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      Thank you to another Brian whose example helped me come back to myself, break out of my block, and inspired me to remain true to my art.
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      “Be honest with me, Brian. Are we going on a cross-country killing spree?”

      

      “I’d hardly call it a spree.”

      

      Brian Sloane is a pure psychopathic monster… to everyone but Mina.

      

      She was looking for a good man to scratch a particular itch but instead ended up bought by the violent enforcer of a submissive training house.

      

      Against all odds, the villain became her hero. She was the light to his dark until the lights went out, and the darkness inside her came out to play.

      

      Now they’re both killers, chasing the blood lust, running toward their demons, each hit job more dangerous than the last. From a twisted Easter hunt, to an explosive Fourth of July, from a deadly masquerade ball, to an even deadlier Krampus run, culminating in the Do or Die Valentine’s Day Kill that will either seal their doom or their happily ever after.

      

      Do killers even deserve a happy ending?

      

      Note: This is the Omnibus edition of the entire completed “Brian and Mina’s Holiday Hits” series.
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      If you’re new to my work or to these characters, BRIAN AND MINA’S HOLIDAY HITS  (Abbreviated to B&M from this point on) is a spinoff series from a couple in my PLEASURE HOUSE standalone series. Brian and Mina’s book is called BROKEN DOLLS.

      

      You do NOT have to have read the entire PLEASURE HOUSE series to read B&M. BROKEN DOLLS is Brian and Mina’s origin story.

      

      It IS however, possible to read B&M first. BROKEN DOLLS is darker and B&M (this book)  is more a sexy dark comedy/romance/assassins in love sort of story. So if you aren’t sure if BROKEN DOLLS is for you, but really want to read this one, no worries! You can absolutely do that. If you decide after reading this one that you want their full backstory, you can definitely then treat BROKEN DOLLS as a prequel.

      

      I recently had this issue of “yikes, do I have to do all that before this” when I wanted to watch the Marvel series, Agatha All Along. I was told I MUST watch WandaVision first, but then when I decided to do that, I was told I had to watch like 20 other Marvel movies first. I noped out of that and instead watched a little Youtube primer on Wanda and Vision so I could just start with WandaVision. No regrets!

      

      So my point is… you definitely do NOT have to read a whole series or even Broken Dolls first. Between the book blurb for this book (previous page) and the context cues I supply inside the story itself, you will be up to speed with what you need!

      

      If you decide to read BRIAN AND MINA’S HOLIDAY HITS first… here are a few things that give you extra context if you’d like: (Very Mild BROKEN DOLLS spoilers below):

      

      In BRIAN AND MINA’S HOLIDAY HITS Brian and Mina are together and live in something referred to as “The House”. The house is a submissive training house where kinky women are trained and sold to men from a curated list who are deemed “safe”.

      

      They don’t always end up right about that safety, though, so Brian sometimes has to kill people who don’t follow the house’s contract terms or those deemed a danger to the secrecy of the house.

      

      When Mina first arrives she is extremely broken from previous abusive relationships. Brian, the absolute villain of the house and the most dangerous person there, ends up buying her (and you can imagine her reaction to that news).

      

      I won’t reveal anything that happens between them but will say that toward the end of BROKEN DOLLS, something happens that causes a latent darkness to rise in her that to a large degree matches Brian’s darkness. Later in the PLEASURE HOUSE series, we see this more badass side of Mina, this darkness, and the fact that she’s going out on all these hit jobs with Brian.

      

      B&M is the story of those jobs going on in the background. And it is the most fun I’ve ever had writing. I know purists would say you must start with BROKEN DOLLS, but I think knowing these few facts you can absolutely start here and then backtrack to their origin story if you want to. If you think you might like the tone of this one more, absolutely start here!

      

      Do whichever thing will get you reading because you will want to have Brian’s babies! I don’t want you to miss out on this couple!

      

      A few other useful tidbits with regards to relationships in the house:

      Shannon is a woman who was seriously harmed by Brian in the past and now works in the house as a warning label to others.

      Lindsay is the house shrink. He and Brian have beef because of the way Lindsay tried to come between Brian and Mina’s relationship in BROKEN DOLLS.

      Gabe is someone at the house who Brian has a bit of a bromance with. I think Gabe might be the only human person besides Mina that Brian likes at all.

      

      Lindsay, Brian, Gabe, and Anton all own the house together.

      

      So… now you’re ready… you’re going to love this…
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      “I can’t believe you paid so much money for this gaijin whore.” Matsumoto’s lackey walks around me in a slow circle as though he’s in any position to judge me, his laughter ringing in my ears. I jump as the whip slices through the air behind me, making that sharp cracking sound.

      And then I wake up.

      My hand goes immediately to Brian’s collar around my throat. It steadies me and reminds me I’m safe.

      It’s a short dream—like the one where you’re just drifting off and dream you tripped on something, and your body jerks. I always wake right at the point before the damage starts. I don’t know if it’s my mind protecting me from the event, but I always hear that whip moving through the air. I’m always bracing for that first horrible sting, but it never comes. Instead, I find myself in the room I share with Brian in the dungeons of the Pleasure House.

      I’m still so grateful he got to me in time, before Matsumoto had me long enough to give me more permanent scars. And Brian knew just how to tend to my wounds so they’d heal with minimal physical reminders.

      I don’t feel any lingering fear when I wake from these dreams. Mostly I feel anger. It’s a boiling rage I feel I can no longer contain, as if some sort of beast lives inside me and is hungry for someone’s blood that isn’t my own. I unconsciously reach for Brian, but I keep forgetting he isn’t here.

      I glance over at the alarm clock. It’s almost noon. I can’t have breakfast unless I make it myself, but the cafeteria should be serving lunch by now, and definitely by the time I manage to drag myself out of bed and upstairs. It’s a process. I’ve been sleeping poorly the past few nights, and there aren’t exactly any windows down here to alert me to the arrival of the sun.

      I have zero discipline without Brian. He’s off on a job, and I know it’s not for the house. It’s for his personal demons, no doubt. I don’t know if he’ll dispose of the body on site when he’s done or if he’ll bring it here to incinerate. It really depends on his mood. When he’s all covered in blood looking like an even more insane Dexter with trash bags filled with body parts, it does strike the terror he’s looking for in the residents of the house.

      It causes everyone to give him a wide berth, which is pretty much what he prefers. Brian, like me, has trust issues.

      I’m the only one who sees underneath the monster to the man who saved me, the man who has been hurt as I have been hurt. And something has flipped over in me as well. It’s like a trigger buried deep inside me. I tried to ignore it. I tried to brush it away and be the good girl, but underneath it all there was a darkness that began to take root, a slithering dark smoke swirling around my soul.

      After Japan, everything cracked open, and all the dark smoke that had only been seeping through the small cracks within me were finally free. I’m no longer afraid of Brian. I’m afraid of myself, my own darkness. I have long vivid violent dreams now—not violence where I’m the victim, violence where I’m the perpetrator. Every time Brian goes on a job I want to go with him, but he says it’s too dangerous, he can’t risk me, but I have a growing need to do damage.

      This feeling festers more and more, like an itch I can’t scratch, and I’m starting to resent him keeping the carnage to himself as though he’s hoarding necessary supplies for my survival—like he’s hoarding oxygen. Is he truly worried about my safety or does he want to protect that last shade of innocence that remains in me? It’s one thing to be a victim and have a traumatic past. It’s another thing to then become the thing of nightmares yourself, to inflict the trauma. To be the monster.

      I look the other way when Brian punishes girls in the house and when he kills, whether it’s to enforce house rules and the secrecy this illicit business requires, or if it’s personal jobs, personal vendettas—personal trash he feels should be taken out. I’m not sure if he gets paid for these side job hits, or if it’s pro bono assassination, but… we both know either way he doesn’t need the money and money isn’t what drives him. It’s blood and begging. It’s him having the power and no longer being that scared abused little boy.

      It’s like how he runs on the treadmill in the middle of the night… not for fitness, but running from his ghosts and the dark awful childhood only I and the house shrink know about, the scars on his back so like mine that only I have been trusted to see. It doesn’t make what he does most of the time okay, but I understand. And sometimes his kills are needed. To protect someone. To protect me.

      Last year he threw me aside and I left, walking into what I thought was a free world, looking over my shoulder the whole time wondering where Brian was and if he’d just forgotten me, wondering if any part of his heart beat for me or could beat for me. During this time, I was stolen off the street by a man called Matsumoto. I was never clear on if that was his first name or his last name or if he had only one. I was taken to the other side of the world where he took out his sadism on me—all because Brian had kept me from him.

      I thought I’d die there and that Brian either didn’t know or didn’t care. I wish I’d been conscious when he strode in like an avenging dark angel. I imagine him with two guns in his hands, taking out every soul that stood between him and me. And I’m ninety percent sure that’s at least close to how it went down.

      When he leaves me behind to rescue, protect, enforce house rules, take out his rage, outrun his demons or fight back against them, I feel alone.

      I’m not truly alone, of course. There’s an entire world upstairs teeming with life in what I think of as The Pleasure House. All the trainers—unnaturally attractive men, and all the girls seeking to be trained—similar in their unnatural beauty. Oh yes, the women all came here voluntarily. They have some deeper inner kink that they feel can’t be met with play pretend kink. I was foolish and hopeful like them once, too.

      They want it to be real. They want to truly be owned. I sometimes wonder if they are as damaged as me. Is that what drives this desire? Or is it the comfort and safety of not needing to make a million decisions in such an uncertain world? Or wanting someone else to take care of them or be responsible?

      Or is it the sheer hedonism of being someone’s pleasure toy, knowing these buyers are so well screened that anyone you go to is very likely to be very well versed in the art not only of receiving, but in giving pleasure, and that you will receive the full force of that lust and desire. And you belong to them...you signed away all your rights so… you have no choice but to submit and experience and express your desires. You can’t be blamed for anything. You’re the victim here, so you may as well enjoy the fall.

      But are we victims? I honestly don’t know anymore, the lines are so blurred. But I don’t feel like a victim. The most dangerous and feared man at this house—the only true actual psycho makes me feel more safe than I’ve ever felt in my life because I know nothing will ever stand between Brian and me. If I’m in danger, someone is dying. And if Brian has anything to say about it, it won’t be me.

      The girls at the house are all transient. Once they find their forever homes—like so many puppies at the pound—they’re gone forever as new women drift in to be trained.

      Then there are the lifers… First there are the owners who also double as trainers: Lindsay—that’s a man and also the house shrink, Gabe—the nice one, Anton—the Russian massage therapist and seducer of women with his magic hands, and Brian—the wounded dangerous one. There was another guy who was asked to be a part of all this, Michael, but he opted out. Probably for the best. It’s kind of like the mafia around here. Once you choose to be in, you never get to choose to be out. Mutual assured destruction makes for greater criminal safety after all.

      Then there’s Phyllis in the kitchen.  She’s an older woman, maybe mid to late fifties. She downplays her looks, and who can blame her? Even though she’s past the average shelf life of what these men sell and trade, one can never be too careful. And besides, Lindsay is around her age. And then there’s the cougar phenomenon. You never know if one of these young trainers is going to develop an older woman fetish, so she’s probably smart to downplay, but I can see the beauty she hides.

      Phyllis was the real estate agent who sold this place to the guys as they were building their illegal and morally bankrupt business to match wealthy powerful men with women who long to serve them and live out all their greatest filthy fantasies. She saw too much, and so now she’s in charge of the kitchen.

      There’s a girl named Shannon who I mostly avoid. She’s sweet but maybe even more damaged than me. She has bad scars, including some on her shoulders and one on her face. The worst thing about the scars is that Brian gave them to her. I can’t let myself ever think about it.

      He’s not like that with me. I never fear or even think he could ever be like that with me, but Shannon is the one person in the house who reminds me who Brian really is. Even when he’s covered in blood from a fresh kill. Even when there are garbage bags full of body parts to incinerate, nothing drives home what he’s capable of like looking at Shannon.

      She came to the house, like me, in search of the kinky fairy tale. She, like me, bought all the marketing hype delivered by Lindsay. Lindsay failed her, just as he failed me. No one warned her about Brian, she smarted off to him on one of his dark days, and… the rest is etched into her skin for the rest of her life. They couldn’t let her go. Lindsay spared her life, but now she’s got a very different kind of slavery, and not the pleasurable kinky kind. She basically runs the on-site spa, much more half-heartedly than Phyllis runs the kitchen.

      It’s so hard to hold in my head the fact that Brian could hurt someone the way he hurt Shannon, that he can be her literal nightmare at the same time he’s my salvation. So, to keep my sanity in check, I avoid her as much as possible.

      The last lifer, besides me, is Annette. She’s with Anton. Gabe had some fixation with a girl named Julie, but decided to leave her alone, so now he’s just moping around the house like a sad country song.

      I sigh and finally drag myself out of bed. I can complain about the lack of windows down here all day long, but it’s like a cozy cave, and Brian is the master of comfortable bedding. You wouldn’t think a man—much less a man like Brian—would be concerned about that, or even know the first thing about it, but when you have trouble sleeping like he does, I guess every bit of comfort counts for something.

      It took until I got back to the house to really start to appreciate Brian’s understanding of thread count. He’s a complex guy.

      I take a quick shower, put my long chocolate brown hair up in a messy up-do and throw on some leggings, casual boots, and a sweater that hangs half off one shoulder. The leggings-aren’t-pants crowd can kiss my ass.

      When I get up to the cafeteria, lunch is being served. Phyllis excels at lunch. There’s a bizarre way in which Phyllis is sort of living out her dream life. She hated real estate. She was more-or-less self-employed but was trying to ease out of it. All she really wanted was to start a catering company. This woman loves to cook and bake like nobody I’ve ever seen.

      Maybe she isn’t building an empire but she also doesn’t have the stress of business failure. It’s a trade-off. The guys at the house give her a huge allowance for anything she needs for the kitchen as well as a personal allowance and she just gets to cook and bake anything she wants. Sometimes she enlists help from others here when she’s planning something really labor intensive.

      There’s a wide variety of sub sandwiches today, and I momentarily wonder if it might be some kind of inside joke or attempted pun. There’s also a few plugged in panini sandwich machines which have become quite popular with an array of things to choose to put on them.

      My favorite lately is turkey with a spinach artichoke spread she makes melted together with provolone cheese. If it weren’t for the gym here, I wouldn’t be flaunting the leggings aren’t pants code.

      The girls give me a lot of space, and it hurts my feelings a little. Even Annette is cautious around me now. I’ve been back at the house for a while but I can’t hide the darkness that has become suddenly very loud. I’m sure people can feel the energy of it. Where before I was a scared and traumatized woman—a small girl in a grown-up body in many ways—now there is an anger, a hardness, a power waiting to unfurl.

      It scares me sometimes, so I don’t blame the others for their reactions to me. I feel as though I really could snap at any moment and do something crazy. Even the trainers are cautious in my space. The only person who isn’t on some level afraid of me now is Brian. But maybe it’s pity they all feel, not fear. After all they must have some idea of what Matsumoto did to me.

      And I have thrown my weight around with the girls a bit. I’ve smacked a couple and yelled at a couple more since I’ve been back, but it’s only because they had comments to make about my mostly Queen of the Damned clothes, and how they don’t like that I call everybody but Brian by their first names around here. I saw the look Brian got in his eyes. While I may stay out of his way, it still bothers me that he’d hurt one of the girls over something minor having to do with me. So when these moments come, I take them into my own hands, to protect them. From him. But I’m sure they don’t see it that way. The girls who’ve been here longer understand the Brian threat, but the new ones often don’t. And I just can’t let another Shannon happen on my watch. Not because of me.

      I make my favorite panini and sit at a table away from the others. Annette makes eye contact as she fixes her plate. I want her to come sit with me, but I can’t bring myself to call her over. We’d been starting to form a friendship before everything happened. Since then she’s been polite but wary. Lindsay approaches my table, and I flinch. He’s probably the only person at the house I still have a visceral unpleasant reaction to. There are things neither I nor Brian will ever forgive him for.

      “Mina, do you know where Brian is? I need him.”

      If anyone needs Brian it’s because they want him to do something unsavory and evil which they can’t bring themselves to sully their own souls or hands with. Punish a girl. Kill someone on the outside who has become a threat to the house. Something like that.

      “He’s on personal business,” I say. “And he’s been gone longer than he should be. I’m worried.”

      Lindsay rolls his eyes at this, like I’m expressing concern over a rabid dog. Nobody cares about how Brian feels. He’s a monster, so he has no feelings. It doesn’t occur to anybody that Brian might need anything from someone else. Lindsay was supposed to be his therapist—though that’s over. Lindsay was also once my therapist, and really this guy should lose his license.

      “I mean it! I’m worried something’s gone wrong. He’s been gone a week longer than he said he would.”

      Normally if he’s a day or two late, it’s fine. It happens. But this long? I’m afraid something happened. I’m afraid he might be hurt. Or dead. He doesn’t communicate with the house when he’s out on a job for security reasons, but, it’s been too long. Deep down I know this.

      “Maybe he’s just got a lover on the side,” Lindsay says.

      He thinks this kind of barb will affect me. It won’t. Brian and I don’t have intercourse. I know that’s weird but I don’t like doing it. Besides my traumatic experiences in the kink world even before all this, I’ve never really been able to get off on that particular activity. And for Brian, fucking isn’t a compliment, so no, Brian doesn’t have a lover. He and I definitely bring each other pleasure—yes the sexual kind—but he can’t fuck without it being an act of aggression and I can’t be fucked for similar and also different reasons.

      The kind of intimacy we share requires a vulnerability Brian won’t and can’t show with anyone else. So nice try, psycho-shrink. Brian does occasionally fuck the women he punishes, but I don’t consider that cheating. My position with him and what we share is much different. I wouldn’t prefer to be in their place. Most women wouldn’t understand this, but if you’d met Brian, you’d know there’s nothing to be jealous about.

      Lindsay hates that I’m not required to show any deference or respect to anyone at the house but Brian, and so he intentionally tries to get under my skin with petty bullshit like this. Annette calls all the other trainers Sir, and acts like the good proper submissive pretty much all the time, but Brian is the only person I answer to in any way. He made that very clear. And Lindsay can’t stand that I speak to him as though we’re equals. We aren’t equals. I’m about a thousand times better than the house shrink. And we both know it.

      “Well, Lindsay, if you aren’t going to care about Brian and where he might be and if he might need some sort of help, I’m not sure how he can help you.”

      He rolls his eyes, turns on his heel, and leaves the cafeteria. Seriously, fuck that guy.

      “You’ve got a letter.”

      I turn to find Gabe, holding out a piece of mail to me.

      “Thank you.” I take the letter from him discreetly and place it under my plate while I eat lunch.

      He gives me a strange look but shrugs and walks away. I’m grateful it’s Gabe who gets the mail, and not one of the other owners. Lindsay would have opened it himself and possibly withheld it from me entirely.

      I don’t get letters. Who would send me mail here? Who knows I’m here to send me mail in the first place? My heart flutters in my chest. Is it from Brian? It has to be. He’s the only person who has my mailing address. But why the hell would he send me a letter to the house? Is he in some kind of trouble? But again, why a letter? Letters are too slow for trouble. If he needed something couldn’t he just break his calling rule once? Why not just use a burner phone, make the call quick, and then dispose of it?

      My fingers itch to rip into the envelope, but I can’t do it at the table with so many eyes on me. So I act like it’s nothing. I eat the Turkey and spinach panini, barely tasting it, take my plate back, and rush downstairs so I can open it in private.
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      When the house doesn’t have any trash they need taken out, and when the darkness comes over me too strongly to sleep at all, when it starts affecting my functioning out in the world, that’s when I go on personal jobs.

      I usually do private contracts, but when I don’t have a dossier and a due date on anyone, I give back to the world by choosing the most revolting piece of shit I can find, someone who is also a logistical challenge. Solving life-or-death puzzles is one of the many tactics I’ve come up with to help me function semi-normally in life.

      I happen to have a contract at the moment, and the money on this one is one of the highest I’ve taken. Two million dollars. Just to kill someone. When the money is high, I’m either dealing with a potential heiress with a vendetta against her husband and a personal allowance she’s willing to risk to get the full jackpot, or a challenge. Someone so hard and dangerous to kill that the money has to be a big enough lure for the risk.

      I don’t worry about guilt or innocence. Partly because I don’t care, but also because, generally speaking, if someone puts a big price on your head, you did something to deserve it. But it’s not always true. I didn’t used to care about this, but ever since Mina, I’ve been turning down jobs here and there. I’ve become a little more selective. As a result, word has gotten out that I might not take a job, and the offers have gotten bigger as a result. I’ve suddenly become the prom queen with an overflowing dance card.

      I have no real need for this money, but I collect it and faithfully deposit it into my offshore accounts anyway.

      I tell myself I turn down jobs because I don’t have the time. I have Mina to think of. Or I pretend maybe the job is too dangerous, and how would Mina cope at the house without me? And what if they tried to sell her to someone else who might hurt her?

      But I know that’s a lie. It’s true that I don’t care about the people one way or the other, but I care about her. It matters to me that she thinks there’s something in me worth saving.

      Every day I watch her grow darker and darker from exposure to me, like I’m a pathogen infecting her blood, choking out everything that is light and pure and good. I want her to stay in a kind of innocence and goodness for me. When I saw the glimpse of her darker edge, I thought I wanted that, but now I’m afraid it’ll suck us both under. I want her to be like both of us before either of us was broken.

      I’m staking out my latest target’s house, learning his routine. It’s the most boring part of the job, but the one that ensures my safety from the law and any surprises that could result in my untimely death. Of course the surprises I’m looking for are those to do with the target or his security detail.

      It’s why I’m caught off guard by the unaccounted for person and the pungent smell that surprises me then turns my world to darkness.

      When I wake, there’s a black cloth bag over my head and I’m bound to a chair.

      Great.

      I assume my captor saw my breathing change, because I’m only conscious for a few minutes before the cloth is ripped away. It takes me a moment to adjust to the single bright bare bulb hanging down way too close.

      “Sloan,” the man spits out my last name. “We have unfinished business.”

      I squint at the Japanese man. No. I can’t be seeing Matsumoto. I killed him. Matsumoto was one of the original bidders for Mina. She was too broken, her contract had too many limitations, and here this piece of shit was bidding far higher than seemed right to me, given those circumstances.

      I knew her brokenness appealed to him, and something in my gut said he wanted to do more damage. I bought her instead—my first heroic act in life—and Matsumoto never forgave me for taking away his toy when it was within his grasp. Later when I’d foolishly set her free, he’d been waiting to make sure she paid for it.

      But when I went to Japan to bring her back, I know I killed that motherfucker. Maybe I should have shot him before I lit the match, but my sadism demanded the satisfaction of knowing he suffered, that it wasn’t a quick, easy death. Was there some servant I missed? Someone who untied him before I could get Mina to safety and start the blaze? Was there a secret sub basement? Tunnels that offered escape?

      “What’s the matter Sloan? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      He chuckles, oh so amused. I finally let go of the breath I’ve been holding, because I’ve just realized this isn’t Matsumoto. It’s his son.

      Fuck.

      I’m not the guy who does loose ends. But let’s face it, it was clear enough who’d come to clean house, and I should have taken the son of Japan’s most notorious crime boss into account that night. I should have verified where he was and hunted him before he could hunt me. But I was so laser-focused on getting Mina out of there, on ensuring to myself she was still alive, that it didn’t occur to me the son was missing from the house when I went on my raid and burn mission.

      I’ve gotten in a few tight spots before, times when I could have died, even once where I got captured and escaped. But back then it was only my own life in peril. And I’ve never really cared that much about that. If I’m dead, my nightmares stop because they live in me. When I’m gone, they’re gone. And maybe the world is a better place.

      I never had someone else I had to worry about. Now all I can think about is: if I don’t survive this, if I don’t get back to her, what will happen to Mina? Will the house sell her? Lindsay is just dying to take her out from under my protection. That sick son of a bitch. If I don’t come back to the house, he could get rid of her and make a profit.

      The bar is high for what I consider to be a sick son of a bitch, given my own dark proclivities, but Lindsay is the worst kind of dangerous. He’s Good Guy Dangerous. He’s the hero trying to save the world who puts people around him in danger because the mission is all that matters.

      The guy who really believes he’s doing the right thing—most of the time, anyway. The guy who thinks he’s doing something for some altruistic greater good. If you ask me, society is only as fucked up as it currently is due to the morality of self-sacrifice. I sacrifice for you, you sacrifice for me. We all do shit we’d rather not be doing for some imaginary greater good of society. And everyone gets manipulated. And we all become slaves in the process.

      But what the fuck is society? Just a group of individuals. How can the needs of the group be served when no individual within it is ever happy? I don’t claim to have a real moral code, but if I didn’t have the fucked-up damage I have, the thing that slithers around in my brain demanding retribution in whatever form I can find it… I could see a society functioning just fine on enlightened self-interest. I’m not an idiot, I know what I do isn’t in my self-interest. It’s self-destruction and taking others down with me.

      The doc and I are both equally fucked-up psychos. We’re just expressed differently. He’s the good fucked-up psycho, and I’m the bad one. But we’re both dangerous. With him, the consolation you get is… he meant well. Or… how could he have known what would happen? With me? You see me coming. You know what you did. You know why I’m there.

      The thing about Good Guy Bad Guys like Lindsay is… they think they’re nice guys. They’re that dickhead who thinks some woman owes him her pussy because he’s such a nice guy. They’re the most dishonest motherfuckers in the universe—especially to themselves—and the world would be better off without them.

      If the doc was the overt killing type, he’d be the kind of guy who’d kill you then convince himself he was doing it to save the world because he was reducing the carbon footprint of humanity or some such shit. I don’t give one flying good goddamn about anybody’s carbon anything. If I kill you, it’s because I wanted to. I don’t need a deeper reason.

      So whatever Lindsay does to Mina in my absence, he won’t do it because he’s owning his evil. He’ll lie to himself. He’ll concoct some elaborate story about how whatever he’s doing is somehow in Mina’s interest. Because he’s weak.

      There’s a reason she trusts me. It took me a while to figure it out, but I get it now. It’s because I never pretended to be the good guy. I never pretend anything I’m doing is in anyone else’s greater good or like it’s some sacrifice I’m making. I might enjoy the mindfuck, but you know exactly where the fuck you stand with me within seconds of meeting my gaze. There are no warm and reassuring platitudes before I go in for the kill.

      But with Lindsay, there are. It’s what makes him a more dangerous animal than me.

      If I don’t manage to escape, Mina’s got a few weeks before that bastard realizes I’m not coming back, but after that… I shake the thought from my head. I am coming back. Matsumoto’s third rate son isn’t going to be the one to remove me from this world.

      The Other Matsumoto observes me like I’m a bug under a glass. I know that feeling well, but from the other side of the glass. I’m pretty sure Matsumoto is the guy’s last name. In the Japanese underworld Matsumoto was known only by the one name and his full and formal identity was hidden behind about a thousand shell corporations. So good luck on finding out his real full name. I appreciate this courtesy the Other Matsumoto has given me to think through all this before he launches into whatever stupid speech he’s prepared to make me sorry I offed his daddy.

      “You should be buying me a drink,” I say. “Aren’t you the new shiny crime lord everybody can piss their pants over and tell cautionary tales to their children about so they won’t misbehave? I made you the new legend in your part of the world, and this is the thanks I get?”

      The Other Matsumoto clenches his jaw. “I could give two shits about my father.”

      I smell the lie and bravado on him as soon as the words are out of his mouth.

      “Then why am I here? If you wanted to meet up and shoot the shit about the joys of crime, you could have made an appointment with my secretary.” I don’t have a secretary, but I’m sure he gets that.

      “I want the property you stole from my father.”

      The house that burned to the ground? No. He means Mina. He wants Mina. The rage boils inside me, and for a moment I imagine that on pure adrenaline alone I could break my bonds and strangle the fuck out of this motherfucker. I take a few slow, measured breaths. No. I don’t want it to be quick. I want to take my time with this one. I didn’t get that chance with his father. This is the opportunity for a do-over. Even if I could escape, if I’m in a full blown rage, I won’t get to take my time with him.

      When I trust myself to speak, I say: “She’s protected and hidden.”

      If he could get to Mina, he would have already killed me. He doesn’t know where she is. I repeat this over and over in my mind like a mantra. The reassurance is hollow.

      Then a cartoon light bulb goes on over my head.

      “You’re my client,” I say, finally realizing this thing I should have realized in the first moments of captivity. Motherfucker.

      Matsumoto just smiles, as if to say took you long enough. Well, I never claimed to be a rocket scientist. I’m good at torture, death, and the logistics to make those things seamlessly come together. It doesn’t automatically make me a super genius mastermind.

      This little piece of shit approached me through back channels on the dark web. I should have known that contract was too high. He sought me out specifically. He knew where I’d be tracking the target while Matsumoto was tracking me. But it also means, he had to lure me out, so he can’t possibly know where Mina is.

      “I just needed to get you away from her, so I could lure her out to rescue you. I sent her some mail.”

      My heartbeat picks up speed, and it’s all I can do not to have a childhood flashback. There are exactly two things that make me scared: Worry for Mina, and the demons from my childhood. I was too small to kill people back then, and when those memories rise up, I forget that I’m bigger now.

      I take another long slow breath. We have a PO box. Matsumoto—the father—would have had that address from doing business with the house. Our true identities and location are hidden behind many layers of privacy, multiple corporations and trusts, God himself couldn’t unsnarl it to find our actual physical location.

      But with Mina on the line, that confidence fades a bit.

      Gabe checks that box once a week. He always varies the day and time he goes. He varies the way he dresses and moves. He always makes sure no one is watching or following. I should have been in charge of getting the mail. I trust Gabe, but what if he wasn’t as careful as he should be? What if he’s started to drop his guard? What if someone followed him back to the house?
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      I wait until I’m back underground in mine and Brian’s dungeon room before I pull out the envelope. I slipped it under my sweater and into the waistband of my leggings when I took my tray back to the kitchen. No one will follow me down here. The girls are all terrified of the dungeon, even though the monster who runs it is out of the house at the moment. This small fact doesn’t seem to matter to them. It’s like they think he still has power from a distance or he’ll somehow know if they came down here.

      Sometimes I want to shake them and say “He’s not a wizard!”, but I once feared Brian like they do now, and frankly, I’m probably the only human on the planet safe from him. He’s not a fluffy housebroken puppy. His feelings for me didn’t redeem him or turn him into a hero on a mission to save the world. He is what he is. And what he is, is dangerous. But not to me.

      I shrug and flop down on the bed. Maybe they think he’s got the place wired up with cameras. Or maybe it’s bad memories or the stories of what happens down here. Or maybe it’s being alone with me they now fear. Whatever it is, I know once I’m underground, I’m safe from prying eyes.

      I take a deep breath and turn on the lamp for extra light. The envelope is a thick, crisp, off-white linen. Like an eggshell. Elegant, expensive-looking. There’s no return address. Only my name written in Calligraphy on the outside, and the house’s PO Box.

      This goes against house rules. No one is supposed to be addressing anyone by name when they send paper mail. Well no one’s real name, anyway. Everything that comes to the house is supposed to come to: The Locke Company, c/o Mr. Smith, Accounting Department. And that is ALL anyone is supposed to ever write if they must use the postal service.

      The Locke Company is one of about fifteen shell companies the guys own to hide everything behind. I’m not sure what pretend legit businesses they have going for tax purposes—though some of the money is traded in obscure cryptocurrencies with multiple layers of security and encryption. I do know Lindsay’s psychiatry practice in the city is one of the businesses the guys hide behind.

      I stare down at the writing: Mina Calloway, The Dungeon. Followed by the PO Box. I’m surprised the post office didn’t return it to the sender. A shiver travels down my spine. Who knows I’m here? Also… The Dungeon? In Brian’s book, addressing a letter like this to the house is a killing offense.

      The postage stamp is a tree bloomed out with cherry blossoms. There’s no return address. My unease grows with each new detail, but when I turn the envelope over, I freeze as I find myself spiraling into a flashback. On the reverse side is a gold wax seal with the Japanese character for Love.

      I only know the Japanese character for love because the girl Matsumoto kept before me had been made to paint the word out close to a thousand times on rice paper as gifts to Matsumoto. She was punished harshly whenever she got even a single line wrong. These were supposed to be expressions of her non-existent love for the monster who tormented her.

      I learned what it meant because he made a point of telling me that my name, Mina, actually means Love. He must have thought capturing me was some sort of fate being played out between us.

      So there it is. Cherry blossom stamp. Wax seal with the Japanese character for love. I take several long slow breaths. It’s what I have to do to stop myself from screaming. I’m afraid if I scream, I won’t stop.

      I thought Matsumoto was dead. Brian assured me. And Brian doesn’t half-ass it with the killing. If Brian says somebody is dead, that fucker is worm food. He doesn’t make mistakes like this. But my mind can’t seem to conceive of any other explanation.

      Finally I slip my fingers under the seal and open the envelope. Even though this letter comes from the worst monster I’ve ever encountered, I can’t bring myself to destroy the beautiful letter by ripping into it. Also, I want to delay the confirmation of my fears, even if only by a few moments.

      When I open it, a second smaller envelope falls out onto the bed. I leave that aside for the moment to read the handwritten invitation.

      

      You are formally invited to an Easter Hunt. You will find each clue inside a Faberge-style egg. You will collect the items, find the eggs and clues, and follow all instructions if you want Brian to live. He took something that belongs to me, and I want it back.

      I understand you might be reluctant to give yourself to me in exchange for your lover’s freedom, but please be advised, the second envelope contains a tracker. My men now know where you are. Should you not come on your own, you’ll be extracted, and everyone in that house will die. It seems so similar to something that happened months ago in Japan, does it not?

      Tell no one. Bring no one. His life depends on it.

      The first clue can be found at the enclosed address. The egg is blue. Be there on The 3rd of April by noon.

      

      Happy Hunting,

      

      Cordially,

      Matsumoto

      

      April 3rd is tomorrow. He’s not leaving me a lot of time. I wonder how long the letter sat at the post office before Gabe went to collect it?

      I read it three times. There’s another smaller envelope, with a tiny robin’s egg blue card inside with an address printed neatly. I’m familiar with the address. It’s a row of high-end boutique shops in the city.

      Also inside the envelope is a small black square thing. I’m not sure if this is a tracking device or a bluff. I don’t know what tracking devices look like, and isn’t there a risk it could have been damaged during mailing? Does it work through layers of envelope? I’m embarrassed I have no idea how this stuff works. But it doesn’t matter because I don’t need Matsumoto to threaten everyone at the house. I’m coming for this motherfucker.

      I can’t demand proof of life to ensure this guy even has Brian or that he isn’t already dead because I have no address. No phone number. No way to contact Matsumoto. My hand shakes as I fold the card and put it back inside the envelope.

      My gut says this is real. And I think Brian probably is alive. I feel like the connection between us is so strong that if he died, I’d somehow know it. Another reason I think he’s alive is because Matsumoto is a sick piece of work. Since Brian rescued me from him—which he’d consider an insult—he’d want Brian alive to see him take me back. He’d get off on that kind of showmanship.

      I know what Brian would want me to do. He’d want me to leave him to die. I know it’s the smart thing, the thing that could protect me. After all, maybe Brian can get away on his own. He hasn’t stayed alive as long as he has by accident.

      If Matsumoto sent a letter to the PO box, and had to capture Brian out in the city somewhere, he probably doesn’t know the location of the pleasure house. At least not before the tracking device, which may or may not be a bluff.

      And he could never make Brian talk. I’m convinced Brian could withstand any amount of torture and keep his mouth shut. He doesn’t value human life, except mine. I think sometimes he cares more about my survival and safety than his own. I know he’d go to any lengths to keep me, to protect me. So I know up front that if I take this bait—and it is bait—and Brian and I both happen to make it out alive, I will be punished.

      But I don’t care. I can’t just leave him. Whether it’s wise or not and whether he can ever truly return it or not, I love him. Besides, ever since this thing inside me switched on… this slithering dark thing that turned me from prey to predator, I’ve felt the urge to let this new beast out of its cage, but I’ve been given no real opportunity to unleash it.

      People respond to the things that happen to them in different ways. Maybe everyone has a limit. I thought I’d reached mine years ago, but something changed in me after Brian brought me back, and now I no longer want to hide away from the world. I no longer want to be small and avoid the attention of those who might harm me. I want to be the thing that stalks the night. I want to be the thing the monsters are afraid of. Like Brian.

      If you’d told me when I first arrived at the house that I’d want to become more like the man who ended up buying me—the most terrifying thing in this house—I would have said you needed to up your dosage.

      But now… it’s different. If Matsumoto really survived, I want to be the one to kill him. I appreciate all Brian has done for me. He hunted down every last man who abused me and removed them from the world when I couldn’t do such a thing for myself.

      But what about my revenge? When do I get to cause death and mayhem and destruction? When do I get to be the powerful one? I feel like a newly born vampire who hasn’t yet had her first taste of blood.

      I know that first taste will be the thing that determines who I am from that point onward. For now, people at the house are a little afraid of me, a little wary. But I haven’t actually done anything yet to warrant such scurrying fear.

      I want to change that.

      Matsumoto wants me to come alone because I’ll be vulnerable. But I want to come alone so no one interrupts my vengeance or tries to save me—from him or from myself. I no longer fear him. I don’t know if that’s healthy. Or stupid. I don’t know if a whole giant chunk of my emotions have just shut down. But if so, I’m glad. I can’t have distractions like fear or weakness for what I’m prepared to do.

      I’ve been given a beautiful opportunity to right a very big wrong and to save Brian’s ass for once. And if I tell Lindsay or any of the other owners of the house, they’ll either let Brian die, or fuck it up somehow. If that happened, I would never forgive them. And I might do something… terrible. Something I actually couldn’t live with. I only want to harm the guilty. That is the one line I don’t want to cross.

      The problem is… I’m an indoor kitty.

      I glance down at the metal security bracelet locked around my wrist. Officially I can walk out any door to this house and be outside in the free open air. But there’s a perimeter, and if I cross it, all I’ll get is pain until I’m back inside my electric fence like a good girl.

      So I have to get this fucking bracelet off. And I need weapons, and a car. I check the postmark on the envelope. It’s two weeks old. That more or less answers the mystery of how long it may have been sitting at the post office. What happens if I miss the deadline? Will the egg be gone? I wonder how long Matsumoto would wait before he decides I’m not coming and just kills Brian.

      He probably assumes he mailed the letter well in advance of his needs. He probably assumes I’ve been sitting on it for a while. I look at the postmark again. Two weeks ago Brian hadn’t left the house yet. Matsumoto mailed this before he took Brian, so how do I know he even has him?

      I sigh. Because he should have been back a week ago. He told me when he’d be back. That date has come and gone, so even though Matsumoto mailed the letter before Brian left the house, he obviously does have him. He was just that confident his plan was air-tight. Which means, if I do this, I’m walking into a trap.

      He couldn’t have mailed it too long before he acted, or it might have reached the house before Brian was even gone. So I can estimate about how long he’s had him.

      I unfold myself from my spot on the bed and go to Brian’s big weapons stash. It’s a giant… well I’m not sure if you could call a secondary room inside basically a dungeon a “walk-in closet” but let’s just roll with that description.

      When I first became Brian’s this room was just a mysterious locked door, but I should have known there were weapons inside. In the time since I’ve been back, I’ve seen him go in this room many times. And when he goes out on jobs and leaves me behind, he leaves the ring of keys in one of the dresser drawers. I’m not sure if he knows I’ve seen him put them there or not, but I open the drawer now and take out the big key ring.

      I try each key in turn, unsurprised when it’s the last key that unlocks the door. You’d expect with Brian that this door wouldn’t be so low tech. Maybe a keypad with a pass code and a thumbprint and retinal scan. With as paranoid as he is, it would make sense, but, maybe just a locked door calls less attention.

      If someone made it down this far into the house and was confronted with a high tech security system guarding the door, they may become even more curious about what’s on the other side.

      When I get the door open and switch on the fluorescent buzzing lights, I’m confronted with what can only be described as an arsenal.

      He’s got about seventeen AR-15 semi-automatic rifles in that classic sexy black. Multiple calibers. I pick up a .223 from the rack and hold it, feeling its weight, which isn’t as much as you’d expect.

      Brian likes to talk a lot about weapons and torture equipment, so I’ve got way more knowledge on this subject than I would ordinarily have. I sit with him a lot outside when he cleans his guns after a job or after target practice.

      The light weight of an AR is perfect for a woman. It doesn’t feel like you’re carrying too much. You can move with it. Though I doubt, Matsumoto is going to put himself at such a disadvantage that I’m going to be able to just walk in waving this kind of artillery around. Which is a shame, because I’m pretty sure I’d look like a badass doing it.

      So that means… concealed. Something in a more discreet package.  I open a long sleek steel drawer to find every kind of compact handgun you could imagine, as well as throwing knives, throwing stars, garden variety hunting knives.

      Brian keeps all the torture stabby things in the dungeon cells so there’s none of that here, only what most would officially call weapons. In another drawer, he has actual fucking grenades. I can’t imagine the scenarios he finds himself in which require grenades. I decide not to think about that.

      This whole room is a Call of Duty player’s dream stash.

      I grab a large black duffle bag from the corner and start filling it with concealable weapons. Once that’s done, I scan the room for… I know there are other important things Brian keeps locked in here. Non-weapon things… like car keys… and probably the code for the bracelet on my wrist, unless he’s got it memorized. But even if memorized I’m sure he’d have a backup written down somewhere.

      He’s the guy who keeps all his computer passwords written down in a notebook. The code to the bracelet is probably in that book. When I first learned he kept all his sensitive passwords in a notebook, I thought he was crazy, but his reasoning is actually sound.

      If you keep your passwords in your mind, you can’t have as many different passwords as you need. And they can’t be as complicated as you need. If you keep them on some sort of password saver somewhere electronically, what if it gets hacked?

      On paper, someone would have to physically break into your space. And anyone who attempts such a mission with Brian will end up riddled with bullet holes, so they can’t slip away with the intel. This reasoning seemed solid to me.

      I run my fingers along the walls, pressing the slightly uneven stones because I’m sure I glimpsed Brian doing this once. Finally, right before I feel like a complete nut, a space in the wall opens and… Bob, tell our contestant the prize behind door number one!

      Keys for about seven different cars from the most luxurious to the most non-descript and utilitarian. I pick a “blend with the world” sedan and drop the keys into the bag, disappointed that I didn’t find the passwords with it. But Brian wouldn’t keep all his treasure in one place. So I keep going, trailing my hands along the stones, pressing gently over each one.

      After about fifteen minutes of this, I finally reach a slightly oblong stone in the back corner of the room to the right of all the AR’s. It’s all the way at the bottom, closest to the floor. When I press it, other stones come forward to reveal a tray. And on that tray, is a slim black notebook.

      I pull it out, thrilled to find it’s full of all of Brian’s passwords. I thumb through the book, hoping to find the bracelet code. I’m surprised to find it under “Mina”. I mean come on, Brian? Not even a code name? He is just that confident that nobody is getting into this room?

      I input the code on the bracelet, switch to “disarm”, and the silver metal cuff unlocks and falls from my wrist to clank loudly on the concrete floor.

      Great, now I just have the whole day to wait. There’s no way I can risk leaving the house before dark. Too many people could see me and too many would try to stop me. And I’m not yet prepared to shoot them for their misguided life goals.

      I go to where I know Brian keeps a stash of cash. I take three rolls, which comes out to a total of $30,000 in hundred dollar bills. It may be excessive, but I don’t know what’s out there. I doubt I could ever bribe a man as rich as Matsumoto, and I plan to kill him anyway, but I just feel better with a lot of money. I don’t know how long his game is. I don’t know what supplies I might need. And there might be some low level lackey I can bribe with this kind of money.
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      Escaping the house is the most anti-climactic thing I’ve ever done. I probably could have escaped a long time ago. The thing was, I didn’t want to. Once Brian brought me back from Japan, all I wanted was to be with him. I didn’t care about the rest of the world or what was beyond the walls of the Pleasure House. I only cared that he was with me.

      Once everyone’s asleep, I change into all black, grab the keys, money, and bag of weapons, and slip out of the house. The wall alarm is armed, but… I know that code too.

      When I reach the garage with all the extra cars in it, I push the button on the key fob. The nondescript muted gold sedan’s headlights flash a couple of times along with a little beep. Brian once told me this car blends better than black. With black, he says you always look like you’re with the government, and it makes people uncomfortable and more on guard—kind of like when you’re driving down the road and a random police car is behind you.

      I happen to know Brian also has this car in black, so I can only assume that sometimes he wants people to think he’s with the government. It’s an odd intimidation tactic, but Brian isn’t just about the torture and blind rage. He’s a strategist. The people at the house only see Brian for the destruction he causes. They don’t appreciate all the planning before the demolition.

      I stop for the night at a small motel and sleep.

      I don’t dream.

      When I wake, it’s like I closed my eyes for a split second, open them, and it’s morning. I hate those nights. I’d almost prefer disturbing dreams, then at least I feel like I actually slept instead of simply watching an abrupt scene change in a movie.

      Half an hour later I’ve showered, dressed, had a quick drive-thru breakfast—while navigating traffic—and made it to the row of boutique stores at the address I was given.

      I’m browsing the first of the boutique stores, looking for the blue egg and realizing I made a huge rookie mistake. Maybe all-black would be appropriate for the actual confrontation with Matsumoto, but wandering around everywhere in it… just looks a little… off.

      I was at least smart enough to separate a few of the hundreds from one of the rolls of cash. The only thing that would look worse than skulking around a high-end boutique dressed like an assassin while appearing to be casing the place, would be to also pull out a giant roll of bills. I’m not the most subtle of Queen Pins, here.

      Given my wardrobe situation and the realization that I don’t know how many stupid clues this motherfucker has or how much he plans to drag out this torment. It might be wise to have other clothes.

      I don’t know why I didn’t think of this back at the house, but I was too focused on getting out, saving Brian, and killing Matsumoto. And I’m not sure what it says about me that my thoughts have turned more to killing Matsumoto than the former. I love Brian, but there’s a big part of me that believes he can take care of himself. Or maybe I just don’t want to believe he’s truly human and breakable like me. I want to believe nothing else can ever harm him, and nothing is strong enough to take him down.

      He’s gotten this far without me. Surely this isn’t the only sticky situation he’s been in. So right now my biggest fear isn’t that Brian will die, but that he’ll free himself and kill Matsumoto before I can do it.

      This sounds insane even in my own brain. It wasn’t that long ago that I was the damsel in distress. I was the captive. I was the one at the mercy of someone else hoping for a rescue I somehow knew wasn’t coming, and then it did. I haven’t been the same since that moment.

      When we got back to the house and I was settled, Brian went to punish the girl who caused me to be taken. And I didn’t care. I didn’t care about her screams
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