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	Strangers in the dark 


I stepped out of the Uber and onto the street. It was raining and the driver didn’t wait to see if I was alright, just sped off. His rear tires hit the water running in the gutter, nearly splashing me.

“Thanks for nothing, asshole!” I called after his tail lights.

Realizing I wasn’t achieving the level of inconspicuousness hoped for, I shut up and walked away. I didn’t exactly blame him, the neighborhood was for crap. Still, I was taking 10% off his tip for that nonsense. Pausing, I looked up and down the street.

What are you doing, Shae, I asked. Changing my life, I answered.

The street was right on the edge of Chinatown, and just over from me there were window displays of Asian imports, signs and posters crawling with hànzì calligraphy, and cloudy glass tanks with live frogs swimming in them.

Très authentic.

This time of night, there weren’t too many people milling about. It was late, off season, and the rain had driven smarter people inside. The drizzle smeared the glow of neon signs into soft, pastel colored halos, and the shallow puddles beneath my feet reflected everything back as if through the eyes of a French Impressionist.

I looked at my phone, checking the time. I was on time. There was a new text from Clare:

Love you momma

I felt something shifting in my chest. Shame maybe, certainly guilt, and worry. Ah, but also, determination.

Love you too, bug. Go to bed and get off Nana’s phone

I put my phone away. I’d already said my good nights to my daughter, put her in her pjs and kissed her good night. The text was just my mother’s way of letting me know she disapproved of my hours.

Love you too, mom, I thought.

I was scared as hell, this wasn’t a joke. The people I was meeting were criminals. If I went through with my plans, then so was I.

Shake it off, I thought.

I couldn’t look nervous, urban predators smelled fear like jungle animals. I figured it helped that I was black; people were always thinking black women are sassy, self confident, and not prone to taking any bullshit.

Stereotypes don’t have to be true for you to exploit them, I told myself.

I started walking. The illumination from the streetlamps shined a dull, nicotine yellow as I moved along the cracked sidewalk, past a crappy Self-Storage Unit place, and ducked under the awning of a rundown corner store called Han’s.

The windows were so filled with displays, behind a row of iron bars, I couldn't see inside. To help calm down, I started cataloging details as I walked, putting the world in order, reducing my fears to items on a list. I started with myself.

I wore lace up the front, 8-eyelet Doc Marten boots with 1”, non-skid soles, and black Polartec Athleta yoga pants that showed off my new CrossFit ass and legs. In the months leading up to this night fear had drove me to adhere to a workout program like never before in my life.

I wanted to be seen as a professional by these people, but being sexy is powerful, and this job wasn’t as some HR rep at a tech start up. If I could get the Neanderthals drooling, then I could play them into the palm of my hand.

This went double for what I wore up top. Since age 14, men had been noticing my D-cups. A great bit of the attention had been inappropriate. Getting the looks from Jess Monmouth, a senior, and star tight end was one thing. Getting visually undressed by your vice principal in an office the size of a broom closet was something else all together.

I hadn’t made up my mind which side the man I was about to meet, Brock Tanner, fell on. Our video chatting had left me convinced he was sexy as hell, but quite possibly far too dangerous to play games with. Sure, the thought of him, along with my pulsating shower nozzle, had helped me work off some stress before heading out tonight, but that was harmless fantasy.

Flames are beautiful on a cold night, when burning safely in the fireplace. Their beauty diminishes greatly when they’re running unchecked through your house.

I sported a black, high collar Thalia Sodi tank top that left my arms bare, and ran like a sheath across my breasts and stomach. Over this, I wore a Rock Ridge vest in deep crimson. In the left pocket was a can of Bear Spray, in the right a 35, 000, 000 volt mini-stun gun.

Slung crossbody by a shoulder strap, was my Vince Camuto Leather Hobo bag. Tucked inside was what I’m truly dangerous with; my tech. I’ve written a hack code that makes the CIA’s “Brutal Kangaroo,” look like a college dating app.

If I’ve given you the implication that I was walking into danger, good. It’s an accurate one.

I found the nondescript, unmarked door, right where I was told it’d be. Unpainted, it had a dented knob that felt clammy in my hand. Pausing, I listened to the rain falling on the puddles in the street. I listened to my heartbeat.

If I went through this door then I was well and truly going down the rabbit hole, leaving my old world behind, and entering a new one. If I fucked this up, if it went wrong, then Clare would end up with my mother, and I’d end up in the San Francisco Sheriff Civil Detention Center.

Oh, god, Clare, I thought and closed my eyes.

I could see my little girl pressing her tiny hands against mine through the shatterproof glass of the jail visitor center. I could see her growing up, lost to me, while I grew old behind bars.

But I was already a felon, so if I want anything for her, then I had to get Special Agent Kasinski paid off. And you don’t get the dirt on organized crime, or a Cayman Islands bank account, working freelance data entry. No, if you want to get paid, you have to take chances.

I breathed out and opened the door.

“Goddamn!” I half shouted, half screamed.

A figure stood in the doorway, big, looming in the shadows. I stepped back and reached for the mini-taser. Behind me a car went by fast and for a second, the headlights illuminated the scene like a movie screen.

I relaxed a little as I recognize him. Brock Tanner, in the flesh. The man, I mean, one of the men, I’d come to see. I’d only ever talked to him online. First, by secured email accounts, then by burner phone texts. The last time, in a video conference routed through the Dark Net. But my heart was still racing, and as I inspected him it began racing for different reasons.

That last video conference, when he finally got a chance to see me, and me him, there’d been sparks. I wasn’t going to deny the chemistry, I just wasn’t going to give in to it. Nervous, I do what I do. I started cataloging him. He was safe, the ache between my legs was safe, if I reduced him to items in a list.

Black hair, shoulder length, the same color as the heavy 5 0 clock shadow covering a jawline like a hunk of chiseled marble. Gray eyes stared into my brown ones, eating me alive as his gaze slid down my body. He had a weightlifter’s build and big, scarred hands wrapped around a bottle of beer.

A tight black t-shirt stretched across his rugged frame. The guy was a brawler, laced through and through with warrior genes. He wore battered old Levi’s riding low on his swimmer’s hips, and my eyes caught sight of his bulge. I didn’t want to look, I could be in danger, but my gaze was drawn to his crotch like metal shavings to a magnet.

Blinking once to break the spell, I realized I’d been staring and looked up, hand still on my mini-taser.

Maybe I should use the bear spray, instead, I thought. This guy’s a goddamn grizzly.

Meeting those slate gray eyes again, I read the amusement in them. He’d busted me crotch grazing. Feeling my cheeks heat up, I tried to recover.

“Nice boots,” I said. They were Doc Martens, too.

I watched him undress me with his eyes, leaving me exposed as he took his time visualizing me naked. He smirked, just lifting the corner of one lip to do it. It was a surly action, but his voice sounded utterly sincere when he spoke.

“Yeah?” he asked. “Well you’ve got nice...everything.”

I kept my face neutral, fighting the urge to peek at his crotch again. I wanted to step into him, to feel what it was like, pressing myself against a body that hard, to feel the other parts of it harden as it felt me doing it.

“Brock?” I asked.

“Yep,” he said.

As if sensing my thoughts, Brock Tanner, formerly of Skagit, Idaho, formerly of the Ranger Reconnaissance Detachment, formerly of Pelican Bay State Prison, stepped toward me. I should have backed away, kept a safe distance between us. But I didn’t, I froze in place.

He was inches from me, breath smelling gently of beer. It was an aroma I instinctively associate with all things male. He looked down at me, and I imagined a buck in the wild, smelling a trembling doe in rut, crowding her into a thicket where he could mount her.

I liked being mounted from behind. I liked the feel of rough hands on my hips, pulling me back while pounding me hard enough for their ballsack to swing against me...stop it, I ordered my imagination.

“And you are Shauna,” he said, bass voice raspy. “Ms. Fixer.” He smirked. “I’m going to need to pat you down for a wire.”

“I’m going to need to pat you down for a wire,” I shot back.

Right away, I could tell he was the kind of man to break off, mid kiss, spin you around, and bend you over the nearest suitable surface. And then do it just the way I liked it done when I’m all worked up.

Get a grip, I warned myself.

I’m sure he’d be willing to fuck me, and he might even be good, but this wasn’t the time, and it could only end badly. Bad boys are fun, but bad boys can’t be trusted.

I looked up at him. “Are you going to be able to focus on work with your dick trying to break free?” I could feel the heat emanating from his groin. It made my own want to respond.

He blinked, just like I had, like someone coming out of a daze. With an almost comically startled look on his face, he took a half step back, lifted his hands in surprise and looked down at the hard on fighting the buttons on his fly. The tight jean material revealed the curve of the shaft.

His atmosphere of restrained menace disappeared for a moment, replaced with something gentler, more endearing, something almost little boyish, and bashful. It was such a strange and sudden juxtaposition it made little butterflies flutter in my stomach.

I want him, I thought.

Gee, you think? I answered myself, sarcastic.

He looked back up at me and grinned. The little boy in his face was gone, but I’d seen it, and with that glimpse seen into him. He locked gazes with me. Then like he’d read my mind he said, “You got me. I mean it, you got me. What are you going to do with me?”

Against my will, I felt my eyes drawn back down to his erect cock. I wanted to feel it, get a sense of it. I was fighting myself, but wanting to win less and less. I touched my tongue to my lip.

“We have to trust each other,” he whispered.

“Our lives could depended on it,” I agreed.

Gently, he reached out and drew me inside the entryway. Carelessly, he tossed the beer bottle outside and it smashed on the concrete, the sound muted by the rain. That hand reached around to the small of my back and pressed me hard to him as he closed the door behind me. I had crossed a threshold.

I was fully in his world now.

His arm, thick with muscle, and crawling with tattoos, snuggled me up close against the hard planes of his body, crushing my breasts against his chest. My nipples, already swollen with wanting, sent sudden jolts of pleasure arcing through my body, several of them landing like drone strikes between my thighs.

His big, rough, hand slid down the curve of my ass and pushed me into him as he leaned in. The crowbar denseness of his cock pressed against my stirring clit as he ground into me. I went up on my toes and kissed him hard, tasting the beer, feeling his tongue.

He flexed the arm holding me and lifted, turning me so my back came up against the wall. His mouth moved across mine and I went after him, hungry. Pushing my now swollen clit and labia hard into him, I began dry humping him as hard as I had Jess Monmouth, back in 10th grade.

He growled into my mouth and his free hand found the back of my neck where he cupped my head. His other hand roamed my ass like he owned it. When he broke the kiss, we locked eyes again.

“I trust you,” he told me.

“I trust you,” I told him.

I meant it. I knew he did too.

My hands went to his waist and found the top button there. I wanted to feel that billy club of a dick in my hand, feel it jump as I ran my lips over it, feel it jerk and pulsate as it slipped into me and rode rough.

His hand, far stronger than mine, came up between my legs. Taking his forefinger, he rubbed it along the seam of my pussy lips, pushing the soft fabric of my panties and yoga pants against everything on me that was aroused and soft and wet between my legs. He rubbed hard, but as smoothly as a violin virtuoso playing a bow back and forth across well rosined strings.

It felt good.

Dampness leaked down my thighs, soaking my crotch. I pulled away from our kiss to bite my lip and choke back a groan of pleasure. My hands flew to his shoulders, grabbing hold as he continued moving back and forth. Holding me against the wall, he slipped the hand not rubbing me off under the Athleta vest. There he found the swell of my breast through my tank, and his thumb stroked my erect nipple.

This time I couldn’t bite the moan back. “Oh,” I whispered into his ear.

“Cum for me, Shauna,” he whispered, voice rough. “Cum on my hand while I get you off, come on, baby. Do it.” The last came out as a command, bold and direct. I wanted to obey, to be a good girl and cum when I was told.

“I’m going to cum for you,” I promised, my voice little better than a pant.

My fingers dug into the muscular curves of his shoulders. His hand ground rhythmically into my pussy, and somewhere under my belly a faucet opened up and my orgasm flooded out. Streams of pleasure shot through me until I shook like I was being electrocuted, squeezing his strong hand between my thighs, trapping it there, as I came. I pressed into him and shuddered, feeling all the anxiety and fear leak out of me like water spilling from an overturned glass.

“Do you understand how good our fucking is going to be?” he demanded.

I nodded. There was little use denying it. “Do me here, against the wall,” I told him in his ear.

The sound of short, sharp claps echoed from above. Confused, I opened my eyes and looked around. Startled and suddenly anxious, I worked to soothe myself by putting the world around me in order.

The cramped entryway was the size of a Hyundai sedan. The ceiling above us was the floor of the third story, and a single light bulb hung down from a long cord, feeble light casting deep shadows where Brock and I stood. An ancient, narrow staircase ran up to a second floor landing. On the landing an Asian girl in a leather jacket, stressed Banana Republic Jeans, and a pair of black Fendi kicks looked down at us. She finished clapping and lowered her hands, voice nonplussed when she spoke.

“That better be our Fixer, B-Man,” she said. “Or I’m about to, like, bounce, bitches.”

I cataloged her immediately; Melanie Jung. Twenty-two, half-Chinese, our language expert, and former girl Friday to the Wah Ching Tong. We couldn’t afford to lose her. It’d be the equivalent of trying to pull the job blind.

My pussy protested as Brock pulled his hand away and turned to look up at her. Considering how damp I felt, I was utterly grateful at the moment that I’d worn black yoga pants, instead of jeans.

“We’re coming,” he said.

Melanie smirked. “That’s what she said,”

Brock snorted, “discretion, Mel, discretion.”

“Yeah,” she agreed. “This Kaiser guys seems like a real pouter.”

“I’ll handle Kaiser,” Brock told her.

I felt slapped. Gone was all the warm, horny feelings that had swept over me. “Fucking Kaiser is here?” I hissed. “Here?”

Kaiser Haden, our arms connection, and also a Nazi Low Rider scumbag of the first order.

“In case you hadn’t noticed,” I continued, “you know, while rubbing my pussy, I’m black, Brock. Why the hell is he here?”

“I am well aware you are black, Jesus,” he said. “I didn’t have a choice, it’s not like he’s my friend.”

“Didn’t have a choice?” I could hear my voice rising a little. “That means you ran into a problem. You ran into a problem and didn’t bother informing me?”

“I ran into a problem,” he admitted. “Seavers got picked up on outstanding warrants during a traffic stop. It just happened four hours ago. Totally random, but it didn’t leave me with enough time to get anyone else. I was meeting Kaiser to pick up the guns anyway. Adapt, improvise, overcome,” he said. “I solved the problem.”

“With a Nazi,” I pointed out. “Your solution was, hey, I know! I’ll get a Nazi.”

“It was last minute,” he shrugged. “You do understand what last minute means, right? You want to call this done, shut it down?”

That got to me. I thought of Clare in our craphole apartment, of her growing up there. “No,” I said. “I don’t want to call it. But tell me there are no more surprises.”

“There are no more surprises.”

“Because I couldn’t take another surprise,” I said.

“There are no more surprises,” he assured me.

“I hate surprises,” I stressed.

“I said there were no more surprises!” he finally snapped.

Our eyes were locked again, our breath fast. We were very close together, breath still mingling. I remembered the feel of his hand between my legs, remembered how much I wanted to feel a lot more than just his hands down there. I breathed out, felt him relax as I did so.

“No surprises,” I said.

“No more surprises,” he agreed. “But, Shauna?”

“Yeah?”

“When this job is over,” he said, voice deadly serious. “We’re going to finish what we started just now. You and I are going to go somewhere, and I’m going to fuck you like you’ve never been fucked before.”

“Like I’ve never been fucked before?” I quoted him. “That’s a bold statement.”

He looked me in the eyes. “You can take that to the bank,” he promised. “I don’t know what you did to me,” he said. “But I’ve got to have more or I’ll fucking explode.”

I felt a silly little grin tug at my lips. Inside me I felt a swell of reflexive pride. Brock Tanner was a bad man. Three combat tours in Iraq, one in Afghanistan. He’d run the largest high end car theft ring in Portland, Oregon. Until the Wah Ching Tong set him up to take the fall, and everything came crashing down around his ears and he’d done four years lockup. In the end, those Bronze Stars and Purple Hearts saved him from doing as much prison time as he might have, but he still owed the Tong big time.

Girl, I told myself, look at how you turned the big bad Ranger man all inside out. Of course, truth was, I wanted him just as badly. Still...

“Good to know,” I said. I barely managed to keep my voice steady. “But first,” I added, “let’s go get paid.”

When Brock grinned I felt like Little Red Riding Hood staring into the eyes of the Wolf. We might have just played hard, but Brock Tanner was no joke.

“Follow me,” he said.

2. Honor Among Thieves

He climbed the stairs in quick, easy strides, and I followed him. His ass looked great. I could imagine wrapping my arms under the swell of muscles along his back, grabbing hold of them with both hands, and clinging to him as he jackhammered into me with that cock I’d felt through his jeans.

I closed my eyes as a surge of longing struck me. I knew part of those feelings had to do with the intensity of the situation, the adrenaline inducing seriousness of stealing millions of dollars from a hyper-violent criminal gang. The fear of dying, of not seeing Clare again, except maybe only through the bulletproof glass. Fear of her being raised by the same woman who’d raised me.

Intense situations bred intense emotions, I knew that. But this was something more, something different. I couldn’t explain the raw attraction and didn’t want to try, I decided. I had been so careful, for so long, playing things so safe, that now that I’d broke bad, I found I wanted to run with the chaos, run with the passion. And that included Brock Tanner.

Let’s just get through the next two hours, I told myself. Then we’ll either have all the time in the world, or it won’t matter at all anymore.

I entered the door at the top of the stairs and walked into the room. The place was a basic box, one wall of windows, painted over black. There was a white board and a card table with an eclectic group of mismatched folding chairs around it. Overhead fluorescent lights burned from industrial fixtures. Next to the whiteboard sat a pair of nondescript wooden crates.

Beyond those details, the room was bare, anonymous.

The crew looked back at me. Melanie Jung had one of her earbuds in and an apathetic look on her face. I wasn’t worried about her. Wah Ching had screwed her over royally, forcing her younger sister into heroin addiction and finally, white slavery. She hated them as much as anyone here.

I’ve already told you how Brock had been set up. He hated the Tong as much as I did. I was a lowly IT girl, newly graduated from a tech program, working in a commercial real estate company. When the money laundering charges came down, everything pointed to me. I had done Clare’s first two years of life in prison. My mother was the first one my little girl called “mama.”

Wah Ching had to burn.

But the third member of the team wasn’t supposed to be the guy sitting there. It was supposed to be Daemon Seavers. Wah Ching hatchet men had gunned his brother down in a territorial dispute two years ago, right in the middle of a Circle K parking lot, while his mother and six year old son watched. Daemon hated the tong just like Melanie, Brock, and I did. There is no honor among thieves, but the enemy of my enemy is my friend.

But Kaiser was a different animal all together. Red haired and fair skinned, he was meth-lean, wearing a dirty wife beater tank top and ragged looking jeans. His eyes roamed my body while he sneered. Predictably, he had a toothpick in his mouth. Tattoos on his right hand spelled out NAZI and RIDR on the left.

Unlike Brock’s hungry gaze, his leer made my skin crawl.

When I put the team together, over a hidden Tor browser chat room on the Dark Web, Brock assured me we’d only be using the Peckerwood to get the guns and explosives we required. Nothing more. But something had happened to Seavers and now I, a loud and proud woman of color, was on a crew with a hardcore racist.

Wonderful, I thought.

Be in control, be the boss. Lead them, and the other things will fall into place, I told myself. It wasn’t like Melanie Jung was going to be impressed by a white supremacist and flip over. I already knew I had Brock firmly in my corner.

Right at that moment, still damp between my legs, I felt like I could do anything with Brock Tanner in my corner. It was crazy, it made no sense, but that was the way I felt, and now that the clock was ticking, I was simply going to trust my gut.

“I’m Ms. Fixer, and if you do what I say,” I told them, “I’m going to make you very rich.”

“You shitting me?” Kaiser sneered. He cut his eyes sideways to Brock. “You really going to follow this bitch’s lead?” He cleaned his teeth with his tongue and smiled at me, eyes pinned to my D-cups. “Don’t get me wrong,” he said. “She looks like she’s got her uses…” he trailed off without finishing, but his hand slid down to his crotch and he squeezed his package suggestively. “But leading a hijack crew isn’t going to be one of them.”

Brock visibly bristled. “She’s the one with the plan, Kaiser,” he snapped. “None of us would be here without her. Show respect.”

“You didn’t tell me some black bitch was going to be running the show,” he argued. “I thought this was your gig.”

Brock opened his mouth to reply, clearly angry, but I cut him off. “The ‘black bitch,’ can speak for herself.” I said. I fixed Kaiser with my best ‘don’t fuck with me’ gaze. Grinning, he rolled the toothpick around in his mouth.

“You don’t want to be here?” I asked. “Fine. You’ve been paid for the gear, so walk. You want in on our payday, maybe you shove your attitude up your ass, okay? Let’s do the job and then never see each other again. Sound good?”

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Melanie watching us, trying to figure out which way everything was going to go down. Brock actually seemed to have relaxed, his body loose. Only the narrowness of his eyes betrayed his agitation.

Smirk in place, Kaiser held up his hands. “I’m cool, sweet thing,” he said. “Let’s talk about all this money we’re going to make.”

I shot Brock a look, almost imperceptibly, he nodded. Like him, I felt we needed the fourth man for this to work. It was important for a number of reasons. Personal likes or dislikes didn’t figure into it, just as long as Kaiser’s greed could be counted on to keep him professional.

My heart was beating fast from the confrontation. In many ways I was far, far outside of my element. Yet, even with the danger around me, I couldn’t shake the memory of Brock’s hand on me, or the feel of his tongue in my mouth, as I came. My clit tingled at the memory.

Pushing the thoughts from my mind, I walked over to the whiteboard and stood opposite Brock. We’d only discussed the plan over secure web browsers, this was the first time live. I counted on operational planning being something they did a lot of in the Rangers, so I trusted him to get it right. He pulled a black sharpie from his back pocket.

“Twelve million dollars,” I said.

I looked at Melanie and Kaiser. The words got their attention.

“And payback,” Brock added.

Melanie nodded at his words, Kaiser didn’t blink. He might hate Wah Sing because they were Chinese, but he didn’t hate them like the rest of us did, like the man he was replacing on the crew, had. The scumbag made my skin crawl.

“Ten minutes,” I continued. “Ten minutes to hurt those bastards as much as they’ve hurt us, and to get rich. But it’ll be the toughest ten minutes of your life.”

Kaiser snorted. “You’ve obviously never been to Chico Max,” he muttered. I let the comment go. I had, in fact, been to prison, but minimum security. Despite the felony count, and a nearly useless Public Defender, I’d escaped true hard time for a more sedate Club Fed. So, for all I knew, this ten minutes would be a cakewalk for him. I pushed on like I hadn’t heard him speak.

“Brock,” I nodded. He began drawing on the whiteboard as I explained the heist in a simple breakdown.

“Wah Sing owns a warehouse on the waterfront, down by the south shipyards where there’s not a lot of traffic,” I said. “They use it to transition stolen items from time to time.”

Beside me, Brock nodded. “I know it personally,” he told the other two. “I’ve moved vehicles through there on their way out of the country.” Using the black marker on the whiteboard, he quickly sketched the access lane and general layout of the storage facility

“But,” I explained, “that’s not it’s true purpose. In reality, it houses a dedicated server in their digital network. It’s used exclusively for the transfer of illicit money around the world. You are going to get me in there,” I said. “I’m going to reroute every single dime in their system through offshore accounts, in about fifteen seconds, and after it’s thoroughly cleansed, have it deposited in Manaqua.”

“Why?” Melanie asked.

“Why Manaqua?”

“Yeah,” she said. “Why not, like, the Cayman Islands, or Prague, or where-the-fuck-ever?”

I smiled. “Three reasons. One, the bank I chose is a front for a South American Cartel, so they’ll fight like hell against any attempts by American law enforcement to investigate. Two, there’s no extradition in Nicaragua, and number three, three million dollars will last a lifetime on that economy.”

Melanie nodded, then scowled when Kaiser spoke up. His voice grated my ears with unbridled snark.

“Shit,” he said. “I ain’t living my life in no fucked up Mexican country.”

“One,” I said, keeping cool, “Nicaragua is its own country, not Mexican, and, two, you can go wherever you want to go when this is over.”

“Maybe I’ll take you on a honeymoon,” he said. “Show you how a real man parties after a job.” he grabbed his crotch again.

“If I ever want to experience meth addiction and Chlamydia,” I told him, “I’ll be sure to look you up. Until then, I’ll stick to my plan.”

“Seriously, Kaiser,” Brock said. His voice was cold, filled with menace. “You’re become a real goddamn headache.”

“Hey, hey,” he laughed. “Just playing.” He turned back to me, eyes glued to my tits. “By all means, my fine ebony lady, do continue.”

“As you can imagine, the firewall on their system is wired pretty tight. We’re talking military level security and encryption. Hacking from off site would take a Cray supercomputer running more petabytes than Microsoft can field.”

Melanie whistled in appreciation. Kaiser nodded, stroking his chin like an old man contemplating a chess move. It was clear the dumbass didn’t know petabytes from anal plugs, but was trying to look smart. I didn’t blame him for not knowing; this kind of programmer geek-talk was beyond most people. The thing cracking me up was him pretending he had a clue.

“Go over in more detail how you’re going to get in,” Melanie asked. “I don’t want to misunderstand a thing.”

Brock perked up at the question. I hadn’t really explained this part to them. Earlier, to prove my bonafides, I’d provided him with his complete, classified military records, banking information, and a zip file with every text message he’d sent or received in the last three years. After that he trusted me to hold my end of the operation.

“It’s why we have to go in person,” I told her. I set my Hobo bag on the table and opened it. Pushing my laptop aside, I removed a USB flash drive. I showed them. “If I can get onto hardware directly connected to the dedicated server,” I explained, “I can initiate the program I wrote and get inside.”

“Like magic? It’s really that easy?” Kaiser challenged. “You’ve got a fantastic set of jugs, Smoke, but how do I know you really know your stuff?” It was a fair enough question, their lives sort of depended on how good I was. But coming from him it pissed me off.

“This is written in Ruby,” I said. “A high level, powerful assembly script allowing me to run an Nmap and ping utility on their entire digital framework, so I can get behind the firewalls. After that, I execute command on my code, and the module allows transfer storage of data by placing it in NFTS Alternate Data Streams. Each chunk, called addFiles, creates a new stream.”

I took a breath and pressed on.

“Those chunks are identified by the ProgramID protocols. Using ‘FindFirst/FindNext with a progID, or “0,” it will match all files written by the targeted module. The module then overloads the constructor within the Module Specific Structure, and sets the destination for the data. I’ve already put a routing system through twenty-seven separate accounts, with a bleach-clean rear guard.” I paused. “That sound okay to you, sport?” I asked.

Kaiser was red in the face, Brock snickered beside me. Finally the Nazi Lowrider thought of a response. Predictably, it was crude and unnecessary.

“Okay, Fine.” he said. “I get it. You’re the computer witch, Smoke. Brock and I are the procurement and muscle.” He jerked a thumb at Melanie. “But why is Hong Kong Phooey here along for the ride?”

“I don’t speak Mandarin,” I told him.

What I didn’t say was, that after I had learned about her sister’s death, I knew I had to offer her a chance at revenge.

“The tong’s entire system is in Mandarin.” I continued. “A translator app worked too slowly in every simulation I ran. It is literally easier to have her by my side translating, than it is to run an app. The tong’s entire security system is designed to crash hard and eat itself if it detects any translator software. That happens,” I told him and snapped my fingers, “then our money is gone, Peckerwood.”

Kaiser’s eyes cut left and right, trying to read the room. He didn’t know enough to understand if he was being played.

“Kaiser,” Brock said, “I don’t know the digital end from a PlayStation, either. She could have just been making that crap up, I have to trust her.” He fixed the Nazi Lowrider with the a hard gaze. “But my rep is solid. I say she’s the Fixer, and she’s good. And seriously, you call her ‘smoke’ one more fucking time, I’m going to push your ugly face out the back of your skull. I brought you in on this and now you’re making me look bad.”

Kaiser came to his feet, “you trying to punk me, dog?” he half snarled the words.

Instantly, Brock was standing in front of me, his wide, solid body (a body I wanted desperately to feel moving on top of mine) between me and danger. I backed out of the way, uncertain how the play was going to happen.

It happened with the brutal suddenness of a military ambush. One second the two were staring each other down, the next Kaiser had snagged the metal folding chair next to him and thrown it into Brock’s face.

The former Ranger threw up a forearm and knocked the chair clear. Kaiser lunged for him and got caught on the point of his chin by Brock’s big fist. I danced behind Kaiser as the men fought. Watching Brock in action was like seeing a panther make a kill. It made me breathless.

Kaiser spilled backwards, going assholes over elbows to the floor. Suddenly a flat, black automatic pistol was in his hand and he was raising it. I reacted without thinking. My hands plunged into my pockets and emerged with my arsenal.

As the Nazi Lowrider raised the handgun, I drenched his face with bear spray. The toxic chemicals were designed to stop a charging, 600lbs grizzly. Screeching in pain, he dropped the pistol like it was hot and threw his hands up to his eyes.

He was still screaming when I hit him with the taser. He danced, then went down hard. Melanie Jung darted forward and snatched up the pistol, dropped the magazine, and ejected the round from the chamber.

Shaking from adrenaline, I looked over at Brock who was staring at me with appreciation. He had produced a compact, silver and gray pistol of his own, and trained it on the writhing Kaiser. The man continued screaming, so Brock kicked him in the stomach to shut him up. The red head gasped, fighting for oxygen as he convulsed in agony.

I felt zero sympathy.

“That was dead sexy, Ms. Fixer,” he told me.

His voice said he wanted to show me how sexy it was, right here and now. Every instinct I had wanted to let him do it.

“What the hell are we going to do with him?” Melanie asked.

Brock caught a whiff of the spray and coughed. When he spoke, his voice incredulous, “is that bear spray?”

I thought about my daughter, and what the gun in Kaiser’s hand might have meant for my future with her. “I’m not playing here, Brock,” I told him. “We’re going to be bad guys, we’ve got to be bad guys, right?”

He looked at me. I wanted him, badly. I could tell he was thinking the same thing. He turned to Melanie and threw her a set of car keys from his pocket.

“Outside, down the street is a black Lincoln Navigator,” he said. “Go get the white plastic zip ties and a few bottles of water I have in the rear. Hurry,” he said. He pointed at Kaiser. “Bear spray could permanently blind this little bastard.”

Melanie seemed amused at the idea of Kaiser being permanently blinded. When she spoke her accent was pure Valley. “Maybe, we should, like, you know, let him go blind?”

“No!” Kaiser screamed. “Please! Please---”

Brock bent down and slapped the Nazi Lowrider in the temple with the butt of his pistol. Instantly, Kaiser went limp as a sack of loose meat. His crotch showed wet as his bladder released.

“Wow,” Melanie said. “That was, like, totally awesome.”

“Jesus, Brock, you didn’t---” I asked, fascinated.

“He’s fine,” Brock said. “Un, Mel, you want to hurry?”

“Oh, right,” she said. Dropping Kaiser’s unloaded pistol on the card table, she opened the door and ran down the old staircase.

“Open that storage closet,” he said. “I’ll drag him in there, gag him, do him up with the zip ties, and we’ll just have to hope we’re done and gone by the time he gets free.”

“He knows our entire plan,” I protested.

“You want me to kill him?” he asked. I couldn’t tell if he was serious or not.

“No,” I said, without hesitation. “We have to defend ourselves from Tong gunmen, that’s one thing. Just shooting someone, even a piece of shit like him, while they’re helpless? Well, I may be bad,” I said, voice firm, “but I’m not evil.”

In the next moment he had swept me up onto my tip toes and crushed me against his body. His eyes bored into mine.

“Oh, my,” I whispered. I didn’t know what else to say.

“Good, bad, evil, doesn’t matter. What you are is mine,” he said, voice rough. “Do you understand? You are mine.”

He kissed me hard. I kissed him back, clinging to him like I was drowning, which in a way, I was. We both were. Hungry for him, I Frenched him deep, our tongues swirling around each other. His hammer of a cock grew hard between us and I ground into it, trembling in his arms. I don’t know how long we were locked together like that, but it seemed only a moment before Melanie was back in the room with us.

“Ahem, guys,” she said.

Reluctantly, we broke out kiss. I didn’t want to, it made me hate Melanie a little bit. Brock didn’t look any happier about it than I did, but the reality was, we had a ticking clock hanging over us.

Brock took some white plastic zip ties and bottles of Aquafina water from her. After securing the apparently comatose Nazi LowRider, he rinsed Kaiser’s face with the water. This caused the bastard to rouse slightly, but even as he came around, Brock was already dragging him toward the janitorial supply closet.

He slung Kaiser into the closet with an almost casual motion. If he could handle a grown man that way, I could only imagine what he could to me. What I was thinking was stupid, crazy, even. I found I didn’t care. I wanted Brock Tanner here and now.

He locked the janitorial closet and turned to Melanie. “I’m going to be the one to transport the guns and explosives to the site,” he said. “There’s no need for you two to take the risk. I want you to meet us at the rally point like we talked about.”

“Uh, what’s, like, a ‘rally point’ and stuff?” Melanie asked. After watching her unload that pistol so easily, I honestly couldn’t tell if she was putting us on with the Valley Girl act.

“Rendezvous. You know that means?”

“Of course, I’m not, like, stupid.” Melanie replied.

“I don’t think you are,” Brock told her. He turned to me, “I need you to help straighten something out here, and then go meet Melanie. I’ll follow.”

I doubted he was going to need any help getting something straight, but I was more than willing to lend a hand.

Melanie looked back and forth between us. “You sure?” she asked. I couldn’t tell if the question was meant for Brock or for me.

“Yes,” we both said.

She held up her wrist, there was no watch on it. She tapped it. “Time is, like, ticking.”

“We know,” Brock assured her. “We’re going to get rich tonight.”

Melanie nodded once, face very sober. “And make them pay.” All trace of ditsy Valley Girl was gone. We nodded back at her and she left. Brock and I remained in place until we heard the downstairs door slam.

3. Mutual Indistrections

“This is stupid,” I said.

“You want to stop?” he asked.

“No,” I answered.

We came up against each other, bodies pressed tightly together again. As predicted, he needed zero help ‘getting straight.’ We kissed wildly, and I shivered in pleasure as his hands, urgent, ranged across my body. My own went to his button fly and jerked it open.

His hands found the globes of my ass and squeezed, hard. It sent further tremors racing through me. We’d done our necking and heavy petting downstairs, though. I was wet with desire, eager as I’d ever been to take it to the next level.

The thought of a mutual enemy, fought and defeated together, now bound helpless in the closest, heightened my sense of desire. I felt a connection with Brock like bonds formed in battle. It was primitive, and it made me want to give him everything I had of myself.

Breaking off our kiss, I dropped into a squat before him. Reaching up, I pulled the waistband of his underwear down and his cock sprang free. I smelled his musk, making me long to take him in my mouth, to give him pleasure until I was in total mastery of this wild alpha.

Taking hold of his hard on, I jerked gently a few times, coaxing the last bit of erection out of it I could. He moaned as I leaned in. My breath blew hot across his balls as I gently took one of the full testicles in my mouth. Running my tongue around it, I jacked him off slowly.

“Shauna,” he said. Nothing more, just my name. He couldn’t have said more if he’d wanted to.

Letting his ballsack slip from between my lips, I ran my tongue up the underside of his shaft. Veins crawled around on the thing like tributaries in a river delta. The cock looked alive, like a predator, ready to take what it wanted without conscience. I took command of it.

Lips slipping around the head, I gently sucked like sipping through a straw. This time the moan ripped from him, and his hand slapped the table hard, then gripped it. Pushing forward, I slid my lips in a tight, wet vice down his shaft. Stopping halfway, I swirled my tongue. His hips bucked a tiny bit and more of his cock slid into my mouth. Tasting pre-cum, I gently massaged his balls. I knew he wanted to move back and forth, to seesaw his cock in and out of my mouth, to fuck my face.

He was too well mannered to forcibly choke me, despite his obvious need and frustration, so I rewarded him. Relaxing my gag reflex, I swallowed him into my throat, sliding all the way down until my nose was buried in the kinky, auburn hairs of his crotch.

“Jesus Christ,” he gasped. It sounded more like a prayer than a curse.

Warm spit filled my mouth, spilling down his length as I gently pulled back. Holding my mouth halfway down his shaft, I wrapped a hand around his dick. Slowly, carefully at first, I bobbed my head, using my hand to jerk him in time with the motions of my mouth.

His hands found the side of my face and held my head, fingers pressing into my scalp like a Shiatsu massage. Opening my eyes, I found him staring down at me, his gaze so full of lust it burned. Our eyes locked as he watched his cock sliding in and out of my mouth. He made a low animal sound deep down in his throat.

I put the palm of the hand not rubbing his balls against his thigh, feeling him quiver like a kitten as I sucked him off. Bending forward, I took him in my throat again, letting myself produce a slight gagging sound.

“Oh, Christ, oh, Christ!” he cried. “Stop, stop or I’ll shoot now.” He pulled his prick free of my mouth, glistening wetly with my spit. “And I’m not done with you.” He put his hands under my arms and lifted me to my feet. “In fact,” he said. “”I’m just getting started.”

There was a round clock on the wall, with straight black hands and a red second-arm that ticked as it circumnavigated the minute hashes. It looked like it belonged in a 1980s high school. Three minutes had passed. I smiled as wicked and satisfied grin as I ever have in my life. Mr. Brock Tanner, tough guy Ranger, and professional thief, had last three minutes with one of my blowjobs.

He kissed me hard, then spun me around. I was like a child in his hands, and he did what he wanted with my body. I gasped at the sudden movement, ready and willing, to be used.

Bending me over the table, he pulled down my yoga pants and thong in one smooth motion, bunching them down around my ankles. Resting on my elbows, I looked back at him over one shoulder.

It was as if actual fire burned in his eyes, they glistened so brightly with desire. He wanted me badly, I realized. Maybe more than he’d ever wanted anything in his life. Maybe as much as I wanted him.

“Goddamn, your ass is fine,” he murmured. He touched it the way the faithful will an altar. My eyes scrunched shut in pleasure, like a cat.

He sank to one knee and it was my turn to feel hot breath blowing across my groin. Squeezing them tightly together, I flexed my legs, clasping my swollen clit and labia between the muscles of my inner thighs. I grew slick between my legs.

Suddenly his tongue, broad and soft and flat, licked my pussy. I heard myself gasp as I grabbed hold of the table for purchase. His tongue burrowed between my lips, tasting me, roaming inside of me the way he’d kissed me earlier; deeply, passionately.

“Brock,” I whispered my approval.

He lapped at me, running his tongue deep, from clit to asshole. His hands found my hips, and he pulled me back, pushing his face deeper into me. His tongue moved like an oar through water, each stroke strong and even. It shifted inside me and I felt the warm pleasure spreading up my belly. My nipples drew into thick points.

“Please,” I moaned. “Don’t stop.”

Who’s in control now? I wondered.

I decided I didn’t care. I’d never been eaten out like this. I wanted to push him down onto the floor and ride his face like a cowgirl in the saddle, grinding my clit against his lips as his tongue lashed back forth inside of me. A warm mixture of his spit and my juices ran down my leg.

His lapping tongue ran across my asshole and I drew my breath in sharply. The sensation was incredibly. This alpha was dirty! One of his thick, blunt fingers slid inside of me, straight and hard compared to his tongue. It found the ruffled ridges on the top of my pussy where the G-spot lived. Slowly, he slid it in and out, finger running across my pleasure nerves. The knuckles of his other fingers ground against my sensitive clit on each downstroke.

“Don’t stop, don’t stop,” I begged him. “Please, baby, just like that. Do my pussy, honey, do my pussy good.”

He slid a second finger into me and electric currents of erotic ecstasy laced up my spine and exploded in my brain.

“My god, my god,” I all but screamed. “You sonofabitch!”

Did he chuckle? I couldn’t hear over the sound of my own cries. The hand inside of me was so strong, so masculine, the invasion so intimate, I felt helpless, taken and prepped for the invasion to come.

“I. Want. Your. Cock!” I ground out through clenched teeth. Inside my boots my toes curled.

His tongue began working my asshole in earnest. His hand picked up speed, slipping the fingers in and out of me as his knuckles continued bumping into my hard little clit.

“Not yet,” he said, continuing to eat my ass.

His tongue invaded the puckered rim, and I squealed like a little girl tasting ice cream for the first time. My knees flexed, bouncing me up and down as he pushed deeper between my asscheeks. His tongue churned against my ass as his finger rubbed my G-spot with enough friction to start a fire. The hot, moist soul kiss of his oral caress pushed into me where my nerve endings lay cranked tight as tripwires.

The handle on the faucet inside my vagina cranked open and I came. My knees caved and I sagged into the table for support. Panting like I’d run a race, juices streamed from me as if my pussy were a sieve. Brock’s finger made wet sounds as he finished finger fucking me.

“Goddamn you!” I cried out. “Fuck fuck fuck fuck!”

My asscheeks locked up as the muscles clenched, and my abdomen snapped rigid as I quivered with pleasure. Goosebumps rippled across my skin. I felt dizzy, euphoric, drunk on satisfaction.

“Baby,” I all but whined. “Baby, that was so good. You were so good to my pussy.”

“We’re not done yet,” he said.

Covertly, I checked the clock; 4 minutes. I’d still beaten him. It made me smile another private, evil smile. Then the aftershocks of my orgasm moved in tremors across my body and I closed my eyes at the languid, luxurious sensation.

“You bastard,” I groaned. It was as close to ‘I love you,’ as I was willing to get.

He stood behind me and I braced myself for what was coming. His body pressed down onto my back as he leaned forward. His torso rippled with hard muscle. It was Work muscle, Army muscle, Prison muscle. Not Show muscle, but animal strength. It was the kind of muscle there for a purpose, to fight, to protect, to provide.

His hand wrapped around the wrist of my right arm and he pulled my hand back until it was between my own legs. His voice sounded hoarse, course with yearning, when he spoke.

“We don’t have a lot of time,” he explained. His next admission sent thrills of contentment through me; “and I don’t know how long I’ll be able to hold back. You’re too sexy, too fucking fine, baby.”

“What do you want me to do?” I asked. I realized my voice was just as hoarse as his.

“Rub your clit,” he ordered. “Rub it while I fuck you, because I swear to god, this building could come down around our ears and I won’t stop.”

“Do it,” I urged. “Fuck me. Put that cock in me and beat that pussy, make it yours!”

Question for myself; do people really talk like that, Shae? Answer for myself; hell yes they do!

He made some sound like a beast in the wilderness, and pushed himself against my opening. Moving his cock up and down, he smeared it in my juices, soaking up the natural lubricant. My searching finger found the hard butterbean of my clitoris and I hissed. I put the tips of three fingers against it, hand tight against my mons venus, and began rubbing.

His cockhead pushed into me. My pussy grasped it like a glove does a hand, my eyes widening in shock as I prepared to take all of him in. My heart began pounding all over again.

His hands took hold of me at the crease of my hips like he owned me. Slowly, I pushed back against him, taking in another inch of his fat shaft. I was his, I couldn’t deny it. But I could hear from his groan that he was mine as well.

I rubbed my clit as he pushed himself in until his balls snuggled up tight against the backs of my legs. I felt wonderful impaled, perfectly stretched. He gave me a moment to adjust to his girth, and then gently pulled back out an inch. I was so wet his cock was instantly slick, but still he moved slow. I rubbed faster. I needed more.

“Do it, baby,” I urged. “Fuck me, do me.”

He gently pushed in, pulled out a little farther, then pushed back in. I ground my fingertips into my clit. Needing more, I shoved my hips back into his, fucking him.

He groaned as my pussy throttled his cock.

“You want it?” Brock demanded, “you really want it?”

“You know I do,” I countered. “Stop wasting tim----”

He pulled back and slammed his cock home, ploughing into me without mercy. His fingers were hard as iron bands on my flesh. The solid plane of his lean hips pounded the soft curves of my ass. His cock rammed home to the very base as his nuts slapped my pussy like a basketball player dribbling a ball.

I tried to say something dirty, something to turn him on further, to encourage him, but I couldn’t talk. Instead, I gripped the table with my free hand as he rammed into me, and my head began bouncing like a balloon on a string. I felt filled, taken.

“Uh, uh, uh,” I groaned out.

His cock shoved up inside of me, touching me deeper than any man ever had. His girth shouldered its way past my entrance, then felt like it was turning me inside out when he pulled back. I’m no shrinking violet. I’ve made love before. I’ve had sex, hell, I’ve fucked before.

Not like this.

Our bond was too immense, to sudden and unexpected, washing over me and intertwining us with the shared danger and risk. I gave up trying to maintain my cool. I kept repeating his name, begging him without shame as he thrust inside of me. My body shuddered under the reverberation of our meeting on each down stroke. If my pussy’d had an airbag, the sonofabitch would have set it off.

My legs turned to jelly and I sagged once again into the table, praying the rickety old thing would support my weight. I gave up masturbating and clung to whatever support I could grasp. I cried out as he hammered that prick home again and again.

“Please, please, please,” I begged. I had no idea what I was begging for, I already had more than I could handle. He gave me more.

His finger pushed into the opening of my already spit-lubricated asshole, sliding in until I felt it rubbing against the otherside of the flesh his cock already slid against. The dual sensations sent buzzing detonation of joie de vivre through everything south of my belly button.

My next orgasm rushed through me like a tsunami striking a beach. I put my head back and hollered. The sound was part scream, part sob, and I heard him grunting out his own inarticulate passions. I came hard and my feet came off the floor. Burning lava streams formed cyclones of blissful satisfaction all through me.

I still couldn’t speak. “Hmmmm,” I groaned.

His finger came out of my ass and he ground his hips against my buttocks. His penis spasmed and boiling cum shot deep up into me, splashing the walls of my convulsing pussy. His sperm filled me, and I had this sudden, wild notion, that I wanted his baby inside me.

Calm down, girl, I told myself. That’s just the orgasm talking.

But here's the thing, it felt like losing something when he slipped out of me. I didn’t know what to think, I felt vulnerable and exposed. Men could turn after sex, become suddenly cold and distant. Where as before, we’d been allies and equals, now I could be reduced to the status of a piece of ass in his eyes.

Bank robbers and heist specialists weren’t known for their enlightened and oh so ‘woke’ ways.

I stood and quickly pulled my pants back up, immediately soaking my crotch. It left me feeling more exposed and ridiculous. For Christ’s sake, I reminded myself, you quite literally just met the guy.

“Pretty crazy, huh?” he said.

Something in his voice made me look at him, He was smiling and I again saw the little boy he’d been. It was hard for a man to looking scary with his dick hanging out of his pants. Guarded, I nodded.

“Yeah,” I admitted. “Pretty crazy.”

Then, because I have a problem, I quickly eyed the clock on the wall. Twelve minutes. When it’s right, you don’t need forever.

Brock nodded along with my words, then seemed to arrive at some personal decision. He tucked his cock away and buckled his pants. When he looked at me this time, the little boy was gone. The combat veteran, the guy who’d done three years in Pelican Bay because of the Wah Ching Tong was back.

“When this is over,” he said. “We need to see each other again, do you understand?”

I tried not to show the relief I felt. “Sure,” I said. “Absolutely.”

He stepped up close, and I was in his arms with him staring down at me. His jaw was dark with stubble, and his blue eyes held a different kind of intensity in them. He kissed me. I kissed him back.

“Good,” he said, breaking off. “Because life is filled with shitty moments, and what we just did, that wasn’t one of them. If I learned anything in Iraq, or lockup, I learned I need to appreciate all the non-shitty things that happen in my life. You’re about the least shitty thing that has ever happened to me, Shauna.”

I searched his eyes, looking for the con, trying to see the lie. I didn’t see anything but everything I felt, reflected back at me.

“Me too,” I told him. I don’t know what that even means, but he seemed to get it.

“You’re not going to make me the escape goat here!” Kaiser yelled through the closet door.

The Nazi pissed me off. I couldn’t help myself. “That’s scapegoat, idiot,” I told him.

“What?”

“Scapegoat,” I said. “It’s scapegoat.”

“That’s what I said.”

“No,” I told him. “You said escape goat. Very different things.”

“Whatever, schoolteacher. You ain’t escaping this situation.”

“Should I shoot him?” Brock asked. He pointed at the crates beside the white boards. “We have the guns.”

“We can’t start leaving a pile of corpses all around town.”

Brock frowned. Then nodded. “Time he gets out of there, we should be out of the country.”

“I hope so,” I said.

He looked at me. “We started this whole game saying we needed the extra man,” he pointed out. “Granted, I thought that asshole could behave professionally, but I didn’t bring him in just for shits and giggles, Shae.”

“We lose the second gun,” I said, “that puts more work on you. If we have to abort I understand. The way I planned it was four people going in.”

“I’m not ready to give up,” he said. “You’re tougher than Kaiser, and he wasn’t half the man Seavers was, anyway.”

“So you want to do this?”

He took my arms in his hands. I felt something stirring in me all over again.

“Yes I do. Go,” he said. “I’ll take what we need and meet you at the rally point.”

“Rendezvous,” I corrected him. “Like, nobody, like, understands that GI Joe stuff.”

He looked at me nonplussed. “You are a keeper,” he said, voice neutral.

I kissed him. “Don’t forget it.”

4. No Knock Entry

I left quickly, trusting that Brock wouldn’t just go ahead and kill Kaiser. Killing Nazis probably didn’t rank very high on the list of morally reprehensible things you could do, but murder seemed like a spiral down to nowhere good.

Walking fast, I headed for the BART station. Melanie was driving Kaiser’s car, which she could wipe down and leave. Brock had a ditch vehicle he had no problem abandoning.

Apprehension built inside me with every moment spent away from Brock. I thought about what I’d do if things went south and I needed to disappear back into my own life of day care, chronic overtime, perpetual guilt over second guessing every decision I made for Claire, and most of all, the deadly dull monotony.

I got off the BART where I needed to. This part of the waterfront wasn’t one that catered to tourists. Sea lions didn’t bask here during the day, there were no overpriced shops, and if you fell into the cold water of the Bay, no one was diving in to pull you out. This was a place of underpopulated industrial parks, Jurassic sized warehouses, myriad freight companies, and acres of asphalt parking lots.

Standing in the deserted station, I took out my iPhone and called Special Agent Mandy Popkowski. She was expecting my call and answered right away.

“Popkowski,” she announced.

“It’s me,” I said. “You still ready to make a deal?”

“I am,” she said.

We talked.

Hanging up, I walked down two streets from the BART station and then turned left where I covered the last three blocks to the meeting place. Excuse me, rally point. Melanie was there in the battered old Toyota 4Runner that’d been Kaiser’s rig. She was standing next to the bumper smoking, she seemed relieved to see me.

I didn’t blame her. My own stomach was alive with butterflies. It was one thing to plan this heist; I’m a list maker by nature, someone who likes things just so, and thrives turning clutter into order, maybe compulsively so.

Oh, who am I kidding? Definitely, compulsively so.

The more chaotic and overwhelming the stresses of life get, the more likely I am to have an immaculate apartment. I may, or may not, have occasionally woken up in the middle of the night to remember I’d left my jacket draped over a chair, and then been unable to fall back asleep until I’d hung it up properly.

So research, planning, and organizing this event in a methodical manner that reduced risk, eliminated waste, and mitigated exposure, had been almost like yoga for me, both soothing and reassuring. I was, hypothetically, simply putting my world into a perfect, tidy order.

But now I was about to enter a warehouse controlled by a violent criminal organization with two people I’d only just met for the first time. Worse, I was doing so with a well-fucked ache between my legs, and dirty underwear. It’d taken every ounce of willpower I had to not ask Siri where a 24 hour drug store was so I could buy clean panties.

Conversely, the soreness between my thighs was exquisite.

“We good to go?” Melanie asked.

She dropped her cigarette and ground it out with the toe of her Fendi. There were five or six stamped out butts already on the ground. I’d probably have needed to smoke half a pack if I hadn’t had the soothing, relaxing narcotic of post-coital bliss to even me out.

“As soon as Brock shows up,” I said, nodding to indicated the building across the deserted street with my chin. “We’re going to walk over there, in through the side door, down the hallway, and right into twelve million dollars.”

“Split three ways,” Melanie said.

I grinned like a kid at the thought of Kaiser yelling from the janitor closet and an extra million bucks in my pocket. “Yeah,” I agreed. “Split three ways.”

Headlights flashed down the street and I tensed, but it was Brock. He killed the lights as he pulled into the empty lot and parked a couple of spaces over from the 4Runner. He hopped out, hair wet from the Ocean swim I knew he’d just taken, and looking like he was having the time of his life.

He smiled at me and I went fuzzy all over again. This time I shut the feelings down hard. It was Zero Dark Thirty up in this bitch, and I needed to get my game face on. I put a hand on Melanie’s shoulder.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

She was a little pale, but her eyes looked set and determined when she nodded. “I’m going to be okay for my sister.”

I squeezed her shoulder once then dropped my hand as Brock walked over, a black canvas gym bag hanging from one shoulder. His eyes searched mine, something passed between us. It felt like the silent communication an Alpha wolf gives to his mate before the pack starts a hunt.

I trust you, his eyes said.

I trust you, mine replied.

He dropped the heavy bag at his feet and reached inside. Pulling out three 2nd Chance Ballistic Vests, he handed them to us. Once his was in place, he helped Melanie and I secure ours. I closed my eyes as he adjusted the straps on mine, snuggling it down tight. The feel of his touch was too fresh in my mind, making me think of his cock moving inside me.

Stepping back, he inspected his handiwork, finally nodding in approval. He handed each of us balaclava hoods, latex gloves, and cheap Timex watches he’d pre-synchronized. Our eyes met and I remembered the way we’d locked eyes as I knelt before him and took his cock in my mouth. I remembered the way me sucking him off made him tremble.

He smirked, like he could read my mind.

“If we’re going to bad,” he said, “then let's go be bad.”

After that, things felt like riding a space shuttle.

The shuttle launches and there’s no turning back. Racing higher on a predetermined course, it gains speed, shrugging off gravity, until it breaks free of the atmosphere, and rockets into space. Something has to go terribly, horribly wrong before it deviates from its course.

We launched.

As a tribe, we walked across the street, Brock slightly in the lead, Melanie in the middle. As a unit, we pulled our balaclava hoods out and slipped them over our heads. I felt transformed by the masks, turned into a secret agent, or some sort of a superhero.

My iPhone was in my hand. For weeks I’d blunt force attacked the emails inside the company through a proxy server. I didn’t get elaborate, I simply googled who the current #1 porn star in China was, then continuously spammed the emails I’d found associated to the warehouse with links to her website.

Each download (and apparently gangsters are paranoid about a lot of things, but not free porn, go figure) spread my virus through their primary system like a venereal disease. It didn’t get me into the server, which was physical unconnected to that system, but it allowed me to infect every digital signal user/operator system run by the warehouse, providing me with admin control.

I opened a file where’d I stored an AVI (Audio Visual Interleave) recording. I clicked on it and watched the bar fill in as it downloaded. The camera monitors where now running 6 minutes of bland footage in a loop. I’d blinded them as effectively as Odysseus had taken the eye of the Cyclops Polyphemus. Next, I turned off the building alarms.

“We’re good,” I told them.

We hit the side gate. The main gate ran in a track on rollers, controlled electronically by a security guard inside a booth beside the entrance. We bypassed it entirely, and went for a pedestrian gate across the property from the main entrance.

Coming up to the fence, Brock dropped the gym bag to the ground, it sounded heavy, but it would get lighter as we went. He’d left it unzipped and, reaching in, he pulled out a pair of industrial bolt cutters. In two seconds he snipped the massive padlock open, let it drop, and then tossed the bolt cutters aside.

Bock pushed the gate open and we went through. He started walking faster and I stretched my legs out, matching his pace. Melanie broke into a jog to keep up. I looked at the cheap Timex on my wrist and checked the minute hand.

So far, so good.

We reached the maintenance door. It was a small secondary access that opened up on a set of fire stairs. Again Brock dropped the bag and reached inside, like a magician reaching into his hat to reveal his next trick. This rabbit was a Stanley 7” Wonder Bar. Shaped roughly like a question mark, it was $7 bucks at Target, and weighed less than half a pound. It even came with a lifetime guarantee. Not that I’d be using it.

My man inserted the crowbar into the space between the jam and the latch housing. He grunted once (and you know what that sound reminded me of...) and the door popped open. The noise was loud enough to startle me, and Melanie jumped, but by this time our adrenaline was running through us like high voltage currents. A fly might have buzzed past and I would have reacted the same way.

Throwing the pry bar down, Brock reached into the bag again. He pulled out two ammo  bandoliers filled with .12 gauge shotgun rounds. The plastic casing were color coded, and he slung them in an X across his muscular torso like a cowboy bandit in an old movie.

For his final trick, he produced the Street Sweeper. A compact, .12 gauge shotgun, it was fed using a 7-round revolving cylinder, just like the six-shooters those same movie cowboys used. With the shortened barrel, it was hardly bigger than a submachine gun. Brock held it easily in one hand. The weight of it made his bicep bunch up on his arm. I wanted to touch it.

Before throwing the bag across his body again, he slipped a pair of brass knuckles on his left hand. The knobby metal weapon looked brutal, if nonlethal.

He flexed his hand inside of them, getting a good fit, and then looked at me. I nodded, checked Melanie, and then we entered the building.

Leading the way, Brock jogged up the stairs. We’d gone over the layout during our facetime conversations, and he didn’t hesitate as he moved to the second floor. At the landing we paused while he peeked out into the hallway of the office complex built above the warehouse main floor.

“Clear,” he said in a soft voice.

We followed him through the door. I had my bear spray in my hand. Agent Popkowski would look a lot less kindly on me if I killed someone, even if that someone was a gangster. I keep harping on this not killing for a reason. I’m not trying to pretend I’m a saint, but if things went wrong, and bodies started hitting the floor, I don’t want you to think I somehow enjoyed it.

We entered a hallway so typical it was nearly nondescript: linoleum floors, track lighting, beige walls, eggshell white doors, and a drop down ceiling with the white fissured panels kids like to stick pencils in. We were facing west when we entered, toward the ocean.

“Third door on the right,” I said. Brock nodded.

I looked at Melanie. Under the balaclava, her eyes were wide as saucers, showing lots of white, like a deer caught in headlights.

“You can do this,” I reassured her. “It’s a tough ten minutes, but it’s only ten minutes,” I reminded her. “Anyone can do something for ten minutes.”

“I’m good, I’m good,” she told me.

Then our plan went to shit.

The guy stepped out of one of the doors about twenty-five feet down. Asian, he was average height with a very lean build. He wore tailored, but mid-range slacks (Kenneth Cole, or maybe J Crew), wingtip shoes, and a Ralph Lauren blazer, all gray. His button down shirt was white. Tattoos crawled up the side of his neck.

His eyes opened wider than Melanie’s. Shocked, he hesitated for a moment, then his right hand dove under his blazer toward what I could only assume was a shoulder holster. It was too far for anyone to close the distance between us.

Brock shot him in the face.

The sound of the Street Sweeper discharging in the acoustic chamber of a hallway was loud as bombs detonating. The bean bag round punched into the Tong soldier’s mouth, making a sound like a boxer hitting a heavy bag, and the guy dropped to the floor.

I looked at him, shocked, but morbidly fascinated. His mouth was a bloody cave, his jaw broken, and teeth lay scattered like dice on the floor. He wasn’t dead, but he’d remember this injury for the rest of his life.

This was real. It was no game, and it was as far from theoretical as you could get.

“Zip tie him,” Brock snapped. “Hurry.”

Melanie had the zip ties. Carrying them and keeping them ready was her most important function, after translating for me. She stood frozen in place.

“Tie him up!” Brock repeated.

He was losing patience. I could understand why, but Melanie wasn’t a Ranger, something he’d known coming in. Of course, that was why the second man had originally been added. Still, tick-tock, tick-tock.

I saw the ties poking out of the back pocket of her jeans, and snatched two. Still staring at the gangster’s broken face, she whispered something softly in Chinese to herself.

“Melanie,” I said, kneeling. “Focus, girl. Ten minutes, you can do ten minutes.” I zip tied the gangster hands and feet.

As I stood, Brock and I locked eyes.

I trust you, his eyes said.

I trust you, my eyes told him.

He started down the hallway again. Somewhere, faintly from inside the facility, I heard men shouting. Brock reached the door my blueprints indicated housed the clandestine server. He tried the knob, found it locked, and kicked it.

The flimsy interior door shot open, and he went through, the compact Street Sweeper leading the way. I followed him in, automatically clocking the room for details.

Like the hall, the room was done in Early Generic Office Building. Three presswood desks, chairs on rollers, by Ikea no doubt, ditto the potted ferns. There was a colorful Chinese calendar on the wall, and a pleasant smelling Toshi Jong incense stick burning on a shelf next to a fat Windows Operating Systems manual.

The inside wall was floor to ceiling Plexiglass, with a sliding door that reminded me of the ones at Nordstrom’s. It had a card reader next to it. This was a problem. The blueprints I’d downloaded hadn’t indicated the reader. It was a new addition.

Damn, I thought.

A pretty Chinese woman in her early twenties, dressed like a college kid about to go clubbing, jumped up from an office chair.

“Sit down!” Brock warned her.

He must have sounded serious to her, and I imagine the muzzle of a .12 gauge looks huge when it’s pointed at your face. She sat back down.

“Zip her up,” he said.

I went to get the plastic ties from Melanie but she shook her head.

“I’m good,” she whispered. “I wasn’t for a moment, but now I am good.”

“Absolutely, honey,” I said.

She said something in Chinese to the girl in the chair. The girl in the chair sneered and said something back. Obviously, I don’t know Chinese, but you can get the gist of something by inflection. Whatever the girl said, it sounded pretty foul.

Melanie slapped her hard across the face and let loose with a burst of rapid fire syllables I’m not sure I could have followed even if I had spoken Chinese. After a moment, sullen look firmly in place, the girl hooked her arms around the backrest of the chair and Melanie bound her wrists together.

“Ankles,” I reminded her.

She finished trussing the girl up just as two men appeared in the doorway, Beretta 92 semi-automatics, the kind the Army uses, in their hands. They were the Chinese versions of Dwayne Johnson and Kevin Martin. One guy stood nearly six feet tall, with a shaved head, bursting out of his off the rack blazer with almost as much muscle as Brock carried. The other street soldier was six or seven inches shorter, and might have weighed as much Melanie.

They looked pissed off.

I lifted my bear spray and squirted as Brock unloaded with the Street Sweeper. If it’d been loud in the hallway, it was utterly deafening in the even smaller confines of the office. My ears rang.

I blinded the bigger guy with my bear spray, and then Brock planted two bean bags into him, one in the belly and a second in the crotch. Big Boy folded up, his breath bludgeoned from him before he could cry out. He triggered his pistol twice as he went down, but the rounds passed harmlessly into the floor.

The second gangster lifted his pistol and I was readjusting my aim when Brock knocked him down with a double tap, chest and head. The much lighter man went tumbling backward.

Brock moved fast, darting forward and kicking both pistols deeper into the room. He jumped back in, slammed the door and then hauled a desk in front of it as the man I’d bear sprayed screamed.

“Let’s go,” Brock urged. His voice was eerily calm.

“The door reader,” I said. “It wasn’t on the blueprints, and I didn’t see it in the system files, It’s new. I can’t override it.”

Brock shrugged. “My high school football team sucked,” he said.

“I’m truly sorry for your trauma,” I told him. “But I fail to see--”

“Our QB didn’t have an arm, so we had to rely on our run game.”

I heard more shouting outside. Brock gently took hold of Melanie and moved her so she wasn’t standing in front of the desk he’d used to block the door. I imagined 9mm rounds had zero problem punching right through the inexpensive wood and cheap paint.

“Brock, baby,” I said, “point, please?”

“The point,” he said, “is that we sucked because he always ran the same damn play.” He pointed the shotgun at the glass door.

“Oh, yeah?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he answered. “It was always, hey-diddle-diddle, right-up-the-middle.”

The shotgun boomed, then boomed again. The bean bag rounds smashed through the Plexiglass and shattered inward, spraying splinters of safety glass everywhere. I’d expected it to crack in a spiderweb pattern like car windshields do in a wreck. Not against the .12 gauge. The first round punched a hole the size of a fist right through it, and the second, aimed for the lower right corner, brought the whole thing down like a curtain ripping.

He stepped out of our way. “Time to do your magic, girl,” he said.

I had the flashdrive in my hand. I looked at Melanie, “you ready?” I asked.

“Like, totally,” she answered.

5. Through the Looking Glass

The room was a server farm. Skeletal metal racks ran wall to wall, holding multiple blade servers. There might have been as many as 50 or 60 Supermicro SBI-7228R-T2X’s, each containing two dual-CPU server nodes, stacked in the room like bottles in a wine cellar.

There was a single workstation set in the middle of the racks. Its chair was made of comfortable, plush leather. Definitely not Ikea. The far wall of the room consisted of floor to ceiling windows overlooking the Bay. On a clear day you could see Alcatraz, or even Oakland, with no problem.

I sat down facing the monitor and Melanie came to stand right behind me while I inserted the drive and rebooted the computer.

“I will know how the drop down Administrator windows are set up from memory,” I told her. “But if I get stuck I’m going to need you to translate. Once I have log in control, and am transfering the money, it’s going to be vital you read for me.”

“Not a problem,” she said.

Behind us, in the office, multiple gunshots rang out. Bullets tore through the door into the room, and the Chinese girl Melanie had tied to the chair started screaming. After the first barrage we heard hard thumps as the men outside put their shoulders to the door.

Brock placed himself between us and the door, taking a knee. Just as the worm had been designed to work, the command prompt for the flashdrive appeared as a separate window on the login page. I double clicked it, and began opening my own menus, prying open the digital backdoor. Random windows flashed on the screen, popping up then shrinking and tumbling into the background as even more opened up. This continued until they resembled playing cards spinning in the hands of a street magician.

I eyed my Timex.

Tick-tock, tick-tock.

Suddenly, the screen spun like a roulette wheel before coming to rest on a page crawling with Chinese characters, but that also read in English; Royal Bank of Kuala Lumpur.

“Bingo,” I hissed.

Through my open admin control window, I directed the computer to start feeding account information. I shifted through more screens. Melanie bent down and began reading, talking softly into my ear. Without her I would have needed to run a translation program, triggering warning systems in ways my personal code wouldn’t, and adding upwards of half an hour in additional time. Melanie was vital for the next couple of minutes.

Gunshots rang out again, six or seven rapid cracks that carved pathways right through the door, sailing above my head. The Chinese girl began screaming again, and a stray bullet slammed into the frame of a metal shelf, causing sparks to fly.

Oh, shit, I thought, I didn’t account for the bastards shooting their own computer!

“Stop them, Brock!” I shouted at him. “They’re going to blow apart the servers!”

He began feeding rounds into the Street Sweeper. Another trio of shots burrowed through the wood of the door as I directed the money transfer streams to an Albanian cleaner account on the Dark Web. I heard a slapping, organic sound, and then Melanie gasp.

I turned and saw Brock stagger on his knees, blood pumping from his arm.

“Oh my, god,” I said. I felt numb. Then, in the next second, I tried getting up and going to him.

“Sit down!” he ordered, still calm.

He pointed the muzzle of the shotgun toward the roof and ran off four shots in a thrash metal cacophony of booming explosions. Softball sized chunks blew out of ceiling. Pulverized materials rained down in dirty snowflakes.

“You, girl,” he said to the captive lady. “Tell your boys the next rounds are going through the door, through the wall, I don’t fucking care, they won’t be able to hide if I open up.”

She looked at him a moment, eyes still wide, mouth gaping open at the devastation caused by the Street Sweeper. Suddenly, she scrunched up her face so hard her eyes disappeared, and began shrieking rapid-fire Chinese at the men outside.

No one fired.

“I politely suggest we hurry,” Brock said.

Internally, I winced. I couldn’t tell him that I’d already transferred the money. We were all already millionaires. What I waited on now was the information downloading into the zipfile. Information Special Agent Popkowski was very interested in.

I’m sorry, I silently apologized to Melanie and Brock.

You see, I mourned for Melanie over her lost sister, so brutally taken from her. And I might very well already be more in love with Brock Tanner than I’d ever been with anyone in my life. My god, the man had just put his body between mine and bullets!

But the person I loved most, with a love that couldn’t be duplicated, was Clare. I would do anything, betray anyone, if it was a choice between them and my daughter. On the screen the download bar started filling and MB counter spiraled upwards.

“Get down, Melanie,” I told her. “In case they shoot again.”

She didn’t need to be told twice. I looked at my Timex. Nine minutes on the mark. Anyone can do anything for sixty seconds, I reminded myself.

“Almost there,” I told them.

The machine gun opened up.

A hail of automatic gunfire ripped into the room. Bursting through the door, it shattered the wall of windows separating the office from the blade farm, tore apart desks, ripped through computer terminals.

Heavy caliber bullets buzzed around us like angry, steel-jacketed hornets. Brock hit me from the side and drove me to the floor, smothering me with his body. I heard bullets strike him like baseball bats against mattresses, and he grunted low and hard, and this time I didn’t think about sex, not ever for a second.

He lay over me as more bullets swept in, the firing going on and on until I wanted to scream. Servers exploded into pieces of jagged, flying shrapnel. The windows facing the Bay shattered, letting cold air rush into the room. The computer monitor on the desk came apart.

Melanie was screaming now too, but it sounded distant and far away. You hadn’t counted on a machine gun either, did you? My mother’s voice was in my head, louder than the gunfire. As always, she was very disappointed in me. You always were a stupid bitch, Shae. I felt fourteen.

Brock rolled off me and brought up the Street Sweeper. “When I fire,” he said, “you and Melanie do just what we planned. Keys are already in it.”

“What about you?” I demanded. “You’re shot.”

“You’re fucking right I’m shot. I’ve just been shot more times than in Iraq!”

Another long, ragged burst caused him to hug me into the protective lee of his body. He spoke directly into my ear.

“The vest and ceramic plate caught the last two, they hurt, but I’m good. When I open up, you fucking run, understand?”

His eyes found mine.

I trust you, his said.

I trust you, mine answered.

Then he broke our gaze and rolled over, shotgun coming up. Time stretched like elastic in the moment, slowing as my senses sharpened even father.

“Go!” he shouted.

The shotgun in his hands opened up, and he blew the office door to splinters. The machine gun burst cut off and I watched Brock walk his gunfire down the wall to the left, punching lethal holes through the drywall like they were sheets of paper.

Melanie pulled at me, trying to yank me up. “Come on!” she shouted.

My eyes flickered to the desktop. The computer had been reduced to plastic slivers and kindling. The drive!

I came to my knees. Melanie tugged on my arm, but I resisted her. It wasn’t hard, the girl was about as big as me at age twelve. I snapped a little under the pressure and shoved her away.

“Go!” I told her.

Ignoring her, I got down under the desk, searching for the drive. There was a lot of broken debris lying around. A wastepaper basket had taken a round, spilling Red Bull cans, Chinese candy wrappers, and a discarded vape pipe now in three pieces.

“Where is it!” I screamed.

“I told you to run,” Brock snarled.

“Not without the drive!”

I backed out from the desk and scanned the floor. Four, maybe five handguns opened up as Brock shoved fresh rounds into the shotgun. Finishing, he fire three times to create an opening, then rose.

“We’re leaving,” he declared.

He grabbed me with one arm and kept firing the Street Sweeper one handed. There was no denying Brock, I wasn’t going to push him over like I’d done Melanie. He began half dragging me toward the exterior windows.

“The drive!” I pleaded.

“I’m not letting you die,” he shouted above the shotgun. “I love you.”

He said it first, I thought. Then Mama told me, are you a child? Tell him back!

The drive!

I lunged for where it lay on the floor, still attached to some of the computer terminal housing.  My body jerked up short as Brock refused to let go. Seriously, he was like a caveman he was so damn strong.

“I love you too!” I screamed at him. “I love you too! Now let me pick up the goddamn drive you stubborn sonofabitch!”

“You people are crazy in the head!” Melanie screamed from over by the window.

Brock released me and I dove for the drive. He started feeding shells into the Street Sweeper. The machine gun opened up again and a bullet burned through my calf as I snatched up the drive and put it in my mouth. It felt like I’d been struck with a hammer and I moaned, more in shock than actual pain yet.

In the office, the door blew apart, the entire middle section reduced to sawdust. I saw angry men’s faces in the busted frame, guns in their hands.

I gasped and almost lost the drive all over again as Brock scooped me up around the belly with one arm, unleashing with the Street Sweeper so fast it seemed like it was on full auto. He hauled me to the window where Melanie crouched behind a chair, arms covering her head.

“Out!” he shouted.

The shotgun only held seven rounds fully loaded, and half of them were already gone. There was no time to argue as he let go of me. I pushed Melanie up onto the chair and she went through the window, graceful as a gymnast.

I froze.

“Go!” Brock shouted.

“I don’t like swimming!” I shouted back. This was perhaps the greatest understatement of my life.

“Now you tell me?” Under different circumstances his incredulity might have seemed humorous. “Jesus Christ, Shae, this was your plan!”

“You think I don’t know that?” I couldn’t do it.

Gunfire rang out. In the brief lull Brock locked eyes with me. His voice cut through the chaos, through the ringing in my ears, through the shouting. He was calm.

“Shae, jump or we die.”

Ignoring the searing pain in my leg, I used the chair as a stepstool and vaulted out the window, one hand over my own mouth to keep from losing the flash drive as I fell. I hadn’t planned on doing it exactly this way, but then, a lot of things hadn’t gone according to plan.

I hit the icy cold water of the Bay in awkward tumble and plunged down into the dark waves. I hate swimming, but I can do it. I kicked for the surface. Coming up (because I couldn’t help myself) I looked at my watch. Ten minutes on the nose. I fought my OCD grin for risk of losing the drive. I saw Melanie climbing up the back of the speedboat Brock had stolen and placed there earlier.

I looked back toward the window just as Brock dove through, the shotgun left behind. He arched down in a perfect dive--of course he did, I told myself, showoff--and knifed into the water. A fresh wave of gunfire broke out and I saw rounds passing through the exterior wall, knocking loose what jagged icicles of broken glass remained.

I turned and began frog kicking towards the speedboat. Melanie was on the edge reaching for me with a hand. I’m not that strong a swimmer, as I might have mentioned. Brock glided past me, moving faster than I ever could in my dreams.

Reaching the boat, he pulled himself in like a seal beaching on a rock, and scrambled forward. I kept thrashing, looking more like a shark attack victim than actually, you know, swimming.

Brock appeared in the back of the boat, an AR-15 with a 200 round drum magazine in his hands. He opened fire and the assault rifle blazed to life. I made it to the edge of the boat, and Melanie helped pull me in. Barely able to catch my breath, it was an immense relief to spit the drive out and suck in lungfuls of air.

“Put that someplace dry and safe,” I told Melanie.

Brock ceased laying down suppressive fire by the time I made it into the captain’s seat of the Bayliner. The key was in the ignition, and when I turned it Jacuzzi engines roared to life. It was one of the sexiest sounds I’ve ever heard.

“Hold on!” I shouted.

Melanie was already in her seat, and Brock grabbed a gunwale. Satisfied, ignoring my leg, I pushed the throttle forward and we made our run for open water.

7. All inclusive cruise

We changed into Adidas warm ups stored in the cabin, and I sat on the bunk, wrapped in a blanket, watching Brock kneel before me. There was a First Aid kit open beside him, and he was tending my wound. His hands felt gentle on my body.

Taking a pair of stainless steel scissors, he cut the warm up pants at the ankle cuff, and inspected the wound. He whistled softly as he looked at the blood encrusted furrow in my cafe.

“Lucky,” he grunted.

“It’s lucky I got shot?”

“It’s like they say on TV,” he told me. “Just a graze. I’m more worried about its exposure to the Bay and infection, than I am lasting damage from the bullet.”

“Of course you’re worried,” I smiled. “Because you love me.”

He reddened a little. “There was a threat of imminent death as I recall.” He picked up a bottle of hydrogen peroxide. “This may sting, even though they say it doesn’t…”

He poured the liquid over my wound, causing a foaming reaction as the hydrogen peroxide bubbled through the bacteria on the flesh. It didn’t hurt like alcohol, but it wasn’t fun.

“Clotting’s good here,” he told me. “A pressure dressing should hold just fine until we get someplace better.”

He pulled on a pair of disposable plastic gloves and began patting the wound dry with clean 4x4 bandages.

“It hurts,” I pouted.

“Poor baby,” he said. As he finished wrapping my calf he nodded toward the kit. “Inside there’s percocet. Wash two down and you should feel better.”

Picking up the bottle of water lying next to me, I did what he said. I sat there for a moment, forgetting how cold I was, enjoying the feel of his hands on my body.

“Tell me what to do, so I can help you,” I asked him.

He looked at me. After a moment, he nodded and sat down, stripping his shirt off. I winced looking at him. His chest and sides were covered in purple-black splotches of bruising where the bullets had caught him.

I worked slow, tracing the lines of his body, touching him carefully, letting him feel me heal him. Occasionally our eyes would meet and unbidden, we’d break into grins. Then looks grew longer, and I wasn’t just tending to his wounds anymore.

The boat swayed beneath us as Melanie guided it out toward international waters before turning south. Feeling the motion lulling me, letting the adrenaline of the heist bleed from my body, I leaned in and kissed him.

He kissed me back and he tasted like my future.

He rose and helped me to my feet. His kisses became more urgent as I leaned into him. “Are you too hurt to do this?” I asked. I already knew the answer.

Brock pushed me, laughing, up against the wall.

I went up against the bulkhead, face pressed against the cool mahogany of the interior cabin. My breasts flattened inside my sports bra, forming a cushion as Brock crowded in behind me. I felt him through my sweatpants, his erection pressing hard into the soft, Kardashian-curves of my ass.

“You’re beautiful, baby,” he murmured. His voice came out softly slurred from the Percocet he’d taken himself.

His stubble softly prickled my neck as he whispered in my ear. His hands closed over mine, pinning them to the wall as he pushed up against me.

Breathing heavily, I pushed my ass back hard against Brock’s body, rubbing at him through his warm ups. God, I thought, all I’m doing is dry humping, and I’m already wet as hell.

His breath blew hot across my neck as he began kissing me, lips finding my earlobe and gently sucking on it. I heard myself moaning in response and began gently gyrating my ass cheeks up and down along the length of his erection.

It was his turn to moan now. His hands left mine to start running down the length of my body, feeling heavy and hot through the soft fabric of my sports bra.

“Come on,” I told him, breathless. “I want to feel you inside me.”

While he gently squeezed my breasts, playing with my nipples through my bra, I reached down and pushed my warm ups down. I was a woman of full, soft curves, and I was utterly unashamed of them.

Still kissing behind my ear, I felt his weight lean in more forcibly against me as he removed his hands and pushed down his own pants. He gripped the bend of my hips and now his cock, unfettered and burning warm, came up against the soft skin of my butt cheeks. It was ramrod hard, and so engorged with blood it seemed hot enough to brand me. Again, I thrust my ass back against him, hungry for it.

Just like a whole lot of women out there, when 50 Shades become popular, I gave anal a whirl. It wasn’t my first choice, but when done right, when I was worked up and hot for it, it worked just fine. But right now my need to feel him in my ass was much more than that.

How many bullets had he taken by placing his body in front of mine without hesitation? How loyal had he proven to be? How much did I love him? The thought that any man in my life, ever, would have had something from me that I hadn’t given Brock, was unthinkable. I was preoccupied to the point of distraction, even at a moment like this, that I had to have him everywhere, and as soon as possible.

We weren’t hooking up, we weren’t lovers. We were mates, bonded not just by feelings, but also by a sense of shared, life-and-death danger, a sense of mutual hardships endured. I wasn’t new to love, I wasn’t new to sex, but I was an utter virgin to the sorts of feelings Brock Tanner instilled in me.

I looked back at him over my shoulder, grinding my ass into his cock. “Come on,” I said. “If we’re going to be bad, then let’s be bad.”

He paused, that cocky self confidence caught of guard. For the third time that night, just for a second, I caught that flash of the little boy he must have been at one time. I felt powerful.

“You mean?” he asked.

“I want you to fuck me in the ass,” I told him.

I made my voice husky, slutty. I whispered out the words like Glenfiddich pouring into a crystal tumbler. I was the most expensive courtesan in a French court, and the dirtiest back alley whore, all at the same time. I saw his pupils expanding, making his eyes shine, as the rush of greedy excitement flushed through his body.

I showed him no mercy. “Can you do that, baby?” I asked. “Can you fuck my ass for me?”

He licked his lips like a wolf eyeing a fawn. I felt the thick hose of his cock jerk of its own volition inside the crease of my asscheeks. His grip tightened on my hips.

He didn’t seem capable of speech, so he only nodded.

I jerked my panties to the side with impatient fingers. Not that there was much to the panties to pull out of the way. The credit card receipt at Victoria’s Secret had been bigger than the lacy red thong.

“Do it, baby, put it in,” I growled, my throat tight with lust, with wanting to get piston-drilled right up against the wall like an Italian whore. The rough treatment, the sensation of being overpowered, triggered an aphrodisiac-switch inside me.

The desire didn’t extend to any other area of my life, where my need for control had damaged more than one relationship, but it ruled my sexual desires, and never more so than with Brock.

His hands slid down the front of my thighs and brushed across my now painfully hard clitoris. The move set off fireworks inside my pussy and I slapped the wall hard with one hand, legs trembling. “Baby, baby,” I begged, “please.”

Reaching back, I encircled as much of his cock as I could while he rubbed it up and down the crack of my ass. It felt alive in my hand, thick, veiny and substantial in my grip. He pushed against me, rubbing the shaft across the puckered opening of my anus. My eyes widened at the sensation, utterly startled by the senseual throbbing his touch provided me.

“I want you,” he said, voice rough.

“You can have me, damnit!” I shot back, squeezing his dick. “Fucking take me!”

He continued rubbing my clit, sliding his fingers between the lips of my labia. Now drenched with excitement, my body made soft, moist sounds, and in the tight space of the cabin I smelled myself, the hot aroma of my arousal.

“Please,” I asked.

Do it now! I thought, his dick a warm iron bar resting against the soft seam of my ass. I squeezed it again. My legs were damp with desire, the little slip of panties soggy from it.

“You want it,” he murmured. It wasn’t a question. He pressed in close again and his lips were next to my ear as he breathed the words. “You want me to fuck your ass?”

He licked my earlobe, kissed my neck. The whole time that billy club of a cock rested against me, full of unrealized potential. I began shifting back and forth as he finger fucked me. I slapped the wall again.

“Shut up and fuck me,” I ordered him.

He chuckled in her ear. “That’s the spirit. Get ready to cum, baby.”

He adjusted himself, dragging the head of his prick through my soaking wet channel of pussy lips. Slowly, he traced the outline of my ass, spreading the pussy juices there. Then his spit, hot and slick, landed on my asshole, and I felt the soft knot of his penis tip pressing against the rosebud of my opening.

“Pull your cheeks apart,” he murmured. “Help me fuck you.”

I nodded, eager to comply. Reaching back, I grabbed my buttcheeks, spreading them apart, leaving myself completely exposed, making myself vulnerable to him. He pressed down a little bit harder against the opening.

“Ahhh,” I moaned.

Slowly, the pressure intensified. I mentally willed myself to relax, to take the cock in.

“Oh,” I murmured. “Mmmmhh…”

I wasn’t trying to communicate with him, the sounds just emerged from my body of their own volition as the sensations intensified.

My hand went to my clit and began working slow circles. One of my girlfriends had laughingly referred to masturbating the clitoris as “rocking the little man in the boat.” I started rocking the hell out of the little guy, hard enough to make the sucker seasick.

In my ass, my sphincter relaxed just enough, and the tip of Brock’s dick slid in. Little explosions of pleasure dominoed up my spine and detonated in the back of my head like a combat jet taking a machine gun strafing run.

“Oh!” I exclaimed.

I rocked the little man some more, slipping my middle finger inside myself on each downstroke of my hand.

He paused, letting me adapt to his girth. He was panting, and it was easy to tell he was fighting the urge to just slam the thing home. Slowly, carefully, I eased back, impaling myself along the length of his erect penis.

“Goddamn!” he hissed in my ear.

He shifted his hips, unable to help himself, and I breathed in, gasping a little as he pushed deeper. The feeling of being filled swept through me in a tsunami of sensation. The soft inner lining of my rectum grasped his cock, squeezing it, milking it in a gentle massage.

One of his hands, brutally strong, slid up my back to my neck. He took my hair in a ponytail and pulled my head back, bending me to his will.

“Goddamn, you feel so good,” he said, his voice a growl.

I closed my eyes and leaned against him.

“Your cock feels good in my ass, baby,” I told him, feeling warm impressions of intense gratification radiate throughout my body.

With one hand, I continued working my pussy, stopping to wet a finger with my tongue, before sliding it slowly inside to rub at the G-spot on my cervix. With the other arm, I lifted my hand and reached back to encircle Brock’s head, my fingers running through the wet tangles of his hair.

Dick firmly in my ass, balls nestled up against my leaking vagina, he slid his free hand around in front of me, cupping my breast. He squeezed gently and my already hard nipples stretched into points like bullet tips. I made a fist out of the hand holding his hair.

“Do it,” I whispered. “Do it, fuck me hard. I’m ready, fuck my ass hard.”

“Jesus,” he panted, “I love you.”

“Baby, I’m yours,” I assured him.

His hands came down and grasped my hips, squeezing firmly as he took control of my waist. Groaning at the command in his touch, I leaned forward and rested my head on the arm I held against the cabin wall. Down between my legs I continued fingering myself. Those digits knew their way around down there, and I felt my heat building.

Brock pulled his cock half out of my ass, then pushed it in again. We moaned together in a synchronized breath, and I slid a second finger into my pussy. He pulled out faster this time, a little farther, then pushed it home with more force.

I grunted, sliding my fingers in and out of my vagina more quickly. There was a sweet, sharp pain as he pulled his hard-on out to the edge of his cockhead, and then slammed it home.

“Do it!” I cried out. “Do it,” I repeated. “Take my ass.”

“Whose ass?” he demanded, his voice coarse and uneven. 

His words weren’t playful. Instinctively, I realized the pleasure of being inside me had pushed him into some different, more primal zone. I was his, but it wasn’t enough for me to be his; he demanded submission.

Brock see-sawed his cock in and out of me, pulling out, then stabbing the weapon of a thing home in quick, rough motions. I felt like I’d been set on fire, and in response, pushed my ass back hard to meet his dick on every thrust. The palm of my hand rubbed across my clit as I slipped fingers in and out of myself.

I tried speaking, to answer my mate, but he thrust home again, and my words morphed into a sobbing moan. He jackhammered into me until I felt the deep impacts thudding through my core like punches.

“Yours,” I managed to gasp out.

Both of his hands found my hair this time, and he pulled back again, rougher than before, as his hips slapped into my ass over and over again. I was bent backward like a bow in his grip. I didn’t need to press against the cabin to stand, he had completely control of my body. If he let go I would have fallen.

“What?” he demanded. His voice was deep.

“Yours,” I half sobbed as he fucked me. “That’s your ass, fuck my ass, please, fuck it, it's yours.”

He triple pumped in a fast motion, balls slapping me on every stroke as he slid up deep inside me.

“What?” his voice was little more than animal grunt now.

“It's yours!” I shouted.

There were tears leaking from the corner of my eyes, but the pain merging with all that pleasure just served to release more endorphins. I felt inebriated by the brutal sex.

“What?” he snarled.

“Yours!” I screamed, “It’s yours Brock, fucking hurt me!”

I wasn’t self conscious, even the slightest. I wasn’t thinking about student loans, or if I could get Clare into a better school, or what passive-aggressive bullshit my mom was going to lecture me about when she called on the weekends.

All I thought about, all I could think about, was the moment, living in the sensation of Brock’s cock moving inside of me, his hands owning me as he fucked my ass. I cried out loud.

“Please, oh god, please, please,” I kept repeating in a chanting mantra. “Don’t stop, don’t stop.”

Brock continued dropping hammer blows with his hips. Invigorated by my begging, he picked up even more speed on each stroke. His penis slipped smoothly up into me, jarring my body as his heavy balls slapped the back of my legs.

Pleasure radiating throughout my body, my knees buckling, his dominating grip kept me pinned right where he wanted me. I was up on my toes, a dancer rocked by cyclone winds.

“Baby, baby, baby,” he groaned.

Helpless in his grip, helpless on his cock, I still managed to smile in recognition at the pure, primal need in his voice. Who has who? I thought. But then I heard my own voice betraying me.

“Ugh, ugh, ugh,” I grated out in response. I could no longer speak, I could no longer stand on my own.

His dick moved inside me, each stroke blasting currents of erotic fire up along my spine. My jaw hung slack as I panted under the impacts, eyes rolling up in the back of my head each time he slammed his cock home in my ass.

It was going to happen; I was going to cum, and hard. My hand flew in and out of my dripping pussy until my own secretions splashed my feet in sticky wet drops.

The building, burning pressure, began bottlenecking up inside me. The weight of his balls beat out a staccato rhythm as he harpooned my ass. There came a moment when I no longer felt tethered to my own body, like I was watching this whole scene happen to someone else in a movie.

In the movie a dirty slut of a princess took it hard up the ass, screaming with each stroke, as a barbarian wildman made her body his own.

Finally, desperate for release, I plunged over the edge and my orgasm took me. My screams became shrieks.  Hot liquid gushed out from between my legs and sprayed the wall, like water from a busted fire hydrant.

My legs quivered, only Brock’s hands kept me from falling. He started cursing, voice raw, almost angry, in the fervor of his own orgasm, and his cum squirted out in blistering jets to splash up inside my ass. He pumped into me three more times before sagging forward, nearly as weak as I was.

“Oh my god,” he whispered into the my hair.

I couldn’t find the words to answer, and instead just leaned back against him. I made a little sound of protest as he softened and slipped out of me, feeling a sense of emptiness as he slid clear, and then the odd, dripping sensation as his cum leaked out. Turning, I went into his arms and let him hold me. He crushed me to him, our bodies sticky with each other.

“That was...amazing,” I admitted. “I’ve never squirted before. It made my whole body tingle.”

He took my face in his hands and looked down into my eyes. We stared at each other for a moment, and then he bent and kissed me.

“We’re only at the beginning,” he told me.

Epilogue

Nicaragua, 6 months later

The Caribbean Ocean is blood warm this time of year. A breeze came in from offshore as Clare built sand castles on the beach. She was happy, and that made me happy. Closing my eyes, I turned my face into the sun, soaking in the comfort of its warmth, scrunching my toes up in the sand at the edge of my beach blanket. The bullet wound in my calf was a comma of pink, healing tissue.

My satellite phone, complete with scrambler, rang. There was only one person who would be calling. I put my bottle of Evian water down and answered it.

“Hello,” I said. I didn’t give my name over the phone, even on a secure line.

“Enjoying your vacation?” Special Agent Popkowski asked.

“I am,” I admitted. “Do you have news?”

“We’ve handed down sealed indictments in district court,” she said. “We picked up the entire Wah Ching leadership this morning.”

“Good,” I said. “How is our friend?” I said, asking about Melanie.

I watched the surf rolling toward me in a series of little whitecaps. Out in the bay, a much different one than San Francisco, a snorkler broke the surface to tread water. There was a diving knife in one hand and a little net filled with abalone in the other.

“She’s in WitSec,” K said. “I don’t even know where. The US Marshals will bring her in under guard when it’s time to testify.” When Melanie was where she needed to be, she could draw the rest of her money out of the Nicaraguan account with little trouble.

I watched the snorkeler begin swimming toward the beach. Clare saw the figure and stood to watch the diver. She was learning to swim and was becoming quite the little fish, unlike her mother.

“Good. Everything on the drive is admissible?” I asked.

Melanie’s testimony was one thing, but the pot of gold was my drive. I’d given Special Agent Popkowski a career making bust. All I’d asked for was something small in return.

“The defense will challenge it, for sure,” she said. “But precident is clear on this. The Wah Ching tong is finished.”

I smiled. It was a good smile.

“And the other thing?” I asked.

Brock rose up out of the water, pulling off his mask. Clare laughed in delight when she saw his net full of shellfish. She loved Brock as much as I did, if not in exactly the same way.

“It’s done,” she assured me. “When we got the indictments my superiors agreed to purge yours and Brock’s files. Your passports are clean. You can come home if you want.”

“Look!” Brock declared. He held the net up. “The mighty ocean hunter has returned, triumphant!”

You’re such a dork, I silently mouthed at him. He grinned.

On the edge of the water Clare ran to Brock, her arms stretched out, little legs churning the sand. Laughing, he dropped the net and scooped her up. He spun her around, saw me watching and waved.

I was smiling so hard it hurt and I blinked back tears. I’d risked everything to get here. Eight million dollars went a hell of a long way in Central America, even in the enclaves of expats.

“I am home,” I told her.

“I’ll talk to you later, then,” Popkowski said, and hung up.

I put the phone down as Brock carried Clare up to me. I let my eyes trail down his body, lingering on the lines of his abs, then running my gaze down the smooth angles of his hips to the bulge in his shorts. It was something I still found myself doing quite a bit.

Being on permanent vacation was a blessing, but the lack of danger had only caused him to double the intensity of his workouts. He was fitter than he’d been in the Ranger Battalions.

Kissing Clare’s tummy until she giggled, he put her down and came to stand over me. I looked up at him. I made it obvious I was staring at his crotch. He laughed.

“Was that her?” he asked.

I nodded. “We’re good.”

He laid down next to me and leaned in for a kiss. “We’re always good, baby.”

I kissed him back. “The best,” I agreed.

His hand rested on my belly. I was four months along with his baby now, showing for all the world to see. Being pregnant made me super horny. There was still a pleasant ache between my thighs from out morning lovemaking.

“You ready to talk about names yet?” he asked.

I put my hand on his cheek. I shook my head slightly. “Not yet,” I told him. “We have plenty of time.”

He kissed me again.

“All the time in the world,” I whispered into his lips.

END
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