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      Darcy

      BOOM!

      The windows of the penthouse apartment shatter above me as fire shoots out in a glorious explosion that paints the rainy night sky golden. Glancing up from my phone, I revel in the sight for an instant before returning to my screen and wiping away the rain splattering it. I love explosions, but I have work to do. Thankfully, I have a drone filming everything, so I can rewatch the footage later.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tommy

      

      
        babe you got a sec?

      

      

      

      

      

      I dismiss the message with a sigh of impatience. Tommy has been getting more and more clingy lately, and I can’t deal with him mid-mission. I have a few minutes at most to move the funds from my mark’s accounts before his people catch wind of what’s happening.

      Swiping down, I check the upload status of my calling card… almost there. God, I wish this rain would just stop. I’m soaked through.

      Sirens pierce the air—that was fast—and I grimace at the reminder of how little time I have.

      Months went into planning this, but it always comes down to these final few minutes.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tommy

      

      
        I just wanted to let you know that I’m sorry, but this ain’t working for me anymore.

      

      

      

      

      

      What?

      Dismissing his irritating messages again, I flip between apps. Bingo. The funds from that corrupt senator’s little nest egg are now sitting pretty in one of my shell accounts. I’ll give it a few days, then begin the process of wiring it to the dude’s victims—minus my cut, of course.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tommy

      

      
        I want to break up. You’re gorgeous, and the sex is great, but you’re just not into me, and it’s not fair to keep stringing me along like this.

      

      

      

      

      

      I pause, but only because I’m waiting for the notification—there.

      Upload complete. Every single device the senator owns is now wiped. His money and his data are mine, and all the cops will get off any of his tech is a new little screensaver that reads Game Over.

      Satisfaction curls my lips into a tiny smile as I disconnect from the server and⁠—

      “Put your hands up!”

      Oh, great. I remove my glasses with one hand and pull up the messaging app with Tommy’s latest break up text. Mustering a sob, I turn to face the officer. His gun is shaking in front of me.

      “He broke up with me!” I wail, inconspicuously dropping my glasses into my handbag as I brandish my phone in the cop’s face. “By text! Why would he do that?”

      The poor, fat, balding man sweats as he tries to figure out if I’m a threat or just really as stupid as I appear. I can’t blame him. No sane person would stand calmly below a building that’s just exploded, in the pouring rain, ranting about a break up text. Eventually, he must figure that I’m just an airhead—thank you blonde stereotypes—because he lowers his weapon.

      “Miss, you need to get to safety. There’s been an incident⁠—”

      “I thought he loved me.” I pinch my brows together, thrusting the phone at him again. “He said he did, and now look! I planned our life together. I even had a Pinterest board! And he just…” I manage a huge, hiccupping sob, allowing practised tears to fall freely. “Why do they always leave me?”

      His expression hardens, and despite my poor vision, I can practically read the words “dumb, emotional bimbo” as they flit through his mind. No sympathy from this dude, sheesh.

      “Miss. This isn’t the time or place. I’m going to have to insist you get behind the safety cordon, immediately.”

      I wipe my hand across my eyes, sacrificing my mascara to the cause with an embarrassing sniffle. The cop just sighs and grabs my elbow, dragging me out of the dark side street and over to where his colleagues are already ushering civilians away. The moment I’m among the crowd, I stop my fake tears and start making my way around the block. Pulling a hat out of my bag, I tug it over my distinctive hair, flipping the collar of my trench coat up to hide the rest, before heading for the metro.

      Just another face in the crowd. Nothing to see here…

      Once I’m seated and the train is rattling along the tracks, I fish my large black-framed glasses out of my bag and send a quick text confirming the mission was a success back to Man. Then I take a deep breath and open Tommy’s chat.

      Five new messages. Ugh.

      Despite my dramatics, I just don’t have it in me to care about the multitude of excuses he’s listed. They all come down to one simple truth…

      I got bored.

      Just like every other time, I thought I was in love, but in the end, it turned out I wasn’t. God, I wanted to be. Tommy was decent. Stable job. No gambling or other addictions. Good family. Wanted kids. The whole picture. I did so much to keep myself in the box he expected: outspoken, but not too much, sexy, but not slutty, interested, but not nagging. It was so tiring, but I thought maybe it would be worth it…

      My head falls back, and I let out a long sigh. The car I’m in is mostly empty, so there’s no one to see the small, genuine tear when it finally escapes.

      I’m not crying over Tommy. Not really. There are other guys out there, so I’m not sure why I’m upset. Perhaps it’s just self pity.

      Scraping the evidence away with one hand, I dig into my bag for my panda ear headphones with the other. I know Man will be annoyed that I’m letting my guard down, but I’m certain of my anonymity. The music will help drown out my background thoughts and allow me to focus on erasing any lingering security footage of myself from the incident.

      It takes almost an hour until I’m satisfied I’ve left no trace of myself behind, and by that time I’m more than ready to hop off the metro and board my plane back to Colorado. Once in the air, nestled in a business class suite that I took the liberty of upgrading myself to, I let the sounds of Hazardous’s latest album take away my ability to feel. The band’s haunting vocals—at times screaming, other times whispering fervently against the mic—take the place of thoughts.

      I must’ve fallen asleep, but I wake to the bing of the seatbelt light alerting me that it’s time for landing.

      I check my phone again. Ten new messages from Tommy. Block. I don’t even want to know what they say. If he’s changed his mind… Well, he shouldn’t, because he’s right. All I want to do is stuff my face with pizza and ice cream, create a blanket pile, and hide for the next week until I feel like myself again.

      I wish that ritual wasn’t as familiar as it sounds, but Tommy is the latest in a string of “the ones” who didn’t work out. My never-ending streak of breakups is honestly more upsetting than the end of the relationship itself.

      We’ve been over for a month, maybe longer. No use pretending otherwise, and I have no interest in the whole “let’s stay friends” lie. I don’t need to be reminded of my failure to settle down on a regular basis.

      Most of the other Belladonnas have paired up—or really, grouped up, given that they’ve all started their own harems—and I can’t even keep a relationship going with one guy.

      A new notification pops up, jerking me out of my maudlin thoughts, and a small smile quirks the corners of my lips.

      
        
          
            
              
        [HzD]D0dgeVip3r

      

      
        getting our asses kicked, where tf are u?

      

      

      

      

      

      Dodger’s message is an instant dose of dopamine straight to the brain. My thumbs move of their own accord, tapping out my reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        D4rk4ngel

      

      
        Omw home from business trip. Be back on in a few hours.

      

      

      

      

      

      Chucking my phone back into my bag, I make my way through baggage claim and out of the airport. My driver, Pierce, is already there, waiting for me by the open door of the armoured Bentley, and I slide into the back seat with a sigh. His baby-blue eyes meet mine in the rear-view mirror, and he offers me a gentle smile.

      “Did you enjoy your time in Chicago, miss?”

      I beam at him. “Yes, thank you.”

      He nods, face fixed into a pleasant mask. “Back to the house, miss? Or will we be stopping somewhere first?”

      “Home, please,” I answer, turning back to my phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        [HzD]D0dgeVip3r

      

      
        Proph3t rage quit. We need our healer.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        D4rk4ngel

      

      
        Is he going to beg this time?

      

      

      

      

      

      Radio silence follows the message, and I snort. My clan has been regretting making me pick a healer class for three years. When too much blatant monetisation convinced the five of us to switch from playing Clans of Carnage to Runes of Chaos, they decided the fresh start was an opportunity for the group’s only girl to play a more “suitable” character.

      I’ve been making them pay for their misogyny ever since.

      At one point, Slate actually begged me to switch classes and go back to being their tank, but I’ve invested too many points into the druid and healing skill trees to respec now.

      Until we start a new game, they’re stuck at my mercy, even proud, silent Prophet.

      The car pulls down the empty country roads, sleek and silent. Man likes his privacy, so it’s a good twenty minutes from the nearest town to the manor, and I gaze silently at the trees as we pass, mulling over Tommy’s texts and trying not to feel disappointed.

      When Pierce finally brings the car around the circular drive, I jolt out of my funk and shove open the door. The late afternoon sun is a welcome change from the chill of the AC, and I let it wash over me for a second before I head inside.

      “Thanks, Pierce,” I call over my shoulder, leaving him to put the car away. “You rock!”

      He says nothing, but I catch the flicker of a smile at the corner of his mouth before I turn and jog up the front steps of the house.

      The sun-bleached coral walls of the manor haven’t changed since I was a girl. Man’s immense home is adorned with white gables, imposing pillars, and arched windows. From the outside, it could be the house of any run-of-the-mill eccentric millionaire, but beyond those dark front doors lies the base of operations for one of the deadliest assassin agencies in the world: the Belladonnas.

      I dump my bag on the gleaming tile floor of the Mediterranean style foyer, ignoring the imperial staircase in favour of heading to my second favourite room in the house—the kitchen. I half expect my sister, Karma, to be here baking up a storm, her long brown hair bound out of her face while she works, but she’s been gone for weeks now.

      Groaning at the thought of having to feed myself, I grab a pizza from the freezer, decorate it liberally with canned pineapple chunks, and chuck it in the oven.

      Tabby and I are the only two Belladonnas here at the moment, and we rarely cook. I’m probably going to develop a nutrient deficiency without the others here to scold me for my bad diet.

      I’ll eat an apple later. Probably. If I remember.
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      Darcy

      The others’ absence hangs over me as I skip back through the house with my plate of pizza in one hand and a tub of ice cream in the other.

      I was the first Belladonna; a five-year-old runaway Man picked up on a whim. Growing up, I was alone a lot. He was dedicated to my training, but otherwise distant. For years, I never questioned the echoing emptiness of the big house. That changed with the arrival of the other girls.

      I considered all of them my sisters from day one. It didn’t matter that only Naomi and Ivory are technically related. Together, we brought plenty of noise and life to a house that was otherwise cold and lifeless, and I miss that.

      The living room was once Raven’s favourite haunt, and part of me still expects her to be there, watching endless reruns of her favourite medical drama, and covering her eyes to hide from the gory bits. If she wasn’t there, it would be because Harlow kicked everyone out to watch a football game.

      Now the room is unused.

      Juggling the ice cream to my other hand—because it’s cold—I take the stairs two at a time and sigh in relief as I reach my floor. As I fumble with my food and attempt to turn my door handle with my elbow, my eyes skip over to the others’ rooms.

      Harlow’s is at the far end of the corridor, and normally her grungy metal music would be blasting out of there. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t mind the loss too much, because my taste is definitely more metalcore than heavy metal, but it was still background noise.

      Tabby’s room beside mine is empty because she basically lives in the garage—nothing new there. Royal is currently AWOL on her own little vendetta, and Raven’s moved in with her sexy thieves. Across the hall, the green glow of Selena’s Mountain Dew vending machine is still peeking out beneath her door, but she moved in with her three hot mafia dudes months ago. I half expect her to pop out, headphones on, just to rib me over being caught off guard by that cop on my last mission.

      Huffing out a breath, I force myself to turn away.

      Maybe later I should go down and bother Tabby. She and I are the only two left, after all.

      It’s all just so quiet.

      Unlocking my door with no hands is tricky. I end up freezing my boob by holding the tub of ice cream under my arm while I turn the key, then I use my hip to open it, letting me into my own private sanctuary.

      “Lights on,” I command.

      The neon purple glow of the honeycomb LED panels across the far wall snap to life, followed by the matching glow strip behind my desk and below my bed, and finally my floor-to-ceiling lava lamp.

      Ugh, I shouldn’t have done that. Now I can see all my dirty laundry scattered across the floor and my unmade bed.

      “Computer on,” I add, smiling as the near-silent fans inside my rig—affectionately known as Beastie—whir, and the glass side panel starts to glow beneath my desk.

      Sticking my pizza on the desk, along with my ice cream, I quickly change out of my clothes and into a baggy sleep shirt that reads This is my sexy lingerie. I groan in relief as I chuck my bra as far away from me as humanly possible.

      “Take that, you stupid tit prisons,” I grumble, sliding into the throne that is my enormous gaming chair and slipping my headset on.

      I flick through my messages, ignoring most of them as I wait for Runes of Chaos to boot up, munching happily on my pizza. The clan is already in the lobby, waiting for me.

      “Miss me?” I ask, sliding into the voice chat.

      “Hey, cariño,” StoneRE1—aka Slate—croons, and I blush. “Have fun on your trip?”

      “It was a blast,” I reply. “Sorry, just let me scarf down this pizza and finish my ice cream, then I can come save your asses.”

      Prophet’s scoff is barely audible, but Dodger covers for him.

      “Pizza and ice cream again, Dark?”

      He calls me by the first half of my username—they all do, except Slate with his silly nicknames—because they don’t know my real name. The topic came up organically a couple of times, when we swapped numbers, and again later. But Man would never have allowed me to disclose anything that major about myself. Assassins are supposed to be ghosts. I didn’t have the heart to give them a false identity, so I dodged the question. Eventually, they stopped pushing.

      Strictly speaking, I know I should’ve respected their anonymity as they respected mine, but I’m a hacker. I wasn’t going to spend years of my life playing with people without getting a little bit curious.

      We’ve gamed together for a decade, but four years ago, I couldn’t stand it anymore, and I went snooping.

      I nearly shit my pants when I discovered their real identities. Dodger, Arlo, Slate, and Prophet are the four members of the record-breaking metal band, Hazardous, and I never once suspected a thing.

      They don’t know that I know, and I made a vow never to bring it up. We were friends before they were even a band. For years, I assumed they were a bunch of college dropouts living in their moms’ basements, and I didn’t care. Their fame changes nothing for me.

      “No answer,” Fr0gg0—Arlo—notes.

      I sigh, hating that they’re familiar with my break-up rituals. “Tommy broke up with me, by text, if you must know.”

      “What a piece of shit,” Dodger commiserates, and perhaps it’s my imagination, but he doesn’t actually sound too sad about it.

      “Complete loser,” Slate agrees.

      “Did he give a reason?” Arlo asks.

      My next sigh is louder. “The same reason they always give, Frog. I got bored, and he knew it.” I scoff. “At least it wasn’t the good old you’re-just-too-much excuse. Oh, but he let me know the sex was great—on his end, at least.”

      “Why do you keep dating these limp-dick losers who can’t even get you off?” Slate asks. “You deserve better.”

      Prophet makes a throaty noise of agreement.

      “You know why,” I retort. “He was stable and sweet and⁠—”

      “Boring?” Arlo adds, helpfully. “You’re worth so much more, Dark.”

      I stuff my face with more pizza to give me an excuse not to reply.

      My phone chimes, the ribbit noise letting me know that it’s Arlo before I even look.

      
        
          
            
              
        [HzD]Fr0gg0

      

      
        Soz if I upset u

      

      

      

      

      

      I frown and quickly type back—cursing my greasy fingerprints on the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        D4rk4ngel

      

      
        You didn’t. It was over for at least a month, but I’m still disappointed in myself.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        [HzD]Fr0gg0

      

      
        Not ur fault he was a shithead

      

      

      

      

      

      Isn’t it?

      After the first two break ups, yeah, it could’ve been them. But I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve been here. Surely, at this point, any smart person would see that the common denominator is me.

      I can’t even tell what I’m doing wrong.

      I had one ex tell me my intelligence was “intimidating,” so I dumbed myself down, only for the next to tell me I wasn’t challenging him enough. I’m too enthusiastic for most, but too demure when I try to change. I talk too much, or too little. I give too much affection, or I’m too distant.

      And whenever I manage to get it right… I get bored, and the whole thing falls apart, anyway.

      I just can’t win.

      “How’s the pepperoni and pineapple?” Dodger asks, shattering my grim reverie.

      “Glorious,” I reply, but my mouth is full of cheese, so the word is mangled.

      A drop of the sauce drips free, and I grimace as it lands on my blanket. Ugh, the price I pay for stuffed crust goodness.

      Arlo chuckles. “Only you could eat something that sounds so…”

      “Fucking awful?” Slate finishes for him.

      I can feel Dodger cringing. “It’s definitely a questionable choice of topping.”

      “Unique.” Arlo steps in to save his clan mates. “Just like Dark.”

      I fold my last slice in half and down it, cleaning my hands with an antiseptic wipe I stole from Harlow on her last visit. Pizza down, I crack my knuckles and grin.

      “Enough judging my gourmet meal choices.” I fire up the game and take control of my avatar as she drops in from the heavens in a burst of fire that cracks the ground. “You ready to beg, Prophet?”

      The grunt of annoyance from his end makes me smile.

      “Very mature,” Dodger grumbles, as his halfling appears beside my fallen angel in the dark and creepy dungeon we’ve been tackling.

      “At least I don’t still have my Call of Duty clan tag in my username. What are you, twelve?”

      “Hey, that’s not fair,” Slate argues. “You know they charge you to change it after the first time.”

      I smile secretly. It’s not like the band can’t afford it, but I suspect they secretly like having those three little letters telling the world that they’re brothers by choice. I’ll never admit it, but in my daydreams, I’ve wondered what their reactions would be if I changed my own username to match.

      “Don’t you think this begging game has gone on long enough now?” Arlo asks. “You’ve held this grudge for years…”

      His druidic gnome pops up on screen, immediately followed by Slate’s enormous stone golem and Prophet’s orc. The latter is sagging, his green skin glowing red with the injuries he’s sustained in my absence.

      “Grudge? Whatever do you mean?” I grin. “I’m just an innocent little do-good healer.” I pause. “I’m not asking much. It’s a bargain, really, given the cost of healthcare in the real world…”

      My phone chimes again, this time with the ba dum tss that I’ve assigned to Prophet. Everyone else goes quiet. By now, they all recognise the quirky ringtones I’ve assigned the four of them.

      
        
          
            
              
        [HzD]Proph3t

      

      
        Please.

      

      

      

      

      

      My evil grin spreads, and I whisper against the mic huskily. “You know that’s not enough.”

      In all honesty, I’m surprised he’s given in. Usually he’d rather die, be sent back to the spawn point, and lose his entire inventory than submit to my demands. I guess he’s looted something good from one of the bosses down here.

      Slate lets out a breath. “This must be a record.”

      “Don’t jinx it,” Dodger warns. “This dungeon has been tearing us a new one, and I want out of here.”

      Ba dum tss.

      
        
          
            
              
        [HzD]Proph3t

      

      
        Pineapple belongs on pizza. Now *please* heal my ass.

      

      

      

      

      

      I cackle and—with the press of a button and a little mana sacrifice—Prophet’s orc roars, standing straight, all his status ailments gone in one sweep.

      “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” I coo.

      Prophet grumbles what sounds like a curse. “Don’t push your luck.”

      “When are you going to give us better ringtones, cariño?” Slate asks, changing the subject before I can tease Prophet into regretting his actions. “Mine is just…” He makes a noise that can only be interpreted as a verbal shudder.

      “Aww, but I thought you liked it,” I smile. “It fits you so well.”

      “Stop teasing them,” Dodger says, his avatar making a rude gesture which smoothly returns my attention back to the game. “Come on. We’ve got a dungeon to finish.”

      “Yes, sir, Dodge, sir.” I use the honorific just because I know it will drive him crazy, but there’s no drawing a rise out of him.

      Not yet, anyway.
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      Darcy

      The message comes as we’re winding down for the night—well, morning, really, given that it’s well past midnight. The tone—a deafening tyre squeal—matches his car obsession.

      
        
          
            
              
        [HzD]D0dgeVip3r

      

      
        stay online

      

      

      

      

      

      Two words that set my heart racing. I knew this was coming. I’ll never admit it, but I’ve been silently hoping for it since that stupid break up text.

      The second the clan has said our goodbyes, Dodger drags me into a separate, private, voice chat.

      “Five seconds,” he requests.

      The sounds of rustling and doors closing fill my ears, along with a few masculine grunts, until it’s silent once more. When we’re alone like this, every note of his voice whispers over my skin like dark velvet, and I can’t help my shiver.

      “Was that little bratty display earlier a sign you’re ready to play, baby girl?”

      I bite my lip, knowing I should say no. Any sane person would consider the night after a breakup to be too soon. But Dodger and I have been playing this game for so long that it’s less like a rebound and more like coming home.

      I must take too long to answer, because he hums under his breath.

      “You rethinking our agreement?” he asks.

      If I said I was, he’d wait. He’s done it before, when I was too raw from a toxic relationship to do anything. But that was a long time ago.

      “No,” I whisper back.

      “Good.” One word, but he doesn’t even try to conceal the lazy satisfaction behind it. “I wish I could say I’m sorry that the latest ‘Mr. Right’ didn’t work out, but since it means you’re finally mine again…” He trails off, and somewhere deep in my chest something aches.

      Because, yes, I am his. Until the next one. Our first virtual hook up was an accident, and I quickly broke it off. After all, this isn’t going to go anywhere. Whatever relationship we could have is doomed, and I’m looking for more than he—or any of his band—could give me. But we’re like two asteroids, forever orbiting one another, and after I broke up with Michael—or was it Daniel?—we found ourselves back here again.

      Still, sometimes I like to pretend…

      “What makes you so sure you’re not ‘Mr. Right’ yourself?” I tease.

      I can feel his dark smile through the headphones.

      “Because I’m all wrong for you,” he reminds me. “That’s why you like this so much.”

      I wish he wasn’t right. The reason I’m already melting in my chair, softening, is precisely because he’s nothing like the many guys I’ve tried to date. Try as I might to wrestle the deep part of my psyche into liking good guys, it just isn’t working.

      “Now, put those pretty fingers inside your panties and tell me how wet you are,” he orders.

      His words yank me out of my funk, and I grin. “Err, unfortunately, I can’t do that, sir. You see, human beings don’t possess hygroreceptors, and as such, we can’t actually detect wetness⁠—”

      His dark chuckle cuts me off. “I missed your big brain and your smart mouth, baby girl. But I’ve got a long memory, and you’ve used this one before. We don’t have hygroreceptors, but we do have the ability to detect changes in texture and temperature. So pull your fucking panties down, put those fingers in that gloriously soft cunt, and tell me if you’re all hot, slick, and wet for me.”

      My mic is sensitive enough that I know he hears the tiny hitch in my breath as I squirm on the seat. My thighs rubbing together isn’t helping the situation, and I bite my lip as I spread them. My hand bunches the hem of my sleep shirt, raising it enough to expose the neon-green pickle-covered panties I chose to wear, before delving beneath the elastic.

      I’m wet, not that I needed my fingers to tell me that. My forefinger slips and slides directly over my clit, and I gasp as even the light touch sends a bolt of need through me.

      “Still waiting for the verdict, baby girl,” Dodger reminds me.

      “Yes,” I hiss. “I’m wet for you.”

      “Good. Pull your panties off and hook your legs over the arms of your chair.”

      I circle one finger around my clit, and don’t bother hiding my rebellious moan.

      All part of the game.

      “Baby girl.” A dark warning.

      I reluctantly remove my hand, yanking down my panties and kicking them away before hooking my knees over the cool armrests of my gaming chair. The move spreads them obscenely wide—thanks gaming chairs designed for men—putting my pussy on full display.

      “Done,” I whisper.

      “Now give those tits a squeeze for me, just the way you like.”

      My hand slides up my body, skating up my ribs as I try to ignore the slight soft pooch of my stomach and focus on the generous swells of my breasts. In my eagerness, I’m rougher than usual, and my breath hisses out.

      “Tell me how it feels,” he commands, and I hear the rip of a zipper in the background.

      “It’s not enough,” I complain. “I want more.”

      “Always so greedy.” He tuts. “You’ll get more when I say you’ve earned it. Now play with those pretty tits, lift them up nice and high and lick your nipples through your shirt.”

      Ever since he found out that my flexibility and boobs allow me to do it, sucking on my own tits has become a regular part of our play.

      The dry cotton of my sleep shirt dampens quickly, the warmth of my own mouth adding to the sensations bombarding me. The contrast of cold air on my pussy and warmth on my breasts sends a shiver up my spine, and it emerges as a shocked gasp.

      Dodger’s answering groan is quiet, but it’s definitely there.

      At times like this, I wish I had a webcam, but no one in my business trusts those things. Too easy to hack.

      Besides… I kind of like the thrill of knowing it’s just his voice and the darkness. If I close my eyes, I can pretend he’s right here in the room with me.

      “My shirt is damp,” I murmur, knowing he’ll like the visual. “And my pussy is soaked.”

      “You making a mess of your chair?” he asks, voice husky.

      I don’t need to look down to know that I am. I can feel my own body’s slick dripping down my thighs.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. You’ll think of me when you clean it up.”

      I shudder, hating the truth in his words. “Yes.”

      “Pinch your nipples. Both of them.”

      Obediently, I shift my hands and apply just enough pressure to make me moan.

      “Harder.”

      I lick my lips as I debate it. “But I like it like this.”

      “You’ll like it better when they sting as you let go,” he promises. “Now harder, baby girl. Don’t make me ask again.”

      My exhale becomes a full-fledged hiss as I do it, pinching through the fabric harder than I normally would.

      “If I were there right now, I’d kiss that sting away,” Dodger promises. “Then I’d suck those pretty buds right into my mouth and worship them properly.” He pauses. “Let them go.”

      I whimper as the blood rushes back to my nipples, and my clit pulses in sympathy. The burn quickly fades, turning into a deep ache.

      His low chuckle doesn’t help.

      “One of these days, I’m going to record that sound. I can’t decide if I like the sound of you in torment more than the little screams you make when you come.”

      My hand inches lower before I can help myself.

      “I know what you’re up to,” he growls. “But I’ll let you get away with it, just this once. I’ve missed you, and you deserve a reward for letting me have my way with you.”

      Permission granted, I flick my finger over my clit once, then twice. Far from relieving the aching emptiness, it just makes it worse, and I groan in frustration.

      “What’s wrong, baby girl? Struggling to get there?”

      He’s playing with me. Well, two can play at this game. “I wish I had you inside me.”

      His breath hitches, and my fingers pick up speed. I can come like this. I’m getting closer and closer with every breath.

      “I’m so empty without you. If you were here…”

      He growls, and I swear the husky sound strokes along my sensitive skin like a physical touch.

      “If I were there,” he finishes for me. “I’d bury my face in that perfect pussy of yours and eat you until you screamed. Now dip a finger inside for me.”

      Damn, I’m so close. I don’t want to stop stroking my clit, but my curiosity wins—barely. I want to know what he’ll do next more than I want to come.

      I slide my finger inside, just to the first knuckle, teasing myself.

      “Deeper,” he encourages. “Find that G-spot for me.”

      It isn’t hard. Thanks to many years of long-distance relationships, I’m an accomplished masturbator, and I know my body well. The second the pad of my finger rubs over that pleasure point, I let out a moan, biting my lip.

      “Good. Two fingers. Fuck yourself with them. I want to hear the sexy wet sounds your body makes as you finger yourself over the edge. I want to imagine it’s me making those noises as I fuck you into my mattress.”

      My second finger slips in easily, and I moan as I finally get the stretch I’ve been waiting for.

      “You’d feel so good inside me,” I whisper.

      A real cock is always so much better than my fingers, and I’ve seen the swagger that Dodger struts around the stage with. I’ve been with enough guys to know what BDE looks like.

      He’s touching himself now. The rhythmic sound of his hand stroking his shaft, combined with his laboured breathing, fills the silence.

      “You’re not fucking yourself like I told you to,” Dodger warns, his voice husky and breathless. “I want to hear, baby girl.”

      My head falls back, and I do what he asks, drawing my fingers back, only to plunge them back inside over and over. The slurping, wet sounds fill the air, just like he wanted, and my breath starts to come in little pants as my orgasm draws closer.

      “If I were there, I’d have a finger in your ass too,” he says. “I bet you’d clench so fucking hard around me.”

      I lick my lips. “Was that an order, sir?”

      He groans. “Nasty girl. You want to play?”

      I slip one finger free and trace my own lubrication down to the crease of my ass. I’m already sopping wet, so slipping inside to the first knuckle is easy, but when I draw back and forge forward a little deeper, I cry out.

      “You like playing with your little ass for me?” Dodger demands. “I’d fuck you there too, you know. And you’d let me, wouldn’t you? You’d let me stretch you open and fuck your ass until I filled you up with my cum. Then I’d plug it, so you could walk around with me trapped inside you for the whole day.”

      “Yes, sir,” I whimper.

      “Touch your clit,” he orders. “I want you to come, and I want to hear every glorious second.”

      My spare hand lowers to follow the command, strumming in that familiar rhythm. Dodger’s laboured grunts reassure me he’s striving for his own release, and in my mind, I picture him fisting his cock, arm muscles flexing as he strokes it.

      I come, legs clenching hard over the armrests of my chair as I fall apart with such loud, reckless abandon that I wouldn’t be surprised if even the soundproofed walls of my room aren’t enough to muffle me.

      “Fuck.” Dodger groans, the sound reverberating through my ears as my body slumps, finally relaxed.

      For a long minute, we say nothing, both of us finding comfort in the sound of the other’s harsh breaths slowly evening out.

      “Draw yourself a bath,” he whispers, the order softer, laced with regret. “I’d do it for you, but…”

      But the distance is too great. But this is just about mutual stress relief, nothing more. But, despite our earlier words, I’m not his to do that stuff for.

      Too many thoughts weigh down the pause, and a bitter taste fills my mouth as I curse myself once again for being so stupid.

      Because Dodger isn’t part of the plan. The plan is to find someone who’s nice, stable, reliable, husband material. Not one single member of my clan—of Hazardous—fits those criteria. No matter how much I wish otherwise.

      “Okay,” I promise, even though I don’t have the energy to move. “Goodnight.”

      “Sweet dreams.”

      I tap the side of my headset, disconnecting the call.

      Leaving me alone with my thoughts.
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      Darcy

      The knock comes too early. Way too early. I’m barely conscious as I rub sleep out of my eyes with one hand and feel around my nightstand for my glasses with the other. Once I can actually see, I glance at the alarm clock. It’s eight in the morning. Ugh.

      Stumbling my way across my darkened bedroom, I trip over my own dirty laundry as I make my way to the glowing outline of the door.

      Opening it blinds me. My room is a sanctum of darkness, but beyond it, the summer sun cascades through the windows, illuminating everything, and I have to squint to make out who dared disturb my slumber.

      Oh.

      Man stands in front of me, one brow quirked in amusement. I swear he does this on purpose. He knows I hate mornings.

      I meet his blue eyes and let my displeasure show on my face. Normally, there’s some downtime after a mission before he expects us to get back into training. Not much, but a day or two to decompress.

      Then he lifts one hand and crooks two fingers at me in a familiar signal. Not waiting for me to respond, he turns and strides down the hallway, grey hair glinting in the light.

      My gut sinks.

      Now? So soon after the last mark?

      Normally, he leaves us a little more time between targets, and I had hoped for a week of gaming with my clan before they start the next leg of their tour and schedules get messy. Plus, I was going to work on that app, and…

      I retreat back to my room, determined to at least put on some pants before I follow him to his office. Once dressed—albeit haphazardly—I plod through the ridiculously bright house and into the basement.

      The training room is empty, which only makes the old repurposed ballroom feel larger and more imposing. Above me, frescoes of angels look down judgementally, as my bare feet pad softly over the marquetry floor. Man’s office is just on the left, beyond the cupboard, and the door is ajar, waiting for me.

      My phone squeals in the pocket of my sweats, alerting me to a message from Dodger, but I flick it to silent.

      A new mission always leaves a buzz in my veins, and I want to know where I’m going next, and which mark Man wants me to blow up.

      The other Belladonnas take missions because they believe in our family’s criminal brand of justice. Me? I just love explosions.

      The door snicks closed behind me, leaving me enclosed in the mahogany panelled room. Sleek, shiny, and modern, the office is brightly lit with spotlights that make it hard to remember that we’re underground. Aside from his desk and the handful of chairs around the room, the only decoration is a feature wall and two bookcases.

      Man is already in his leather chair, with a single manilla folder waiting on the desk in front of him.

      My mark.

      “Who is it this time?” I ask, curious.

      I don’t expect him to answer me. We’re not supposed to talk in here, but his silence always pressures me to fill it, and after all these years, he’s given up trying to stop me. Anticipation thrums beneath my skin as I pad across the cold tiles towards him.

      “Another senator?” I hum as I take the seat opposite. “Those guys just can’t seem to catch a break… but I suppose they’re all shady fuckers. Ooh, I haven’t blown up a cult in a while…”

      Man doesn’t comment, merely places two fingers on the folder, twirls it to face me and slides it across the desk.

      That’s when I see the word scrawled along the tab and my gut drops to the floor.

      ‘Hazardous’

      “No.” My voice is dead cold as I shove out of the seat I just took. “No fucking way. They’re not⁠—”

      Man’s hand, rough and calloused, grips my wrist when I would’ve stormed out of the office.

      “Read.”

      Man rarely speaks, so that single word snaps my mouth shut. My butt lands in the chair before I realise what’s happened. He releases me, then flips open the file.

      There, on the first page, are three mugshots, all men I don’t recognise. Not one of them is part of my clan.

      “The Rosales brothers,” I read, frowning as I skim the lines of information.

      The trio runs a cartel, and a bloodthirsty one at that. They seem to have dabbled in every illegal substance under the sun. There’s the usual—cocaine, meth, and heroin—but they’ve also started absorbing human smuggling rings and turning them into a trafficking business. Oh, and torture, extortion, and assassination.

      It’s all pretty standard for an international narcotics distribution setup, but none of it explains why my clan’s band name is on their file.

      I flick over the page, and my scowl deepens as I come face to face with the most candid shots of the band I’ve ever seen.

      Dodger is first, his dark shaggy hair and stark tattoos making him stand out from the crowd that surrounds him. Even in plain clothes, he looks like the metal-head he is. Black gauges decorate both of his ears, and silver rings adorn hands that I’m used to seeing passionately cradling his mic on stage. I stare for a little while, wishing they’d gotten a bit closer, so I could see the rich hues of those sparkling brown eyes just a little better.

      I force myself to move on, smirking as I realise they’ve caught Arlo outside, in daylight, without his staple sunglasses. The guitarist always wears long sleeves. Even in the height of summer, with dead brown grass all around him, his leather jacket stays on. I’ve always been curious to see if he has tats like Dodger and Slate, but his sun-kissed skin is kept under wraps at all times. His trademark black aviators are in one hand as he wipes the lenses on the hem of his shirt, but his brow piercings and general expression are hidden from view by his wavy, jaw-length blonde hair. He’s the youngest of the group at thirty-three—just under a year older than me—but he looks younger.

      Man shifts in his seat, and I quickly move on to the next photo.

      Slate’s been caught bare-foot on the beach. The bassist is ripped, and his loose tank top shows off every inch of his bronze skin. Unlike Dodger, whose tattoos are a colourful mix of dragons, skulls and flowers, Slate’s are black and grey. Words scroll across his skin in a mix of Spanish and English, surrounding a huge crucifix tangled in rosary beads on his left collarbone. I know from magazines that he’s got a chainsaw gun down his spine, but unfortunately, it’s not in this shot. A gold cross earring dangles from one lobe, beginning a trail of studs that climb all the way up the outer shell of his ear. His box braids are tied into a small man bun at his crown, and he’s levelling a black-eyed scowl at his photographer.

      Last, but not least, Prophet has been caught shirtless in the gym. The drummer of Hazardous is the oldest of the bunch at thirty-five, but he’s no slouch either. His dark skin is glowing with sweat under the cold fluorescent lights as he keeps pace with a treadmill. His headphones are massive, swallowing his ears and hiding most of his cropped tight black curls. The photo only shows one of his stunning, mismatched eyes—the baby blue one—and maybe that’s for the best. If he’d been staring straight at me, I’d never be able to look away. The corners of his mouth are turned down, as usual, but it just draws attention to his full lips and well-trimmed goatee. Unlike the others, who all have piercings, Prophet has none. He’s the least outwardly metal of all of them, and I’ve always wondered if that was a conscious choice. The only thing that outs him are his black leather wristbands.

      The photos have caught them completely off guard, so different from the posed cut outs I’ve kept pinned inside my closet for years.

      Man clears his throat, and I grimace. Shit. He’s caught me gawping at their photos. Time to move on, and fast. I can stare at their pictures later; right now, I need to know why their band name is on this file.

      According to Man’s intel, the band is in deep with the cartel. Miguel—the youngest Rosales brother—owns their label, and Hazardous’s contract with them is… indefinite?

      That can’t be right. Most contracts last a year, or five, at the very most. No artist is contracted to a label indefinitely. That would be madness. I make a note to look into that later but skim past to focus on the rest.

      The band’s tours are used as a cover for the cartel’s distribution and money laundering operations. Narcotics are hidden in the vast amount of stage equipment that’s dragged with them everywhere. Humans are trafficked as roadies or interns in small numbers every time they cross a border.

      It’s the perfect cover, but I can see the drawbacks. Namely, they had to find a band with enough potential to warrant all of the logistics of touring every year, and Hazardous is the biggest band signed with the label. Cartels—like most businesses—are all about scaling up their operations, and there are only so many multi-platinum bands out there.

      This seems like a pet project of Miguel’s, and the next page confirms it. He’s younger than his brothers by almost twenty years, and this is his baby. He’s made himself the band’s tour manager—though it looks like he has an assistant who does most of the actual work for him.

      The contract is for all three brothers. No other casualties; though I know Man won’t mind the loss of a couple of cartel thugs. Take them all out in one hit. Make it look like it could have been an accident… All the standard stuff.

      I flick over a page until I come face to face with my cover for the mission.

      “Pyrotechnics expert?” I look up at Man. “Like… flamethrowers and fireworks? Yes! Oh, this is going to be so much fun!”

      My face falls as I realise something else. “They’re going to recognise me.”

      The band may never have seen any pictures of me, but we’ve been gaming together for years. They’re going to recognise my voice, and if I’m working for them, at some point, the truth will come out.

      Man raises a single brow, and I scowl at him. “I’ll still do it, but it’s bound to happen.”

      I don’t want one of the others to take the mission. They’re all experts, but if my clan got hurt in the process, I’d hate myself.

      If—when—the band recognises me, what does that mean for us? For our friendship? Are they going to believe it’s a coincidence when I turn up as their new roadie?

      Maybe I’m worrying for nothing, I think to myself much later, as I reread the file while sitting on the kitchen island, devouring my second pepperoni and pineapple pizza in as many days. After all, they're Hazardous; one of the biggest metal bands in the world. They’re probably above talking to—or even acknowledging—their roadies.

      In fact, I’m willing to bet they won’t even notice me. I can tone down my makeup, wear my glasses, and keep my head down. Most days I slob around in hoodies, anyway. I’m hardly the type to catch their attention—though I could be if I tried.

      Plus, I only know their online personas. In real life, they’re probably stuck up or rude, or high on the drugs their cartel buddies are peddling.

      I flick through to the back, admiring the faultless ID that’s been provided. I could’ve made my own, but Man always sets us up for our missions. I like to think it’s his way of taking care of us.

      “Darcy D’Angelo,” I murmur, stroking the plastic identity card.

      It’s a bit on the nose—I had no idea Man paid attention to my gamertag—but I’ll take it. He’s given me a load of false references from other smaller bands, along with detonation and munitions training at a military college.

      On paper, I’m the perfect pyrotechnics expert. In real life… Well, it’s been a while since I played around with anything as tame as iron wool and butane.

      Something slips out from the back as I move the folder, and I frown at the slim piece of paper.

      ‘Hazardous is pleased to invite you to join them for the road crew kickoff party, celebrating the start of the third and final leg of the Broken Chains tour, hosted by the Museum of Contemporary Art. Dress code is black tie.’

      I raise my eyebrows. If the dress code is black tie, does that mean the band will be wearing suits? I highly doubt it, but I really want to find out.

      My clothes are currently in the laundry, so while I wait for Martha, the housekeeper, to save me from my own crusty laundry, I head to the garage to gather some more practical supplies.

      I have my laptop, my phone, and spares of both—I learned the hard way how one impromptu swim can easily ruin even the best laid plans years ago—along with C-4, fuses and white phosphorous grenades. But I still need my gadgets. My last bot bit the dust after I sent it through the ventilation shaft with the explosives I used to kill the senator, and I’m not exactly sure what happened to the drone… It might still be buried in my case somewhere.

      Walking into the garage is always a bit of a trip hazard. Tabby may have a place for everything, and her own system of organising things, but I can’t figure it out for the life of me.

      I hear her before I see her. Her domain echoes with the clatter of metal and the squeal of machinery as she leans over her workbench in a set of baggy coveralls.

      Pierce is leaning over the hood of the car, but he’s not even pretending to look at the engine. His eyes are glued to her ass as she focuses on whatever she’s working on.

      “How did the chocolates go?” I ask, sneaking up beside him.

      He jerks, and I grin, delighting in being able to surprise the unflappable ex-cop.

      “She had the box sent off to a lab to be examined for bugs,” he mutters under his breath.

      I can’t help the giggle that escapes my throat. Pierce is so head-over-heels obsessed with Tabby it’s adorable, but she’s completely oblivious. On more than one occasion, she’s had me hack into his accounts, looking for proof that he’s a spy.

      She’s convinced he’s here to arrest us all, even though he left the force ages ago.

      “She’ll figure it out eventually,” I promise.

      Tabby is one of the smartest women I know, but when it comes to dating, she’s almost as hopeless as I am, just in a different way.

      “Tabby-cat!” I have to shout over the noise of whatever she’s doing.

      She pauses, turning back to stare at us both with suspicious eyes. Oops, better step away before she decides I’m a co-conspirator in Pierce’s evil plans.

      “I’ll leave you two,” the driver murmurs, picking up his suit jacket from the chair and heading for the door.

      The moment he’s gone, Tabby is there, inspecting the car where he was working, looking for proof of sabotage or whatever she thinks he’s up to now.

      “Nothing,” she mumbles to herself.

      “Hello to you too,” I reply. “I came to pick up some stuff.”

      She jolts, looking at me as if she’s just remembered I’m here. “New drone?” she assumes, heading back to the workbench.

      “And a bot as well. I have no idea what I’ll need.”

      “Well, this one has a laser cutter.” Tabby throws a collapsed hexapod robot at me, and I tuck it safely into the front pocket of my hoodie. “And I’ve added night vision and an infrared camera to this one.” She tosses me a drone, the four arms folded down for easier transport.

      I add that to my pocket as well. “Awesome.” All the better to spy on my guys—I mean, marks—with.

      Her eyes narrow. “You’re usually more excited when you’ve been given a new mission.”

      I chew my lip but shake it off. “Boy troubles.”

      “Need me to dismember Tod?” she asks. “I can rewire his toaster so it electrocutes him every time he turns it on.”

      I grimace. “Tommy, and no. I’m good.” I go to hug her, then think better of it and settle for a nod. “Thanks, Tabby-cat. See you when I get back?”

      She nods, drifting back to her worktable—me and my boy drama already forgotten.

      I don’t take it personally as I weave my way back through the house. My absence has given Martha all the time she needs to get through my laundry, and my clothes are neatly folded in my closet by the time I return. I admire the piles before I mess them up by stuffing them into my case. Then I dig in the back of the closet for my favourite dress.

      That invitation did say black tie, after all.
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      Darcy

      My first thought as I step into the gallery is that they’ve gone all out for this event. My second is that I should’ve worn black if I wanted to blend in. And my third is that if one more dude checks out my boobs, I’m going to have to battle my dress to get to my gun.

      All of that falls away as I cross the threshold and have to evaluate whether I’ve tripped and fallen into an alternate dimension.

      One where a hyper-realistic version of my Runes of Chaos avatar has been recreated painstakingly in charcoal and spray paint on a canvas the size of a garage door, and hung from the ceiling facing the entryway. The artist has abandoned the cel-shaded character art of Runes of Chaos to create a bright, gritty, realistic portrait.

      One of the lures of the game is the incredible customisation options, and my avatar has many of my features, including my soft blonde waves and the long oval face shape. But, because it was just a game, I may have gotten a bit fanciful with some stuff.

      Namely, the glowing white eyes, cutesy black feathered wings, and mystical, full body vine tattoos. Of course, I was limited to the skimpy armour bestowed upon female characters by the devs. Because, as we all know, a loincloth and metal bra are the best protection against goblin hordes.

      The artist hasn’t even bothered to supply that much coverage. The sketch
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redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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