preparing for the day I may have to kill him myself if it means protecting my children from his ambitions. 
 
    Then it comes to me. I can’t trust what he’ll decide to do on his own if he unravels this without me. He can’t trust me not to run into this alone. No matter what he does. 
 
    “So then don’t let me go without backup. When you comb through that information, let me know. We’ll both go off the grid for a week with Wyan and see what we find.” 
 
    “Or, I could just not.” 
 
    “You could. But then you wouldn’t be able to trust that I wouldn’t just find another source or see if Delilah can find a way to get that information off Harp’s computer and phone remotely, and then we’d be right back here. Risking me going somewhere dangerous and unprotected without you knowing.” 
 
    I don’t even know if it’s possible for Delilah to hack into Harp’s computer remotely. Maybe. If they’re logged into the same network. But not even Harp could be stupid enough not to have his network private and encrypted a thousand ways to hell. But it doesn’t matter if Delilah can do it. It only matters that Viper thinks that maybe she can do it. And if he thinks Delilah can manage it, then he’ll have no choice but to agree to informing me of what him and Wyan find and bringing me along to investigate. 
 
    He's not going to risk me biting off more than I can chew. He’s not going to risk the greatest piece on the chess board that he has to taking out Pray. He’s not going to risk his favorite fuck partner. He’s not going to risk what belongs to him. 
 
    “Equal partners or not partners at all,” I remind. 
 
    I only mean it to mean that if I can’t trust him to keep me in the loop, then he can’t trust me not to find and do what I want on my own. Without him. But it sounds a lot more sinister and threatening than I mean it to be. 
 
    Luckily, Viper takes it the way I mean. 
 
    “Damn you,” he mutters. “Damn you, you stupid, reckless woman.” 
 
    He then releases me and stands up. 
 
    “Fine,” he says as I stand up. “I’ll tell you what we find out.” 
 
    “And take me with you when you go check it out,” I insist. 
 
    “Dele.” 
 
    “I’m going to find a way to check it out whether you approve or not. The best way to make sure I’m safe is to be there to protect me… Unless you can’t. And if you can’t protect me from the terrors this world has in store for a defiant, pretty woman like me, then who can?” 
 
    The attack to his ego does it. Because if there’s one thing I can trust about Viper, he’s never going to just sit and let me take a shot at his abilities without making sure to prove me wrong. 
 
    “I’ll reach out to you within the month,” he snaps before storming out the room. 
 
    I hear him tell a servant to get his things down to his car before he’s totally gone. 
 
    It’s not a win. A win would be walking out of here with what I came for instead of having to manhandle and manipulate Viper into giving me a consolation prize for taking it. But at least the weekend hasn’t been a complete loss. 
 
  
 
  
   
    20
Viper 
 
   W hen this all started, when I decided to embark on this path of vengeance with Dele almost five years ago, Eileen told me not to underestimate Dele. That I shouldn’t be worried about Dele stabbing me in the back, but instead to be concerned about Dele stabbing me from the front without me ever seeing it coming. 
 
    I should have heeded Eileen’s warning when she told me. But I definitely should have heeded it when Dele stabbed me with a fucking box cutter while I was looking right at her. Now… Now I have the feeling that just like back then, Dele’s hiding a weapon up her sleeve in plain view, and I don’t see what it is. 
 
    “Dele?” Eileen asks when she spots me standing out on my balcony looking at the sun rise of all fucking things. 
 
    It’s no use denying it.  
 
    I’ve never had a sibling, but Eileen is probably the closest thing to a sister that I have. And she can tell with a fine degree of nuance what’s bothering me at any given time, even if she doesn’t always say anything about it. 
 
    “She’s up to something.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Remember that gentlemen’s club I went to?” 
 
    “And how she was there?” Eileen asks. 
 
    “I can’t shake the feeling of being bothered that she didn’t tell me she was going to be there or let me in the know of what she was after. Maybe we could have avoided the clusterfuck we had to go through to save both our objectives.” 
 
    “Well, she wasn’t particularly trying to hide that she would be there.” 
 
    “Maybe not. But if not for having to salvage it after Travis fucked us over, I would have never known why.” 
 
    “You sure this isn’t your paranoia talking? She can’t call you up and tell you every little thing he’s doing at every second, and she’s smart enough not to let you track her every movement.” 
 
    “You know it’s not paranoia. You’re the one who warned me about her in the first place.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “It’s unsettling how well she knows me. How easy it is for her to get into my head and find a way to get what she wants even when I’ve cornered her,” I admit. “I get the feeling that I might have potentially cultured a more dangerous enemy without realizing it.” 
 
    “But you’re not going to kill her.” 
 
    It’s not a question. Of course, I’m not. Doesn’t mean I still don’t have to do something about Dele.  
 
    I always knew she was resourceful. But there was something unsettling about the way she paused to consider me when I had her pinned down and refused to give her the information we stole from Harp. The way it was like she was a machine cataloging her every observation, running through some algorithm or script until she came up with the perfect answer to getting what she wanted from me. Or rather, something close enough to it. 
 
    I may have underestimated Dele before, but I’d be a truly stupid man to not consider that with such a unique and rare power, she doesn’t plan to do something more with it. I would. I have. I taught her how to do it. 
 
    “Then you’re going to have to neutralize her. Make her a non-factor.” 
 
    “I know that. But how is the question. She’s garnered too much power to not be a force to be reckoned with. She’s got a bunch of Pray’s enemies on her side and is a kingpin in her own right at this point, and she knows a lot more about how Pray’s business works than I know how hers works. It wouldn’t be hard for her to help me take out Pray and then totally topple his business altogether leaving me ruined if she chose to.” 
 
    “You did consider that was a risk when you first tasked her with this, didn’t you?” Eileen asks giving me that look that says she wants to assure herself that I’m not as stupid as an action or non-action would suggest. 
 
    “I did. But I also thought she was as ill-suited for this business as Phae was. This was the girl who said she’d go become a criminal prosecutor if she could ever afford to go to college.” 
 
    “Full of surprises.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Word of advice?” Eileen asks, but it’s only pretense. She’s going to say it anyway. “You’ve got to beat Dele at her own game.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She knows she can never beat you head on. So she never tries to take you head on. Not unless she’s trying to distract you from something else. So you need to not fight her head on, too, so she’ll never see what you have planned coming.” 
 
    I groan. “You know that kind of thinking isn’t my strong suit.” 
 
    “Which why Dele will never see it coming. Besides, it might not be your strong suit, but I’m sure if you put your mind to it, you can pull it off,” Eileen assures. She pauses to listen to something from her earpiece. “Revnor is here.” 
 
    I meet the man in my office. He’s standing with his hands resting in front of him in a fairly neutral position and legs in a fairly unassuming stance. But I know better than to think that he wouldn’t be ready to defend himself or take someone else out at the drop of a dime. Even me. 
 
    Smart man. I respect it. 
 
    “Sir,” he nods his head to me when he sees me. 
 
    I wave my hand dismissively and turn my back on him when I go around to the other side of my desk, continuing to look at the sky change colors as the sun rises. But even with my back turned, Revnor knows better than to think that I’m not aware of every move he makes. 
 
    “Let’s skip the pleasantries. You know why you’re here,” I say. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “So tell me what you plan to do about it.” 
 
    “That depends.” 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “On exactly what the two of you have planned.” 
 
    “What’s to say we have anything planned?” 
 
    “So you just happened to want to build comradery with Jason Travis? And Dele just happened to be there the same weekend? And you just happened to not blow her cover and reveal exactly who Addy Bianchi was when she was right there in Pray’s grasp when you recognized her the moment you saw her?” 
 
    The fact that he recognized her during her meeting with Pray is news to me. A pleasant and useful bit of information. 
 
    “If I said yes to all that, what would you do?” 
 
    “Take your word for it, I suppose,” Revnor says. 
 
    “You didn’t blow her cover either.” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    Loyal to a fault as always. Never stepping out his lane unless absolutely necessary. 
 
    “I’m going to tell you something about this case Pray has you, Travis, and I on. I need it to go away. I need you to conveniently find some information that will assure Pray that Vicious isn’t as much of a threat as we first believed she could be.” 
 
    I don’t need to spell out why. Revnor’s smart, and he already knows I’m up to something with Dele. 
 
    “I think I could manage something better. I could make it conveniently seem like she’s been neutralized if there was a way to make contact with this figure and get her to cooperate.” Then he asks, “But what about Travis.” 
 
    “I have him well in hand,” I say. 
 
    For all that that entire weekend was a clusterfuck that went off the rails, that part of it went exactly according to plan. Releasing even a portion of it would ruin Travis and any political aspirations he has. Releasing the entire thing might have the fucking feds knocking on his door. He’s not going to have to worry about either since I’m going to kill him. But perhaps I’ll let the stories and investigations play out some to see him sweat for my own amusement before I kill him. 
 
    “Then I suppose there’s nothing else to worry about,” Revnor says. 
 
    “I suppose there’s not,” I say and wave a hand to dismiss him from the office, but not before I say, “Welcome to the team. Dele will be pleased to know you’re on our side.” 
 
    When he’s gone, I reach into a drawer in my desk to pull out a phone to call Dele. She should definitely be awake by now. Getting the twins to school if she hasn’t already. Preparing for the grand opening of her exclusive luxury salon. The first of a promised few. One in every international hub in the country. If she plays her card right, she may be able to open a few abroad. Take her business global. So global she may be able to rival or even outpace Pray’s empire. The empire I intend to be mine. 
 
    That gives me pause. 
 
    I really have to figure out what to do about her. She’s becoming more than I ever thought she’d become. More than I thought she could become. More suited for and savvy with this business than I thought she’d be, even in her ignorance of some of the finer aspects. Her lack of a big ego and needing grand and open and apparent shows of her power is a boon to her. Lets her hide in the shadows because she’s perfectly fine being there. It’s the real secret to longevity in this business. To live a long life into old age. To wield your power quietly. To be ambitious, but not get too greedy. 
 
    Dele’s got all the makings of going down as one of the greatest mafia bosses in history. But she likely won’t because she’s smart enough to know that going down in history and people knowing her name will mean she was defeated. 
 
    And then I had to go invite the fucking woman into my bed without noticing that. 
 
    Eileen told me I have to beat Dele at her own game. And her game is to watch, observe, hold her cards close to her chest until the perfect moment presents itself. Every time Dele has managed to one up me, it’s because she had a weapon or tool or angle and didn’t use it until people forgot she had it, and it would be the most use to her. 
 
    “What do you plan to do with me once this is all over?” 
 
    That’s what Dele asked me at that resort a few months ago. I didn’t have an answer. Not one that was true anyway. But knowing Dele, it was answer enough. It wouldn’t be a stretch to assume she’s been planning since then. Something tells me the answer to my problem is in that conversation… 
 
    “So I’m just… a fill-in for Phae. A good fuck on the way to the top, someone to try to exercise your sick need for control over, until you can get rid of me and get you a good, docile little girl who ignores the worst parts of you if she even knows they exist?” 
 
    She’s too useful and too dangerous to just throw away when I’m at the top. But she’s also more than those things. She’s… 
 
    Equal partners or not partners at all. 
 
    That’s it. 
 
    I call Eileen into the office. 
 
    “I know what to do about Dele.” 
 
    “That was quicker than I expected.” 
 
    I ignore the jab. 
 
    “I’m going to make her the biggest mafia queen in the west.” 
 
    Eileen frowns. “So you’re going to marry her when you take over?” 
 
    “No. She’s going to help me take Pray’s entire operation and business, and then I’m going to hand it to her. Part of it, anyway.” 
 
    “That’s… unprecedented.” 
 
    “Not really. Isabella Uccello runs everything in New York and in the northeast. And everyone knows it.” 
 
    “She also pissed off half her allies when she killed a bunch of mafia princes and heirs in her quest to marry her husband. Otherwise, she might have been able to stand against Pray on her own.” 
 
    “Which is why you and I are going to have to make sure Dele’s hands stay clean in all this. Make sure everyone sees me for the monster and nightmare that I am while she becomes their benevolent savior who keeps it all at bay and treats them fairly.” 
 
    “How poetic,” Eileen says dryly. She adds, “And idealistic. How exactly do you plan to pull this off and make all Pray’s people follow her when you’ve been planting the seeds for them to follow Adrian Blake or Viper?” 
 
    “Simple. We’re going to make her the CEO and owner of Pray Drinks. The legal business and the illegal business are so interconnected that to rule one is to rule the other. Anyone who doesn’t think that’s legitimate enough will have to deal with me. And knowing Dele, she’ll graciously save them from my wrath…” 
 
    “While demonstrating she’s the one that holds the leash to the attack dog.” Eileen contemplate before saying, “It could work… if you can find a way to make Dele the CEO.” 
 
    “That’s what lawyers are for.” 
 
    “Crooked lawyers.” 
 
    “All lawyers are crooked.” 
 
    “It takes a special crooked to forge legal documents.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow. “Who said anything about forging them?” 
 
    Eileen doesn’t ask questions about that. 
 
    “And you’re just going to cede all this power over to her while you… go lay out somewhere on a beach with a drink and soak up the sun?” 
 
    “Of course not. I said I would give her part of it. But for the most part, I going to do what I do best.” 
 
    Eileen raises the eyebrow this time. “And what’s that?” 
 
    “Enforce.” 
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Dele 
 
   I  get a call from Viper a month after I last saw him. After using our code to ascertain our identities, he tells me to come to his estate. Alone. It doesn’t take me long to figure out that it’s because he found something in the information we stole from Harp. 
 
    I try not to let on to where I’m going to the twins. As far as they know, I’m going on yet another business trip. At least, that’s as far as they known until Bella figures out where I’m going. And as much as I like to try to keep the twins in the dark about anything to do with their father beyond their relationship with him, they aren’t stupid. They understand that their mom and dad have a relationship that’s nothing like the more… normal relationships they see in the their favorite shows or that their schoolmates have or even Bella and Bond. They also know that whatever that relationship is, it doesn’t please their aunt, and they’ve become fairly attuned to the look she gives me when she knows I’m getting into something with Viper. 
 
    This time is no different. As soon as they see that particular expression. The steel in her eyes and the thin line of her pressing her lips together so she doesn’t say anything, Leon and Lady know. 
 
    “Are you going to see Daddy?” Lady asks. She doesn’t wait for a response. “Why aren’t you taking us? We want to see him.” 
 
    “It’s for business,” I say vaguely. 
 
    Lady and Leon have enough understanding and comprehension to understand that they shouldn’t talk too much about their Dad in the open. To not give away too many details beyond the talking points I’ve given them. Talking points that I’ve corroborated with the media when I’m being Addy Bianchi. That he’s back home (people assume that’s Italy), and when we can, we coordinate visits for him to see the children, and he prefers to stay out the limelight and media. 
 
    But the only thing the twins know about our business is that some people think it’s wrong so we have to be very secretive about it. That some of the people who know about our business but don’t think it’s wrong are mad because their mom and dad are better at it than them. And one day, when their old enough to understand, they’ll know what the business is and be part of it if they want. Hopefully a very long time from now. 
 
    “You still get to see him,” Lady counters. 
 
    “Yeah. But not for anything fun.” 
 
    At the other end of the table, Bella doesn’t even bother to hide her laugh, gaining all the children’s attention. 
 
    “Sorry,” she says. She’s not. She reaches out a hand to Velia, “Come on, darling. Let’s let Aunt Dee talk to the twins.” 
 
    Velia exchanges a dubious look with the twins before sighing and following her mother. God help us when they’re all teenagers. Only seven years old, and already doubting us. 
 
    “When do we get to see Dad?” Leon asks once they’re gone. 
 
    “Soon.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer,” Lady says. 
 
    “It’s not one you like.” 
 
    “Whatever Dad’s business is,” Leon grumbles, “I don’t like it. We never get to see him.” 
 
    “It’s just really busy and complicated right now.” 
 
    “That’s what adults say when they don’t want to do something,” Lady says giving me a wry look. 
 
    “He wants to see you,” I say immediately. 
 
    “Sure,” Leon grumbles. 
 
    “He does. I promise you. I’d never lie to you about this. Everything he does when you’re away from him, he does for you. Just like I do when I have to away.” 
 
    “Maybe. But you’re also here,” Leon says with a deep sigh. 
 
    I don’t know what I expected when I decided to raise Leon and Lady, but I certainly didn’t expect such keen observations from them until they were closer to being teens. I didn’t expect them to begin to experience the feelings of isolation and abandonment that I warned Viper they would hate him for if he got so caught up in what he thought was best for them to keep them safe and not what they needed to trust him to do that… 
 
    But also, I don’t not understand where Viper’s coming from in his stance. 
 
    And if they’re this observant about that now at this age, what are they going to think if I have to bring myself to do what I think I may have to and kill Viper at the end of all this and they figure it out one day? 
 
    I push the thought out my head. It’s something to consider later. We’re not at that point yet. Here and now. 
 
    “If he could be here and didn’t want to, I would tell you.” 
 
    I wouldn’t. But they don’t need to know that. They’re too young to understand the lies adults tell their children to protect them until they’re emotionally able to handle the truth. I didn’t understand it until I had them. Because no one had cared to protect my innocence and emotions at their age. 
 
    “You’re sure he wants to see us and can’t?” 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    They exchange a look before chorusing, “Okay, Mom.” 
 
    “I’ll tell Dad you said hi,” I assure as I hug them both and send them off to find Velia before I’m late. 
 
    Viper has asked me to meet him at a different estate he has in upstate New York, far away from the big city, but still much less private that his private island estate. People have actually managed to get pictures of him coming in and out of this place, unclear as they are. So it’s never been an option to bring the twins here. It’s never been an option for me to come here either. But now that I have an identity to use in public, people won’t find it odd if they catch me going to the estate. Either they’ll think I’m there to see Cres, or they’ll assume Adrian Blake is still up to his playboy ways. 
 
    “You’re late,” Viper says as soon as I arrive. He’s waiting for me in the foyer of the secluded mansion, hands in his pocket, blue-eyed stare neutral but intense as always. 
 
    “I got held up. By the children,” I add. No telling who might be listening if this place isn’t as secure as the island. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “They think their dad doesn’t want to spend time with them.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” he replies immediately, breaking his neutral expression. 
 
    “Try explaining that to seven-year-olds.” 
 
    “Shit,” Viper mutters. Then, “Well, good thing after this it should be safe enough for a visit.” 
 
    “After what?” 
 
    He nods for me to follow him to his office. A large map is laid out on the desk when we arrive, marked in black marker in Viper’s distinct and neat handwriting. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “A map of the Central Appalachia region. That information we stole from Harp? According to that, there’s a coordinate in this region that’s the destination for the shipment of children we saw. You won’t believe how many maps I had to go through to find the fucking place. The town it’s near is barely a town and barely on any maps. Me and Eileen had the coordinates weeks ago. It was finding where the fuck it was and what was there so we could have a reference point that was the problem. Ended up having to send a scout out there blind to get it.” 
 
    “Well, you wouldn’t have had to go through the trouble if you hadn’t stolen the information from me.” 
 
    “I didn’t steal it. I’m the one that got it.” 
 
    I decide not to argue that point with him. 
 
    “What did they find?” 
 
    He takes a stack of pictures from the corner of the desk and spreads them out. 
 
    “It’s a mine,” I point out the obvious. 
 
    “An abandoned one. Went through a series of sells until I’m assuming Pray acquired it. But for what? Why go through all this trouble to hide some trafficked children?” 
 
    I shrug. “That’s what we need to go and find out then, don’t we?” 
 
    “Yes,” Viper says tersely. He’s still not happy that I manipulated him into bringing me on this. “And while we’re doing that, Revnor is going to be misleading Travis and Pray to close this investigation on your little alter-ego.” 
 
    “Great. I was getting bored having to let Delilah and Brin coordinate recruitment and my security handle training the militias.” 
 
    “And you’ll let them continue to handle it. Getting Pray off your radar isn’t so you can run back into trouble and be on it again. You have a good position being Addy to oversee all this without anyone noticing.” 
 
    I frown. “Adrian Blake? Was that a compliment?” 
 
    He ignores me and continues, “Wyan is already there, integrating himself in with the town folk to get information. You know how hard it is to get information from those kind of poor towns that no one cares about.” 
 
    Yeah. They don’t trust anyone. Wyan is the perfect choice to play some kind of old, reclusive, drunk man who looks like he belongs. To make people not notice that he’s an outsider in a town where everybody knows everybody. 
 
    “When do we leave?” 
 
    “Now. Pray knows I’m dropping off the grid, but there’s only so long I can do that before he wants me back and before I have to show my face to the public since I’m not as much of a recluse anymore. Any arrangements you need to make?” 
 
    “I’m notorious for disappearing to go on private, lavish trips where the media can’t find me. I can swing it.” 
 
    “Good. Wyan is going to meet us outside the town to drive us in.” 
 
    “Do we have a cover?” 
 
    “I’m his son, and you’re his new daughter-in-law.” 
 
    “Pretending to be some form of couple for a mission is never going to get old for you, is it?” I ask. 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “Drama king.” 
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    ou couldn’t have picked us up in a better car?” Viper asks as soon as Wyan pulls up to the place he agreed to pick us up. 
 
    He’s got on an old cap, overalls, turtleneck, oversized jacket, and looks a lot less put together than I’m used to seeing him. 
 
    “It’s an old mining town where everyone is poor, Adrian. If we don’t want to stand out, no. I couldn’t have.” 
 
    I stifle a laugh as Viper scowls but doesn’t answer as he tries to open the car door only for it to get stuck. 
 
    “You have to lift it a certain way,” Wyan says. 
 
    Viper gives Wyan a disbelieving look. 
 
    “I don’t remember you being such a snob. If I remember, you drive Phae crazy dragging old cars home. So much so she banned you from getting any after the third.” 
 
    “Yeah, but those had charm and potential and I fixed them up into things of beauty. This is just scrapyard junk.” 
 
    “Stop being so mean to your father, dear husband.” 
 
    Another exasperated look crosses Viper’s face. 
 
    “Listen to your wife and stop being so grumpy. We’ve got a lot of road to cover, and I’d like to get home before the diner closes.” 
 
    “It’s noon.” 
 
    “It closes at six thirty.” 
 
    “I forgot how much I fucking hate small towns.” 
 
    I exchange a sympathetic glance with Wyan through the rearview mirror as we take off. Viper is going to miserable to be with until we leave. Small, poor towns like this remind him of the small poor town he lived in with his mother in Texas before he was taken from her. 
 
    He’s silent the entire five-hour ride into the small, forgotten town. That’s not entirely odd for Viper. He’s never been a man of many words if he didn’t have anything to say, especially when in proximity to someone he’s not entirely comfortable around. But this is a different silence. An irritated one. An oppressive one. A traumatized one. 
 
    Despite that, when we get into the town and get to the diner Wyan was so eager to bring us to, Viper manages to put on that charming mask that makes people let their guard down. That makes people unable to even contemplate that lurking just under that mask is something much more sinister. 
 
    “Oh, is this the son and the new daughter-in-law you were talking about?” asks the server, a woman probably in her mid-thirties. 
 
    “Yes. Adrian and Adele,” Wyan introduces. 
 
    I manage not to cringe at my full name and give a small wave as I say, “Hi.” 
 
    Viper just smiles and nods at her. 
 
    “Such a beautiful couple. So what’s your first impressions? Big city girl like you, Adele? Or so I’ve heard.” 
 
    “It’s… different,” I settle on. Then I look at Wyan and say, “Maybe one day I’ll manage to get this guy to come visit us instead.” 
 
    Wyan laughs. “New York would be too much for this old heart.” 
 
    “Come on, Dad. It’ll do you some good to get out this small town. See the world.” 
 
    “You know I’m not interested in all that stuff you young people are into,” Wyan says gruffly. Then he says to the server, “Three of my regulars, dear.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    When the woman is out of earshot, Viper’s mask falls and he asks, “Please tell me your regular includes the strongest fucking alcohol this place has. If I’m going to be here, it’s not going to be sober.” 
 
    “We’re here for a reason,” I remind. 
 
    “That,” Wyan says pointedly, “and no alcohol is sold here on Sundays.” 
 
    “But a doctor will probably dish out opioids for damn near free, won’t they?” 
 
    “A little hypocritical considering the business you’re in,” I state. 
 
    “The business you’re in too,” Viper reminds. “And at least I make no bones about what I’m doing and don’t have any noble reasons like supposedly helping people with their pain and illnesses. People want it, I provide it. If I didn’t do it, someone else would. Might as well garner as much power and money that I can from it if I have the skill to do it.” 
 
    “If that helps you sleep at night,” Wyan says. He turns to me. “And what about you? What helps you sleep at night?” 
 
    Leon and Lady. That’s what. Knowing that there was no way to turn back from this once their dad made the choices he did, so I’m going to have to make the best of them. But that’s not an answer I can give Wyan. He doesn’t know about the twins yet. 
 
    “Same thing as him, I guess,” I say with a shrug. 
 
    Everyone at the table knows it’s a lie. 
 
    “So,” Viper begins before Wyan can call me out on it, “who knows what?” 
 
    “The townspeople? Shockingly little.” Wyan leans back casually in his chair. “As far as they know some big corporation has bought the facility and use it for manufacturing. Prison labor or something. Maybe. These people don’t care much about what happens beyond this town and are distrusting of outside authorities.” 
 
    “Someone’s in on it. You don’t just ship children to some kind of converted abandoned mine and no one is in on it,” I say. 
 
    “You do if you’ve managed to buy out state representatives and authorities to ignore grievances and look in the other direction,” Wyan replies. 
 
    Pray’s grip and influence continues to run as deep as his pockets. In other words, never ending. I take it back. Viper’s right. I don’t feel bad about being a fucking drug dealer and distributor. At least I own up to it and don’t pretend it’s for anything other than my own benefit and ambitions. 
 
    Viper suddenly looks toward the kitchen. We’re the only ones in the diner at this time, so when he calls out to the server, she turns to him as he says, “We’ll take it all to go, if you don’t mind. Me and my wife want to do some exploring.” 
 
    “Not much exploring to be done but sure thing.” Then she adds, “If you’re looking for something to do, the town usually takes Sunday evening for a community movie night at the church. Five dollar admission to raise money for some good cause or another.” 
 
    I look at Viper. He shrugs. Good as any place to start to see if we can get any clues to what we might be getting into. Someone who can take us right in through the front door and masks as a townsperson. Probably someone who moved here recently. In the last few years or so maybe. 
 
    As promised, a bunch of people are gathered at the old church for movie night. A bunch of people that may very well be the entire population of the town given how small it is. Wyan, Viper, and I sit in the back as the movie plays. Some old comedy movie that none of us pay much attention to as we categorize and watch the people. No one is immediately dismissed. I know better than to think anything like age, sex, or even disability disqualifies anyone from being a field soldier or agent in this business. In fact, that’s what we count on. That most people will dismiss the people who appear to be the most improbable targets. And it’s the most improbable people that I’m looking for. 
 
    I keep an eye on the teenagers and the old first and foremost. They’re the first people Viper and I “introduce” ourselves to once the movie is over and people are lingering afterwards. As we do that, we also keep an eye out for people who look like they don’t want to be seen or that seem to be able to escape notice. 
 
    After all these years, I can usually tell with a fine degree of accuracy if someone is lying and hiding a secret. But no one stands out to me or sets my hair on end. I don’t catch any contradictions or lies or carefully woven stories designed to make someone let their guard down. Everyone seems relatively… normal. 
 
    “You guys got anything?” I ask when Wyan is driving us to where he’s temporarily set himself up. 
 
    “Nothing,” Viper replies. “Looks like we’re going in blind.” 
 
    “We just got here. Let’s give it one more day. It’s someone’s job to oversee that place. Or, at the very least to make sure people don’t go near it. If we don’t find anything tomorrow, well go blind. 
 
    The next day starts much like the first. We have breakfast at the diner. Then lunch. Then dinner. 
 
    “This is the third time I’ve seen you all day,” says the woman that served us yesterday. Madelyn. She’s pretty much the person who runs the place. 
 
    “Well, it’s the only place in town to get readymade food. Otherwise we’d have to cook, and trust, if you don’t want your entire town burned to the ground, best to keep us away from a stove,” Viper says giving the patented, Adrian Blake, playboy smile. 
 
    It almost never fails to make a woman laugh or giggle or something. Instead, Madelyn rolls her eyes and says to me, “Hope you’ve got yourself a leash for him. This one’s a flirt.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve got him on a short one,” I assure. 
 
    She scoffs. “You’d be surprised how many handsome and they know it guys from out of town pass through here with wives or girlfriends who think the same thing as you.” 
 
    I tilt my head at her and asks, “And you would know because…” 
 
    She smirks. “I don’t kiss and tell.” 
 
    She sashay’s away. The entire interaction is innocent enough. But something about it leaves me feeling… on edge. 
 
    “Adrian,” I say while watching Madelyn as she flits from table to table during the evening dinner rush before disappearing into the kitchen. “Remember what you taught me about if I was looking for someone somewhere. Whether it was in a seedy, underground bar or some upscale lounge or restaurant? Remember where you told me the first place to start?” 
 
    “I taught it to you. Of course, I do.” 
 
    “Humor me.” 
 
    “You talk to the bartender first and after that, the servers if there are any…” 
 
    “Because they usually see and come into contact with everyone who comes through the door,” I say. “Would come in handy if you had something to hide and something you wanted to keep people away from if that was your job. Let a higher up somewhere know if someone was poking into something they’d prefer them not to. Or to deal with it without informing the higher up.” 
 
    It doesn’t take long for either Viper or Wyan to catch on. 
 
    “Madelyn,” they say simultaneously. 
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Viper 
 
   O ne of the first things I learned when I became a chief enforcer was that having good servants on your side meant everything. Because people always treated the servant as invisible. Someone too dumb to go somewhere and get a more prestigious job or profession and, thus, someone who didn’t need to be feared. 
 
    They’re only partly wrong. There aren’t a lot of people who if they are able, capable, and have access to less stressful and more prestigious professions who won’t do it. Which is why finding someone who does have that ability, capability, and access but have the humility and patience required to do a job like longtime serving in order to spy and get information is valuable. It’s why after Dele, my more useful and valuable ally is Eileen. A former CIA agent willing to pretend she’s an estate manager, nothing more than a glorified butler as far as most are concerned, in the long road toward revenge for her friend. 
 
    It's why as soon as Dele points her out, I know Madelyn is the one who’s going to take us right up to the front door of that old mine so we can see what’s there. 
 
    This town may be small and not have any seedy bars. But it does have one diner. One place to get a meal if you don’t want to cook or ride five hours into the nearest larger city. One place to get a meal if this a stop passing through on the way to the next larger city. The perfect place to observe and scope out any potential trespassers. 
 
    I should have realized it as soon as we arrived. But I’ve felt off ever since we arrived in this stupid town in that stupid, raggedy car Wyan managed to get. All because this town reminds me of the small, barely on the map town I grew up in before I was taken from my mother because she was a lost cause. 
 
    God, I hated that place. 
 
    But now isn’t the time to brood and reminisce. 
 
    “You think she knows?” Wyan asks. 
 
    Meaning, has she figured out we’re not the people we say we are. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Are we making the first move or…?” Dele trails off, keeps her eyes on the kitchen and waiting for Madelyn to come back out even though for all appearances, all her attention is on Wyan and I. 
 
     “I don’t have time for her to watch and lay a trap. We’re moving first,” I decide. 
 
    Madelyn is likely armed, and judging by the way she flits gracefully about the room, probably a decently skilled fight. Sure, I could write it off as her gaining this grace from serving customers day in and day out, but her stance and footing is too precise. Reminds me too much of certain fighting steps and styles to be a coincidence. More than likely, she applied her fighting skills to her grace as a server. 
 
    We wait until everyone’s gone, and it’s only us left. Madelyn pretends not to notice or care, but if she’s the person we think she is, no doubt she’s watching us. Wondering why we haven’t left yet after everyone else is long gone. 
 
    “Hey, Madelyn,” Dele calls. 
 
    She pretends to jump as though she wasn’t perfectly aware we were still here. 
 
    “You all are still here? I’m glad you like the place, but it’s closing time. Past it, actually.” 
 
    “We just wanted to ask you a question. About the town.” 
 
    “Shoot?” 
 
    Dele nods her head in a random direction, appearing every bit the overly curious traveler when she says, “Hey. What are they doing with that old mine not too far from here? Saw some activity around there as we were passing by on the way to Adrian’s dad’s.” 
 
    It’s a lie. The mine is way out of the way of the place Wyan is staying. Madelyn knows that too. But as far as she’s concerned, maybe we’re just lying because we’re a supposedly young, married couple visiting family in a small boring town and went looking for excitement somewhere we shouldn’t have been. 
 
    Either way, if we’re right, she’ll be onto us. 
 
    “What kind of activity?” 
 
    Dele shrugs. “Thought I saw some kids. But maybe I was wrong about that.” 
 
    Madelyn shrugs. “Probably just prison labor. Not uncommon for one of the prisons to contract out their prisoners to whatever place bought that old mine. Because they certainly don’t hire people here for it. Otherwise, maybe we’d all be a lot richer ‘round here.” 
 
    “No,” Dele insists. “Pretty sure I saw children. Do they coordinate visits or field trips or something?” 
 
    “If you insist that’s what you saw, maybe,” Madelyn says with a shrug. 
 
    There’s a certain edge to her now, though. The edge of a predator cataloging their prey. Deciding if they’re going to bother pouncing. Because just Dele’s innocent comment is enough to have to have her killed. In this business, the wrong person seeing the wrong thing in innocence is way more dangerous than the wrong person seeing the wrong thing because they were looking for it. The latter knows to be discreet. 
 
    We’re counting on that, though. Letting Madelyn think she’s the predator. And normally, maybe she might be. But not when I’m the apex predator in the room. 
 
    She goes back to whatever she was doing. But we’ve done what we need to. We’ve planted the seed that we’ve seen something that we shouldn’t have. If it were up to me, I’d go with what my instincts know to be true, wait for her to close up shop, and ambush her. 
 
    But that would open us up to suspicion we don’t need. Because even a disconnected small town like this would be able to easily notice the odd coincidence of a newcomers coming into town and their beloved diner manager disappearing. That’s if we have to disappear her. 
 
    Regardless, we have to wait for her to come to us. She probably plans to track us down to Wyan’s little shack in the woods, murder us, and then bury the bodies somewhere in the woods or dissolve them and make it seem like we suddenly left town to head back to the big city and dragged Wyan with us. No one in town would care or ever suspect her. 
 
    If I’m right about the way an enforcer like her works, she’s not going to risk us getting out of town before she makes a move. And that can be at any time for a big shot city boy and his wife.  
 
    Madelyn proves me right when we get the alert from the discreet monitoring system Wyan has set up that someone’s coming. 
 
    They’re skilled, for certain, but not as skilled as us. So Dele doesn’t even bother to change out her pajamas as she grabs both her guns, and I only put on a shirt before I grab my own. There’s no one living close enough to hear, but I still make sure the silencer is attached just as Dele does with her own firearms. 
 
    Wyan, on the other hand, is dressed and ready to move. 
 
    “The two of you could be a little less nonchalant about all this,” he says. 
 
    Dele shrugs. “I don’t wanna mess up my good clothes on something like this.” 
 
    I chuckle. 
 
    Wyan glares at us both but says nothing because we’ve got intruders to kill and one to interrogate. 
 
    There’s no way Madelyn knew who we actually were. Or at least me. All it would have taken was a google search. But a search would also require a person to think to search for me. Because why in the world would Adrian Blake care about a poor Appalachian town to come here? And if so, if Madelyn is working for Pray, she would have just assumed our mutual boss sent me for some reason. 
 
    Regardless, it’s clear she knows nothing. Because she’s only bothered to bring three men with her, presumably to help her hide the bodies she thinks she’s going to be left with. 
 
    “You know, seems like a waste for all three of us to take them out when one of us will work,” Dele says, probably having made the same observation I have. 
 
    “Or we could take them together for efficiency’s sake. Also, let’s not get too cocky, hm?” Wyan asks. 
 
    Dele and I exchange a look. 
 
    “You wanna take this one or should I?” I ask. 
 
    “You’re going to need your strength to convince her to take us where we want to go or tell us what we need to know. I’ll do it.” 
 
    With that, she goes to the kitchen window, crawls out of it, and then I hear her silent steps on the roof. If I were any less trained and didn’t see her crawl out the window, I’d assume it was just an animal or something. 
 
    It’s about a minute and a half before I hear her steps just a little louder running across the roof, landing outside on the ground, and the sound of a body part hitting another along with a painful groan. 
 
    Next, I hear Dele’s footsteps coming to the front door. She pushes it open and throws a live body into the living room at me and Wyan’s feet. She doesn’t even look ruffled as she walks in behind it and closes the door behind her. 
 
    “Who the fuck is training and teaching these new people? I could have done that in my sleep and not remembered when I got up the next morning,” she says. 
 
    Madelyn tries to get to her feet and stab me in the face with a knife. Dele’s right. It’s nothing to stop her. To grab her wrist and twist it painfully and bring her to her knees. For fuck’s sake, I taught Dele how to get out of that when she was fourteen. The training and scouting of people to defend, enforce, and protect my business is definitely something I’m going to have to evaluate when Dele and I take over. But, for now, it’s a boon. 
 
    When the woman has dropped the knife, I let go of her wrist and immediately strike her across the face with the butt of my gun. 
 
    “You, Madelyn, are going to answer some questions for us.” 
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Viper 
 
   W hen you get into the organized crime business, it’s an accepted fact that mistakes get you killed. At any time, your life is forfeit. Your personal death is an occupational hazard to the lifestyle, and those who thrive in it treat facing death like a rainy day. Something to prepare for. An inconvenience. An inevitability. You don’t fear it. 
 
    That’s something I learned long before the Soles put a gun in my hand, and Wyan taught me how to shoot. I should have died with my mother but managed not to. Every day since then has been hard fought for and every day afterward will be the same. Clawing every moment of time that I wasn’t supposed to have and running from death until it catches up to me. 
 
    So it’s not a surprise that Madelyn doesn’t blink an eye when Wyan points his gun at her to force her cooperation when we force her into a chair with her hands cuffed behind her back. She’s not going to let herself be killed if she can avoid it, of course. But she’s not particularly concerned about it either. 
 
    Which is why torture is such an effective method of getting something out of types like these. But there’s no telling how long someone can hold out on torture, so I don’t start there. 
 
    “We know who you work for. We know what they’re doing. We just need you to take us there to see for ourselves or tell us how to get in to see it,” I say vaguely, just in case she isn’t sure who she works for and what they’re doing. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Madelyn spats. 
 
    “Thought you’d say that. Look, I’d eventually get it out of you with torture. But that method would take too long. So let’s not stand on ceremony here. What do you care about? Who do you care about?” 
 
    Madelyn gives nothing. But she will if I press the right buttons. 
 
    “A husband? A wife? A partner? A parent? A child?” Before I can continue, something in her eyes change. Hardens even more than it was before. Seems like I’ve hit something. “A child then?” 
 
    I don’t need her to confirm. I already know. 
 
    “So here’s what it’s going to be. You could just tell me what I want to know. Or you can refuse. And I'll torture you. And then I'd still get it out of you. But also, you’ll have wasted my time and made me an angry man with a vendetta, and I might have to look you up… find this child. End your line with them and you.” I say. “So are you going to cooperate? Or do you need time to think it over.” 
 
    Madelyn is angry and fearful all at once. She hates me. She wishes she could get up and kill me where I stand. But she knows to try that and fail would be to condemn her child. Or whoever the fuck it is she cares about. So she doesn’t try. 
 
    Instead, she says through gritted teeth, “Fine.” 
 
    “Great,” I say. I look at Wyan and say, “Watch her while we get dressed.” 
 
    I head back into one of the bedrooms. Dele follows behind me. While I immediately begin to get my clothes and gear on, Dele stands near the door watching me. If we weren’t in a rush, I wouldn’t mind. I like getting up to get dressed after I’ve fucked her and for her to languish about and watch me. But right now is not the time. 
 
    “What?” I snap. 
 
    “Her child,” Dele begins. 
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t… you really wouldn’t have gone after them? Would you have?” 
 
    “Probably not,” I say dismissively “Would have been more trouble than was worth the effort for someone as unimportant as her. A waste of time and resources and dreadfully inefficient.” 
 
    “But what if it wasn’t?” 
 
    Something about Dele’s tone, the uncertainty in it, makes me turn to look at her. 
 
    “Why does it matter? 
 
    She only asks firmer, “What if it wasn’t?” 
 
    “I suppose I’d go through the trouble, then. I wouldn’t have taught you better than to make idle threats if I were going to do the same thing.” 
 
    Dele makes a noncommittal sound and expression before proceeding to get dressed. But I feel like I’ve missed something. Like I failed a test. It’s my turn to watch her get dressed while I question her. 
 
    “Why does it matter?” 
 
    I think she’s going to ignore me, and I’m going to have a force an answer out of her when we have time later. But eventually she says, “You’d kill anyone who even thought about making that kind of threat if it were you. Doesn’t matter who they were. They’d be an instant enemy to you.” 
 
    “What a keen observation,” I drawl. 
 
    “And then you’d kill them and their kids before they could get yours and be a lifelong enemy to them and their family. Right? And it would never end.” 
 
    That’s a given. 
 
    “What are you getting at, Dele?” 
 
    “You really don’t see it?” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re having a fine conversation,” Wyan shouts from the front room. “But if you could kindly get a move on.” 
 
    “He’s right,” I say, dismissing the conversation. I’ll get to the bottom of this later. “We need to move.” 
 
    “Right,” Dele says as she puts on the rest of her gear. 
 
    When we’re done, I drag Madelyn out her chair by her arm and force her to guide us to the car she came in. A dark colored truck with a cover over it. Perfect for discarding the three bodies she thought she was going to have. 
 
    As I put her in the driver’s seat to take us to the old mine, I say, “Keep in mind, Madelyn, that I’m a very well connected man. So remember what I said. Whatever you think you have planned, I’m already ahead. By now, my assistant has already found every piece of family you might have. And if you don’t have any, everyone and everything you care for at the very least. Think about that.” 
 
    She grips the steering wheel tightly but gets the point. 
 
    I slide into the back seat with Dele while Wyan sits in the front with Madelyn. Dele is sitting stiffly next to me, looking straight ahead. 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    It’s a lie. But now is neither the time nor place to figure out what I’ve done to annoy Dele now. 
 
    From the outside, the old mine looks like just that. An old mine. If not for the picture I saw of trucks and children being loaded onto the old mine rail lines, I’d have thought nothing of it. But I know it’s something. Particularly so when Madelyn drives the truck straight into the mine. 
 
    If I didn’t know this place was much more than an old mine, I’d think she was trying to cause a wreck that could cause the place to collapse around us. To take us out and her with us. But as soon as she drives inside, right over the only rail line in the rock floor, it because abundantly clear she’s not, and that this place hasn’t been a mine in a very long time. 
 
    The tunnel has been widened into a huge cavern and at the end of the cavern are huge blast style doors with three people with automatic arms at the door. 
 
    “State your business,” one says. 
 
    “Boss sent inspectors. He wants to make sure everything is going according to plan after that disaster near the New Mexican border a few months ago.” 
 
    That is, Dele trying to steal the children from him. 
 
    The guard nods. The doors open. Madelyn, Wyan, Dele, and I get out the truck and walk inside. 
 
    Though this is clearly no longer a mine, it’s barely been upgraded to be much more than that. The walls are the kind of metal that suck up all the heat when it’s hot and make a room hotter and do the same with the cold. 
 
    A man is there to greet us. He has the same demeanor about him as Pray. That is to say, he looks harmless, fatherly even, but something much more sinister lies just beneath. 
 
    “Madelyn,” he says. “It’s been a while. You didn’t tell me we would have inspectors.” 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t told either until they showed up in town. They’re here to inspect and make a report to Pray, and their credentials check out. So let’s get this on with, Randy.” 
 
    “Right,” he says and ushers us through the halls until we come to an observation window. 
 
    Randy gestures for us to walk forward and look. Dele and I do while Wyan stays behind to watch Randy and Madelyn. 
 
    As soon as I get close enough to look and peer down into the level below, I see what looks like a bunch of older teenagers gathered and wearing training uniforms and gear. Some are sitting congregated in corners laughing. Others sparring against each other. Others practicing their shooting. 
 
    “What in the fucking Russian mafia madness is this?” Dele mutters. 
 
    She’s not very far off. This definitely feels something much more Russian-esque mafia and organized crime. A bunch of fucking crazy motherfuckers who not even Pray wants to deal with but does because of the presence they do have in some important circles. I’d certainly win if I ever came across them and had to fight, but even I’d think twice about taking Russian agents head-on if I didn’t have to. 
 
    I don’t know what Pray’s intention or inspiration for this was, but it doesn’t really matter when the man is building himself some kind of cult-ish, brainwashed militia from the cradle. 
 
    Just when I thought Pray couldn’t make my life harder. 
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Dele 
 
   W hen I contemplated everything that Pray had in store for those children when Viper let them continue to their destination, I didn’t contemplate that the man was essentially trying to build his own fucking brainwashed militia. Just when I thought I knew the depths of Pray’s ambition and insanity, he does something like this. 
 
    I silently follow Madelyn and Randy as they take us from the observation deck and directly down to the floor with Viper next to me and Wyan in the rear. 
 
    “I wish I’d known you were coming. The younger ones are in bed right now. But luckily, tonight was one of our random training and drills for the older recruits. So you get to see them in action,” Randy says.  
 
    He nods to a group practicing their shooting. 
 
    They’re scarily efficient and accurate. Never missing the mark they’re directed to shoot. Finding every instant kill point. And even though they’re kids, I can’t help but think of how I would take down a fighter like this if I came across them. Stay out the way more than likely. Capitalize on the fact that they’ve probably been trained not to fear death or pain and to go after targets with a ruthless efficiency and tunnel vision that would likely end up being their weakness. Just like Viper when he gets fixated on— 
 
    Viper.  
 
    He’s the blueprint for this. A boy who had a gun put in his hand when he was almost ten years old and became a ruthlessly efficient and creative killer in the name of both noble and devious causes. But these kids ideally wouldn’t have any of his weaknesses. His propensity for obsessively and emotionally latching onto people he cares about. His hotheadedness. His narrowminded focus on revenge when he’s slighted. His propensity for disregarding authority. 
 
    Viper is the blueprint. The prototype. These children have the potential to be the perfection of the monster he is. 
 
    “How many do you have?” I ask. 
 
    “Depends. At this level? Fifty-nine. That’s after an extensive and intensive culling process from hundreds more when they’re brought in.” 
 
    “Hundreds,” I whisper. 
 
    Viper discreetly squeezes my wrist as he asks, “And after all that, what percentage do you retain to this point?” 
 
    “Eight percent. Three percent higher than the five percent target,” Randy says proudly. 
 
    “And what percentage will make it from this point to the end.” 
 
    Randy contemplates before answering and says, “Hopefully twenty percent.” 
 
    That’s twelve. Twelve out of hundreds of children that will ultimately survive this insanity only to become attack dogs for Pray. 
 
    Viper is squeezing my wrist painfully now. Because he knows I’m a second from taking out my gun and shooting Randy. 
 
    Wyan notices too because he intervenes, getting right between my line of sight of the man and says, “I’m curious into the minute details of running this kind of facility and maintaining obedience and cooperation when the recruits outnumber you and the people you no doubt have helping you. Perhaps you could explain it to me while I inspect the rest of the facility and my colleagues continue to evaluate the progress.” 
 
    “Of course,” Randy says and then takes Wyan out the room to tour the rest of the facility. 
 
    Viper loosens his grip on my wrist, and I snatch it away. 
 
    Then he grabs Madelyn, sits her down on a nearby bench and warns, “Don’t try anything. Wouldn’t want us to have to cull off your family next.” 
 
    Then he comes back to me, where I’m still gazing at the children make terrifyingly accurate shots. Well, for this simulation. It’s a whole different thing maintaining terrifying accuracy when the target is alive and moving, the wind is blowing, or it’s raining, or whatever elements mother nature is throwing at you. That’s the one thing that comforts me about this. That they’ve been locked in this cage this entire time and don’t know what it’s like to have to do this in the real world. 
 
    “Fuck,” I mutter to myself. 
 
    They’re kids. But here I am categorizing them as a threat and analyzing how despite their skill, I have the advantage. 
 
    That said, I was a kid once too. So was Viper. 
 
    “Why have one ruthless, unstoppable enforcer when you can have a dozen,” Viper says. “Trained to take orders and never ask questions.” 
 
    “Looks like you weren’t the only one plotting.” 
 
    “He was plotting longer. This isn’t something you manage to do in just seven years’ time.” Viper pauses and then says, “I think this was his plan all along. But then…” 
 
    “The Soles were onto him.” 
 
    “Not just them, but Phae,” Viper adds. “You saw her research. She nearly had everything laid out. And he knew it.” 
 
    “So he recruited you, killed her, and then used you as the blueprint for his future enforcers.” 
 
    Viper laughs. “I have to say, it’s a good play.” 
 
    “A good play? Seriously?” 
 
    Viper shrugs. “Raise your enforcers from childhood so they know nothing but loyalty to you and the empire you built. With no desire but to do exactly what you say to preserve you and your organization.” 
 
    “You’re not really co-signing this?” 
 
    He rolls his eyes and surprises me by saying, “No. I’m not.” 
 
    Then he adds, “It’s much too high risk for little reward in my opinion. When you can get adults and make them sufficiently fearful of you that they won’t betray your loyalty.” 
 
    “That’s what you took from this?” I demand. “Your problem is that it seems too risky when there are less risky ways to accomplish the same goal, and not the point where he traffics children and puts them through rigorous testing to decide which few he keeps and which ones he kills off?” 
 
    “I’m just being pragmatic. Looking at the bigger picture. You’re the one who wanted me to stop being so tunnel visioned.” 
 
    I did. But just like everything, Viper manages to twists my words and actions to suit his perceptions. Because what he still doesn’t realize is that if he doesn’t stop after Pray, if he can’t be the one to say enough bloodshed when this is all over and come to some kind of truce and terms of peace with the people who are going to be pissed at his takeover, even with Pray gone, our children are never going to be safe. Not in a world where he still lives and people are out for revenge. Because eventually, someone will find a way. 
 
    We have. 
 
    I’m not going to let anyone get to that point. I’ll kill Viper first. And more and more, it’s looking like that’s the only choice he’s going to leave me. But before we get to that, we’ve got to figure out what to do about the kids who he’s the blueprint for. Kids I don’t have the same leverages over like I do with Viper. 
 
    “We’ve got to do something about this.” 
 
    “Well, there’s the obvious solution,” he answers. 
 
    “We can’t kill them.” 
 
    “We could.” He doesn’t even turn to look at me. “It’s underground. Filter an odorless, sightless gas into the place, and by the time they detect it or figure out something’s wrong, everyone just falls asleep and doesn’t wake up. It would be a mercy really. Pray wouldn’t even have anything to be suspicious of. Just a faulty oversight. A freak accident.” 
 
    “Viper,” I say firmly, ignoring the way my heart is threatening to crumble into pieces as he continues to prove that I may really have to kill him when this is all over. “We can’t… Viper. They’re…” 
 
    I try to come up with something that will sway him so that this doesn’t end up in a fight between us. Doesn’t end up with him hurting me, knocking me out, murdering the entire facility, and then letting me be pissed about it when I wake up. 
 
    But he surprises me when he continues, “But that’s the obvious solution. I’m open to another idea if you have it, and it accomplishes the goal of neutralizing this.” 
 
    I open and close my mouth, so taken aback. “You… you’re open to more ideas?” 
 
    “Yes,” comes the simply reply. 
 
    It seems too good to be true. Viper takes orders from no one unless he’s forced, or it was already something he wanted to do anyway. My instincts tell me there’s more to this. That this is a trap or… or something. But who am I to look a gift horse in the mouth? Especially when it comes to Viper. If he’s willing to give an inch, then I’m taking the inch and everything else he’ll give afterward. 
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Viper 
 
   I f I’m going to trust Dele to run the daily affairs of the business I’m planning to steal from Pray, I’m going to have to learn to trust her instincts and decision-making processes. And while I may not have any reservations about killing everyone in this facility, she does. 
 
    Dele is ruthless when she needs to be. That’s for certain. But she’s also so kind and softhearted. Good thing I’m hardhearted and mean enough for the both of us. 
 
    “Right now, all we need is a containment strategy,” she finally says. “And Pray has pretty much done that for us. Which only means we just need to kill all the administrators and people who run this place and replace them with our own.” 
 
    I finally turn to her, an eyebrow cocked. “You want to keep the child army that you were just so indignantly and self-righteously against not ten minutes ago?” 
 
    She gives me a wry look. “Well, we can’t let them go. They’re too dangerous for that now. The only thing we can do without killing them is to tweak whatever brainwashing Pray has done. Instill in them some autonomy. Allow them to start having their own thoughts, and when it’s not too dangerous for them, then give them a choice. They can either keep working for us or they can go live their own lives. Because it’s not like they actually know anything about the running or logistics of this thing. The only thing they’ve been taught is to kill for it.” 
 
    It's not a bad plan. A middle ground between both our ideal outcomes that gets us to the same goal. To neutralize the threat. More than neutralize, this threat may actually become an advantage to us if they choose to work for us in the end. 
 
    Still, I press on. I need to know that Dele understands the realities of what she’s dealing with. That if it doesn’t turn out as ideally as she hopes, she’s willing to allow what needs to happen. 
 
    “That’s probably going to be fine for the younger children. Hell, if you want, we can probably release some of the younger and let them find nice happy homes to be raised in,” I say, appealing to her optimism first. “But what if they resist. What if after everything, they’re still a threat?” 
 
    She doesn’t hesitate. “Then I guess I’ll let you deal with it as you see fit.” 
 
    She knows the way I see fit is to murder. Even though she disagrees. 
 
    Optimistic. Idealistic even. But also realistic. Willing to take the most drastic measures even when she doesn’t want to. Ruthless, but not needlessly so. And yet, always when needed. That’s not something I’m ever going to be able to learn. I’ll always choose the most ruthless and cruel option. Dele won’t. And so long as she keeps the money flowing in, people will bow down to her for it… with me looming threatening in her shadow. 
 
    “But we shouldn’t let that plan of yours go to waste,” she adds looking around the room. “Think you can restrict that plan of yours to just this room?” 
 
    What’s she planning now… 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s get Randy to gather all the administrators and help here in the morning. That’ll give me some time to arrange for new management.” 
 
    Her idea of new management is pulling enforcers and agents of hers that she can trust to run this facility in such a way that Pray never notices that anything has changed. And the person she chooses to replace Randy is no one other than Wyan himself. 
 
    “He’s the one that helped make you,” Dele says when I question her on the choice. “If you’re the blueprint for these kids, there’s no one with more expertise on how to deal with them.” 
 
    I neglect to point out that Wyan helped to make her too, so she’s also a blueprint for all this. And not just us but also the Soles. All along, Pray has wanted to mimic their recruitment process. To take children and turn them into killers for a cause. Except Pray doesn’t try to make this look any less fucked up than it is. 
 
    When it’s time, they all gather obliviously into the room. All twenty-five of them. Trainers, teachers, cooks, medics and the three guards from outside included. The only one who has any clue what’s going on is Madelyn, but the threat of me finding and harming her own child looms over her. Before she goes into the room, though, Dele takes her aside. 
 
    She either thinks I’m not paying attention or doesn’t care when she looks at the woman and says, “I’ll make sure he doesn’t find your family when you die.” 
 
    It’s a sickeningly hollow comfort when Dele is shepherding a bunch of people into a room to die without a second thought or any remorse. But it’s a kindness she doesn’t have to give. One she doesn’t even know if she can guarantee yet because she doesn’t know what I have planned for her. A plan she won’t know until the right time because I don’t need her counterplotting against me or using the knowledge for more leverage to defy me as we work against Pray. 
 
    “Are you sure Pray’s not going to notice that his entire administrative staff has changed overnight? And that the head administrator is not the one he put in place?” Wyan asks as we stand at the observation window after all the doors have been shut and sealed and the admins are locked in the same cage they force the children they keep to train in. 
 
    “Nothing a little makeup and Hollywood magic won’t solve,” Dele assures. 
 
    “You also overestimate how much Pray pays attention to people he thinks are beneath him and aren’t a threat,” I add. “But we’ll keep a few of Randy’s body parts preserved just in case something is locked behind a fingerprint or retinal scan or something.” 
 
    I doubt Pray’s that sophisticated. He’s gotten with the times and the advanced tech that he can, but he’s still very old school in some ways when it comes to this business. 
 
    “Is everything sealed off?” Dele asks. 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Do it then.” 
 
    I open the app on the encrypted device I connected to the network and electronics here. Doublecheck to make sure all other vents are sealed again, and then press the button to release the poison that will kill the people below. It’s unseen and odorless. No one has any idea anything is going on until everyone starts getting drowsy and begins to just fall asleep. By that time, they’re too drowsy to do anything or try to warn anyone. They simply fall asleep, their bodies’ stop breathing, and they never wake up. 
 
    Much less bloody and dramatic than I would have preferred but effective all the same. 
 
    With another press of a button, I ventilate and air out the room, cycling fresh morning air in over and over until it’s safe to go into the room, at which point, the people Dele called in overnight to takeover begin to gather the bodies to cart them away and dissolve them until no trace is left. Just like Pray had with the children deemed unworthy. 
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   I t’s amazing what normal, everyday people will take at face value. Sure, the townsfolk think it’s a little odd that Madelyn up and left with no notice to apparently take care of her sick mother long term, leaving her cousin behind to run the diner. But also, Madelyn was notoriously private. Didn’t talk much about any family or whatnot. Only came here because she inherited her grandfather’s house and then stuck around for the last decade or longer because a small town that nobody cared about was as much of an escape as she was going to get from the issues she apparently had back home. We don’t even have to sell the story. The town sells the story for us.  
 
    It’s not even a coincidence that it happens at the exact same time that the son and daughter-in-law of another local convince him to come live in the big city with them. Because as far as they’re concerned, neither are connected. 
 
    We still have to stick around for a few days to make sure the change in management of the facility goes smoothly and that there’s nothing that could signal to Pray that something has changed. But Wyan is spearheading that for us, leaving Dele and I with little to do except take turns going to the facility every day with Wyan until we leave. 
 
    It’s at the end of my day that I come to the old shack Wyan’s been living in to find Dele lying on the bed with her head propped up on her elbow, naked and idly touching herself. 
 
    “You know,” she says before I can say or do anything, “you continue to surprise me.” 
 
    “Says the woman lying in wait for me naked and touching herself,” I point out, unable to take my eyes off of where she’s touching her pussy. 
 
    To my dismay, she stops and while running her finger up from her pussy to her torso, she says, “I contemplated killing you, you know?” 
 
    “Is that supposed to be news?” I ask. Because of course she has. She’s tired to kill me before. Just like I’ve contemplated and tried to kill her before. 
 
    “In the recent past, I mean,” Dele says casually. “Seriously. Not the normal ever day way I contemplate killing you.” 
 
    A few years ago, I might have flown off the handle at her admitting this. But I know her better now than I knew her then. She’s telling me about it. So it means she’s changed her mind. Not to mention she’s had every opportunity to kill me because I’ve given it to her. Because she’s my one and only blind spot. It’s like Eileen said. I’d never see it coming. Even in plain view.  
 
    “Is that so?” I ask. “And why were you?” 
 
    “Because I didn’t think you were capable of stopping.” 
 
    “Stopping?” 
 
    “You’re an unshakeable object, Viper. And you like to prove it. You like to kill and kill and kill and obliterate your enemies beyond the point of nothing being left. You say that there’s a better way to engage in this business. An ethical way. But I didn’t believe you’d be able to pull it off. And if you failed at that, maybe people wouldn’t dare take their chances on you, but they might on your children.” 
 
    She’s getting to a point, so I don’t interrupt her. 
 
    “They won’t be secret forever. We can’t watch them every second of the day. We can’t keep them prisoner. One day they would be vulnerable, and one day any enemy that couldn’t take you down would take their chances taking them down instead. Because when you have nothing left, why not? Especially when you, Viper, don’t have any rules about who you’d go after to get to someone. If you couldn’t prove that you could curb that, I was going to eliminate you myself to give your enemies the satisfaction of you being dead. So they wouldn’t look to get that satisfaction from your children.” 
 
    She sits up on the bed. “But this week, you proved yourself capable. You proved you’re willing to take less vindictive means for the same goal, and it makes all the difference. Though, you did have me worried with threatening Madelyn’s child like you did.” 
 
    So that’s what her earlier questioning was about. 
 
    “So you were planning to kill me to protect my children from my own ambitions? And you’re admitting that to me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you’ve decided you’re not.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Dele leaves things out. Omits significant facts. Lets people draw their own conclusions. But she’s not an outright liar. So I believe her. 
 
    “And what if that changes? What if in the future the danger I pose to them by existing outweighs the protection I can offer them? What then?” 
 
    “Well, Adrian, the good thing about you is that you don’t tend to regress when you experience growth. So I’m hoping you just get better.” 
 
    I stalk forward and ask, “But if I do. If I do regress, what will you do then?” 
 
    She shrugs, not intimidated by me like she’s usually not at this point. 
 
    “Then I suppose I’d kill you and become the greatest kingpin in the west myself.” 
 
    She’s teasing about the last part. But she doesn’t know how close to the truth she is. 
 
    “And how would you plan to do that?” I ask, caressing her cheek. 
 
    She grins, wicked and dangerous and mischievous and just a little unhinged. 
 
    “Girl has to have her secrets.” 
 
    This is why when this is all over, when she hands me this criminal empire, I’m going to hand it right back to her. Such foresight. Thinking about how much of a liability I could be to this business, herself, and the children long before I considered the same of her. Considering the measures she’d have to take in the worst case scenario and keeping her cards close even after admitting she has no plans to kill me right now. Unafraid to take the most drastic measures, even when she’d prefer not to. If it was the only choice she was left with. 
 
    Gone is the naïve little girl I met when she was fourteen. Or the one who left me for dead and ran. Or the one I found hiding in small town near the Canadian border. 
 
    She is a monster of my own making. Beautiful. Graceful. Unassuming. All of which only serves to make her dangerous. 
 
    She is magnificent. 
 
    And despite the fact that she’s admitted she was planning to kill me and might still decide to later, I don’t feel the need to be paranoid. My interests are her interests. And she’ll eliminate anything that gets in the way of those interests. Even if it’s me. 
 
    She is the means of my downfall. 
 
    A means I unwittingly created. 
 
    I would gladly go down at her hands. 
 
    If and until that happens, I’ll give her the world. And if she asks—hell, even if she doesn’t—I’ll burn it to the ground in her name. 
 
    “I don’t mean to have a conversation about that though,” she says, sitting back on the bed. “I know the way we handled this… situation. It wasn’t the way you would have preferred. Not bloody and dramatic enough for you. You showed a lot of patience and restraint. You’ve been such a good boy.” 
 
    An excited thrill jolts through me at the praise, and Dele is very aware of it. 
 
    “So I was thinking I’d let you do whatever you want tonight.” 
 
    She makes a point of pushing her breasts forward. 
 
    “Whatever I want?” 
 
    “Whatever. And I won’t fight you or complain. I won’t so much as even glare at you. If you like it, I’m down.” 
 
    She’s putting a lot of trust in me for a woman who just admitted that she had plans to kill me. Between that and walking in to find her naked, I’m already hard. I could fuck her senseless right now and be satisfied. 
 
    But I’d be a fool to waste this opportunity. Because even when she wants me, Dele is never so compliant. 
 
    “Touch yourself,” I demand. Then I add. “Touch yourself until you come. I want you to come so hard you soak the bed all the way through the mattress.” 
 
    “As you command,” she says as she sit back on the bed and spreads her legs wide. 
 
    I walk around to the foot of the bed to get a better view of her pussy. Without taking her eyes off of me, she reaches down and begins to strokes herself. Up and down. Slowly but surely making herself wetter and wetter until finally she begins to focus the attention of her fingers on her clit. 
 
    She begins to let out soft sighs as she rubs herself toward completion, somehow still managing to keep her eyes on me through it all. Her legs begin to shake some the closer she gets. But it’s not going to be hard enough for her to come the way I want her to if she does right now. 
 
    “Slow down. Don’t let it happen yet.” 
 
    If she hadn’t agreed to do whatever I wanted without complaint, she might have glared at me and came precisely because I told her not to. Instead, she stops, goes back to stroking her pussy up and down. From clit to hole and back again, letting her pleasure subside. When I’m sure it’s enough, I nod and say, “Keep going.” 
 
    She does. 
 
    This time as her pleasure builds, her chest begins to heave up and down, and she takes in desperate gasps of air. Her legs begin to shake again. She’s having a harder time maintaining eye contact with me. But it’s still not enough. 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    She does. Pulls her hand back to rest on her thigh. Legs still shaking from being so close. Chest still heaving. Pussy glistening. Right where I want her. 
 
    “I love how eager you are to please me with your pussy,” I say. 
 
    The smile she gives me manages to be smug despite her state right now. 
 
    I take my cock out my pants and begin to stroke it. It will never stop amazing me what she can do to me when I’m not even inside her. 
 
    “This time, I want you to fuck your pussy hole with your fingers. Fuck yourself with your fingers until you come and don’t stop.” 
 
    She immediately complies, reaching down, inserting three of her fingers inside herself and getting to work thrusting back and forth. 
 
    She immediately begins to pant for breath, somehow in tandem with my own breath as I fuck my cock into my hand. Her legs are quaking again. Her feet curling this time. Her head tossing back into the bed as she gets close. 
 
    “Go faster. Harder. And keep your eyes on me, Bell.” 
 
    It takes some effort on her part, but she manages to comply with keeping her eyes on me, gripping into the comforter beneath her to keep herself from arching up and breaking the contact. 
 
    The sound of her breaths. Her fingers fucking into her while her palm manages to slap against her clit with every thrust. The smell of sweat and pussy in the air. It all engulfs me and my cock as much as my hand does as I thrust into it. 
 
    She cries out as she comes. Hard. Wetness squirting out of her and soaking into the comforter beneath her. It’s still not enough yet. 
 
    “Keep going,” I demand. “Don’t. You. Stop.” 
 
    If it takes her any effort or is uncomfortable for her, she doesn’t show it as she continues to fuck herself with her hand. 
 
    “Oh, God. Oh, God. Viper, I—” 
 
    Juices squirt from out of her again, but she keeps going, and I don’t stop her. 
 
    She comes again, and this time it’s exactly what I want. Wetness gushes from her and fuck it doesn’t stop. I’m not even annoyed when she can’t maintain eye contact as she tosses her head back and her body arches off the bed. And then I come, my seed coming in bursts so hard that my hand isn’t enough to contain it. Not as though I’m bothering to try to contain it, so focused on how fucking intense it is that I just let it go wherever the fuck it goes. 
 
    But as with all things when it comes to Dele, I am never fully sated. 
 
    I strip off my clothes and move to hover over her on the bed. 
 
    “You said whatever I like, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” she says without hesitation. Without reservation. Without fear. 
 
    “You know what I like when we fuck?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I like it when you fight me. I like it when you fight and fight until you can’t fight anymore and are forced to give in and let me dominate you.” 
 
    I put my hand around her throat. Her eyes light up in excitement. 
 
    “Fight me, Bell. Make it hard on me. Make me force you to take my cock.” 
 
    I squeeze her neck. 
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   I t’s easy to get into fight mode when Viper tells me to. Especially when fighting back is so instinctual. So when he squeezes his hand around my neck, I don’t even have to think when I reach my hands forward, grab his face, and press my hands into eyes near his nose. He doesn’t let go, though. To a point where I think he’s going to fucking let me pop his eyes out. 
 
    Then he lets go. Only to grab both my wrists so painfully tight, I know they’re going to bruise. I let go of his face, and decide to use my legs instead. But he’s ready for this, taking both my wrists into his larger hand. I think he’s going to grab my thigh, but instead, he reaches down and cups my entire pussy. 
 
    It’s still sensitive from fingerfucking myself earlier, so my legs instantly give, and I grind into his hand. 
 
    “I thought you had more fight in you, Bell.” 
 
    I do. But, fuck, it’s so hard to find it when he’s rubbing my pussy with his whole hand like that. I decide to use it to my advantage. Allow him to think that my guard is down and that I’m so consumed by the feel of his hand on me, I don’t want to fight anymore. 
 
    But I always want to fight. Because that’s the only way to get Viper to fuck me like I want him to. 
 
    As soon as I feel his grip loosen, I take one of my hands from him, pull it back and punch him in the face. It’s hard enough that his mouth is bleeding. I would apologize for it if I doubted for a second that he didn’t like it. 
 
    Rather than thinking about apologizing, I manage to dash out the bed and then the room completely while ignoring the cold ache I feel at his hand not being pressed onto me. 
 
    Viper catches me in the hallway. Picking me up and then slamming me full frontal body into the hallway wall. It should hurt. It’ll probably hurt later. But I don’t feel the pain right now. Just the way the force of it vibrates through my core and pussy. 
 
    I want him to do it again. 
 
    I jerk my elbow back into him, not particularly caring what part of his body I hit so long as it has the intended result. 
 
    It does. 
 
    Viper slams me into the wall again I moan at the pleasure I feel from it, this time as he presses his hot, naked body against mine to hold me against the wall. Before I can do anything to force him to do it again, he pulls away. Wrenches me around. Slams my back into the wall this time. Then he presses his forearm against my collarbone and the top of my neck and puts his bloody mouth on mine. 
 
    I’ve drawn blood from Viper multiple times by now, even in the middle of sex. But it’s never occurred to me to taste it. I like it. And while I was happy with him controlling our kiss before, I fight back for more control. Enough so I can lick the blood coating his mouth. It’s not enough though. I want more. I want to draw more blood from him and then taste it. 
 
    So I reach next to me. Grab a fucking glass vase siting on a rickety wooden stand in the hall. Slam it into the wall next to me. Most of the pieces fall to the ground. All except the one piece I made sure to keep hold of. I hold onto it, ignoring the sting of the sharp edges cutting into my hand. Raise it between Viper and I. Dig it into the top of his chest and shoulder and cut. 
 
    Viper pulls away from me, a line of bloody spit trailing between our lips and then breaking and falling between us. Then he looks to see what I’ve done. 
 
    The cut isn’t deep. It’s actually rather shallow. Not going to even leave a mark once it’s said and done. But you wouldn’t know it based on the way blood gushes forth from it. 
 
    I stick out my tongue. Seeming to know what I’m getting at, Viper removes his arm from where it’s holding me down and allows me to lean up and forward to clean the wound I inflicted. 
 
    By now, the blood has begun to make a trail down his chest. So I catch it mid-chest on my tongue. Then lick my way back up to the still bleeding wound. I smear my lips against it, making a mess of blood in the area where the cut is. Pull away. Plant kisses on the wound while it continues to bleed. 
 
    His entire body shudders, and he hits the wall next to my head, and I can’t help but preen at how much that tells me he likes it. Can’t help but moan as my pussy aches in painful wanting of his cock. 
 
    Finally, I begin to clean the wound with my tongue. Licking the blood away until the bleeding has stopped, and there’s nothing there but a thin line of cut skin. 
 
    At some point without my notice, Viper managed to take the sharp piece of glass out my bloody hand. I incorrectly assume he’s going to give me a cut of his own. Instead, he points the glass to his own chest. Hovers it above a scar. The remnant from where I shot him all those years ago. Then, without hesitation, he makes a slash across the bullet scar and looks at me expectantly when it begins to bleed. 
 
    I begin to give the same treatment to the self-inflicted wound. The wound inflicted right over the healed wound that I once gave him. 
 
    He lifts me up by my legs as I do, forcing me to adjust my angle. Then I feel his cock inside me. I brace my arms on his shoulders as he fucks me, all thoughts of fighting him long gone as I get lost in the pleasure. Begin to lose my breath as my stomach clenches from mini waves that aren’t quite orgasms but feel good nonetheless. 
 
    I continue trying to lick up the blood, but find I don’t have the focus to do it. Not as Viper’s cock is ramming up into me. As every thrust back in slams my hips into the wall and shakes my entire body and makes me feel everything so much. 
 
    So I settle for putting my mouth over the scar and sucking it. And when I can’t even focus on sucking, I just settle for wet moaning into the wound. Viper still likes it regardless. This violent dance of ours. Every time we fuck seeming more violent—depraved some would say—than the last. And I can’t imagine him fucking me any other way. 
 
    He comes in me before I quite make it there. His grip on my hips tightening as he groans loudly and lets out his load inside me. 
 
    He could leave it at that. Because I told him this was all for him tonight. He could leave me wanting still and, tonight, I wouldn’t be able to complain about it. Because I told him I wouldn’t. 
 
    But a violent lover Viper may be, yet not a selfish one. He pulls out of me and gets down on his knees. I hear the sound of them crunching into the glass, but he doesn’t care. Then he throws one of my legs over his shoulder, puts his head between my legs, and begins to eat from my pussy, soaked and gushing with his come. 
 
    I put a bloody hand into his hair. Not registering until now that the glass I used to cut Viper earlier broke some of my skin in the process. But I don’t care, and I press his mouth closer to pussy. 
 
    My legs are shaking, and I’m certain the only reason I’m still upright is that Viper and the wall are keeping me that way. Then Viper presses his tongue flat against my clit, and I come so hard, my other leg gives out. I might have fallen if not for Viper reaching out to steady me with his hand and then throwing my other leg over his shoulder. All the while, he doesn’t stop eating me. 
 
    “Viper,” I coo, feet curling into his back as I hold his head with both my hands. Because this is too much. 
 
    He pulls back just enough so I can hear him say, “You said you wouldn’t complain,” before burying his mouth back into my pussy and making me come again.  
 
    And he keeps going. Making me come and come again, just like he did at that gentlemen’s sex club. Except this time, there’s no unwelcome audience. And this time, I fall apart for him again and again gladly. 
 
    When he finally stands up, he wraps my legs around his waist, and I hold on tightly to him with my arms because I’m not sure I even have the leg strength to keep them around his waist. Especially not after he thrusts his cock into me. But he seems to have no interest in fucking me again. He just carries me while we’re joined at the hips back into the room, sits on the bed with his back against the headboard, and we just rest there. 
 
    “You, my love, are magnificent,” I hear him whisper as he twists his fingers into my hair. 
 
    I’m drowsy now. But not so drowsy that I didn’t catch what he said. 
 
    “I’m your love, huh?” I ask. 
 
    I expect him to deny it. But Viper seems to be full of surprises on this trip. 
 
    “You always have been.” 
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    omething smells good,” Dele says as she walks out from the hall and into the combined living area and kitchen.  
 
    She’s only wearing my shirt as far as I can tell. The sight is almost enough for me to abandon what I’m doing and fuck her again where she stands. 
 
    “Are you cooking?” she asks. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She comes into the kitchen to take a peek at what I’m cooking. I let her look long enough to decipher that it’s her favorite breakfast. Belgian waffles, caramelized strawberry sauce, whip cream, and a bacon chicken biscuit. Then I shoo her away. 
 
    Dele may not be as hopeless in the kitchen as she used to be thanks to having to figure it out while she was raising Leon and Lady on her own for two years, but that doesn’t mean she can do anything more than the bare minimum. And barely that. Letting her help is asking for disaster. 
 
    A woman of many talents, Dele may be, but cooking has never been one of them. 
 
    Besides, I want to do this for her. 
 
    “I talked to Cres,” I begin. 
 
    “Did you? What for?” 
 
    “I was thinking about what you said. About the twins thinking I don’t want to spend time with them.” 
 
    A sympathetic look crosses Dele’s face as she says, “They’re fine. They more or less believed me when I said it wasn’t true.” 
 
    “More or less,” I repeat dryly. That’s not as comforting as Dele thinks it is. 
 
    What will it be worth to gain the world at the end of all this if the people I’m doing it for doubt and hate me because of it? 
 
    “Cress is planning a vacation for us. Me, you, the twins, and her. Around Christmas.” 
 
    “A vacation?” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous to bring you all to the estate still. Much too private and easy to get to me if Pray found something out and decided to make a move. But a vacation in plain sight? That’s easier to swing. Me and Cres would go on what appears to be a work and holiday trip, and she’d invite her friend Addy Uccello and her children for just in case I’m too busy to spend time with her. And if no one buys that, there are already rumors in the media that we got a little too cozy during your business meeting with Pray. Either way, it’s as safe as it’s going to get right now.” 
 
    “As safe as it’s going to get, but is it safe enough?” 
 
    “You can get with Cres and finalize the plans to make sure.” Then I add, “Besides, I’ve got all this money and wealth and never been able to splurge on you with it. Might as well.” 
 
    “I have my own money now, thank you.” 
 
    “Not as much as me. Besides, so does Cres and that doesn’t stop her from spending upper five figures on my credit card every month because she can. And she’s not even my real girlfriend. If she can spend upper five figures, you can spend six figures on a lavish vacation getaway.” 
 
    “The twins wanna go to Disney World. How about there? It’s public enough and their own security is so tight, not even Pray could infiltrate it without making a huge scene and drawing too much attention.” 
 
    “Disney World,” I grumble. “You just want to torture me? Don’t you, Bell?” 
 
    “Stop being such a fucking grump.” 
 
    “If you think I’m such a grump, then I suppose I’ll just throw all this away,” I say, playfully hovering the plate I’ve made for her over the trash. 
 
    “Now that will definitely make me change my mind about killing you.” 
 
    “You’d try,” I say but decide not to call her bluff this morning as I put her breakfast in front of her. 
 
    “So,” she says after she’s started on the plate, “If Cres isn’t your real girlfriend and she spends upper five figures on your credit card every month, and you want me to spend six figures on a lavish vacation getaway, does that make me your real girlfriend now?” 
 
    “If you want to be.” 
 
    “So that also makes you my real boyfriend now? Secret, of course.” 
 
    I scowl. “Boyfriend. Who came up with that? It’s such a juvenile label. I’m so much more than that.” 
 
    I know I’ve made a mistake as soon as the words leave my lips. Long before I see the Cheshire grin on her face to confirm it. 
 
    “That settles it then. You are now my boyfriend.” 
 
    “You’re not allowed to say that in public. Not even when none of this is secret anymore.” 
 
    “So I can use it in private?” 
 
    I glare at her. 
 
    “I do something nice for you and this is how you repay me.” 
 
    She pretends to ponder that and then says, “You’re right. That’s not very appreciative of me.” 
 
    She stand from her seat and goes to the kitchen to grab the plastic bowl with the now cooled leftover caramelized strawberry syrup. Then she makes her way back over to me. She sits the bowl on the table and takes off my shirt, leaving her naked before me. 
 
    Dele picks up the bowl again, considers it, then kneels down in front of where I’m sitting. She reaches into my trousers, pulls out my cock, aims the bowl over it. She looks me in the eye and— 
 
    Whatever she was about to do, she’s unable to follow through with it because the door to the old cabin opens and in walks Wyan. 
 
    I’ve walked in on Wyan in much more compromising positions than this with men and women before, so as far as I’m concerned, this is what he gets for not telling us he was on the way back this morning. Or that he was coming at all, now that I think of it. 
 
    But Wyan has nothing to say about the sight he walked in on. No sarcastic quip or chiding. Just looks at us with a grave expression. Totally uncharacteristic of him given what he walked in on. 
 
    Something’s wrong. 
 
    “What?” I ask, standing to my feet and putting my cock back into my pants while Dele sits the syrup aside and puts my shirt back on. 
 
    “You all need to get dressed and come with me to the base. Right now.” 
 
    “Why? What’s wrong?” Dele asks. 
 
    “I…” Wyan trails of and shakes his head. “You should see for yourself.” 
 
    The tone he says that in combined with everything else is enough for Dele and I not to argue with him. To go into the back, get dressed in our gear, and go with Wyan. 
 
    Wyan doesn’t say a word as he drives us to the site of Pray’s former child soldier barracks. Doesn’t say anything as he takes us through the blast style doors now guarded by a former French mafia prince and his bodyguard turned boyfriend that Dele won’t admit she rescued and stole from the French mob. 
 
    He doesn’t say anything until he’s guiding us through the facility that he knows backward and forward even after only a few days. 
 
    “We found something. Someone,” Wyan corrects as he presses the button for the elevator to come and take us lower into the facility. “They call her mother. She’s apparently been here for the past seven years, but she’s as much a prisoner here as they are. Which is why we missed her in the initial roundup of caretakers and administrators. Because she’s not one of them.” 
 
    “What does that matter to us?” I ask. “Why bring us here? Why not handle it?” 
 
    “Patience, Adrian,” Wyan says as he guides us out the elevator.  
 
    We’re on the hospital floor. 
 
    Wyan silently guides us to a private, sterile room at the end of the hall. 
 
    He starts to guide us in, but then pauses to look at us. 
 
    “I’d… mentally prepare myself if I were you. For what you’re about to see.” 
 
    “I murder people for a living. I think I’m prepared,” I assure. 
 
    Impatient with Wyan’s crypticness and hesitation, I push him aside and let myself into the room. 
 
    And proceed to stop breathing at the sight. 
 
    Wyan was right. 
 
    I should have taken the time to mentally prepare myself. 
 
    But I don’t know how I could have prepared myself for this. Even if Wyan had told me what I would encounter before I even entered the room. 
 
    “Adrian,” Dele says as she comes into the room behind me. “What—” 
 
    She sucks in a sharp gasp and lets out a high pitched scream. 
 
    “Wyan,” the woman, this mother, says as she looks away from the news channel she was watching on the television. “You’re b—” 
 
    She gasps, too, when she takes in the sight of us at the doorway with chocolate brown eyes. 
 
    We’re all at a loss for what to say. Because she’s a dead woman. I’m looking at a dead woman.  
 
    A dead woman whose cold skin I touched with my bare hands.  
 
    Whose brown curls I personally arranged in her coffin with her favorite flowers threaded throughout when the body dressers didn’t do it right. 
 
    Whose coffin I watched close and then be buried into the ground. 
 
    Whose death was the catalyst for the revenge crusade I’ve been on for the last five years. 
 
    Except, if my eyes are to be believed, she’s not… dead. 
 
    She’s not dead. 
 
    She’s. NOT. Dead. 
 
    What the fucking, fucking fuck, is what I want to say. I want to rage at something and demand what the hell this fucking sick mind game is. Instead, I’m only able to manage one word. 
 
    “Phae.” 
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