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      Profile #4

      Name: Ares (a.k.a. The Chameleon)

      Age: 47

      Marital Status: Single

      Net Worth: 1.5 Billion Euro

      Bio:

      
        
          	
        Gun Trafficker/Smuggler.
      

      	
        Murderer.
      

      	
        Money launderer.
      

      	
        Family unknown.
      

      	
        Lover disappeared under suspicious circumstances.
      

      

      

      Unique Identifiers:

      
        
          	
        Scar across neck, rough features, speaks with a French accent which sometimes changes.
      

      	
        Into rough sex.
      

      

      

      

      Ares pressed down on the tiny silver button and watched as the front of the silver pocket watch popped open. He stared at the surface, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness around him.

      You’re getting old, old man, that pesky inner voice told him as he struggled to see the time on the watch. Back in his youth, he would have been able to see the tiny digits even in the faintest of lights.

      Fuck, he was only forty-seven. Hardly an old man. Still decades away from his retirement—if he didn’t get taken out before then—and still able to beat a man to death with his own two hands.

      That last one he had accomplished only two short weeks ago.

      Young punk didn’t like taking orders and thought he would mouth off behind Ares’s back. Little did the mouthy shit realize, but Ares had cameras everywhere, including the back of the bar Ares used to clean his dirty cash.

      An example had to be made of the mouthy little prick, so Ares took him down to the basement and showed him what happens to people who disobey Ares. He brought hellfire down on their punk ass. He was the god of war after all.

      Okay, perhaps he didn’t kill the mouthy shit—he wasn’t that psychotic—but he did beat the little shit within an inch of his life. By the time he was done with the kid, his jaw was broken, his face was all puffy and bleeding, and he had at least one fractured rib.

      The kid ended up spending a week in the hospital, and everyone else was reminded of what happens when you disobey the boss.

      Staring at the numbers, it took a few seconds for his eyes to adjust to the tiny digits circling the edge of the surface.

      Five minutes.

      It was almost time.

      Holding the elegant object in his hand, he was reminded of the one who gave it to him—someone who exuberated elegance, class… style… and a warm heart—well, most of the time. Lately, it was only frostbite and daggers directed his way.

      But could Ares blame him? Ares had done this to himself.

      No. This wasn’t the time for examining his fucked-up life. He had a job to do and death to deliver.

      Ares snapped the watch shut and slid the treasure back into his Armani suit jacket where it would be safe. Yes, even when it was time for murder, Ares liked to dress with style.

      “You boys almost ready?” Ares asked, glancing over at his crew as they worked quickly to set up their trap.

      “Yes, boss. Just setting the last charge.”

      Nodding, Ares took a step back and stared up at the tiny explosives that had been strategically placed in the rock just above their heads.

      The gadgets formed a perfect circle as if they were attempting to open a portal to some other dimension. Well, they kind of were. One could argue they were opening a gateway to death and destruction.

      Ares smiled.

      Most people would think they were insane for setting off explosives right above their heads. Knowing that—thanks to gravity—rocks fall downward and hurt like a bitch when crushed under. Most people would tend to avoid what they were about to do.

      But Ares was not most people. He was a god among men—well, at least when it came to the criminal underworld. Most men feared him, and rightfully so. If one disobeyed him or didn’t deliver on promises made, they suffered a wrath that made him famous.

      Yes, hearing Ares’s name instilled fear in those who heard it.

      Being in Ares's position limited the number of people he could trust, which meant that there were very few people he considered as friends. But there were a small few, like the ones he was here to help tonight.

      Above them, voices shouted, muffled by a thick layer of rock and clay—a barrier that was not long for this world.

      They were standing below what remained of an old bar that also doubled as a theatre in the early 1900s. The establishment was built into the side of a stone wall along the Seine River in Paris. The location was perfect, as it allowed the owners to smuggle in booze and other contraband while avoiding French authorities and pesky taxes.

      Known only to a few, which included Ares, was the network of tunnels running beneath the bar and under the streets of Paris.

      When running a criminal enterprise, having hidden passageways and escape routes readily available meant the difference between breathing fresh air and chewing on a metal bullet.

      This was one of the reasons he had been able to avoid being arrested or captured by his enemies for so long. He always had an escape plan. He was like a rat, able to maneuver through any tunnel, any dark place, and any hostile environment. His need to survive made mucking around through sewers or old freight liners bearable.

      “Here, take it. No one has to die,” a distant voice shouted from somewhere high above their heads.

      Beside him, Elijah’s watch beeped. “It’s time,” Ares’s head of security announced, turning off the alarm set on his watch.

      Ares nodded, giving his men the “go ahead.”

      He watched as the tiny red light on each explosive lit up, indicating that they were armed and active. There were six explosives in total, enough to break through the solid rock and surprise their guests above.

      Taking a step back, he adjusted the red tie around his neck before folding his hands in front of his body.

      Three… two… one…

      Bang!

      The rock above them exploded as all six explosives went off in unison.

      Ares watched with fascination as bodies and stones fell, sending dust and debris into the air as people landed with a painful thud.

      To his left, a young man quickly rolled along the ground before throwing his hands up above his head.

      “I’m one of Mickey’s guys!” he shouted, eyes wide as he scanned the number of armed men currently holding assault rifles at him.

      “Hold your fire. This one’s not a target,” Ares barked, raising his hand and pointing to the buff young man whose muscles were too big for his body. Seriously, did this guy eat nothing but protein shakes all day?

      Then recognition set in. Ares had met the young man a few months ago in New Jersey when he was delivering a shipment of guns to the O’Brien crew.

      Yes. The young man had been used as a distraction to help entice Ares into giving the O’Briens an extension on the money they owed him for a few shipments.

      Ares had seen through the charade, but it was fun to watch the gorgeous young man sweat and squirm when he realized that he was being offered up as a juicy steak to a closeted homo who specialized in trafficking guns and killing people—not that Ares would have taken them up on the offer, but he appreciated the view.

      Above them, fire raged, and gunshots erupted. All hell was breaking loose, yet the Devil himself was down here with them.

      “Put your hands up,” Ares barked at the sleazy-looking man with the scrunched-up face. The man must be the leader, the one they called Seamus.

      Ares’s attention was briefly interrupted when two screaming men fell through the hole in the rock above them.

      “Cillian, you okay?” Mickey, the leader of the O’Brien crew and the reason Ares was here, called down from the gaping hole the two men had just fallen through.

      It appeared that Mickey and his crew were just tossing evil men into the pit that Ares and his team had just created.

      Efficient.

      “Yeah, just chillin’ down here with Ares and his army,” Cillian shouted back up with a smile on his face.

      “Got room for some more?” Mickey hollered as two other young men peeked their terrified faces over the edge of the hole.

      “Yeah, we got room. Send ’em down,” Ares chuckled up at Mickey.

      They watched as three more of Seamus’s goons were tossed down into the pit like they were nothing more than rag dolls.

      Two nights ago, Mickey had reached out to Ares, explaining that a man by the name of Seamus had a journal in his possession that listed personal information about Ares and other wealthy, powerful men and that Seamus planned on using this information to blackmail Ares into giving him control of the gun trade in Europe—something Ares had worked his whole life to achieve.

      Apparently, Seamus had already used the information contained in the journal to gain control of the criminal underworld in Ireland and was looking to expand his reach eastward.

      Like fucking hell.

      Naturally, Ares offered to help Mickey take down this ambitious asshole, offering up the venue, weapons, and some of the best-trained killers he had working for him.

      “Stand up,” Ares ordered, looking at Seamus and his group of pathetic-looking gangster wannabes. “This is what happens when you fuck people over for power. True power comes from making friends, alliances, and having respect for one another. Take me and Mickey. I’ve been doing business with him and his family for over twenty-five years now. We work together, and we respect each other. This is why we have both been in business for so long. Ain’t that right, big guy?” Ares called up to Mickey, who was standing alongside members of his own crew, watching the execution that was about to take place.

      “Damn right, buddy,” Mickey responded with a hint of an Irish accent.

      Mickey was the head of the O’Brien crime family in New Jersey. Originally from Ireland, the O’Briens had spent the last few generations making a name for themselves in the United States.

      Following the murder of his father and former head of the family, Mickey had spent the last few years making his crew a force to be reckoned with. He had a monopoly on the drug trade in the area, ran guns for local gangs, provided private services for high-powered clientele, and even ran legitimate businesses to launder his money.

      Oh, and ever since Mickey had met his cute little twinky, the man had been rolling in cash from the gay strip club he co-owned with his husband, Seth.

      Times were changing.

      Gay men of power were popping up all over the criminal world.

      Ares envied Mickey. There was a strong and powerful man who embraced his homosexuality and lived the life he wanted out in the open with the man he loved. Mickey’s crew seemed to have embraced their leader's sexuality, and his business had not suffered in the slightest.

      Too bad Ares was not as strong. Even with all the power and fear that he had amassed over the years, he still struggled with admitting who he really was. He enjoyed power too much to chance coming out as gay. What if his crew lost all respect for him? What if people stopped fearing him?

      Was he really ready to take that chance?

      Over the past year, he’d struggled with that very question.

      Times were changing.

      His life was passing him by.

      “Any last words?” Ares asked the group of men standing before him, some bloodied, some disoriented, some looking stunned and confused. None of them had been expecting the floor beneath them to cave in, only to find a group of heavily armed men holding assault rifles ready to execute them that very moment.

      No. None of them had any idea. Which was also the whole point of the plan.

      With stunned looks in their eyes, Seamus’s crew stared at their executioners.

      Seamus spit at Ares. “You and your homo alliance can go fuck yourselves.”

      “Hey, pretty boy, you may want to step out of the splash zone,” Ares warned, nodding for Cillian to step out of the firing squad’s kill area. The man might be cute, but he was dumb as a doornail.

      Ares locked eyes with Seamus, the man who planned on trying to blackmail him. What a fucking idiot. No one threatens Ares, the god of fucking war, then gets to live to tell the tale.

      The man simply glared at him.

      Smug Irish asshole.

      Ares lowered his hand, and his crew opened fire on the last of Seamus’s men.

      Laying in a heap of bodies, Ares watched as the life drained from Seamus’s eyes, and he let out his very last breath.

      This was the life they all signed up for. Only a lucky few ever made it to a ripe old age, and even fewer ever made it out of the game alive.

      Once the last of the dying moans came to an eerie halt, Ares watched as Cillian pulled a ratty black journal from the back of his jeans. He flipped through the pages until he came to the section he was searching for. Without reading them, the green-eyed Irish hunk tore out the pages.

      “Here. These were the entries on you,” Cillian noted as he passed Ares the damning pages.

      The pages had been written in black ink, beginning with a summary profile of the individual—their name, address, net worth… shit like that—before going into the sins that they had supposedly committed.

      Scanning through the pages, Ares smirked.

      Dumb fuck.

      Of all the things written on the pages, most were lies and stories that he had fabricated over the years to either misdirect his enemies or instill fear into others. There was only one fact that the asshole who wrote this journal got right.

      Ares reached into his suit pocket and fished out the silver lighter he always carried with him. He flicked open the cap, igniting the flame.

      The room stood silent as Ares set fire to the pages.

      Eyes fixed on the words, he watched as the fire consumed the one true fact that his enemies would have killed to learn—the one true weakness that he kept so closely guarded.

      Relief set in as the last of the words disappeared.

      Thankfully, the idiot who wrote the journal hadn’t realized what he had accidentally stumbled upon.

      Ares dropped the remainder of the pages to the ground and let the lies burn by his feet. Nothing in those pages could harm him. They were all lies and misdirection, tools used by a masterful criminal to help build a lucrative empire and seize control over the weapons trade across large parts of Europe, Mexico, the Americas, the United Kingdom, and the Middle East. Ares was a chameleon of deception and prided himself on the illusions he had created. He was not called the god of war for nothing.

      “What are you planning on doing with the remainder of that journal?” Ares asked, nodding toward the ratty-looking book. “I could take that off your hands and make you a very rich man.”

      It wasn’t lost on Ares how valuable the information contained in those pages could be in the right person’s hands. Seamus, the low-level punk with sights set way above his IQ level, had wasted the opportunity by only focusing on the potential that was right in front of him.

      Typical Neanderthal. No imagination or foresight.

      But Ares, having control of all that information and potential, could think of so many possibilities.

      Not that he needed more power and money, but hey, wealth was an addiction. The more you have, the more you want.

      Cillian looked down at the journal he held in his hand. “I think Mickey is giving it to some guys to investigate. This info in the wrong hands can do a lot of damage.”

      So the Irish hunk had a brain inside that muscle-filled body of his after all. Ares smirked.

      “Or a lot of good if you know how to use it,” Ares quipped. Good for himself, but not so good for the people listed on those pages.

      The young man shifted on his feet uncomfortably.

      Ares had had his fun. The poor boy was trying to honor his boss’s wishes and didn’t want to offend Ares in the process.

      This was why Ares loved working with Mickey and the O’Brien crew. His crew were decent and loyal and would never dream of fucking over their boss.

      Smiling, Ares stepped over the dead body of one of Seamus’s men. Ares’s crew would dispose of the bodies, but for now, he wanted to spend some time with his new friends.

      “Come. Let’s get out of this shithole. I’ll take you all out for dinner at this fantastic little restaurant that I know along the river. The owner is a friend of mine,” Ares suggested, putting his arm around Cillian and guiding him to a hidden staircase that led back up into the bar.

      Ares glanced over his shoulder at the pile of ash that had once contained his greatest weakness.

      Perhaps one day.

      Forcing that thought from his mind, he turned his attention back to the row of bloody men waiting for him at the top of the stairs. Perhaps they needed to shower and change first before heading out to dinner.

      Tonight had been a massacre; tomorrow would be a new beginning.
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      Nodding his thanks to the bartender, Matteo reached across the bar and picked up his cognac. He held the glass in the palm of his hand and gave it a gentle swirl. After a few swirls, he brought the bouquet glass to his nose and gave it a gentle sniff.

      Ahh, that was the stuff.

      Memories of the first time he had a sip of the expensive brown liquid came flooding back.

      He was sixteen at the time. His father had summoned him to his study and then sat him down by the fireplace. Matteo knew that something was different that day. His father had been acting extra secretive the previous two weeks, and Matteo feared that perhaps his father was going to divorce his mother. He had heard the two arguing on occasion, mostly about his father’s work and deals that had gone sour. Nothing too crazy, but still, every teen worried when they heard their parents arguing.

      “It’s time you and I had an honest conversation, son,” his father began, pouring them both a glass of cognac before joining his son on the couch by the fireplace.

      “It’s every son’s rite of passage to have his first drink with his father,” his dad said, passing Matteo his first glass of alcohol.

      Matteo took the glass and watched as his father swirled the liquid, then lifted the glass to his nose and breathed in the aroma.

      “Cognac needs to be savored and enjoyed. You need to take in everything about it—the look, the smell, the smooth taste. It’s the drink of gentlemen.” His father raised his glass to his son before bringing it to his lips and taking a small sip.

      Imitating his father, Matteo swirled his glass, sniffed the aroma, then tried his first sip of alcohol.

      His father smiled. “That’s my son.” There was so much pride in his father’s voice, Matteo couldn’t help but love the man even more.

      “Now, I thought it was about time we discussed the family and the family business. One day, this will all be yours, and you need to know where all the bodies are buried.” His father smiled at him, then took another sip of his cognac.

      His father spent the next two hours going over his family’s legacy. The good, the bad, and the secrets they kept buried deep beneath the château in which they lived.

      One day, Matteo would be the master of the estate, and he needed to know the truth about his family’s history. As a guardian of the château, it would become his duty to protect their secrets and ensure the family’s power and position continued.

      When you are young, you think you have all the time in the world. Little did he know his world would implode, and he would become the guardian of his family’s legacy much sooner than he thought.

      Voices in the bar brought Matteo back to the present. Lifting the glass to his lips, he took a sip of the expensive cognac and welcomed the familiar sweetness as it made its way over his tongue and down his throat. He always had a glass whenever he went to the theatre. It was a way to honor his father’s memory and remind him of the happy times he and his father shared before his father’s untimely death.

      “Thank you, sir,” Matteo said to the bartender before turning his attention to the group of bratty young men standing behind him.

      How did he know they were right behind him?

      Their body heat. Their whispers. The vibe they gave off. Pick your poison. He always knew when one of them was around.

      Matteo’s eyes narrowed.

      The group of young troublemakers stared at him with what amounted to evil smiles with mischievous intent.

      Those fucking smiles.

      Matteo didn’t mind when those smiles were directed at the guests who visited La Maison de M. Those smiles caused men’s wallets to open and money to fall out. Those smiles, when directed at guests, meant that some article of clothing was about to disappear or someone’s cock was about to be swallowed.

      But when those smiles were directed at Matteo, it only meant one thing—the boys were about to do or say something that they knew Matteo was not going to like.

      Little assholes.

      He knew the boys.

      They were up to something.

      Matteo exhaled, not sure he wanted to know what inappropriately timed thing was about to fall out of their mouths.

      “What? You guys look like you’re about to sell me off to some European sex trafficking ring. Hate to tell you, but at my age, I won’t fetch you a pretty penny.”

      That was a lie. At forty-three, Matteo was still at his sexual peak. He worked out five times a week, ate healthily, had a rigorous nightly skincare routine, and, of course, always made sure that his hair and facial hair were neatly maintained.

      Matteo knew that he was good-looking and could get any person he wanted into his bed. But he refused to let that knowledge go to his head. Beauty faded. And at the end of the day, all that people remember is how you made them feel.

      You could be the sexiest man alive, but if you treated someone like shit, that was how they always remembered you.

      He was the perfect trifecta. He was rich, powerful, and easy on the eyes. The world was his if he wanted it.

      Watching the young men suspiciously, the eight of them stared back at him with cocky smirks on their faces.

      Diesel, Jared, Isaac, Teo, the twins Gunnar and Anders, Rafael, and, of course, Levi.

      God, he hated it when they all teamed up against him like that. How was he supposed to break them down individually when they all had backup? They acted like a brotherhood—always there for each other, always helping one another in their scheming.

      But there was one thing that they always seemed to forget.

      Matteo knew them.

      Each and every one of them.

      Some even better than themselves.

      Levi would be the first to crack. Matteo could always rely on Levi’s honesty and loyalty to make him confess to whatever it was that he and his brothers were secretly up to. Levi was the key. Once Levi confessed, Isaac would follow suit in solidarity with his best friend. Then, of course, Jared would have no choice but to admit his part in whatever scheme they were planning because, well, he was dating Isaac, which meant that he was always involved in whatever it was that Isaac was doing. Rafael was the newest to the group, so he would fold once he saw his other brothers confessing. That left Teo, Gunnar, and Anders, who would give up primarily because, at that point, they probably would have lost interest. This would then leave Diesel—the one man who would continue to lie to Matteo’s face, mostly because he was stubborn and refused to give in to Matteo and his charm.

      Diesel was always the hardest of his guys to crack. He listened to Matteo out of respect for him, but if he didn’t want to do something, he always found a way or loophole to exploit, which would allow him to do what he wanted without… technically… disobeying Matteo.

      So Diesel was never the one Matteo wasted time on trying to crack.

      “What?” Matteo asked once again, eyes roaming over each of their annoying faces.

      “That guy’s been eye fucking you ever since you placed your order,” Diesel piped up surprisingly, giving a slight nod over Matteo’s shoulder.

      Matteo was used to people checking him out when he was out in public. He was good-looking, rich, and powerful—all qualities that seemed to make women moist in their panties and men hard in their drawers. But he wasn’t interested in dating. He had done the whole love thing once before, only to have his heart torn out and mangled by the one person he thought truly understood him.

      No, he was not interested in opening his heart once again.

      He and his heart had come to an agreement. His heart would allow Matteo to fuck whomever he wanted, whenever he wanted, without getting attached or making him feel… things. And in return, Matteo promised never to let another man get close enough to ever imprint on his heart again.

      “Someone wants a piece of Daddy’s dick,” Isaac chirped, always the classy man.

      Rolling his eyes, Matteo took a sip of his cognac and ignored the chatting young idiots he had brought with him to tonight’s performance.

      In a way, he was relieved that it wasn’t something worse. Once, the guys decided to play a little game called “Will they? Or won’t they?” The premise was will the random person they hit on agree to go into the bathroom and suck their dick, or won’t they? Even though Matteo promised to murder any one of them who participated in the game, he couldn’t help but notice each of them giggle as one of them disappeared to chat it up with a random male. In another odd turn of events that night, the bartenders only seemed to be serving soda whenever one of the boys tried to order anything alcoholic. Strange.

      “What? Can’t say you’re not fixin’ to bust a nut. How long’s it been since you got your dick wet?” Diesel asked, taking a swig of his beer and watching as some older gentleman passed by with his wife. That boy could always sniff out an easy target.

      “My sex life isn’t any of your concern,” Matteo responded, smoothing out the front of his suit vest, ensuring that everything looked neat and proper.

      At events like these, image was everything. People watched, and people talked.

      The name Sabarino was well-known across France and certain parts of Europe. Originally from Italy, the Sabarinos decided to move to France almost a century ago, where they made the château their family home.

      To the general public, the Sabarino family fortune was considered old money, having amassed the majority of their wealth over several generations. When asked, Matteo simply explained that his family was involved in investments. In reality, investments were only a tiny portion of the Sabarino fortune.

      “All’s we’re sayin’ is that we can entertain ourselves if you decide to slip into the men’s room and give that dude what he’s clearly cravin’,” Jared added, shrugging his shoulders as he sipped his beer and looked at his brothers.

      The men surrounding Matteo were not brothers in the familial sense. They were not bound by blood or any type of marriage. They were brothers because they had all bonded. They shared in each other’s pain and were always there for one another whenever needed. They protected one another and stood by each other.

      Matteo and this group of smiling idiots were family.

      “Come on. Let’s go grab our seats before the opera starts,” Matteo muttered, gesturing for Teo to lead the way.

      “Fine,” Teo groaned, placing the cap back on his water bottle before turning to head toward the large double doors that led to Matteo’s private box.

      Yes, Matteo had his own private box that he used once a month, bringing the boys with him to soak up some culture. Working at La Maison de M, Matteo liked his guys to be cultured and well-versed so that they could easily converse with any of their clients at the club.

      Given the large number of dancers Matteo employed, he always made sure to alternate which guys joined him at the theatre each month. While there were a few dancers—like the ones present tonight—whom Matteo was much closer with, he always made it a point to treat each of his employees fairly.

      Some of the guys, like Levi and the twins, had actually come to enjoy these trips to Paris to see whatever opera, play, or ballet was performing. Tonight’s performance was a rendition of Medea, a stunning tale of betrayal and vengeance, something Matteo hoped would interest the boys.

      Fixing Rafael’s bowtie—yes, Matteo insisted that everyone come to the opera dressed to impress—he smiled at the newest member of their family.

      “Are you looking forward to tonight’s performance?” Matteo asked, locking eyes with the stunning Spaniard who looked as dashing as ever.

      Rafael joined La Maison a few months ago after moving from Barcelona to Paris. This was his first time attending the opera with the group, and he appeared excited about the experience.

      “Si. I’ve never been to the opera before. This place is like a palace,” Rafael noted, eyes taking in every detail of wonderment throughout the theatre.

      Wiping down the shoulders of the young man’s suit, Matteo loved seeing the look of joy and excitement when one of his guys got to experience something amazing for the very first time.

      Many of the young men who worked for him at La Maison had fled from unsafe households or had struggled with substance abuse problems. Matteo had taken them in, offering them a safe place to stay while they sought the help that they needed. After getting back on their feet, some men decided to stay, taking on work at La Maison as dancers or bartenders, while others chose to move on, finding their own paths in life.

      Rafael was no such case. He had traveled from Spain to France and applied for a position as a dancer, wanting to be part of something extraordinary. Matteo was more than happy to offer him the job when he saw what the boy could do. Let’s just say that Spanish men know how to make a man salivate while up on stage.

      “The Palais Garnier is one of the most famous opera houses in all the world. It was built in the late 1800s at the order of Napoleon the Third. It’s one of my favorite places. I love all the art and sculptures around this place. The amount of time and painstaking hard work it took, carving every little detail into the banisters, the décor, and the structures. It all just amazes me.”

      Even though Matteo lived in his own mini palace, he could still appreciate the beauty and luxury of Paris’s great landmarks.

      “Come. Let’s join the others before they take the good seats,” Matteo proposed, placing his hand on the small of Rafael’s back and guiding him toward their private box. He couldn’t wait to see the expression on Rafael’s face when the show began.

      Just before Matteo stepped through the doors, he glanced over his shoulder to see if his secret admirer was still checking him out.

      At the other side of the bar, a tanned gentleman wearing a Hugo Boss suit and slicked-back hair raised his martini glass in Matteo's direction. The man gave a discreet nod and tilted his head toward the men’s room door.

      Yeah, he might have to make a pit stop during the performance and see if he can’t make someone else scream at the top of their lungs this evening. It had been about two weeks since Matteo last had his balls drained, and it was about time that he made another charitable donation.
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      The cold night air cut deep, slashing across Ares's face as he exited the car. He pulled his coat tight across his chest and shivered as he looked up at the broken-down building standing before him.

      Fucking place.

      He hated it here. Nothing but weird smells, trash everywhere, and people who wanted to fuck you up the ass any chance they got.

      Criminals.

      Every fucking one of them. As far as the eye could see. They would sell their mother to the devil if they thought they could make a quick buck off of her.

      Weakness.

      It was all any of them looked for. Trying to find it. Exploit it. And take you out at the knees.

      That was one of the important lessons Ares had learned long ago—never show weakness. The moment you did, you were done for. The fuckers were like sharks. They all swarmed in the second they smelled blood.

      Which is why he was standing outside an industrial warehouse in the middle of fucking November in Lithuania.

      Ares turned to Elijah, his head of security and second in command, and shook his head.

      He really fucking hated it here.

      Elijah just stared. He didn’t need to say a word. He knew exactly what was going through Ares’s mind.

      The man was ex-special forces, having worked under various regimes in the Middle East before branching out on his own as an independent contractor doing work for different crime lords or corrupt politicians across the globe. Elijah had many talents, one of which was the ability to get in and out of heavily guarded areas without being detected. Watching the man work was like watching an artist create. You were just… in awe.

      But just like every master spy, Elijah’s luck eventually ran out, and the man was captured in Qatar. The funny thing about capturing a man like Elijah, the government never publicizes the arrest. They don’t want word getting out that they are in possession of such a high-value target. They want privacy while they… extract their own information. Having other governments or agencies looking over one’s shoulder limits the tactics one can use on a prisoner before eventually executing the man.

      It was Ares who eventually discovered the talented mercenary being tortured for information… just days away from his execution.

      Although Ares had never met Elijah before, he had heard rumors of the man’s talents. Not wanting to see those skills go to waste, Ares secretly arranged an escape and helped get the man out of the country before his execution.

      Ever since then, Elijah had been serving faithfully by Ares’s side. There is little trust in the criminal world, but saving a man’s life can help build an everlasting bond between two criminals—especially ones with trust issues.

      So here they were—brothers in arms—well… more like master and his guard dog. But still, they looked out for each other.

      “Let’s get this shit done so we can get the fuck out of this place,” Ares mumbled to Elijah. He turned and began trudging toward the well-guarded entrance to the facility.

      At the door, they were welcomed by three men holding assault rifles. Two of them held their weapons with confidence and experience, while the third looked like he had just been tossed a gun and told to look like it wasn’t his first time.

      “Evening, gentlemen,” Ares greeted, looking at the one man who actually looked like he might have killed before. Thankfully, the man appeared to understand English. Whether he spoke it back was yet to be determined.

      Lithuanian was one language Ares had not been able to master. He spoke pretty decent Russian, but he wasn’t sure how many people in this god-forsaken country spoke Russian. Frankly, he didn’t care. Let’s just say that Lithuania always left a bad taste in his mouth. He also had the scar on his neck to prove it. That was the one and only time someone had actually got close to ending his life.

      Lessons learned. Bodies long buried.

      Ares studied that man who appeared to be sizing him up. The man had a gun in his left inner jacket pocket but doubted he would have time to reach for it. If he were stupid enough to try anything, Elijah would have a bullet between the idiot’s eyes before the man could even cock his weapon.

      Although, it would be a pity if the man ended up with lead poisoning. He had this rough, handsome-angry look about him like he enjoyed hate-fucking women up against dumpsters in the back of this trashy facility. The guy probably liked giving them a bruise or two in the process.

      The man had two-day stubble and a nasty-looking scar across his eye. Ares had to admit that the scar made the guy look totally badass.

      The other two guards were posers, meant to instill fear and hopefully stop would-be trespassers or unwanted guests from entering. Although, the one guy who looked barely out of puberty would probably shit himself if Ares were to pull out his own gun and point it at the man’s balls.

      “And you are?” the man with the eye scar grunted. His grip tightened on his weapon as he waited for Ares to answer.

      “The big boss,” Ares responded, giving the beast a wink. In a pissing contest, you always made sure to show confidence.

      The man stared at Ares for a moment, no doubt marveling at what a powerful man really looked like, before nodding to his two buddies. The two posers pulled open the doors for Ares and Elijah.

      It appeared that the man with the scar knew who Ares was after all. Ares smiled internally. It was great that his reputation preceded him.

      Once inside, Ares marched over to where a group of men were gathered, waiting for his arrival.

      “Ares,” a jacked-up muscular man welcomed, hopping off a crate he was currently sitting on to stand and greet Ares.

      “Joris, it’s good to see you, old friend,” Ares responded, taking the man’s hand and shaking it firmly. “How have you been?”

      “Been good,” Joris noted with a shrug. “Been busy setting up a few new deals and making sure things run smoothly at the club. Can’t complain. How are things with you?” the man asked, pushing back a few stray hairs that had fallen out of place.

      In addition to being shredded as hell, the man was Lithuania’s next up-and-coming prince of crime. He was young, ambitious, and knew how to work the criminal underworld.

      Ares met Joris three years ago while he was drinking in a shitty dive bar in one of the rougher parts of town. Some low-life idiot pulled a knife on Ares, attempting to rob him while he was taking a piss at the urinal.

      A broken nose and three busted ribs later, the would-be robber crawled out of the bathroom, bleeding and barely conscious.

      Smirking, Ares walked over to the bartender, ordered a scotch, then sat down on one of the barstools and began wiping the man’s blood off his knuckles. The bartender, who introduced himself as Joris, passed Ares his scotch, then spent the next three hours explaining his plans for the future of his bar.

      Two months later, Joris had opened his newly renovated bar through which Ares was running his guns and cleaning his money. It was a win-win. Ares provided the capital and gave Joris the legitimacy and street credibility to run his criminal activities in Lithuania, and Joris provided the foot soldiers to help Ares expand his territory and control throughout Europe.

      Over the next few years, Joris made quite a name for himself. He brought Ares a lot of business and was proving to be quite the ally in the European criminal underworld.

      Money, power, fear, and respect. Those were the pillars of any successful criminal enterprise.

      “You know. Same shit, different day. Can’t go anywhere near Uzbekistan for the next couple of years, but other than that, life is good.” Ares fixed the vest of his suit like he was disinterested in the topic.

      Joris chuckled. “Private or government?”

      “Wealthy family pissed that I won a contract instead of them.”

      “Ahh.” Joris nodded in agreement. He knew better than to ask too many questions.

      Off to the side, they heard a whimper.

      Turning his head, Ares glared at the reason he was there. The reason he had suddenly left a lovely dinner party he had been enjoying at a certain German diplomat’s home in order to fly two hours to deal with this… shit.

      Bound and gagged, a sniveling young man sat on his knees, bleeding and awaiting his fate. Underneath him lay a large plastic sheet, kindly set out to control the mess that Ares was no doubt about to make.

      Joris and his men were so thoughtful.

      The room was quiet. No one dared to make a sound or get in the way of Ares and the wrath he was about to unleash.

      “Who found him?” Ares asked, eyes fixed on the man who had tried to fuck him up the ass.

      “I did,” a man Ares recognized as Joris’s bartender replied. It appeared that Joris’s men were pulling double duties.

      “And the other guy?” Ares asked, turning his attention back to the piece of shit sobbing on his knees.

      “Already disposed of him,” the man said, arms folded across his puffy chest.

      Ares got the sense that the man was trying to impress him with his take-charge attitude. And why shouldn’t he? Getting in Ares’s good graces was a smart move for any man.

      “So, what was your plan? Steal a few crates from my shipment and shortchange Joris on the delivery? Did you think they wouldn’t notice that their delivery was a little light?” If there was one thing that Ares demanded, it was respect. And stealing from Ares was the biggest show of disrespect in his view.

      An example would have to be made of this man. The criminal underworld needs to know what happens to people who disrespect Ares. His reputation and career had been built on fear and respect. If criminals didn’t fear you, they didn’t respect you.

      And clearly, this man didn’t respect Ares.

      The man shifted his weight
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