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        The employees of Bad Boy Inc. aren’t heroes. They are problem specialists, who always get the job done—for a price.

        

      

      Suburbia, a great place for a man with secrets to hide—while investing in some solid real estate. The biggest drawback?

      Neighbors. In this case, a neighbor with sexy curves and a bright smile. Good thing she’s not his type. Single moms with annoying exes are on the do-not-date list.

      Stay away.

      Calvin wants to; it’s just not happening. He can’t help but find himself drawn to the chaos next door. And when danger threatens his suburban lifestyle, this assassin doesn’t hesitate to act.

      Killing people is easy. Domestication, on the other hand, terrifies him. The one thing he is sure of, is he’s ready to kill anyone who gets in the way of love.
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      Tick tock. Time passed, sluggishly slow, probably because he remained all too aware of it. Calvin hated waiting. However, some things just couldn’t be rushed. Who’d coined the phrase, kill it once, kill it right?

      Didn’t matter. It still remained the motto he lived by. It wouldn’t be much longer now. He knew the habits of his target. Every night, Theodore Robinson paid a visit to his office before going to bed. Mr. Robinson enjoyed smoking a fat stogie while browsing porn. The information came courtesy of the maid Calvin had bribed. A peek around the office confirmed it. The lingering smoky scent and the history on the laptop gave Mr. Robinson’s vice away.

      Tonight, Calvin’s target hosted a small party, just a few guests sharing conversation along with food and wine. So much wine. When Calvin arrived—slipping in through the back garden, the stone wall easy to scale and the guard dogs repelled by the aerosol-sprayed scent of a bear—the staff had begun to dim the lights in the house, bathing it in shadows.

      I like shadows.

      Some music still played in the main entertaining area, soft and slow strains, the kind meant to lull people. The kind to put a man to sleep. Calvin remained awake by eating from a tray he’d filched from the kitchen when backs were turned. The canapés being served were superb, some sort of crab cake with cheese. The wine, though, was a rather cheap offering. Not that it mattered. Calvin never drank on the job.

      While he chewed, Calvin catalogued the rather boring space in which he chose to wait. Mr. Robinson had old-style views on what an office should look like. Decorated in dark wood paneling, the room held bookcases full of pretentious leather-bound titles. A carpet of dark colors and thick weave hid the gleaming wood floor. Stuffy and overbearing, the room seemed a pompous attempt to appear wealthy. Personally, Calvin preferred a light and airy space for when he worked at home.

      At a creak outside the door, Calvin straightened from his slouch and readied himself. The door opened, and a rather corpulent man crossed the threshold. The long-awaited target flicked the light switch before shutting the door, sealing his fate.

      “About time you got here,” Calvin muttered even as he struck. The sharp blow to the man’s temple dropped him. The large man didn’t rise, which meant Calvin had to wait again.

      While the fellow napped, Calvin set the stage, propping his target in a chair. “Would it have killed you to hit the gym a little more?” he grumbled as he handled the largesse of the man. Body propped in a chair, Calvin placed the gun he’d found in the desk drawer just out of reach. He would note he wore gloves, special gloves that wouldn’t leave behind trace evidence of his presence.

      When the fellow stirred, Calvin was ready. He tapped his target on the cheek. “Rise and shine, you tubby-assed buttercup.”

      “What the f-f-fuck,” the guy slurred. “Who the hell are you?”

      One of these days, for shits and giggles, Calvin would totally reply and call himself Death. But this was business, not playtime. “I see someone doesn’t wake in a pleasant mood. No wonder you’re being divorced again.” Four wives now and counting. The guy really didn’t learn. Most men would have stopped getting married by now. The alimony alone would have killed them. Except, funny thing, Theodore Robinson’s exes always seemed to suffer fatal accidents a few months after the final papers had been signed. Foul play was suspected but never proven.

      Someone’s rich daddy didn’t care about proof. His little girl was dead, and he wanted vengeance.

      I am that vengeance. Calvin almost smiled.

      He slapped the cheeks of the guy whose eyes drooped again. “No more sleeping for you. We have things to discuss.”

      The fellow stirred and batted feebly at Calvin’s hands. “Fuck you. I’m not talking to you. You’ll regret this.”

      Misplaced bravado. Why did guys always attempt it even when the odds were stacked against them?

      “Now that’s where you’re wrong, Mr. Robinson. Or should I call you Teddy? You don’t look very cuddly to me.”

      Lifting his head, Teddy glared at him. “If you’re here to rob me, then take the money in my desk and go.”

      “Rob?” Calvin chuckled. “I’m not a simple thief. You wish I was here to steal. Alas, dear Teddy, I am here on other matters. You’ve been a bad boy. Killing people to save a few dollars.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Don’t you? Do the names Chloe, Marina, Jennifer, and Henrietta ring a bell? They should because you were once married to them—and later killed them.”

      “I didn—”

      In a flash of motion, Calvin held the gun in front of Teddy’s face. “Wrong answer. I guess I should have warned you I really hate lying. And for the sake of full disclosure, I should mention that, while I am being paid to kill you, I probably would have done it for free because I don’t think I like you, Teddy.” Calvin followed only a few rules in life. One of them was he didn’t kill women or children. Not because he was a hero, but because, oftentimes, those people were innocents. It was the person hiring the hit who often needed to go.

      “Someone paid you to kill me?” Teddy sounded much too surprised.

      “Really, Teddy, think about it. I don’t work just for the hell of it.” Pro bono was for those without home renovations and retirement funds that needed padding.

      The fat man licked his lips. “Whatever he’s paying, I’ll pay you more.”

      “That’s not how it works.” Calvin clicked on the lamp on the desk, finally lighting the office. The gooseneck of the standing light bent so that it shone on the face of the man sitting in the large and quite expensive leather chair.

      Teddy didn’t look too good. His florid face, with its thick jowls, shone with a sheen of perspiration. His eyes, bloodshot and small, blinked rapidly. His mouth didn’t have much to say, probably on account of the gun currently residing between his lips.

      “Oops, how did that get there?” Calvin smiled, and then placed a pen in Teddy’s hand. “You need to start writing. I, Teddy the asswipe. No wait, forget the asswipe part. Asswipes never reveal their assholish power. So let’s go with I, Teddy, do declare myself responsible for the deaths of my—”

      “Mgsgfsgd.” The pen rolled from Teddy’s fingers.

      “That doesn’t sound like you writing, Teddy.” Calvin shook his head. “You really should be cooperating. The faster you do, the faster I am out of here. I know I’d rather be back at my hotel right now, enjoying a late-night glass of whiskey, perhaps reading the latest assassin thriller.” For laughs because authors did so embellish reality.

      “Nmgggdsgew.”

      “I thought you might see things my way.” Calvin once again placed the pen in the man’s stubby fingers. The tip of it scratched across the surface of the pad. “Good boy, Teddy. Now, one more thing. My poor client, I don’t think he deserves to bear the entire cost of this endeavor. I mean, if you weren’t such an a-hole, I wouldn’t even be here. You need to pay your fair share. Give me the number of that account you’ve got offshore. Be sure to add a tip for making me wait.” He wiggled the gun.

      Scratch, scratch.

      Fuck you.

      Calvin read it and cocked his head. “Really, Teddy? Is that appropriate language? One way or another, you’re going to die. Whether you die with dignity or in absolute shame is up to you.”

      Teddy glared. Stupid man, he didn’t think Calvin would shoot.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to even try and bribe me into not splattering your brains?”  No missing the stench of urine when Calvin shoved the barrel farther.

      Scratch. Scratch. The writing was hesitant but clearly numbers. Enough numbers for Calvin to use a specialty app to verify. One-handed, Calvin took a picture with his phone and let the app check it out. It took but seconds for Calvin—an eternity for Teddy—to get a reply.

      Money transferred, via so many layers it could not be traced. Calvin loved technology.

      He tucked the phone away. “That’s a good boy. I knew you could do it, Teddy. Now you might want to close your eyes for the next bit.”

      Rather than listen to Calvin’s advice, his target’s eyes widened, bulging so much from the sockets they looked as if they might fall out. Teddy’s breath expulsed in one last huge exhale, and he slumped, the weight of his head pushing on the gun. Calvin pulled the gun free, and Teddy’s face smashed against the desk.

      With gloved fingertips, he felt for a pulse.

      None.

      Dammit. This was supposed to be a suicide. Guilt over what he’d done. Yadda. Yadda.

      The gun in his gloved hand looked so disappointed. The matte black metal of it begging for use. Beautiful weapon. But he couldn’t exactly shoot a dead man.

      Forensics being what they were, they’d know Teddy had been shot after dying. Being a thorough fellow, though, Calvin placed the man’s gun in his hand, closing still flexible fingers around the grip before sitting it on the desk.

      Not what he’d planned, but the improvisation would work.  Later this night, or in the morning, Teddy would be found, dead of a heart attack, the thought of suicide sending him over the edge. A man whose conscience had finally caught up with him.

      Or so the newspapers would claim.

      Calvin didn’t care one way or another. The client had paid to have the truth come out and the culprit killed.

      As always, Calvin delivered.

      Job done. Time to go home.

      Being a cocky fellow, Calvin left via the front door, snaring a sweet dessert on the way. He borrowed a lovely red sports car. Very expensive, he’d wager, and worth every penny. He ditched it at the train station. A few blocks away, the car he’d rented got him to the airport for his flight home. Adjusting his tie, Calvin boarded a plane for home. In suburbia.

      An assassin for hire, living in the ’burbs.

      Someone should write a book about it.
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      Time to start a new chapter in their lives. A good one with a happily-ever-after—that didn’t involve a witness protection program or mommy wearing an orange jumpsuit.

      Justifiable homicide was much harder to prove these days, according to her lawyer. Lily dared anyone to walk a mile in her shoes and not have murderous impulses.

      “Are we there yet?” The lisp of her child drew her from the dark thoughts.

      “As a matter of fact, we are. Welcome to our new home,” Lily sang as she pulled into the driveway of the house she’d rented, a cute place in suburbia away from the city and the lack of parks. Situated in a great school district and far from a certain ex-husband’s influence, or so she hoped. She’d wanted to go farther from the city, but her lawyer had vetoed the idea as soon as she broached it.

      “Your ex will never allow it,” said Lisa Cummings, Lily’s legal counsel in the divorce and child custody case.

      No kidding, Brock would never let Lily go too far. It didn’t stop the urge to flee, as far and fast as she could. Away from here. Away from all the baggage and memories. Away from the violent thoughts she kept having that said death was the only way out.

      “It’s pretty.” The piping voice from the back seat belonged to the reason Lily couldn’t just take off. Much as she hated her ex, he was still Zoe’s daddy, and Zoe deserved to have two parents—even if one was a total douchebag. If Lily could turn back time, she’d never go on that first date with him.

      But if that happened, she wouldn’t have her greatest treasure.

      “I’m glad you like it,” Lily said as she turned a bright smile on her daughter.

      The house was actually very quaint with its yellow siding and white picket fence. The lawn could use some help, the grass struggling against the weeds, and the shrubs lining the house in need of a good pruning. The work would be nice, though. Lily had spent so much time in court fighting that she needed something to relax her. She couldn’t wait to get her hands dirty. She was finally going to get her life together. She was even going back to work. I have a job.

      It was Lisa who’d helped her find it, working for her law firm as a legal secretary since theirs had left on maternity. While only a temporary position, it would give Lily the experience she needed to get on her feet.

      Having a job also gave her a sense of purpose. With Zoe starting preschool in a week, Lily needed to do something, and that something shouldn’t be plotting ways to get Brock out of her life for good.

      “Come on. I want to show it to you.” Opening her car door, Lily stepped out and inhaled the fresh air, not tainted by the fumes of passing cars or the smell of fried foods. Just grass and flowers.

      As for noise? The faint, distant hum of a lawnmower as opposed to engines and honking.

      Welcome to a better life. I hope.

      Not hoped. It would happen. She’d make it happen.

      Time to bitch slap Lady Bad Luck to the side and take back control of my happiness. The driver’s side door clicked as she shut it. Lily peeked at Zoe through the passenger window. Her daughter’s tongue stuck out, and she made a monster face. Such a ham, her perfect girl. She deserves a good life.

      Lily opened the passenger door, the child lock making sure her curious child remained safe.  Her daughter, who’d already unbuckled herself—because I’m a big girl now—hopped out. When had she gotten old enough to do so many things without help?

      Zoe skipped past Lily straight to the front door. No fear of the world. Not yet.

      Not ever if Lily had a say.

      At four, Zoe no longer felt a need to hold her mother’s hand all the time. Actually, since the summer and the knowledge that she’d be going to school soon, her daughter didn’t cling at all. She took to independence too well.

      Doesn’t she realize how close I came to losing her?

      Of course, Zoe didn’t. Lily had kept her out of the courts. She wouldn’t use her as a pawn, and for all his faults, at least Brock didn’t either.

      Mommy and Daddy might have split up, but their child had bounced back without any ill effect. Lucky girl. It was Lily who was left with the nightmares.

      I have a bogeyman. But now that they didn’t share a bed and closet, would she finally be free?

      Somehow, she doubted it. Brock was nuts.

      She didn’t care if three doctors claimed he was fine, and that Lily was the one who might possibly be suffering mentally. I know he’s the crazy one.

      So crazy, he insisted they share parenting instead of completely taking Zoe away. People thought it was nice they could share despite the divorce. They didn’t understand it was part of his plan to win Lily back.

      Devious, really. And how would he react when it didn’t work? How long before he tired of waiting?

      The smart thing to do? Grab Zoe and run. Run before Brock achieved his full potential as a nutjob. But, apparently, leaving the state with her kid permanently was considered kidnapping, or so her best friend, Jenny, had explained over a few glasses of wine. Jenny also reiterated Lisa’s claim that murder wasn’t a solution.

      A pity I don’t know any hitmen. Then again, what would she pay one with?

      Zoe skipped across the concrete patio stones. The generic squares that led from the driveway to the concrete stoop. No cedar deck here. Not for this price. Lily could see where they’d patched it, the newer stuff discolored and not evenly blended in, but it was a porch. Her porch, and wide enough for a chair. Lily could sit out here and watch Zoe do cartwheels, or at least her version of them, on the lawn.

      Up close, the white front door showed signs of peeling paint and the aluminum screen door needed the mesh mended. A little shabbiness never hurt anyone. The upkeep would give Lily things to do when the hours stretched. Insomnia sucked.

      Entering the house with Lily leading the way, sunlight chased them, lighting the dust motes that hung in the air.

      “Look, Mommy, dust fairies.” Zoe laughed happily and danced forward, jumping as she tried to catch them. What a nice change that, for once, Lily didn’t have to shush her or curb the enthusiasm. They were in a house now. Not an apartment in the city with cranky neighbors who didn’t remember what it was like to be young and full of energy.

      The clomping of Zoe’s feet and her giggles bounced around the inside of the house. The place was currently empty, even of furniture. It would remain fairly empty even once Lily moved their things. She’d chosen to leave most of her furniture behind when she left Brock. Most of the house-sized stuff wouldn’t have fit in her tiny apartment. She also wanted a fresh start, one without the memories.

      “This is going to be our living room,” she told her daughter, who stepped into the empty space, her running shoes squeaking on the worn parquet floors. A perfect-sized room for the two of them. Lily even had a couch for it, courtesy of Lisa, who was using Lily’s new place as an excuse to clear out some stuff in her basement. Lily would have refused the charity except Lisa’s husband had begged.

      “You have to take it. It’s the only way she’ll get rid of it.” What Gary didn’t mention was that he had hopes of turning the basement into a man cave. She didn’t have the heart to tell him Lisa was angling for a craft room.

      What must it be like to have such mundane problems in a marriage?

      “Where’s my room?” Zoe asked. A reply was apparently not needed, given her daughter dashed off. Let her explore. The place had only one floor with the basics. Living room, kitchen, bathroom, and two bedrooms. Zoe wouldn’t have a problem picking hers out, given the smaller one already boasted light pink walls. A moment later, she heard the squeal as Zoe found it and declared it, “So pretty!”

      It would be even prettier once Lily was done with it. She’d cover over the marks on the wall with posters of her daughter’s favorite characters. She would be shopping the garage sales and second-hand shops for furniture. She had her fingers crossed she’d find a table and chair set sized for a child so that they could have tea parties together again like they used to. The previous table they’d had didn’t survive a temperamental fist.

      Don’t think about it.

      Stay out of the dark place. She’d escaped. She would never go back. And Zoe would never have to deal with it because if he ever laid a hand on their daughter…

      The theme song for Psycho rang from her back pocket.

      A chill went through her.

      She didn’t need to pull out her phone to know he called. The high-pitched squeal of the music score gave it away.

      Ignore it. Don’t answer. She really, really didn’t want to, but she knew ignoring it would only make things worse. With a sigh, she pulled the phone from her pocket and answered. “What do you want?”

      “I want my wife and daughter back where they belong.” The low words emerged silky-smooth. Then again, everything about Brock was smooth and slick. It was how he hid the monster inside.

      But I see it now.

      “I’m not starting this argument again, Brock. You know why I left, and that hasn’t changed.” He would never change.

      “Zoe belongs with her father.”

      “The courts gave us split custody. She’s mine during the week. Yours on the weekends.”

      “And only weekends,” he growled. “You made sure of that when you moved out to suburbia.”

      “The schools out here are good.” It was also far enough from Brock that he couldn’t easily claim he’d driven by her place for the fifth time that night because he was running errands.

      “You’re playing hard to get.”

      He seemed so convinced. He was so wrong. “I did what was best for her.” And me.

      “What’s best for her is a mother and father together. Zoe should be here, in her house, in her room! And you should be with her.”

      “I don’t belong there.”

      “You’ll always belong. You’re mine.”

      Those words about summed it up. Brock’s world was all about his needs. His things.

      “Since you didn’t call for any good reason, I’m going to hang up. See you on Friday when you come to get her.” It just about killed Lily each time he showed up. She worried about his state of mind.

      Brock played the visits perfectly, though. He never did anything Lily could use against him. It didn’t stop her overanxious mind from imagining the worst.

      “This isn’t over, Lily.”

      “Oh, yes it is.” Lily hung up and stared at her phone for a minute, expecting it to ring again. To shrilly demand she obey.

      Once upon a time, Lily used to do what she was told. She apologized even when she wasn’t at fault. Brock worked hard. He was under a lot of stress. Then, she saw Brock snap at their daughter one day over something stupid, and Lily wondered how long before he hit her, too.

      What would it take for Lily to stop accepting his behavior? She couldn’t even say she put up with it because she loved him. That excuse had stopped being a reason a long time ago.

      So why couldn’t she leave Brock? She never really understood how she’d let herself become his punching bag, but when he threatened her baby, when he got that look in his eye with their daughter…

      What Lily wouldn’t do for herself, she would for her precious girl. She’d left, and she wouldn’t go back. There was nothing Brock could say or do that would sway her.

      He’d fought her leaving every step of the way, but subtly. On the surface, he always seemed so bloody perfect. The loving and doting father who couldn’t understand why his wife was acting like this. He fought Lily in court, painted her as unfit. To the point that Lily feared she’d lose Zoe.

      Then Brock relented. He gave Lily a bone. He told the judge that because of his work schedule, he would like shared custody. She could have cried, except even then, she saw it as a ploy. He gave her something because then it gave him something he could threaten to take away.

      Jerk.

      Lily tucked the phone back into her pocket and stood for a moment with her eyes closed. She took a few deep breaths. She couldn’t let the taint of the past affect the future. This was a new start.

      The beginning of a new life.

      He won’t let you live here.

      He wouldn’t have a choice.

      You’ll never be free.

      Then she’d better learn to look good in orange and eat ice cream while she could.

      “Hey, Zoe, want to walk with me to the corner store?” There was one a few blocks away. It would do her daughter some good to exercise. Living in the city meant no yard to really play in and a confined space that didn’t do much to expend the energy of a growing child.

      “Zoe?” Lily wandered from the living room into the hall and the doorways that branched off it. A peek into the first bedroom showed it empty. She’d thought the pink walls an omen when she’d first seen the place for rent.

      Next, Lily checked the master bedroom, not exactly master-sized, but it was a space of her own. A room she could put a real bed in and close the door at night so no one would hear her cry. Much better than the sofa she’d been sleeping on so Zoe could have the only room in the apartment.

      Jenny teased that now Lily had her own place she could start dating again and have sex.

      Date and risk being wrong again about a guy? No, thank you. Lily had sworn off men. As for sex? She thought it rather overrated. She had more fun by herself.

      With no sign of Zoe in the bedrooms, she checked the kitchen next. It didn’t take long as the Formica counters were bare and the white-painted cupboards shut. The kitchen was empty of a child with her brown hair in pigtails wearing light-up runners.

      “Zoe?” The word emerged tremulously as she looked around, wondering where her daughter could have gone. The place wasn’t big enough to hide. She noticed then the sliding glass door slightly ajar, the stick that kept it jammed shut, sitting on the floor.

      She flew across the kitchen and wrenched open the door, spilling out into the backyard. A fence surrounded it, big enough to keep a child and small dog in, but nothing that would keep a determined predator out.

      The grass thrust up from the hard ground in patches, scraggly and poorly kept. A massive oak tree at the back loomed and blocked most of the sunshine.

      Still no sign of a precocious four-year-old.  Where the hell could Zoe have gone? She’d lost track of her for only a few minutes.

      Panic fluttered in her breast.

      “Zoe!” She shouted her daughter’s name as she ran back into the house, once again passing through all the rooms, looking and hoping she’d somehow missed her. She poked her head in the bathroom.

      Nothing.

      Her breathing came fast as the same panic that had crashed over before threatened again. Zoe was fine. Just hiding. Children did that; the book on parenting she’d read mentioned the games they liked to play. The book forgot to mention the game of hide-and-seek from mommy wasn’t any fun.

      At all.

      She headed for the front door and flung it open, only to scream at the man looming in it. There was nothing truly menacing about him, and yet his appearance sent a shiver through her. He stood tall and fairly broad, but that was the only truly intimidating part of him. His brown hair was neatly trimmed, his beard, as well. He was dressed quite fancy, too, in a trench coat that gaped over a suit. A businessman by all appearances, wearing a string necktie and cowboy boots, odd for the area, but it suited him. He also wore a fearsome scowl.

      “Can I help you?” she stuttered.

      “Does this belong to you?”

      She peered down from the stern gaze to note the little person he angled in front of him.

      With a gap-toothed grin, Zoe said, “Hi, Mommy.”

      Lily burst into tears.
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      Mommy?

      The woman in front of Calvin appeared much too young and fragile to be a mother. In her hip-hugging jeans, faded T-shirt, and hair scraped into a ponytail, she looked not far into her twenties, surely too young to be the mother of a child that old.

      She was also much too attractive. Being a guy, he, of course, noted—and admired—her feminine attributes. How long since he’d been with a woman? Work had kept him busy of late.

      It’s been too long.

      But he wouldn’t break his streak with the neighbor next door. Cute or not, the hottie came with baggage. Calvin had two rules in life—don’t poach too close to home, and no single mothers. The life of a family man didn’t appeal at all. Not even if the mother was hot.

      This one was hot and sobbing. Not loudly or noisily. Just big fat tears escaping blinking eyes and rolling down her ashen cheeks.

      How could he properly chastise her about her parenting if she cried?

      I can’t. He stiffened. So that’s her devious plan. She wouldn’t trick him so easily. What did she have to cry about? Calvin was the one who’d almost run over the damned child while pulling into his driveway. He’d had to abruptly brake because the little girl stood in the middle of it. He’d exited his vehicle with a frown on his face. “Who are you, and what are you doing here?” The child had looked unabashed.

      “Hi.” The little girl smiled and waved.

      “Are you lost?” Should he call the pound for children?

      Pigtails bounced as she shook her head. “Not lost.” She giggled and jabbed a finger in the direction of the house next door.

      Just freaking great. A new neighbor was moving in. Pity. Calvin had quite enjoyed the peace since the last tenant moved out.

      What a shame the landlord wouldn’t sell because now the game started over. Calvin would have his work cut out for him, convincing the new tenant of the merits of living elsewhere. He should also provide instruction on watching her kid. Some people just didn’t know how to parent.

      You have to be firm with them. “Go back to your place.” He’d shooed the little girl. It seemed the most understandable gesture, and yet she blinked at him. “You can’t stand there.” He’d pointed at her house. “Go find your parents and insist they watch you more closely.”

      The little tyke then smiled. A gap-toothed brilliant thing that could have blinded a weaker man. She blinked long lashes and lisped, “Will you take me to my mommy?”

      “Uh…”

      She dipped her chin, and her eyelids fluttered. Little freckles across her nose crinkled. “Please.”

      Good God. The child was possessed by a dark force. Surely, she possessed some kind of insidious evil because Calvin had held out his hand and didn’t flinch when her sticky palm slid into his. Still under her dark spell, Calvin had said, “Come with me. I’ll take you home.”

      Call a fucking priest!

      And that was how he’d ended up on a concrete porch, looming over a tiny woman as she cried. It looked bad. Other neighbors might be watching and judging. Perhaps even calling the cops.

      This shit is why I don’t get involved.

      He took a step back, and still, the woman hiccupped. He clenched his hands lest they reach out to offer comfort. Why would he comfort her?

      He needed to leave. “Bye.”

      She sniffled and lifted her head. “I’m sorry for wailing like a wuss. I got scared when I couldn’t find her. Thanks for bringing her back. I swear I don’t know what got into her. She’s never wandered before.” Her teary-eyed stare then dropped to the child Calvin had returned. The woman wagged a finger and took on an expression Calvin recognized, the one that said, You are in so much shit. “Zoe Eleanor Fitzpatrick, you get your butt in here right now. You had me scared half to death.”

      She should have been scared. Letting a little girl like that wander at will. Despite the mother’s frazzled appearance, it didn’t mean Calvin gave her any quarter. “You should keep a better eye on your kid.” The rebuke served to blanch her features.

      It didn’t last long. Her shoulders went back, and her chin tilted. “I do keep an eye on her. But we’re new here, and she obviously forgot the rules about exploring without a parent.” She cast a stern gaze to the child, who chose to smile adorably instead of appearing chastised.

      “I wanted to go see the colors. The man has flowers in front of his house.”

      Not planted by him. He preferred just plain grass that needed only a little bit of mowing.

      “You should have asked.”

      “Sorry, Mommy. Can we go see outside? The man has a pretty car. I want to touch it.”

      The thought of grubby fingers patting his pristine paint almost brought a shiver. Especially since, how could he prevent it? One did not shoot children in suburbia for touching cars. But a man could and should demand respect from his neighbors. “No touching the car.” He presented his best stern face.

      The little girl batted incredibly thick, dark lashes, and her gaze siphoned part of his soul. “No touching.” Said with a lisp and smile.

      Calvin got the feeling he’d be seeing little fingerprints soon.

      Apparently, the mother recognized the truth, too. “No touching, Zoe. You are not to go over onto his property at all. As a matter of fact, you are not to leave this house or the yard without permission, little missy.” She rebuked the little girl, whose eyes began to well with tears. Her lower lip trembled.

      It seemed rather harsh. The poor thing hadn’t really done anything wrong.

      He should say something.

      Say what?

      Calvin frowned. He should applaud his new neighbor for reining in her obviously errant child. Instead, he wanted to say “don’t worry about it” and ask the mother out to dinner. Or they could skip right to dessert in his bed.

      No point in denying that Calvin was attracted to his new neighbor. As a man, with ample testosterone, he noted her petite stature and curvy hips. Her full lips moved, and she gestured as she spoke. Her dark eyes flashed, and given her also darkly colored hair, he wondered if she had some fiery Italian in her.

      She was not a great beauty, but there was a vivaciousness to her that rendered her quite fascinating.

      The lips kept moving, and yet it took him a moment to realize that she spoke.

      “…new.” The woman offered him an apologetic smile. “Sorry she bothered you. I will make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

      And with that, she stepped into the house, child in tow, and shut the door.

      Click.

      Had she seriously just locked it?

      Finally, she’d done something smart, so why did he feel so insulted?

      He left her front step and returned to his home. He did his best to ignore the window overlooking the neighbor’s place. He cleaned his guns. He checked his email. He went to bed and got friendly with his hand.

      The next morning, he spent a few minutes checking the paint on his car, buffing imaginary smudges while taking peeks next door. The old, plastic blinds didn’t twitch. A little girl didn’t come flying over to ask questions, nor did the hottie emerge in skimpy attire, looking for a newspaper. Perhaps that only happened in certain erotic movies?

      Calvin stood there longer than needed, but never caught a glimpse of the mother or the child. The lollygagging meant he was late for his meeting.

      It didn’t go unnoticed.

      Sherry, manning the reception desk, her hair perfectly piled atop her head, her glasses perched on the tip of her nose, raised her head long enough to say, “They’re already in the boardroom.” Then she went back to micromanaging the office affairs. She and her long, red-lacquered nails did the job quite well, almost as well as she micromanaged Harry, her husband and the general manager of this place.

      Given his tardiness, Calvin didn’t bother hitting his office first. He strode right into the meeting room. Everyone within abruptly stopped talking the moment he opened the glass door. From the outside, he couldn’t have said what was going on; the room was soundproofed.

      He offered a wry grin. “Sorry I’m late. I was unavoidably detained.”

      “Don’t let it happen again, or you’re fired.” Jerome wagged a finger at him before laughing. The man was always smiling, even though a football injury had left him with a bum leg. It didn’t stop the man from tossing barbs. Or playing pranks. Bad habits the academy they’d all attended never managed to completely eradicate.

      Calvin preferred to toss knives and play Russian roulette. He’d aced his class in the first and had won every time in the second.

      “What have I missed?” He took his seat and relaxed, knowing that, other than his house, this was probably the safest place to be. In this room, he could talk freely about his last job where the client had keeled over before he could kill him properly. The admission would never leave this room because, despite the fact that the sign said Bad Boy Inc.: Specialists in international realty, the truth was, they were much more than property dealers.

      After graduating from Secundus Academy—an institute that taught more than just language and math—Calvin had faced two choices. The first involved hiring out as an independent contractor, which, in turn, meant working alone most of the time. It could be done; however, true success came with a proper team. Big jobs with big payoffs needed backup. Which was why he worked for Bad Boy Inc.—international problem solvers.

      “Now that we’re all here, let’s focus on the important stuff. Right now, there’re slim pickings on the board,” Harry announced.

      “Does this mean we’re getting time off for a few weeks?” Mason perked up. “I’ve been eyeing this golf course they just built out on the East Coast.”

      “If you’re going to take vacation, then might as well do it now while there’s not much available.”

      “What’s ‘not much?’” Calvin asked. He’d been eyeing a hot tub for the backyard.

      Harry held up a tiny remote and clicked it. The image on the screen flicked to show an aerial view of an arid ranch property. Brown landscape dotted with a few darker blobs of bush and rock. “This is Ranchero Del Diablo. A non-original name just like the owner, who thinks he’s living some kind of seventies power trip. Parties, drugs, alcohol, and orgies, he’s the mafia lord for his region and a few others that he’s taken over.”

      “So someone wants to put a bullet in him?”

      Harry shook his head. “Not at this time. The job is to go undercover and ferret out information. It’s believed he’s got links to other organizations that aren’t so flashy about their business.”

      Infiltration jobs paid well, but they were hard and dangerous work. Calvin didn’t need the funds that badly. “If it changes to termination, let me know, but I’m not going deep.” He’d planned to be done with the tiling in the master bath by next weekend if work didn’t get in the way.

      “Sex, drugs, and rock and roll. It might not be a bad gig. How much is he paying?” Declan questioned.

      Mason shook his head as he tapped a finger on the table. “Does
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