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Chapter One

 

Diego crouched, setting the last sensor on the wet pavement. The high-tech gadget was small, black, and undetectable in the dirty alleyway. When he straightened, his movement was communicated through the sensor to his earpiece. With the perimeter now adequately monitored, he’d be notified if Agency men approached. He’d be safe. Haiku will be safe.

He hurried back to the club. He ran so quickly, so quietly, that he caught the brute at the door by surprise. Startled, the big man raised his laser rifle. Diego curled his leather-covered fingers around the end of the barrel and shook his head, signaling that he was no enemy. If he were an enemy, the man would already be dead. Recognizing Diego, the doorman relaxed and nodded him through.

Heads turned as Diego entered the underground poetry-sex bar. Men frowned at what they viewed as more competition, and women smiled in a wary welcome. But no one was stupid enough to approach him. His dark shades and long black leather jacket communicated his profession.

Assassin.

Diego scanned the dimly lit room and located his target immediately, Haiku’s white spiked hair drawing his gaze like a beacon. She sat at a table nearest the stage. The chair beside her was empty. She waited for him. The gloom of Diego’s death-filled day lifted. Haiku was his sanctuary. She was his light.

He would keep her safe. Diego perused the room, identifying faces, locating weapons, and pinpointing exits. Although all patrons were screened by the justifiably paranoid management, Diego trusted no one, as he’d seen the Agency turn even the fiercest rebels into informants. He knew better than most people what that organization was capable of.

Nothing appeared out of the ordinary. The crowded space heaved with the usual sweaty, naked bodies. A tattooed man sucked the cock of a blond pretty boy. His skinhead bobbed, his cheeks indented with pressure, and the boy moaned his pleasure. Soldiers lined up politely between the open legs of a brunette, waiting for one last fuck before risking their lives in tomorrow’s battle. A big black man had his eyes closed as he fucked another soldier up the ass. He could be gay, or he could be desperate. Women in the resistance were scarce, and men did what they could to appease their sexual needs.

A man beckoned to Haiku, his gesture obscene, and Diego scowled. They would not appease their sexual needs with his woman. He weaved soundlessly through the groupings, making his way to her table. Patrons scattered before him like scavengers in the presence of a predator, fear on their completely human faces. Diego flicked aside his coat and flashed his weapons as he sat down beside Haiku. His rival, correctly reading the subtle threat, beat a hasty retreat.

Haiku cast her blue-eyed gaze in his direction, and Diego sharply sucked in his breath. She was beautiful beyond words, her countenance as poetic as her name. Her skin was luminescent and flawless, her pointed chin hinted at her stubbornness, and her plush lips were permanently curled in a serene smile. If anyone asked what he fought for, killed for, Diego would say that angelic face.

No one asked him, though, including Haiku. They didn’t talk. They hadn’t said more than a dozen words to each other over the past three months. They sat in silence, not speaking or touching. Diego wanted her, and he hungered for more, yet he knew he didn’t deserve Haiku. He wouldn’t touch her with his blood-soaked fingers. He’d be content with what little he had.

Diego tugged off his black leather gloves, and tossed them on the wooden table. Haiku had ordered for him, attending to a killer’s needs as though it was the most natural thing in the world. Diego wasn’t accustomed to being cared for, and her concern made him uncomfortable.

He clenched the glass, savoring the feel of the condensation against his bare skin. Pleasure was fleeting, and the water, crisp and pure, was an indulgence. Diego took neither for granted.

Haiku's friend, Beth, knelt on the table before them. Three muscular men stripped off the shapely blonde’s skimpy clothes, exposing her naturally tanned curves. The first man was ebony, the second man was ivory, and the third man was golden. They were different men than she had fucked three days ago, and she’d end the night with different men as well.

When Diego first met Beth, the blonde had babbled on about how she was doing the resistance a favor by fucking as many men as possible. She claimed having sex with her boosted the men’s morale. Although there was truth in that explanation, Diego had a more cynical view of human nature. He knew most people—his Haiku being the possible exception—were selfish. Beth did what she did because she liked variety, liked feeding off the sexual energy. She’d be fucked silly and leave the club bubbling over with excitement.

Diego watched Beth’s escapades with little interest. He didn’t get off on observing others. Haiku was his main focus, and his poetry-loving woman sat primly, her knees pressed together, her back straight. She wore a black frilly blouse and a clean pair of cargo pants, her conservative outfit doing more for him sexually than the naked skin around them.

He longed to peel back the black cloth, wanted to reveal expanses of her pale skin. He’d lick the softness and suck on the ivory skin until it turned red. He’d cup those small breasts, pluck her nipples into pink peaks before easing her knees apart and settling between them. She’d feel like heaven, he knew. Small and supple, she’d grip his cock snugly as he rocked into her. He wouldn’t last long during their first fucking; he wanted her too badly.

Diego gritted his teeth and shifted in his seat, the leather of his pants stretching uncomfortably tight across his aching erection. As though taunting his sexual frustration, Haiku pushed his gloves closer to the edge of the table, her fingertips lingering over the black leather, stroking and caressing it. In Diego’s mind, it was his cock she was touching. He pictured her fingers encircling his cockhead, probing the slit, skimming underneath the rim.

Diego cussed under his breath. He was seconds away from coming in public, and that would be a disaster, since an assassin without control was a dead assassin. He looked away, concentrating on his security routines, perusing their surroundings once more. Threats were everywhere, and he could not forget that danger.

On the stage, a Gothlike cross-dressing creature combined both of the club’s themes, pumping his cock while reciting poetry, his pale face tilted upward, his cheeks tightened with euphoria. To Haiku’s left, two men had their knives drawn, ready to fight over the right to fuck a woman waving her ass in the air. Their inept maneuvering amused Diego; he could disarm them blindfolded.

The passing chaps-wearing waiter sidestepped the posturing men, his tray of drinks undisturbed. The males in the club were all resistance soldiers, battle-worn and shell-shocked, and many of the females liked drama. Fights were a regular occurrence.

Beth’s ebony man turned his head. “Too many cocks, not enough holes.”

Diego heard the black man’s lament as he watched the ivory man ride Beth’s ass with a noisy smack, smack, smack, his balls bouncing with the impact. Beth had the golden man’s cock in her mouth and was slurping noisily, leaving the third man out of the action.

“Maybe your friend is interested,” the ebony man said, nodding toward Haiku as he stroked himself.

Haiku stiffened beside Diego and grabbed his thigh. Her fingers trembled, the vibrations sending pleasurable sensations along his skin. His cock throbbed in time with her trembling fingers.

“She is not,” Diego answered for Haiku, putting his arm around the back of her chair. She squeezed his leather-clad flesh in a silent thank-you, and the impact went straight to his tortured groin. His balls were drawn up so tight, they were on the verge of detonation.

Diego sucked in a mouthful of her scent. In a room reeking of sex, pussy juices, and cum, she smelled fresh and clean, like those orphan babies she cared for. That aromatic reminder of their differences helped him find his center. With his fragile control returning, he relaxed.

“And who are you to speak for h—”

Diego removed his shades, and the ebony man stopped talking. His eyes, genetically enhanced to better see in the dark, warned others of who he was. “I’m not someone you want to fuck with.”

“You can fuck with me, Ty.” Beth pacified the man, caressing his dark chest with her tanned hands. The other two men now lay around her, limp and spent. “Right here, right now, darling. See, my pussy is begging for it.” She lowered herself onto her back and spread her legs wide, displaying pussy lips wet with moisture.

“I’ll give it to you, sweetheart.” The losing man from the knife fight did more than volunteer. He had his cock out, ready for action.

“Fuck off. She’s mine,” the ebony man barked, positioning himself between Beth and the encroacher. Big fists clenched, he had his feet braced apart as he readied for a fight.

Diego placed his free hand on the hilt of his favorite knife. He had zero tolerance for bloodshed around Haiku, and if the scuffle grew violent, he’d take both men out. Neither of them were a match for his skills.

“Give us a half hour, hon.” The blonde pacified the newcomer. “It is only a half hour, and I’ll make it worth your wait. I promise.” She playfully winked at the newcomer before turning her attention to the first man in line. “I’m waiting, Ty.” She wiggled impatiently, her large breasts bouncing. She didn’t wait for long, as the man filled her with one long, hard thrust, his balls smacking against her ass.

Haiku’s friend loved sex, and she’d have most of the men in the club by the end of the night, Diego being the exception. He kept his arm around Haiku’s chair and watched as her eyelashes lowered, then fluttered upon her skin. Her mouth parted, and her face softened even more. Only one woman interested him, and she was focused on the words filling the room.


Chapter Two

 

Haiku closed her eyes, allowing the words to lovingly wash over her, carrying away the chaos of her day, leaving behind orderly revelations in their wake. Poetry was passion constrained to bite-size rhythms, emotion sliced into stanzas.

Diego shifted beside her, his arm brushing against her neck, and once again, her thoughts were scattered by the force of her desire. His delicious warmth against her nape wasn’t enough to satisfy her. She wanted, needed Diego to touch her lips, her breasts, her everywhere. But Beth, having a better understanding of men, said he wouldn’t, not without some encouragement from her.

The words popped in the air like bubbles, signaling an end to her reverie. Blinking rapidly as her eyes adjusted to the harsh stageside lighting, Haiku reluctantly removed her hand from Diego’s thigh to clap her appreciation for the poet’s efforts. Diego didn’t remove his arm from the back of her chair. Although Beth’s gorgeous body writhed naked on the table in front of them, Diego watched her. He always watched her, his vigilance making Haiku feel safe and protected and loved.

She gave him a small smile, and those black-as-night eyes shone. They were a reminder that he wasn’t 100 percent human. Haiku didn’t care, as most days, she didn’t feel 100 percent human either.

Smiling wouldn’t earn Haiku the physical contact she craved. She should talk to him, except she wasn’t comfortable talking to anyone over the age of ten. What could they talk about? Not his day, as Diego spent his killing, which was why the other men in the club feared him. Not her day, as talking about wiping runny noses wouldn’t lead to any hot kisses.

Haiku stared ahead, watching the scene unfold in front of her as she ran through possible conversations in her head. Beth inserted a huge dildo into the lubricated butt hole of a redheaded giant while she enthusiastically rode yet another man. The men grunted, her friend screamed with unabashed happiness, and Haiku ground her teeth in envy and sexual frustration. If only she had Beth’s way with the opposite sex. Beth never had to worry about things to say. Men seemed to know what she wanted.

A new poet took the stage, dressed in leather and carrying a whip, and inspiration hit Haiku. Diego wasn’t in the poetry-sex bar for the sex, having never participated in any of the table orgies, so he must be attending for the poetry. “Do you write?” Haiku waved a hand toward the stage. Do you want to fuck me?

“No.” Diego’s one-word answer was low and deep and reached down into the depths of her soul. He didn’t talk much, and Haiku liked that, as their shared silences allowed her to think.

Haiku swallowed hard, her lust for him ratcheting up to unbearable levels. “I write.” I’d like to fuck you.

“I know.” Diego sipped his water, his stern mouth bending with the rim of his glass. He never drank alcohol, only water, and although he doled out underground justice with a quick hand and a sharp knife, she’d never seen him lose his temper. He was the most controlled man Haiku had ever met.

This dangerous man knew her secrets. Diego knew she wrote. A thrill shimmered over Haiku’s skin. “How do you know?” She had never performed at the club, and she had never been published. Her poetry was private and real, and she didn’t share it with anyone.

Diego caught her fidgeting wrist, his hand callused and rough. As he watched her face, he slowly, carefully, rolled up her sleeve, exposing her skin inch by inch.

“I know.” He brushed his thumb over the words written in marker upon her arm.

What else did he know? Had he read the desire in her face, in the way her nipples pebbled when he touched her, in the heat rising from her body? Unable to witness that confirmation, Haiku glanced down.

 

A glass of water…

A stolen kiss from Diego

Quench his lover’s thirst

 

Her cheeks heated. There was no need to read her body language. How she felt for him was written on her skin.

“Drink.” Diego slid his glass to her, the water sloshing against the side of the tumbler.

He didn’t offer her the stolen kiss; instead he offered her the glass of water. Stung by the subtle rejection, Haiku sampled the pricey beverage, savoring the taste in her mouth before swallowing.

“Haiku.”

His rough fingers caught her chin, turning her face toward him. She looked up, and in those normally flat eyes, she saw the swirl of stark emotion. Her breath caught. As she held his gaze, the swirl grew and grew, until his eyes were stormy with desire. Diego wanted her too. Hope and passion and need unfurled in her stomach.

Diego bent his dark head and brushed his lips against hers in a gentle caress. Haiku followed the arc of his mouth, not allowing his withdrawal. She had waited for his kiss for months, and he wouldn’t get away from her so quickly.

Diego groaned, the sound heartfelt and raw, like an animal in great pain. Before Haiku could react, his retreat turned instantly into an attack. He branded her mouth, sealing his lips over hers in a primitive declaration that she was his and his alone. She didn’t fight his ownership, merely leaned into the warmth of his body, placed her hands on his chest. His tongue probed, demanding entry, and she sighed her surrender, opening to allow him in. He sucked on her tongue. He explored her mouth. He possessed her senses. His right hand grasped her nape, holding her to him, while she hung on to his shoulders.

When the kiss broke, they both breathed heavily, their chests heaving. As Haiku returned to reality, Diego lazily stroked her cheek with a featherlight touch.

“Not the same thing,” he said, his voice husky with passion.

It wasn’t the same thing at all, as his kiss didn’t quench any need. It fed the fire inside her, making her nipples tight and her pussy wet. “Diego.” Haiku slid her hand along his thigh. She needed more. She needed his rough palms on her back, his muscular chest against her breasts.

She felt the long, stiff ridge of his arousal through his pants, and he inhaled sharply as she brazenly stroked along his shaft. He was large, larger than any of her previous lovers. His cockhead was broad, his shaft was thick, and his balls stretched the leather. She licked her lips. He would fill her like she’d never been filled before, ruining her for other men.

Although Diego didn’t move, the muscles in his body tightened until all of him was as hard as his cock. He breathed deeply, and Haiku suppressed a smile. His control was frayed. She touched him, stroked him, subtly pushed him toward his breaking point. When he snapped, would he kiss her again, or would he do more, much more? Would he unzip those leather pants and take her right there on the table?

That was a fantasy of hers. Diego would strip her naked, rip off her clothes, unwilling to wait for buttons to be unbuttoned and zippers to be unzipped. He’d force her down on her hands and knees and spread her legs so everyone in the poetry-sex bar could see her glistening wet pussy. They’d want to fuck her, all the men with their hard cocks in their hands, but they wouldn’t approach her. They wouldn’t dare, because she was with Diego, the fiercest warrior in a room filled with fierce warriors.

Diego would slap her bare ass with his flat palm to get her full attention. He’d be wearing his gloves, and the black leather would sting, the impact making her pale flesh red and her wet pussy even wetter. He wouldn’t waste time with kisses or foreplay. He’d take that big cock she was stroking and ram it right into her, his size tearing a scream from her lips, his aggression making her nipples tighten to the point of pain. He’d pound into her again and again, battering her pussy into submission, and her body would sway with his assault. But he wouldn’t relent, because he wanted her. He wanted this fucking too much to be gentle. Her pussy would hum and throb, and she’d beg shamelessly for more, for Diego to fuck her faster, harder.

Haiku stroked his leather-covered cock in time with her fantasy fucking, swept up in her erotic imaginings. Diego groaned, bringing her thoughts back to the present.

“Not here.”

He stopped her playing and placed her hand back on the table. But he didn’t release her like she expected him to. He continued to hold her hand, his coarse thumb moving in slow circles over her skin. Warmth and happiness spread from his touch.

His hand on hers told her they had progressed past two strangers sitting at a table, listening to poetry together. They were together, they were a couple, and they would eventually consummate their union with wild fucking. Haiku wanted him, desperately, wantonly, but she was willing to wait for the right time, the right place.

The next poet took the stage, unaware that Haiku’s world had changed. The bearded midget wore a neon green tutu and a black mesh tank top, and the words coming from his mouth were equally colorful. Light and smooth, they floated through the air, but Haiku couldn’t catch them. All she grasped was the wisp of Diego’s skin against hers, the glimmer of his black eyes, and the heat of his body. He was her anchor, her only connection to the world.

They sat in silence, while around them men and women lustily moaned and groaned their sexual fulfillment. Yet Haiku doubted any of those participants could be as satisfied as she felt at that moment. If she could freeze time, she’d make the minutes last forever, a never-ending poem filled with endless rhyme.

She couldn’t freeze time, and as with all great poems, the moment ended too soon. Diego straightened and removed his hand from hers, taking away his heat and the pretense of safety. He tapped his ear with his fingers, his head tilting to the side, his expression grave and concerned.

“They’ve breached the perimeter.” Diego stood, casting a shadow over her, his broad body blocking the overhead lighting. “They’re coming.” His voice was flat and emotionless.

Haiku scrambled to her feet, not needing to ask who they were. The Agency, their enemy, had found the bar. “I’ll warn Beth.” The two of them were known to the Agency, and if they were captured, there’d be no mercy. They’d be tortured or killed or worse, and it was the worse that truly frightened Haiku. Some of the children had told her horrendous stories of mysterious men in white and their cruel experiments.

“Hurry.”

Diego opened his jacket, revealing an assortment of weapons, and heads turned their way, with the more observant of the club patrons disentangling from their partners. When a professional killer moved quickly, prudent soldiers noticed.

“Beth.” Haiku pulled her friend’s hand away from the cock she was gripping. In her panic, she was too rough, and the man yelped in pain. “We have to go. They’re here.”

Beth pushed another man off her, ignoring his protests. Even with her blonde hair in disarray and her golden body covered with perspiration and cum, she was gorgeous.

“How do you—”

“I know.” Diego’s deep voice rumbled from behind Haiku. “Are you coming with us?”

He said us. Haiku’s heart squeezed, joy cutting through the fear as she placed her hand in his. He had his leather gloves on. Jaw clenched, he stood with his legs braced apart. Her warrior lover-to-be was prepared for battle, and this time she would be by his side. The thought should frighten her, not thrill her.

“Beth is coming home with us,” a pair of dark-haired men chimed in unison. The twins were regulars and two of Beth’s favorites. They were also resistance soldiers, well able to protect themselves and others; the Bazooka Brothers carried guns that could stop armored trucks.

“I am, darlings?” Beth threw a flirtatious gaze over her shoulder, and they grinned back at her. “I guess I am.” She shrugged, the graceful movement making her bare breasts bounce. “Though our party won’t be the same without you, Haiku.”

“You’ll manage.” Haiku had long suspected that Beth’s claim of her presence heightening her sexual satisfaction was her friend’s way of not making her feel like a third or, in this case, fourth wheel. “But be careful.” She hugged Beth tightly. “And send me a message that you’re safe.” The encoded message would be deliberately vague, in case the Agency intercepted it, but at least it would allay some of her fears.

“We must go.” A grim-faced Diego tugged her away, hustling her through the side door.

Haiku looked back over her shoulder, her face heating with embarrassment and anticipation as Beth gave her the thumbs-up, her smile wide. She was going home with Diego.

He set a grueling speed, taking the stairs two at a time. With her shorter legs, Haiku had to double-time her steps to keep up with him. Although her calves burned and her lungs ached, she didn’t protest his pace, determined not to slow him down. She would prove herself worthy.

“No talking, and keep behind me,” Diego instructed as they slipped through the exit door.

He squeezed her hand, silently signaling that he had her, that he wouldn’t let her go. Haiku squeezed back, telling him that she understood, and she would follow him wherever he went.

The dark alleyway stunk of refuse and urine, garbage swirled around their feet, and a black nothingness stretched above their heads. Clouds drizzled unnatural acidic rain upon them, burning her skin, but there was no time to protect her face. Diego darted down the deserted side streets, keeping to the shadows, following a map that existed only in his head. After the fifth abrupt turn, Haiku lost all sense of direction. She didn’t know where they were going, and that was okay with her. As long as she was with Diego, she was safe. He’d protect her.


Chapter Three

 

Any rebel deaths tonight would be his fault, because he’d fucked up royally, putting everyone at risk. Diego silently cursed as he led Haiku through the dark streets. Ranked Agency enemy number one, he was the person they hunted with the raid, and the Agency dogs had found him. His patterns had become too predictable.

He'd become predictable because Haiku was predictable. She haunted the same clubs on the same nights. She worked at the same place every day. She associated with the same group of people. Predictability was bad, as it allowed the enemy to anticipate their moves, to set traps to catch them. If they were to have a relationship, he’d have to teach Haiku to be more spontaneous.

If they were to have a relationship… What hallucinogens was he injecting? Diego mentally snorted, disgusted with himself and his fairy-tale thinking. He was an assassin, a killer, and while at the moment, Haiku found that thrilling, no normal woman would settle down long-term with a killer.

Haiku accidentally kicked a piece of metal, the sound ricocheting across the alley, and Diego grimaced. Knowing the Agency was hunting him, it would have been wiser to leave her with the twins. He had considered that option for a full five seconds, until he thought of them touching her. Fuck no. He might not be able to keep Haiku, but he wouldn’t give her to another man, not while there was still breath in his not entirely human body.

They moved through the night, once again engulfed in silence yet entwined in their shared goal of survival. Diego was achingly aware that he no longer played his life-and-death game alone, that Haiku followed an arm’s length behind him, trusting him to lead her to safety. Her hand was small and fragile in his, and the taste of their first and last forbidden kiss lingered on his lips.

As they rounded a bend in an alley, a hum filled the air. Diego turned his head, trying to locate its source. That sounded like…

“Behind me.”

They couldn’t outrun their robotic tail, so he backed Haiku against a brick wall and covered her completely with his body. She trembled against him, her fingertips fluttering on his shoulder blades, her breasts rubbing against his leather jacket. With GLOCK 2090s in both hands, he faced the potential threat.

A flat black disk, undetectable to human eyes, slid along the alleyway.

“Fuck.” Diego stomped on it with his boots, breaking the tiny robot into pieces. “A sniffer.” They hadn’t much time. The Agency would be there within minutes.

“They’ve tracked us.”

Diego heard the fear in Haiku’s voice. However, it wasn’t them they tracked—it was her, as it was impossible to track him. Fuck. Connections got assassins and everyone they cared for killed. He knew that.

“I’m sorry, Haiku.” He holstered his guns. They were now a team, whether she liked it or not. He was Agency enemy number one, and she was the bait they could use to catch him. That relationship would bind them together forever.

“It isn’t your fault.”

His generous woman’s automatic response warmed him, even as it chilled him. It was his fault, and she would eventually hate him for taking her life away from her. But he didn’t have time to think about it now. He had to get her away from here. Diego quickly ran through their limited options, dismissing her place as it wasn’t secure enough, which left them with his underground bunker. The thought gave him a moment’s pause, as he had never brought another person to his home before. Haiku would be the first.

“Climb onto my back.” Diego crouched down, his gloved fingers braced against the dirty pavement. Sniffers couldn’t track her if she didn’t touch the ground.

He felt the heat of Haiku’s body as she straddled his waist, her pants-covered pussy pressing against his back. Her sweet womanly scent filled his nostrils, making his nose twitch and his cock harden. Her arms looped around his neck, her soft fingers linking in front of him, her breasts flattened between his shoulders. He took pleasure in the contact, as it was a rarity in his solitary world.

Diego straightened with a grunt, surprised by how little Haiku weighed. He’d carried guns heavier than she was. Grinning at that thought, he ran so quickly, their surroundings blurred around them. He didn’t need to see the streets, relying instead on smell and hearing to warn him of danger, as well as his memory for direction.

Diego ran for hours without tiring. He had always been strong and fast, as that was how he had been designed, but he had never been this strong and fast, not even after an adrenaline-pumping fight. He pushed that observation to the back of his mind for future contemplation. Haiku’s safety was his top priority.

Diego paused in a dark alcove located in a rebel-friendly district far from his home. “Check your messages.” His softhearted girl would want to know her friend was safe, before she disappeared off the face of the earth.

“Here?”

Haiku slid off his back, her feet thumping on the pavement. She’d never see the outside world again, not without him by her side, because if she did, she’d die. She was too noisy to last long as an Agency target.

“Here. You’ll have no access where we’re going.” Although his home was in the middle of the bustling city, it was disconnected from the rest of civilization, since connections, as had been proven tonight, were risky.

Haiku rested her cheek on his shoulder as she looked at the communicator’s tiny screen. Diego liked that, that she leaned on him, and he put his arm around her, marveling at how tiny her waist was. He could span it with his hands.

“There are two messages.”

He heard the sharp intake of her breath, the sound triggering protective instincts he, before tonight, had never known he had.

“What is it?” Yesterday, Diego wouldn’t have asked, respecting Haiku’s privacy, but today she was his responsibility, and he needed to know the answer to keep her safe.

“One message is from Beth, and she’s all right, more than all right. She’s having the time of her life.”

Haiku attempted a smile, but Diego wasn’t fooled. She was worried, and that worried him.

“And the other one, an earlier message, is from a coworker with a numeric code, signaling that they have relocated to a safe location and all the children are fine.”

“Everyone you care about is okay, then.” Diego batted down the envy writhing in his gut. He’d put her life at risk with his selfishness, and he certainly didn’t deserve her caring. “We should go.” Rebel-friendly area or not, staying still for too long aboveground was dangerous.

“No, we shouldn’t go, Diego, because it wasn’t a planned relocation. That message only goes out if the center is evacuated.” Haiku frowned, her plush lips drooping downward. “The Agency hit both the center and the club tonight. A sniffer was sent after us. Oh God, oh God, oh God, it’s me they’re after.” She stepped away from him. “You should go, Diego, alone.”

She pushed him with both hands, but he didn’t move, as Haiku had all the power of a raindrop.

“We shouldn’t be together.”

She was rejecting him. Diego knew it would happen eventually, but it still hurt like a son of a bitch. “It’s too late for that. They know you are…” He couldn’t say it, that she was his weakness. He couldn’t explain that because the Agency knew he cared for her, they would use her as bait. He couldn’t confess that she was the one person in this harsh, unforgiving world he had feelings for, and he had put her in danger. “Climb on my back, Haiku.”

“No.”

She shook her head, that wonderfully stubborn chin of hers protruding.

“They’ll catch me before they catch you, Diego.”

Her fingers shook as she stroked his cheek, her gentle touch making his stomach flutter and his brain melt, which explained why he didn’t know what the hell she was talking about.

“Go. You’ll be safe.”

He’d be safe. Diego stared at her, the pavement unsteady under his feet. He’d be safe, he repeated, trying to make sense of her words. “Haiku—”

She covered his lips with her fingers, thankfully stopping his sure-to-be incoherent next thought.

“I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to you.” Her gaze shifted from his, and color bloomed on her high cheekbones. “I care too much.” She bit her bottom lip.

She cared…for him. Diego blinked, feeling light-headed. She cared for him, she worried for him, and she offered to sacrifice herself for him.

A rustling of newspaper brought him back to the present. It was nothing, only the night wind tossing garbage around, but it could have easily been a legitimate threat. Diego had allowed himself to become distracted. He gave himself a mental shake. He was a seasoned assassin, and the street wasn’t the place for revelations, earthshaking though those revelations were. “Get on my back, Haiku.”

“But—”

Diego didn’t have time to argue with her. Her breath whooshed out, and her protests stopped as he slung her over his shoulder. He wrapped his hands around the curves of her calves, securing her small form, and sprinted, not feeling the extra weight against his back. His mouth was set in a thin line, while inside he rejoiced. She cared for him. He needed to get her to safety.


Chapter Four

 

While Diego activated the multiple door locks, Haiku circled the underground bunker, exploring his home. Diego’s private space was impeccably neat and clean and secure. Video images from the security cameras were projected upon the stark white walls, and the white tiles covering the floors smelled of bleach. It could have been anyone’s home, as there were no personal items interspersed with the sparse, modern furniture, but it wasn’t anyone’s home; it was Diego’s, and he had opened it up to her.

“Well?” Diego leaned back against the door, watching her, his arms crossed defensively.

“It’s absolutely beautiful. I love it.” Haiku beamed at him, and Diego’s normally grim lips curled upward. “Though it’s so clean, I’m afraid to touch anything.” She had removed her grubby boots at the door, but the rest of her was just as dirty from creeping through the alleys. She didn’t want to track grime across his white apartment.

“I require all visitors to shower immediately upon entering.” Diego’s grin spread, taking years off his handsome face. “Come.” He strolled through an equally white bedroom to the bathroom, appearing almost eager.

“Do you have many visitors?” Haiku followed, noting with interest the massive bed. They’d sleep in that bed together tonight, naked and exhausted, after a bout of hot, sweaty sex. Diego looked back over his shoulder, and she hurried to catch up. The bathroom was as large as the bedroom and covered with the same glaring white tile. The entire bunker must have been designed to be dosed from floor to ceiling with cleaning agents.

Diego removed his gloves, placing them on the counter. “You are my very first visitor.” He turned a tap, and water trickled from a showerhead.

“You have a water shower.” Having never seen one before, Haiku stared up in wonder and held out her hand. The precious liquid ran in rivulets down her arm and felt like rain, except without the stinging acid.

“The water is purified and recycled. There is no waste.” He turned the tap off, saving the scarce resource. “And after an”—a muscle in his jaw ticked—“intense day, I find it more refreshing than an air shower.”

His day was spent killing, so by intense, he must mean bloody, Haiku realized. After his intense, bloody days, he retreated to his white apartment with his massive bed and his water shower. There he was safe and clean but alone.

He wasn’t alone anymore; he now had her. Haiku tapped her stocking feet on the tile, excitement curling around her fluttering stomach. She was eager to have that cool water run down her entire body, washing away the filth of the outside world. “Do you want to shower first?”

“You shower first.” His black-eyed gaze slid away from hers.

If he wanted to be a gentleman and let her go first, Haiku wouldn’t argue with him. She undid the top button of her blouse, her movement drawing his attention to her chest. Her nipples tightened under his perusal. “And then you’ll shower?” They’d both be clean and naked and wet. His tanned chest would glisten with water droplets, tempting Haiku to pop each one with her tongue. Heat and longing swept over her.

“I’ll shower tomorrow.” Diego shrugged his wide shoulders, the action rippling his leather coat.

He’d shower tomorrow. Diego lived in a painfully white home, and he chose to stay dirty overnight. That didn’t make sense—unless he didn’t have a choice. Examining the small water tank attached to the shower, Haiku realized there wasn’t enough water for two showers.

Although he was a big guy, she wouldn’t take up much extra space, and the shower was large, so they should both fit. “You won’t shower tomorrow. You’ll shower tonight, with me. We’ll shower together,” she decided. She’d never showered with a man, she’d never taken a water shower, and she’d never seen Diego naked. It would be a night of firsts. Her fingers fumbling, Haiku continued unbuttoning her blouse.

Diego raked his fingers through his jet-black hair. “No.” His jaw jutted out.

“Why not?” She folded her blouse and set it neatly on the white marble counter beside his leather gloves. She was wearing her best black lace bra, because she’d known she’d see Diego tonight. She’d often imagined him looking at her small lace-covered breasts as he was doing right now. His gaze heated her bare skin until she burned with desire.

“I”—his chest heaved as he took a big breath—“can’t control myself around you,” Diego admitted, as though it were a shameful secret. “If we shower together, we’ll do more.”

Haiku raised her chin, holding his gaze. “We’re doing more,” she declared, her confidence lasting for less than a minute before dissolving. “I mean … Don’t you want to do more?” She brushed her fingertips over the tops of her breasts, imagining that it was Diego caressing her. “Don’t you want to touch me? I want to touch you, so badly.” Had she read his reaction wrong?

Diego stared silently at her, his black eyes tracking the movement of her hands, back and forth, back and forth, over her breasts. His expression was blank, reflecting no emotion, no need.

“Come on.” She summoned up a smile while inwardly writhing from embarrassment and frustration. “Live for the moment, Diego, as there may not be a tomorrow.” She recited Beth’s often repeated rationalization, and that was all it was—a rationalization to touch him, to realize her deepest, darkest desires, to be fucked into oblivion by the man she cared for. Haiku dropped her cargo pants to the floor and stood before him nearly nude, her black lace panties matching her bra.

He didn’t reply, watching stone-faced as she swept her hand over her pale stomach, skimming the top of her panties. When she placed her pants with her blouse, she deliberately brushed against his hard body, and he jerked away from her as though burned.

“Is that why?” Diego finally demanded, his voice strangled. “Is that why you want to fuck me? Because there may not be a tomorrow for you? There will be, Haiku. You won’t die, I swear to you. I won’t let that happen.”

He wouldn’t let anything happen, his misplaced honor not allowing him to touch her. Stifling her scream of aggravation, Haiku stroked her own skin, contemplating her response. She wanted to fuck him, because she cared for him, but if she said that, she suspected their problems would compound exponentially.

As she touched herself, Diego tilted his head, gazing at her stomach intently. She glanced down at the poem written in black marker across her skin.

 

A dream never leaves

Diego’s cock in my pussy

Haunting endless nights

 

Diego reached out and slowly, meticulously traced each letter with his coarse fingertips. Her stomach quivered under his touch.

“Why my cock?”

That was her logical Diego, needing reasons for emotional choices like wanting someone. Haiku undid her bra, letting it drift to the tiled floor, now not the time for neatness. “I feel safe around you, Diego. I feel protected.” She wouldn’t scare him with talk of love. Haiku removed her panties, stepping out of them to stand completely naked in front of him. “And I’m tired of spending my nights alone.” She fought the urge to cover herself with her hands, allowing him to leisurely peruse her. “Aren’t you tired of being alone?” She pushed his jacket off his shoulders, the metal from the clasps clinking against tile as it fell.

A groan traveled up his chest. “Fuck yeah.” He rolled his shoulders back; a crack echoed in the room. “So tired.” He touched her stomach again, as though to reassure himself that the words hadn’t disappeared.

“Then let me take care of you.” She wanted to take care of him. Haiku pulled up his shirt, but she was too short to remove it, unable to lift it past his shoulders. Diego ripped the fabric off, exposing a wide tanned chest. “Let me love you.” She followed his collarbone with her fingers to the hollow of his neck and then down over rippling abs. There wasn’t an ounce of softness in his body. He was man and muscle, skin stretched tight over hard steel.

Eager to see more of him, she popped the top button and unzipped his pants, exposing more golden brown skin. He wasn’t wearing underwear, and there wasn’t anything else between the leather and his skin. Her body heated; her pussy throbbed with want. He was one primitive man.

She tugged his pants down over his slender hips. Undressing him was difficult to do, because the leather was unforgiving, and he was rock hard. His cock finally sprang free, and she blinked, shocked and excited to see that her hasty feel in the club hadn’t lied. All of him was genetically enhanced. Haiku looked up in question.

Black eyes glinted. “Is alone more appealing now?”

There was a vulnerability in his mocking that Haiku recognized. Her toddlers used the same tactics to protect themselves emotionally.

“It is less appealing.” She stepped forward, flattening her breasts against his chest, pressing their hips together. His cock pushed against her stomach. He was warm and hard and all man. “Fill me, Diego, as only you can. Fill me with your big cock.” Haiku kissed him on his square chin, as she couldn’t reach his mouth, and he didn’t lower his lips.

“I can’t be gentle, Haiku,” he ground out through clenched teeth. “I need you too much.”

“I never asked you to be gentle.” She licked the salt off his skin, tracking the vein in his neck with her tongue. When she reached the juncture of his neck and shoulder, she nipped him with her teeth. “I want you to take me hard and deep and fast. I want to feel your cock for days, for weeks. I want you to fuck me so thoroughly, you’ll ruin me for other men.” She looked into his black eyes, waiting for his decision, her skin vibrating in anticipation against his.

Fierce emotion flashed across his stoic face, and his huge arms wrapped around her waist, securing her to him, squeezing the breath from her body. Diego swallowed her gasp, crushing her lips under his passionate assault, his teeth grinding against her flesh, the metallic taste of blood filling Haiku’s mouth. She pulled back, surprised by his aggression, and he pursued her, holding her face so she couldn’t retreat. He plunged into her mouth again and again with his tongue, until her lips burned and her head spun.

This was how she knew it’d be with Diego, wild and rough and intense. She dug her fingernails into his shoulders and raised her right leg, blindly searching with her toes for a foothold, wanting to climb his body, needing to be closer to him. Diego cupped her naked ass, lifting her up like she weighed nothing so she could straddle his waist, her wet pussy rubbing against his hard stomach. It felt good, and she ground against him, dragging her breasts across his chest, his cock sliding between her ass cheeks, his fingers kneading her soft flesh.

Diego roared into Haiku’s mouth, the primitive animal noise resonating deep within her womb. Then he sprang into motion, surging into the shower with her wrapped around him. Water dripped down on their naked bodies, but Haiku barely noticed, her focus on his mouth, his chest, his hands.

Diego leaned her against the cool tile wall, pinning her hips in place with his. He captured her wrists in one large hand and stretched them high above her head. She was at his mercy, without even a voice to protest, as his tongue continued to ravage her mouth. She moaned around that tongue, and she pushed against his hard, wet form, but he didn’t budge.

When Haiku quieted, accepting his mastery of her, he released her lips and began to rain hard, punishing kisses down her neck, over her shoulders, around her left breast. She cried out, arching toward him as he sucked her nipple hard and deep within his hot mouth. He suckled, not with a gentle pull, but with enough force to bruise her, marking her breast as his, and Haiku’s body responded, her pussy pulsing wet cream against his skin.

He knew what he was doing to her, his eyes gleaming as he licked the flesh he had suckled red. Haiku twisted, thrusting her neglected breast toward him, wanting, needing the same pleasurable pain. Thin, grim lips parted, baring sharp white teeth, and Haiku tensed with expectation. Diego positioned those perfect teeth over her untouched nipple. He watched her watch him as he clamped down. She wiggled; the pressure was too much, the pain felt too good, but she couldn’t free herself. Her pussy contracted in sharp spasms, and she screamed, slamming her shoulders back against the tiled wall.

He returned to her mouth, hungrily kissing her lips as though to taste her satisfaction, his tongue stroking into her, keeping her desire alive. Then he pulled back, looked in her eyes, and Haiku read satisfaction in his expression.

“That was for you. Now, it is my turn,” he informed her, removing his grip on her hands. She let them fall to his shoulders. “I’m going to fuck you now, the way I want to fuck you.” He reached down to position his cock. “And you’ll take all of me.” His broad cockhead probed between her pussy lips. “As many times as I need you to.”

As he pushed his cock inside her, Haiku’s whimper of surprise was smothered by Diego’s mouth. He was large, stretching her to the sharp edge of pain, and she spread her legs wider and tilted her body to better accommodate him, but it made little difference as her pussy burned with the slow slide.

His face a mask of determination, Diego continued to lower her unrelentingly upon his thick shaft. Certain she couldn’t take any more, Haiku thrashed her head from side to side to free herself of his lips. She had to tell him she couldn’t do this, that he was too large, that he would split her in two, but when she managed to summon up the words, his invasion of her womb stopped. The first breaching was done, and she was full, successfully taking all of him.

Diego stilled, his cock throbbing, with Haiku feeling the rub of every raised vein on his shaft.

“Haiku.”

She met his midnight gaze.

“You are mine.” He stated it defiantly, as though he expected her to refute him.

With him lodged deep inside her, there was no refuting his ownership of her body, mind, and soul. “I am yours, Diego.” Haiku ran her shaking hands over his wet shoulders. They were wide and strong and well able to hold all her burdens.

“Mine,” Diego repeated, rocking in and out of her, his movements shallow and slow and contained. She knew he held back for her, allowing her body to adjust to his size, and his concern touched her. She swallowed her pain to undulate against him, and as her grip on him loosened, he drove deeper, faster into her, until their hips slammed together.

It wasn’t the wild, abandoned fucking of before, as his entry was too smooth, his rhythm too steady, and his breathing too regulated. Haiku felt his control tempering his passion, and it frustrated her. “Harder. Faster,” she demanded, bucking into him. “I want everything. Give me everything.” She raked her fingernails across his back, leaving tracks of red on his tanned skin.

“Fuck!” he bellowed, his animal rising to the surface.

He increased the tempo, his thrusts delving deeper, reaching into her very core, and she panted her appreciation, her skin stinging as her ass smacked against the hard tile, the pain accentuating her pleasure.

Diego cupped her tender ass cheeks, driving her toward him as he surged into her, their wet bodies slapping together, her battered pussy humming happily with his abuse. He grunted with the exertion, his eyes black as night. All that intensity he was known for was now focused on fucking her senseless, and his efforts were meeting with great success. The throbbing originating from her pussy spread throughout her body, synchronizing with his pounding thrusts.

Haiku carved her fingernails into his skin, clinging to him as she approached orgasm. “Diego, I need…” She didn’t know what she needed. She was so close, hovering on the edge of satisfaction, but she needed more to get there.

“Me. All you need is me.”

He slid his hand between their bodies, over her stomach, threading through her woman’s hair to capture her clit between two fingers. She sucked in her breath, suspecting what he planned to do, and he grinned.

“You’re mine, Haiku.” As he slammed into her, slapping her ass against the tile wall, he squeezed her clit, hard.

The dual pain, from front and back, caused her world to combust. “Diego!” Haiku screamed his name as she burst into flames, burning while covered with cool water. She rolled into him in an attempt to douse the fire, clawing at his chest and biting his shoulder.

Diego’s control snapped. Throwing back his head and roaring his release, he drove his hips forward to seat himself fully within her, his cock pulsing in hard spurts. The hot cum fed the inferno inside Haiku, drawing a last shudder of ecstasy from her exhausted body before reducing it to ash.

“Fuck.”

Diego leaned toward her, resting his forehead against hers, his black eyes closing. She traced the scratches she’d left on his chest, felt his skin tug and pull as her genetically enhanced warrior healed. He was a wonder of science, a finely honed killing machine, and he was hers, his drained cock remaining inside her. Haiku smiled, overcome with emotion, and she touched his cheek, wanting to share it. He nuzzled her palm with his lips, and they stayed like that, the two of them wrapped in a tight embrace, the water washing their heat away before trickling to a stop.

He opened his eyes and grinned, his chuckle a low rumble. “We need another shower.”


Chapter Five

 

“Don’t move.”

He couldn’t move even if he wanted to, the sight of the most beautiful face in the world inches away from his engorged cock paralyzing him. He hadn’t yet absorbed the surreal wonder of the previous night, and the continued fuckfest this morning was too much for his brain to comprehend. Haiku moistened her lips as her blue-eyed gaze swept over him, and his naked body tensed in anticipation.

A pink tongue licked the precum off his tip, and he felt that dainty touch down to his curled toes. As he’d only recently removed his cock from her moist pussy, his flavor would be seasoned by her juices. The mixture must have been appetizing, because she lapped at his cockhead with rapid flicks of her tongue, driving Diego to grab a fistful of white bedsheet in an attempt to remain still. Her sweet torture was hell and heaven all rolled up into one, and he wouldn’t trade the experience for eternal life.

After licking and cleaning him thoroughly, Haiku circled the bulbous cockhead, pushed her tongue into his slit, into him. Fabric tore in his hands, the rending noise obscenely loud in his soundproof bedroom. She was inside him, and the concept melted his mind, rocked his control.

If he closed his eyes, he might be able to take her teasing, but he couldn’t close his eyes. She was too gorgeous, too… too Haiku, and Diego had to watch her, concerned that if he looked away, she might disappear, a mere fragment of his lonely mind. Her pale skin glowed, and her lips glistened as she licked down his shaft. He willed himself to remain motionless. He could do this. He had survived the brutality of Agency training. He could survive Haiku.

She pumped him with her soft hands as she played with his aching balls, sucking first one and then the other into her hot mouth, giving him the exact right combination of pressure and release. He gritted his teeth until his jaw ached.

“Mmm…”

She hummed against the base of his cock, an appreciative sound, as though she thought him delicious, a taste to be savored.

“Haiku,” he warned. He couldn’t last long, not with her firm grip stroking him and her tongue running over his balls. She freed him from her loving torture with a juicy pop and grinned, her saucy smile telling him she knew what she was doing to him. She intended to make him beg, plead, weep with wanting, humbling the man, exposing the monster.

Diego tilted his chin upward, accepting the stripping away of his dignity as what he deserved. Claiming her for his own had been the mark of a selfish man, a weak man, since he couldn’t give her a normal life, and he couldn’t love her the way she should be loved.

He knew that, yet he couldn’t let her go. It was no longer the threat of the Agency linking them together, because overnight, while waiting for Haiku to awaken, he had drafted a plan. By using his extensive resources and calling in some favors, he could fake her death and permanently mask her scent, giving her life and her choice back to her, if he wanted to give it back. Diego didn’t want to, because he didn’t want her to leave. Haiku was everything he had ever dreamed of.

Haiku grazed his cockhead with her teeth, sending shivers along his skin, before wrapping her lips around the engorged flesh. Her blue-eyed gaze met his as she slid down his shaft, sucking him deep into her throat. She felt like heaven, and a shudder rolled through his body, awakening needs and wants he had long thought dead. Allowing her to love him like this was a suicide mission. He would not come out of their encounter in one piece.

Haiku paused, and Diego saw her dilemma. She couldn’t take all of him into her sweet mouth. His genetically enhanced cock was too large. She improvised instead, covering his remaining shaft with her gentle fingers, her fingers squeezing as she bobbed her head, fucking him with a mouth as hot and wet as her pussy.

Having shredded the cotton bedsheets into strips, Diego buried his fingertips into the mattress, digging, digging, digging into the stuffing, while she sucked and moaned and wiggled her bare ass in the air. “Haiku, please…” He begged for her mercy, his chest rumbling with desire. He was past pride, past thinking, aching to touch her, to trace her curved backbone with his fingers, to cup those pale cheeks.

She gave him no relief, however, and increased her fervor, her cheeks indented with the force of her suction. Diego’s fingers clasped the mattress springs, and he held on, his cock under strain, ready to blow, his body wound up as tightly as a primed gun.

“Haiku, I’m going to…” Diego warned her. He expected her to pull back, but she didn’t. She took him fully into her mouth, sucking hard, and her sublime pressure snapped his control.

“Haiku!” He shouted her name, pulled at the mattress springs, straightening the wire, as he struggled not to move. He came hard and fiercely, pouring his seed into her ready mouth, and she swallowed again and again, her throat constricting, her cheeks draining every last drop from him.

Diego went limp, his bones turning to water, his mind as empty and clear as his cock. Haiku collapsed on top of him, her flushed cheeks resting upon his thigh.

“Haiku.” He babbled her name over and over, as he couldn’t say anything more, having no other thought in his head. All he knew was Haiku, and he threaded his fingers through her white angel hair. It was the softest thing he had ever touched. He stroked and petted Haiku while her breath puffed against his skin, and moments stretched, adding memories to his hoard.

“Wow.”

Trust his poetry-loving girl to sum the experience up with one husky word.

“Do you have a pen?”

Haiku’s smile proclaimed her satisfaction. She appeared more blissful than he felt, and he thought that impossible.

“I’m feeling inspired.”

Sucking his cock inspired her? Bemused, Diego reached over to the nightstand. He kept his gaze fixed on Haiku, certain that she would change her mind, that she would wake up from their loving stupor and realize she was lying on top of a genetically enhanced assassin. Diego opened a drawer and blindly fished around in its assorted contents, his fingers closing over a marker. He handed it to her.

Haiku uncapped the marker. “This is permanent,” she pointed out.

She waved it in the air, the chemical scent making Diego’s top lip curl.

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah.” If he could, he’d have her poems tattooed to his flesh; he’d then have an eternal reminder of this perfect time.

Their state of wonder wouldn’t last. Diego flinched as the cold marker touched his stomach. Although he wanted her to stay with him forever, she’d eventually leave him, and he’d have to let her go.

His stomach marked with her words, Haiku scanned the rest of his naked body. “Do you wish to talk about this?” She caressed the wide silver scar over his ribs, her hands warm and loving.

No, he didn’t wish to talk about how he earned that scar. Diego never relived his battles, as each skirmish resulted in pain and death, the horror of war difficult enough to experience the first time.

Blue eyes looked at him expectantly. He’d read her poems, and he knew Haiku wanted him to tell her a romantic story about how he saved a dozen kids, only there weren’t any such stories. He wasn’t a hero, and he wouldn’t hide under a cover of lies.

“I shopped at the same food supply store twice and was ambushed by thirty Agency operatives. I was sloppy.” Diego shrugged off the memory of betrayal and pain. “And that is my reminder not to be sloppy in the future.” He healed, as he always healed, and when properly treated, his wounds left no scars. To ensure this specific lesson stayed with him, Diego intentionally hadn’t used the suture gun to close the wound.

“You killed them.” Haiku’s soft voice held no shock, her tone conveying heartfelt understanding.

She deluded herself, because she couldn’t understand him. She babysat toddlers and wrote poetry, while he was a cold-blooded killer, an assassin without mercy. They were worlds apart. “There was nothing left of them except a pool of blood on the pavement,” he told her with grim determination. He had been ruthless in exacting his revenge, angry at both the Agency and himself.

“You did what you had to do.” She bent her head and gently kissed along his scar, as he imagined she did with her kids’ cuts and scrapes, but she didn’t know that no amount of kisses could make his boo-boo better.

“I did what I was designed to do.” There was a difference, and she had to know that. Instead of human instincts, he had carefully programmed responses. Haiku gave him a smile that shouted forbearance.

“If you only did what you were designed to do, you’d still be killing for the Agency.” She added a line to the poem, finishing it with a swirl. “And you wouldn’t be in this bed with me. You are more than a machine, Diego.” She capped the marker and tapped his skin.

Diego looked down at his stomach. The words were upside down, written so she could easily read it, but he understood them all the same.

 

A new day will dawn

Haiku will love her Diego

Two truths in this life

 

Haiku thought she loved him, but how could she love him? She wasn’t aware of what he was capable of, what he was designed for, and she didn’t truly know him.

“Do you like it?”

She nibbled on her bottom lip. She did that when she worried.

“Yeah.” He’d hold the words close to his heart long after she was gone. He pulled Haiku up to kiss her. She tasted like him, and his body stirred. He always had a fast recovery time—that was a side effect of the genetic enhancements—but never this fast. Since that kiss in the club, he was stronger and faster and—he shifted in the bed—hornier. “Haiku, have you noticed anything—”

The perimeter alarms sounded, red strobe lights streaking across the room. An alarm too soft for human ears pulsed out its warning. They were under attack. Diego sat up, bouncing Haiku’s body away from his. “Oh, fuck.” No one had ever found him here. He leaped out of bed and ran naked to the surveillance images, scanning them quickly. There was nothing. No, there was something. He focused on the compromised area. There was a brick on the sensor, a piece of paper fluttering under it.

“What is it?” Haiku hurried out of the bedroom wearing one of his shirts. It covered her from neck to knee, she was that tiny.

“A brick was placed on the sensor.” It was deliberately placed. Diego played back the images, pausing at one frame out of the three. Fuck, the culprit was fast. And he was small, smaller than even Haiku. The boy’s grave face stared right into the camera, as though daring Diego to stop him.

“Oh, Jacob,” Haiku murmured, concern raising her pitch. “What are you doing here, sweetheart? I told you to protect the others.”

This Jacob was to protect the others? The child appeared to be eight years old. “You know him?” Knowledge of the enemy might allow them to slip by any traps laid for them, and if they did that, they could, if they were lucky, survive this disaster. Some of the tension eased from Diego’s shoulders.

“Yes, I do.” Haiku’s beautiful face twisted with worry. “He’s one of my kids. I’m sorry, Diego. He shouldn’t be out. He knows I’m okay, and he shouldn’t have come looking for me.”

“How did he find you? This is a secure location.” It was no longer safe. Haiku was no longer safe, and they’d have to move. Diego’s mind spun with the possible alternatives.

“Jacob is special.”

She rubbed his arm, as though she was trying to calm him, but he couldn’t be calmed. Haiku, the woman he loved, wasn’t safe.

“We share a bond, and no matter where I am, he can find me, but he didn’t lead anyone else here. I know that, as he wouldn’t put me at risk.”

“He’s eight!” Diego paced, irate at the situation and frustrated by his failure. He had only one job, and that was to protect her, and he’d failed. “What the fuck does he know? I have to move you.” But where? Nowhere was as secure as his bunker.

“He’s seven, actually, but a very mature seven, and moving me won’t make a difference. If he wants to find me, he will,” Haiku said with an insulting certainty.

Diego was a professional assassin, and he could damn well outsmart a seven-year-old child. Had she no faith in him?

“We should see what he wants. It looks like he left us a message.”

“No.” It could be a trick, since the Agency had used innocent children before, and there were rumors that they were building an army of children. “I’ll go out and see.” Diego stalked back to the bedroom, his bare feet slapping on the tile. He grabbed his clothes. He had to calm down. He was too emotional, and emotions got assassins killed.

“I’m sorry, Diego.” He felt Haiku’s hand on his shoulder. “First you have to deal with the Agency because of me, and now this.”

He’d fight the entire world for her. Didn’t she know that? Diego covered her hand with his. “I’ll keep you safe, Haiku. I promise.” He wouldn’t fail her, not again.


Chapter Six

 

The hours dragged while Diego was away, and Haiku spent the time tidying up, repairing the mattress, cleaning her clothes, composing poetry, and worrying. She didn’t worry about Jacob, because, through their bond, she would know if the orphan boy was hurt. No, she worried about Diego. She worried that he wasn’t thinking clearly, that he might put himself in danger. She worried that he couldn’t handle that she came with attachments, that she had kids who depended upon her emotionally. She worried that her love for him wouldn’t be enough.

It was evening before the locks on the doors slid open one by one, and relief swept over Haiku. Diego had come back, and they could deal with the other issues together. The door swung wide. She wanted to throw herself into his arms, but she didn’t, as his jerky movements told her he wasn’t pleased. Instead she hovered close to him.

“He had no scent.” Diego tossed his leather gloves on the kitchen counter. “The kid had no scent. How is that possible? Who the hell is he, Haiku?”

“I don’t know.” She didn’t know much about her children, as they came to her so young. They hadn’t the ability to tell her about their backgrounds. Jacob hadn’t even had a name. When Haiku had asked him for it, he’d recited what sounded like a model number.

“Jacob found me one night as I walked back from a poetry reading,” she said, sharing what she could, hoping the information would alleviate some of Diego’s aggravation. “He told me he escaped from bad men.” Many of the orphans would wake up late at night screaming about bad men dressed in white, bright lights, and blood, so much blood. No child should have to see what they had. “He is special.” The children also had unusual abilities.

“He left this.” Diego took a piece of paper from his jacket, carefully unfolding it. “How does he know me?” He laid it flat on the counter.

“He doesn’t know you.” Haiku picked the paper up. She was shown in the picture, her stomach round with child, with her hands protectively cradled around the baby bump. Her image was painstakingly labeled Ku-Ku, as that was what the kids called her. Diego was also depicted, his name printed in block letters above his grim face. Jacob stood between them, smiling one of his rare smiles. Around them were the rest of the children, including the artist. “This is Emily’s work, not Jacob’s. She draws things that haven’t happened.” Sometimes her visions came true, and sometimes they didn’t. Haiku touched her flat stomach, hope warming her insides.

“How many special kids do you have?” Diego eyed her with consideration.

Haiku set the drawing back down on the counter. This was hard for him, she knew, as he was accustomed to being alone, and now he had her and her accumulated family. “They’re all special to me, but many of them are very special.” She touched his arm, his bicep warm and strong and unyielding under her fingers.

“You love them.” Diego said the words as though they were a curse. “Connections will get you killed, Haiku.” He draped his leather jacket over a chair, revealing the gun stuck in the waistband of his pants.

His fear was that the Agency would find her and kill her, but he didn’t know that some of the children, Jacob included, had less benign abilities. “Connections are the only reason to live, because without love, we have nothing.” She caressed Diego’s face, and he pressed his cheek into her hand. She understood that he was trying to protect her, that he worried for her because he cared. “I know you want to keep me safe, but I can’t stay locked up here forever, Diego.” The kids missed her, and she missed her kids.

His gaze slid away from hers. “Are you that eager to leave me?” he asked with a manufactured casualness.

“Of course not.” She smiled, his expelled breath at her answer belying his cold attitude. “If you had room here for twenty kids, I’d never leave.”

“Twenty kids,” Diego repeated. His eyes surveyed the room. Was he considering where to fit them? Would he do that for her? Haiku’s heart swelled with emotion.

“In the bunker?” He shook his head. “That’s impossible.”

“Yes, that’s impossible.” Swallowing her tears, she managed a laugh. “So it might be best if I visited them instead.”

“If I arranged for you to visit your kids, will you stay with me?” Taking both of her hands in his, Diego studied her face, his expression grim and serious, as though his life depended on her response.

“Yes, if you wished me to.” If he wished her to, she would happily stay with him forever.

His reply was to pull her tightly to him, her hip pressed against his hip, her breasts flattened against his chest. Her soft curves filled the spaces between his hard muscles, and they were as one, fitting together perfectly.

Diego stared down at her, his eyes warming to black velvet. He bent his head and kissed her, his mouth sealing over hers, his tongue probing between her lips. She opened up completely to him, giving Diego the surrender he demanded.

He searched her mouth, exploring every crevice. Haiku didn’t know what he was looking for, as everything she had was his. Trusting him to support her, she allowed her body to go limp, sagging into him. He caught her, one of his hands covering the arch of her back and the other spanning her shoulders, his fingertips massaging her spine.

He broke the kiss and pressed her head into his heaving chest, and they stood, arms around each other, alone in their underground sanctuary. Diego played with her hair, her scalp tingling from his tender caresses. Haiku listened to the comforting beat of his heart. He was alive, he was well, and he would stay that way.

“I’ll take you to see the kids tomorrow.” Diego sighed deeply before stepping away from her. “Tonight, I have to work.”

He had to work. Haiku watched as he opened a wall panel, behind which was displayed a meticulously arranged assortment of weapons. Diego would kill someone tonight. He picked up a fully loaded shoulder holster.

“You will be careful out there, right?” She swallowed her fears and adjusted the twisted holster straps with shaking hands. He grunted as he strapped blades to his forearms. “Right. Of course you’ll be careful.” She answered for him. This was his job, just as taking care of children was hers, and she had to accept who he was, learn to live with her fear. “You’re always careful.” He was the best, she reminded herself, and he’d be okay. “Yes, you should go, work…safely.” She gave him permission both to leave and to kill. “And I’ll stay here.” She looked around the small space, wondering what she’d do while he was away. “Waiting for you.” She wouldn’t be able to sleep until she knew he was all right.

Diego slipped blades into his boots. He was armed literally from head to toe, weighed down with weaponry.

“I’ll be late,” he advised gruffly, his jacket covering the arsenal on his back and chest.

“It doesn’t matter.” Haiku summoned up a smile, clutching her hands together to keep from clinging to him. “I’m not going anywhere…unless…” She couldn’t finish her thought.

“I’ll be back,” Diego reassured her.

He stared down at Emily’s drawing, a softer emotion resembling wistfulness flashing across his hard face. The emotion was so fleeting, Haiku wondered if she’d actually seen it or merely imagined it.

“I’m taking this too.” He deftly folded the paper and placed it in his pocket.


Chapter Seven

 

Diego slinked along the shadows, following the Agency men down the street. The soldiers-for-hire were looking for Haiku, flashing her image to locals and asking questions. They knew not to ask about him, because the people they questioned feared him more than they feared the Agency.

Their informants didn’t know that Haiku was now an extension of himself and that he felt their betrayal of her more keenly than if they had betrayed him. It was his error, as he hadn’t broadcasted that she was under his protection, not wanting her linked to him.

Despite his precautions, the Agency had made that connection, and unfettered, they would know everything about Haiku by the end of the night. She would be enemy number two, second only to him.

That was an unacceptable situation, and after returning to his compound to collect the necessary weapons, Diego would correct his mistakes. He waited patiently until the four men were alone, the streets devoid of innocent bystanders. The operatives were sloppy, confident that no one would touch them, but he would touch them. Tonight they would die, any information they gathered perishing with them. They would not be allowed to harm Haiku.

Diego ran along the sides of the buildings. The Agency men didn’t sense him until he dropped to his feet before them, but by then it was too late. While they reached for their weapons, he attacked, his surroundings blurring around him. He sliced and moved, sliced and moved. One man squeezed a shot off, but it was aimed at where he had stood three attacks away; the rest were dead before they could fire. Diego wasted no bullets on them; instead he sliced them to pieces with his blades. He didn’t liquefy them, as he wanted their body parts left as a warning. He would not be taken, and Haiku would not be harmed. That was his grisly promise.

With adrenaline pumping through his veins, Diego stood in the alleyway and surveyed the damage. Severed body parts were strewn on the pavement. Blood dripped in puddles. Faces were distorted in pain. If Haiku saw this, she would be horrified. She wouldn’t look at him with love, and she wouldn’t wait for him with open arms.

She’d eventually see the results of his profession. That was inevitable, as he was an assassin, and work had a way of spilling into his personal life.

“You are faster, my friend.” A huge figure separated from the darkness. “What have you been doing?” Eyes as black as his gazed at him.

“Killing Agency operatives.” Diego’s fingers closed around his guns. Vienno wasn’t a friend. They had once been coworkers, both brutally trained as Agency dogs, and now they fought on opposite sides.

Vienno chuckled while they circled each other. “You wouldn’t have to, Diego, if you gave up the girl. They are offering you full clemency for her.”

Fuck. They wanted Haiku. “What girl?” Diego played dumb. He didn’t understand. How could she be a bigger threat to the Agency than he was?

Vienno’s smile held no humor. “You know what girl. Your white-haired poet. You give me her, you get forgiveness. No more Agency operatives will be sent after you.”

He’d killed thousands of their men. They’d never let him walk. Diego knew this as surely as he breathed. “Do you believe that?” Vienno didn’t answer. He didn’t have to, because they both knew the answer. There was only one way to leave the Agency, and it didn’t involve breathing. “Why do they want her?” What had his softhearted Haiku done?

Vienno shrugged. “You know how it is—they tell us nothing.”

He looked tired. There were dark circles under his eyes, and his mouth drooped. The years had not been kind to him.

“Let’s not dick around, Diego. What is your answer?”

“I’m going to kill you. That’s my answer.” Diego looked for a weakness and found it immediately. Although they were trained to fight with both hands, Vienno now favored his right.

“Unlikely.” Vienno’s response held no conviction. “But if you do kill me, it won’t be any great loss to the Agency. The new recruits are young, and they have powers I’ve never seen. I have mere months, if I’m lucky, before they retire me.”

The Agency’s retirement present was a bullet between the eyes.

“Let’s do this old school.” Vienno flung his guns to the ground. “Hand to hand, blades only.” His knives clicked into place, extensions of his arms.

“Agreed.” Diego dropped his own guns, as he was equally skilled in both weapons. Plus he needed the physical exertion. It would burn off some of his worry over Haiku. He watched Vienno limber up, noting that the Agency assassin could only rotate his left arm partially. He’d seen enough.

“Now.” Deigo ran at Vienno. Vienno twisted away from him. Blades whistled through the air, but neither of them made a connection.

Diego pivoted as he bounced back and attacked again, not allowing his opponent to catch his breath. He flung himself through the empty space. Vienno ducked but not quickly enough, Diego’s blade slicing through his right shoulder. Blood spurted from the wound.

“Fuck,” Vienno cursed, rolling on the pavement. He staggered to his feet, his right arm hanging uselessly, the tendons and nerves severed.

Diego watched dispassionately. This was war, and Vienno was the enemy. He’d threatened Haiku.

Diego coiled his body and sprang. Vienno made no move to defend himself, the downward arc of Diego’s knife severing bone in the Agency assassin’s left shoulder. Vienno’s blade clinked on the pavement.

“Don’t play with me.” Vienno swayed. “Finish me, friend.”

The man was as good as dead. Diego could leave Vienno like this and consider his job done, as the street thugs would take him apart piece by piece, using him as target practice. Diego circled the assassin.

Vienno stood still, calmly awaiting his fate, blood forming in a circle of red around him. His wounds weren’t healing, and if Diego waited long enough, he would bleed to death.

“Do you protect her for the resistance?” Vienno asked.

Diego didn’t have to answer, his feelings none of Vienno’s business. “No.” He protected Haiku because she was his. “It is personal.”

“Then my death is worth it.” Vienno closed his pitch-black eyes, a dreamy smile curling his lips. “A woman who can love one of us deserves our protection.”

It was as close to forgiveness as Diego would ever get, and he repaid that kindness by killing his former brother-in-arms so quickly, his smile didn’t waver. Diego grimaced. He had no friends, but he supposed this ache in his soul was what killing a friend would feel like.

All the deaths today were different. In the past, Diego had killed for revenge, as the Agency had taken all that was human from him, and in return, he took the lives of their best men.

Now he killed for Haiku. Propping himself up against a building, Diego pulled out the drawing. He’d killed for this future. Although the street was dark, with his enhanced eyesight, he saw the characters clearly. There he was, standing beside his beautiful Haiku, and she was pregnant with his child. He knew that as surely as he knew the mechanics of a laser pistol. He had a child, and he was surrounded by children who looked at him like he belonged, like he was part of their family.

It was a depiction of everything he had secretly dreamed of and never thought possible. Diego carefully refolded the drawing, tucking it into a pocket deep within his jacket. The Agency threatened that dream. They threatened Haiku and his unborn child. They threatened her extended family at the orphanage. Their threats wouldn’t be successful. Diego ran through the streets, his nostrils flaring and his ears filtering sound as he hunted. He would kill every last Agency operative to protect their future.


Chapter Eight

 

“Diego, what did you do?” Haiku rushed to the gruesome apparition standing in a stupor at the door. He was covered in blood, but that wasn’t what scared her. It was the blank look in his black eyes, as though all hope was lost.

“I killed everyone I could find.” Diego stared down at his bloody boots, his gloved fingers dangling. Red droplets splattered on the white floor.

“I don’t care about those people.” She knelt at his feet. The laces were slick with blood and gore, and she had to wrap the ends around her hands to better grip them. “What did you do to you? Are you hurt?”

Diego stepped out of his boots. Even his socks were drenched. She stripped those off too. “Hand.” He removed his glove and held his hand up. The gash was deep and wide. Haiku saw bone, and the room spun around her.

“Here.” She grabbed a gleaming white kitchen towel and wrapped it around his hand. “Hold on to this.” She placed his unharmed hand around it. “Do you have a first-aid kit?” She frantically opened cupboards, searching for the box.

“Drawer closest to the door,” he mumbled, swaying.

She slid the drawer open, grabbing the antiseptic agent, the suture gun, and the gauze. “Sit here.” She pulled a chair toward him, and he sat down with a thump. “Give me your hand.” She peeled the towel away from the wound. It was already healing. She splashed the antiseptic on it, and he hissed. She clucked in sympathy as she cleaned his hand. “I have to do this without painkillers. Sorry.” She hadn’t time to wait for painkillers to take effect. He would heal too quickly, and it would leave a scar. She tugged the skin together, positioned the suture gun, and pressed the button.

It was extremely painful. Haiku knew, having used the suture gun on herself more than once. Except the only sound her tough guy made was a gasp. She brushed her lips over the wound, kissing it better. “Are you injured anywhere else?” she demanded. Blood dripped down from his wet hair, and his eyelids fluttered, flicking the moisture away. She dabbed a clean corner of the towel over his brow, so he could see better.

“No.” Diego stared at her, a perplexed expression on his handsome face. “I killed people today, Haiku, hundreds of people, and I’m coated with blood.” His voice was flat. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

He had killed hundreds of people? She sat in his lap, not caring that the clothes she wore would be ruined. He had been through so much. “Because I love you.” She leaned into him and kissed a patch of clean skin. Diego shook against her. She pushed his jacket off his shoulders so she could touch more of him. “Besides, I’m used to cleaning up naughty little boys covered in blood.” She tapped the end of his nose, and he blinked. “I take care of toddlers, remember?” She took care of special toddlers, actually. When she first met Jacob, he’d been covered in blood, yet he hadn’t had a scratch on him.

“I remember.” Diego rested his head on her shoulder, the tremors in his body subsiding. “I remember everything about you. You were wearing a pink blouse when I first saw you. It had lace around here.” He touched her neckline. “And a small brown handprint here.” He put his palm on her stomach, underneath her left breast.

Her face grew hot. There were things she’d rather he not remember. “You must have thought me a mess.” His home was a glaring white, and her clothing had been covered with grime.

“I thought you were the prettiest thing I’d ever seen.” Diego smiled slowly.

The dazed look had left his eyes, much to Haiku’s relief.

“You looked like an angel. You still look like an angel.” He frowned at the mark on her shirt. “Even covered with blood.”

She tugged off his glove. He must have forgotten he hadn’t removed both of them. “I’d rather be covered by you.” She peeled herself away from him. He was sticky with drying blood. “Come.” She took his uninjured hand, helping him to rise. “Let’s take a shower.” He followed her docilely to the bathroom, leaving a trail of blood and clothes behind him. She’d clean that mess up later. She would clean him up first.

She turned the tap on, and the cool water trickled down. Haiku stepped aside, allowing Diego to enter the shower first. His tanned skin was stained with blood. He stood under the water, his face turned upward, streams of red running over his body.

Haiku removed her own clothing, the shirt she had borrowed from him and the boxers she doubted he’d ever worn. She moistened a soft washcloth and rubbed it over his wide shoulders, down his proud, straight backbone, between his hard-as-rock ass cheeks. Slowly and gently, she washed him from head to toe, cleansing every inch of his flesh, careful not to get the gauze around his hand wet. He stood motionless, his black eyes blank as he accepted her care. The pool of water around them faded from red to pink to colorless until the water stopped, the supply depleted.

Haiku unfolded a large fluffy towel, wrapped the white cloth around him, and swathed herself in a second towel. She smiled. They matched. They were a couple. He protected her, and she took care of him. She led him into the bedroom and pulled back the covers.

Diego fell into the bed like a crumbling brick wall, the mattress squeaking a protest at his weight, and he lay facedown for one long, anguish-filled minute.

“Come, Haiku.” He rolled onto his back. His big arms spread. “I want to touch you.” His towel tented as his cock hardened, but he avoided her gaze, looking down at his flat stomach, his lips flat and white.

It was the same sheepish expression her kids made when they had done something bad and believed they deserved punishment. “Do you want to touch me?” She dropped her towel, revealing her naked body. He hesitated slightly before nodding. “Do you deserve to touch me?”

Diego’s eyes rose, and in that blackness, she saw his pain and guilt and torment. Haiku wanted to hold him in her arms and tell him she loved him, but that wasn’t what he needed from her right now.

“No,” he whispered.

She thought so. Haiku opened a drawer, removed a fresh pair of black leather gloves, and slammed the drawer closed, rocking the dresser. “And why don’t you deserve to touch me?” She flipped the gloves over her thighs, his gaze tracking her movement.

“Because I’ve killed men, many, many men,” he confessed, lifting his square chin.

“No.” Using all the strength in her slight body, Haiku slapped the leather across his stomach. He grimaced but made no sound, accepting his punishment, and within seconds, the red welt disappeared. “Open your towel, Diego.” He did as she commanded, unveiling his erect cock. “I’ll ask you again. Why don’t you deserve to touch me?”

There was a pause as he considered his answer. “Because I killed a friend.” His voice wavered. “He was an Agency operative, but he was once a friend, and I killed him.”

Shit. He’d killed a friend today. Haiku’s heart twisted as she felt his anguish. “Wrong.” She whipped his upper thighs with the gloves, and his stomach muscles contracted. “Killing Agency operatives to keep me safe is your job. You didn’t disobey me that way. You went to work, and I gave you permission to go to work, didn’t I? I told you go, work…safely.” She got off the mattress and padded around the foot of the bed, her bare feet slapping on the tile as she moved to the other side. “So for the third time, why don’t you deserve to touch me?” She brushed the gloves over his cockhead, and beads of perspiration formed on his forehead. “Answer me, Diego.”

“Because I didn’t keep myself safe.” He gave her the words she wanted, his tone communicating that he didn’t think they could possibly be the right answer.

“Exactly,” Haiku purred, leaning over him, stroking his cheek with her index finger. “I said to do your job safely, and you came back injured, didn’t you?” She threw her left leg over his body to straddle his stomach. When Diego put his hands on her waist, she slapped him hard, the leather curling around his forearm. “No. You don’t deserve to touch me. You know that.” He yanked his hands away. “Put your hands above your head and cross your wrists.” He’d shown her last night how stimulating that position was.

She waited until he complied, his muscles stretched and strained. “Your body is no longer your own, Diego.” She bent so that her nipples rubbed against his chest. “It belongs to me.” Her lips were a breath away from his. “If I want to lick it.” She licked along his neck. “If I want to suck it.” She swirled her tongue around his flat male nipple before sucking it into her mouth. She wasn’t gentle, marking him as he had previously marked her. “If I want to bite it.” She bit down on that moist flesh. A whimper escaped his lips. “I’ll do it. You belong to me, understand?”

“Yes.”

Haiku felt the muscles underneath her soften, reaffirming her conviction that he needed to share some of his control over life and death decisions. “Good,” she cooed, stroking his cheek again. “Because I’m going to take what I want”—she wiggled back until his cock nestled between her ass cheeks—“what I need, from you.” She tilted back and forth, brushing her nipples over his chest, grinding her ass against his cock. “And you’ll give it to me, selflessly, coming only when I tell you to come, understand?” When he didn’t answer quickly enough, she slapped his thighs with the leather gloves.

His groan vibrated her skin. “I understand.”

Diego was tired and emotionally empty, and he wouldn’t last long. That was fine, as her pussy had been primed and ready since she scrubbed his naked body clean in the shower.

“What I want, what I need, is to fuck you now.” Haiku rose up, positioning him at her entrance, and slowly sank down on his thick shaft, relishing his size and strength. Once impaled upon his cock, she squeezed and released him in an erotic massage, until he pulsed in time with her rhythm. “Do you feel that, Diego?” She rocked on him. “That is what I need, and you won’t be able to give it to me if you get yourself killed. Would you die and leave this pussy empty?”

“Fuck no.” A muscle ticked in his clenched jaw, and his hands folded into fists.

“Kill who you need to kill to do your job.” It was a horrible job, but they were in a war, and horrible jobs were necessary. “But don’t ever hurt yourself again.” Haiku assigned him that impossible task, knowing he needed the challenge of an impossible task. “Because next time, I won’t be as kind.” She increased the pace, panting with effort, slamming down on his cock, her pussy tightening.

“Haiku, please…” he begged.

“Not yet.” Sensing he needed more pain, more punishment, she raked her fingernails over his exposed underarms, leaving red marks. Diego moaned, straining against his self-imposed bonds, thrusting up with his hips, and she rode him, holding on to him with her thighs, resisting his frantic attempts to dislodge her.

Perspiration dripped down his face, and veins rose over his muscles, but still she rocked upon Diego, pushing him closer and closer to his breaking point as she also neared hers. Haiku dangled over the edge of her own abyss, clinging to sanity, ruthlessly ignoring her body’s demands, to give him what he needed. Her pussy vibrated, and her heart pounded, yet she held out, held out, held out, until she couldn’t take it an additional moment more, and he’d had enough.

“Now, Diego.” As he bellowed her name, pulsing into her, her pussy convulsed, sucking the hot cum into her greedy womb. Haiku arched upward, her arms and head flung back, waves of passion sweeping her body. She was power and woman, seated on her dark warrior, and no one and nothing could ever come between them.

Drained and light-headed, she collapsed on top of him, nuzzling into the curve of his shoulder, feeling his satisfaction and his peace. Their game ended, Diego’s arm circled her, his hand resting over her heart, his thumb caressing her bare skin. They lay in silence. His breathing deepened, leveling to an even rasp upon her neck, and his stroking slowed until he stilled. Haiku sighed contentedly. Her assassin slept.


Chapter Nine

 

Diego stared down at his sleeping Haiku. Her angel-white hair rested upon the pillow, her mouth was slightly open, as if begging for a kiss, and her small, firm breasts rose and fell with her breaths. Her porcelain white skin was covered with his love bruises and bites and the black ink of her poems, but he didn’t see that. In his eyes, she was perfect.

He was not perfect, and Haiku knew he wasn’t, because she knew everything about him. Diego clenched his left hand. The wound had healed, as it always did, not leaving a scar, and if he had waited to return to her, there would have been no proof of what he had done to himself, what he had purposely done to himself, but he suspected she would have known, as she had known what he needed to take away some of that pain.

She saw his imperfections, his failings, and his pain, yet she had still slept beside him last night, wrapped in his arms, and that meant only one thing. Diego sat on the edge of the mattress. She loved him. It was almost impossible to believe, but everything she said and did reinforced that love. Diego rubbed the back of his neck. He would try his best to be worthy of that emotion.

He outlined her cheek with his finger, and her closed eyelids fluttered. He leaned over to kiss them. As he kissed the tip of her nose and the corner of her mouth, his tongue darted out to taste her. Blue eyes, softened with sleep, opened.

She smiled and reached up to cup his face. “I love you, Diego.” She said it effortlessly, as though it was the most natural thing in the world to love a killer such as himself.

He covered her with his body, kissing her chest and under her jaw and down her neck. She moaned, tilting her head back, offering more of that white skin to him. He dragged his mouth over her collarbone and buried his face in the hollow of her neck. He rested there for a moment, inhaling her sweet scent, before exploring the gentle valley between her breasts.

Her nipples puckered in anticipation of his touch, and he rewarded that responsiveness by sucking first one and then the other into his mouth, licking and flicking them with his tongue before drawing them deeper. He suckled noisily, hungry for her taste, her love. She clutched his head to her breast, her fingers threading through his hair.

She nourished him, giving him her love freely, expecting nothing in return. Her cries of passion were generous as he shamelessly took from her, hurting her slightly with his fervor, but he couldn’t stop. He needed her, and he needed this, to be bound to her, to no longer be alone.

They were a couple, and they could be a family. Diego caressed Haiku’s flat stomach, circling her belly button. Did their child grow there already? He pressed his lips to her soft skin. He would protect their baby. He would protect that baby’s mother.

He stroked lower, to where her fine hair was a golden blonde, the richer color reflecting the warmth rising from her. Diego parted that hair, dipped into her wet heat. She was ready for him. She was always ready for him. He played, exploring her body, learning her curves, and delving into her depths.

Previous encounters had been fast and furious, with Diego balancing pain and pleasure to bring Haiku to a flashpoint moment of ecstasy. His touches now spoke of a lifelong pledge of reverence, of gratitude, of devotion. He built her rising desire upon a solid foundation of feeling, nurturing her slow burn, and only when she radiated heat would he release the full fury of his harsh, unfettered passion.

“Diego,” Haiku said, gasping his name.

He looked up. Her face was flushed, and her eyes were unfocused. Diego smiled. He did that to her.

He’d do much more. He parted her legs, exposing all of her to his perusal, and even there she was dainty, a delicate pink. He licked her glistening folds, sampling her fresh cream, while she panted, lifting her hips off the mattress.

Diego cupped her round white ass and feasted upon her pussy, nibbling her skin, licking up her moisture. She tasted pure and clean and womanly, and he fed upon her passion, devouring her love for him. Haiku moaned sweet encouragement as she clutched his shoulders.

Her thighs cradled his head, and her flavor danced upon his tongue. Diego breathed deeply, inhaling her musky essence, while she twisted and wiggled, trembling.

With the tip of his tongue, he gently pushed back the skin around her clit. Here was the essence of her womanhood, and he would polish that precious pearl until it shone. His responsive lover cried out with the first lick, her hips thrusting toward him. He threw his arm over her stomach, securing her, the restraint exciting Haiku even more. He lapped up her flowing pussy juices. Her legs shook, vibrating against his body. He teased her clit, making her squirm.

“Diego, please,” she begged, her voice thin with restrained ardor.

Although he had planned to ratchet her passion higher, he couldn’t disregard her plea, as he lived to serve her, and anything and everything she asked from him, she would get. He grazed her pussy lips with his teeth while she bucked against his arm, and when he moved higher, dragging his teeth over her clit, she shrieked his name. Diego paused until she yanked at his hair, and then as he watched her expressive face, Diego covered her clit and sucked hard.

The impact was instantaneous. Haiku screamed, writhing like a wild thing under his arm, and it took more of his strength to control her. Diego slowly released the pressure, until the tremors rocking her body subsided and she lay limp in his arms, her muscles lethargic, her skin twitching with the aftermath.

She was so alive, so wonderfully human, and his rock-hard cock pulsed. He wanted to feel that unrestrained ardor around him. He wanted to be inside her as she came. Diego looked into her face. Her eyes were closed, and tear tracks left a trail of moisture on her cheeks. He kissed her lips as he settled between her thighs.

“Diego?” She gazed up at him. He saw wonder and dismay reflected in those blue eyes.

“One more time, Haiku.” Too selfish to stop, he pushed his cockhead past her plumped pussy lips. They throbbed a warm welcome, drawing him deeper.

“I can’t.” Even as she protested, she bent her knees, tilting her body up to better receive him.

He thrust his way home, and Haiku cried out his name, her legs wrapping around his waist, her hands clasping his back. She embraced him with everything she had.

Diego gritted his teeth, fighting the urge to come immediately. His control was strained, and her body was tight, the vibrations from the aftermath of her orgasm clenching and unclenching his cock.

He focused on Haiku’s pleasure, staring into her beautiful face as he pumped into her pussy. Her lithe body had been primed by her earlier orgasm, and he felt her passion swiftly rise again. Her eyes darkened from sky blue to navy, her cheeks flushed, and her lips parted. She held on to his shoulders, meeting his thrusts, lifting her hips.

His balls screamed for release, but he held on, because being inside Haiku was the best thing Diego had ever experienced in his harsh life, and he would make their loving last as long as possible. The time for gentle devotion had passed, and he surged into her again and again, fucking her with reckless abandon, their bodies smacking together until her pale skin was red and raw. Her moans and pants echoed in his ear, and he ground his lips against hers, trying to catch her breath, as he needed more of her, all of her.

“Diego,” Haiku cried, her fingernails digging deeply into his shoulders. She flew up into him, her pussy muscles clamping down hard on his engorged shaft.

When she released him from her tight grip, Diego lost all control. He came hard, shouting her name, cum shooting out of his freed cock into her vibrating womb. His body shuddered with bone-rattling tremors, and he pushed against her until their two forms became one.

Reasoning gradually returned, and with it, the realization that his big physique had flattened his smaller Haiku. Diego winced at his thoughtlessness and supported some of his weight with his elbows, but he didn’t withdraw. He never wanted to withdraw, because Haiku felt too good, too right.

“I love you,” she murmured into his chest. Diego couldn’t answer, overcome with emotion. She was his home, his sanctuary, and he would never let her go.


Chapter Ten

 

In the morning, the streets were unusually quiet. It had rained again in the early hours, and the acid bite of the droplets had chased away casual strollers, the rain giving the city a tart, clean smell. Haiku held on to Diego’s hand as she followed him through the maze of alleyways. He’d carried her for part of the way, concealing their home from the Agency sniffers. Although Diego claimed to like her scent, it irked her to have that human weakness. It put him and everyone else she loved at risk.

She put everyone she loved at risk; the Agency was after her. Diego had confirmed it, and neither of them knew why. She wasn’t special, unlike her kids. Her kids were special, and she could lead the Agency to them. Haiku skidded to a stop.

Diego pulled at her arm. When she didn’t move, he looked back, a question in his black eyes.

“They’re after the children,” she whispered, breaking one of Diego’s many rules. They were not to talk, as the Agency was able to track their voices.

Diego put a gloved finger over her mouth and nodded. She breathed a sigh of relief. He understood. He knew she was placing the children in danger by visiting them today. He swung her into his arms, grunting with the effort, and continued forward. That was another rule. Operatives could be following them, so they were never to backtrack.

She couldn’t visit the orphanage, ever. Pain cut through her. She missed the children so much, and they would miss her also. She’d been a constant in their swiftly changing world, and to never see them again… Haiku blinked away tears of frustration. Diego nuzzled her hair with his chin. It was a comforting gesture, reminding her that she had him. She wasn’t alone.

“Why are you carrying Mommy?” a boyish voice asked anxiously. Shit. That voice belonged to Jacob. Haiku turned her head, appalled that he’d put himself in danger yet again. He stood before them, his hands balled into fists, his feet apart. He was dressed all in black, as Diego was.

“Are the Agency monitors deactivated?” was Diego’s only answer. They were close to the orphanage and well behind Rebel lines.

“Of course.” Jacob scowled, his seven-year-old pride offended. He considered himself in charge of the orphanage’s security. “Is Ku-Ku hurt?” Small hands touched her arm.

“No, I’m not hurt. You would know if I was, remember?” She smiled reassuringly, and he nodded gravely back. Haiku didn’t know how the link between them worked, only that it did. “Diego is tricking the sniffers.” Because she was being tracked. She’d put them all in danger with this visit. Her smile faded. “You shouldn’t be outside, Jacob.”

Diego surged forward, not waiting for the conversation to end.

“Jacob?” Haiku looked back over their shoulders at the boy. Jacob trailed behind them, imitating the rhythm of Diego’s walk.

“Don’t be mad at me, Mommy. I’m protecting the others, like you told me to,” Jacob grumbled.

Giving him the job of protecting the other children had been the only way to prevent him from following her everywhere. “I’m not mad.” She was worried. There was a difference. “But you can protect the others from inside the compound.” He was safer inside the walls. He was alone on the streets. There’d be no one to assist him if he got into trouble. Haiku tucked her legs close to her body as Diego entered the drop shaft.

“Naw. It is too noisy. Miss Beth cries when I make the bad men go pop.” Jacob slid in beside them, his head pressed against her leg.

“Pop?” Diego repeated. He raised a dark eyebrow in question.

“It’s nothing,” Haiku hurried to reassure him. Layers of building whizzed past as they were lowered soundlessly into the depths of the city. “A figure of speech.” She would allow Diego to get to know the children first before burdening him with their various challenges.

“I make them explode.” Jacob exercised no such caution. “Pop.” His hands shot apart dramatically. “Their blood and guts go everywhere.”

Haiku felt faint at his graphic description. She’d heard it before, and she’d always felt the same way. No child should have to witness such gory deaths.

“Em says when I get big, I’m going to be a great ass-in like you.” Dark eyes shone with hero worship.

Diego grunted, and a higher-pitched grunt immediately echoed in the shaft.

“Jacob only makes the bad men go pop when there’s no other choice,” Haiku explained. Her sweet little boy wasn’t a monster. Jacob knew the difference between right and wrong.

“And what does he know of choices?” Diego’s face was hard.

Haiku opened her mouth and then closed it again. Diego was right. Jacob didn’t have anyone to teach him about choices. Deciding who should and shouldn’t die was beyond her experience. Silence filled the small space. All she could do was love Jacob and hope that was enough.

Her friend Beth waited for them as they stepped out of the drop shaft.

“Thank goodness you’re here, hon.” She rushed forward, her beautiful face beaming.

Beth appeared happy and healthy, much to Haiku’s relief.

“The kids have been waiting for you all day.”

Diego lowered her to the artificial turf floor, his arms lingering around her waist as he scanned the orphanage grounds. He was looked for possible danger, Haiku knew. He protected her.

The area was safe, because the children wouldn’t be there if it wasn’t. She gave him a reassuring smile before turning her full attention to Beth. “Did Emily tell you I was coming?” As Haiku stepped away to hug Beth, Jacob wedged his small form between her and Diego.

“Yes, and she, thankfully, was right this time.” The gorgeous blonde grinned at Diego as he nonchalantly picked Jacob up by the shoulders and moved him to the side. “The kids were worried, Bea especially. She has been crying for her Ku-Ku and throwing things since we left.”

“Throwing things?” Diego frowned. Worry lines were etched between his eyebrows.

“She’s a baby,” Jacob said with disgust. He grabbed Haiku’s hand, glaring at Diego defiantly.

Jacob thought everyone younger than him was a baby. “Bea is four years old,” she explained. Bea was also telekinetic, so when she threw things, she threw everything she could get her mind on. “Where is she?” Haiku should calm her down before she saw the other children.

There was a thump to their right. It sounded like a plastic block thrown at the wall.

“Guess.” Beth grinned as she tilted her head toward the small standalone structure.

The new orphanage was set up to resemble the one they had abandoned, the similarities designed to bring some continuity to the children’s lives.

“I left her in there. We had to isolate Bea because of her difficult mood, and we knew you’d want to see her first.”

“I do.” Haiku reached for the lever handle to the door.

“No.” Diego covered her hand with his. “I’ll go in first.” He swung the door open, and Haiku held her breath. The room was eerily quiet as Bea stared at him, the little girl’s pink eyes widening with wonder. Soft stuffed toys hung in the air around her, suspended by nothing. Diego perused the room, his black-eyed gaze missing nothing. He breathed in deeply and then stepped back. “It is clear. I’ll wait outside.”

His voice scared Bea. Her baby face screwed up, and her cheeks grew redder and redder. Bea was about to continue her temper tantrum. Beth rushed to the little girl’s side, trying to distract her with her clapping hands.

“Are you sure?” Haiku didn’t want to desert Diego, but it would be easier to calm Bea without him, as the child associated all men with the nasty men in white.

“I’m sure.” Diego pulled her close and kissed her forehead. Bea wailed, and toys swirled in a vortex of fury. “Go. While you…” He waved a gloved hand at the fuming toddler. “I wish to speak to Jacob.”

“Okay.” That sounded ominous. Haiku gave Jacob her best you-better-behave look. “He’ll show you around the orphanage.” Jacob folded his arms and stuck his bottom lip out, his expression dark. “I’ll join the two of you as soon as I can.”


Chapter Eleven

 

Diego waited outside the structure for several long minutes, listening as Haiku soothed the moody child. The girl had been encircled by floating toys, but nothing in the room was a possible weapon, and that was the only reason he allowed Haiku to enter. Even knowing she couldn’t be harmed, he didn’t like it.

He didn’t like their surroundings. The space was too brightly lit, giving the appearance of midday underground. There was too much color, with the walls painted in reds and blues and greens, the floor the bright green of fake grass. There was too much noise. The screams and laughter and racket of children pierced the air.

“You worried?” The grave little boy by his side peered up at him.

“Yeah.” He worried. He worried too much. Diego rolled his shoulders. The emotion was unfamiliar and damn uncomfortable.

“That’s silly.” Jacob scoffed. “I’m not worried.” He drew his tiny body up. “Bea is a big baby, but Ku-Ku makes us all better.” The way he said “better” snagged Diego’s attention.

He studied the child. “How?” Jacob had a world-weary air around him, as though he’d seen too much, and it brought out Diego’s protective instincts, which was ridiculous. The kid was a stranger, and he owed him nothing. Diego scowled. If he wasn’t careful, he’d end up responsible for everyone he met.

“She loves us.” Jacob mirrored his scowl. “And it makes us better.”

That could be the boy’s opinion. Some children, Diego supposed, having never been one of those children himself, thought love and a mother’s kiss made boo-boos better. But Diego had to admit that his own skills had improved since meeting Haiku, since being loved by Haiku, and he was no child. “You have blood on your boots.” Diego had noticed that right away but hadn’t said anything in front of Haiku, the scent of death a familiar one. It was blood, but not the child’s blood.

He makes the bad men go pop. Jacob casually rubbed the blood off with a piece of scrap paper and tossed the remains into the trash receptacle. The kid was a killer.

And Haiku loved him. Diego had seen the emotion shining in her eyes, softening her sweet voice. Hope clawed up his gut to hang off his heart. Maybe her love for him would last as well.

Jacob straightened, meeting Diego’s gaze. “The blood makes Mommy’s mouth go like this.” He pursed his lips in a humorously accurate imitation of Haiku’s horrified face, and Diego’s lips twitched.

“She loves me, but she doesn’t understand.”

Jacob said it like Diego did understand. Diego snorted, and the child snorted also. He understood nothing.

“She’ll be a long time. You wanna meet the others?”

“Yeah.” Diego scanned the area as he followed the child. They stepped through a narrow doorway, guarded by two armed female giants, into a large playground. Kids of all different shapes, shades, and colors played together noisily. One child crawled up the wall, defying the laws of gravity, while a tall brunette woman pleaded for her to come down. She was ignored. A little boy faded in and out of visibility as laughing children tried to poke him. An older boy balanced fireballs on the tips of his small fingers, impressing a gang of giggling girls. These weren’t normal kids.

If there was such a thing as normal anymore. After decades of war, Diego wondered if there was.

The children turned their heads toward them as they entered the room. Some of the more brazen children crowded forward, curiosity lighting up their trusting faces, while others moved to the far side of the playground, huddling together defensively. They watched him warily.

A little blonde girl skipped along beside them, circling to stand right in front of him, blocking his route. She wore a white dress with a big pink bow tied at her waist, and unlike the other rambunctious children, she hadn’t a speck of dirt on her. Even her shiny white shoes gleamed. She stared up at him with pale blue eyes, a thumb in her mouth.

She wanted something from him. Diego didn’t know what, and he didn’t want to know, so he ignored her, looking around the space for entry points. “There are cameras,” he observed. He didn’t expect a reply, but Jacob gave him one anyway.

“We have cameras and sensors everywhere. I helped place them,” the boy stated proudly. “They aren’t as good as yours, though. Yours don’t have lights on them.”

Lights gave away their positions. It had taken some tinkering to get the sensors to work without emitting visual clues. “I designed them myself.” He’d design more for the orphanage. Diego felt a tug on his gloved hand.

“Will you swing me around now?” The little girl in white looked up at him expectantly, her tiny fingers wrapped around his.

“Em, Diego is the best ass-in in the whole universe.” Lines appeared on Jacob’s forehead. “He does not swing little girls.”

“But, but”—her bottom lip quivered—“I drawed him swinging me.”

She drew him swinging her, so this must be the Emily who had given him the drawing tucked in his jacket, and with it, she’d given him hope for the future. “If you drew me swinging you, then it must be true.” Diego didn’t know how to swing little girls, but he crouched down. He was an intelligent man. He’d figure it out.

Emily put her baby hands on his shoulders and gave him a tremendous smile. Diego gingerly held on to her waist, aware of how fragile she was, and lifted her. She weighed nothing, even less than Haiku. He spun around in a circle, holding her securely, and she squealed with joy, her legs swinging out.

The faster he spun, the happier she was, her blonde curls bouncing around her chubby cheeks. Her gurgles of laughter were infectious, and Diego found himself grinning, his heart swelling painfully. He would kill for this little girl. He would die happily in this moment.

Her laughter quieted, and Diego regretfully lowered her to the floor. “There, I swung you.” He acted like nothing had changed, like swinging her hadn’t affected him.

“Thank you, Da-Da.” Emily wobbled away, a silly smile on her face.

“My turn, my turn.” His hand was grabbed again, and Diego looked down. A freckle-faced boy, younger than Jacob, gave him a lopsided grin. He was missing a front tooth.

He wasn’t the only child waiting. A line-up of toddlers, organized by his overly grim assistant, Jacob, stretched across the playground, and they waited for him, an assassin, to swing them into the air. Diego shook his head in disbelief.

A week ago, he had been satisfied with spending two days a week sitting beside the angel woman he adored. Today he woke up in that angel’s arms, and he had a playground of children trusting him to keep them safe. He was surrounded by love and joy.

“Da-Da.” His hand was yanked on, and the boy tilted his head, clearly confused by Diego’s lack of response. A wave of Da-Das flowed through the line.

He was needed, and he was loved. Diego’s legs trembled as he knelt on the artificial turf for the little boy. “Hold on tight,” he said as his voice cracked.


Chapter Twelve

 

Haiku stood at the edge of the playground, a backpack of retrieved clothes slung over her shoulder, and watched the scene before her with amusement. The children were circling her assassin, and Diego’s chuckles added an underlying bass to the chorus of high-pitched giggles.

She had worried that he might balk at the connections he called dangerous, but instead he seemed to be embracing them, indulging the children she loved so much. Diego’s black-eyed gaze lifted and met hers, his eyes shining with love. He loved her. Haiku’s body warmed. She was eager to be alone with him so he could physically express that love.

“Jules, Diego will play jet bike with you another day.” Haiku snatched a squirming toddler off Diego’s back. She laughed at Diego’s genuine smile of thanks and extended her hand to help him stand. Her usually impeccably clean warrior was a mess. The knees of his black leather pants were scuffed from the imitation-grass carpet, his hair stood up on end, having been pulled on by his riders, and his shades were smudged with tiny handprints. Children bounced around them, cheering his name, hyper from the extra attention.

“Diego will play jet bike with me later tonight,” Haiku whispered into Diego’s ear. Seeing him bent over with that gorgeously tight ass in the air had given her ideas, and none of them were appropriate for the little ears listening.

“Someone will be ridden tonight,” Diego murmured back, his deep voice making the hairs on her neck stand up. “It may not be Diego.” His smile became positively wicked as he squeezed her waist.

“Don’t go, Ku-Ku,” Georgie, a round-faced ten-year-old, begged, his grip uncomfortably tight around her legs. He had the strength of an adult but the intelligence of a five-year-old.

“I’ll be back soon, Georgie.” She ruffled his red hair. She hoped she’d be back soon, but the Agency continued to hunt her, and she’d only return if Diego thought it safe.

“She’ll be back tomorrow,” Diego amended. Tomorrow? He would bring her back tomorrow? Haiku arched an eyebrow, surprised.

“I’ll be back also.” Diego grinned as he walked with her to the drop shaft. “You’re not going anywhere without me.” He swung her into his arms before stepping inside.

“Why would I want to?” Haiku touched his tanned face. She felt safe in his arms.

Jacob squeezed in beside them, not saying a word, staring straight ahead. Did he think they didn’t see him? They did, because invisibility was not one of his powers.

“Jacob, no.” Haiku shook her head. There may be a day when Jacob would stay with them, but that day wasn’t today. “You are to stay here.” It pained her to leave him.

“Em says I should go with you,” he insisted, his chin stuck out stubbornly. Haiku’s stomach twisted. Emily foresaw a need for Jacob to accompany them. They were in grave danger. Of all the children, Jacob had the most powerful and violent abilities.

“No. You stay,” Diego addressed the boy.

“I’m going with you. I need to protect Mommy.” Jacob crossed his arms, staring up at his hero. Despite his belligerence, he clearly idolized Diego, and Haiku did nothing to dampen his hero worship, as she could not think of a better role model for the little boy than Diego.

“I will protect…Mommy.”

Diego paused before the word, the corners of his mouth quirking up, and Haiku’s face flushed. She saw no harm in letting Jacob think of her as his mother. They had a special connection, and she loved him like he was her own son.

“I need you to protect the children.” Diego assigned his junior self that important task.

Jacob narrowed his eyes. “Em said—”

“This is not a discussion, assassin,” Diego barked, his voice ringing in the small space. “That is an order, understand?”

“Yes, sir.” The boy straightened. Although defiance flashed in Jacob’s dark eyes, he stepped out of the shaft.

Diego pressed the Up button. In silence, they watched the abandoned floors blur past them. They’d made the right decision, Haiku told herself. They couldn’t risk a child’s safety to save their own lives, and if anything bad happened to Jacob, she couldn’t live with herself.

“Thank you for that.” Haiku rubbed Diego’s chest. She couldn’t have convinced Jacob on her own. “Em usually—”

“Yeah,” Diego broke in. “We’ll be careful.”

He was careful, carrying her for over twenty city blocks. They headed away from the children and away from their home, following a random pattern that only Diego understood. It had rained again while they were underground. It was always raining, the gray clouds permanently covering the sun. Diego splashed through the acidic puddles. The wet didn’t burn him as it did her. His boots and leather pants protected his skin.

Haiku relaxed in his arms. She had worried that the day spent entertaining children would tire him, but Diego appeared as fresh as he had been that morning. He ran, his stride long and silent, his chest heaving, and she pressed her fingertips to the pulsing vein on the side of his neck. They didn’t need Jacob. Diego would keep them safe.

When Diego deemed them far enough away, he slid her to her feet. The pavement was slick, and she slipped, but he steadied her, his grip firm and sure. Haiku offered him a tentative smile of thanks. His eyes gleamed, and they were off again, running through the alleyways. The weather was cool and damp, droplets of water blistered her skin, but Haiku’s heart felt light. She was with the man she loved, and they were alive and free and happy.

They ran, playing a game of tag Haiku would never win. When she stumbled, Diego caught her, and when she tired, Diego slowed, taking the backpack from her. They didn’t need to talk. They were as one, sprinting through the city.

All too soon, though, Haiku read the change in Diego, saw it in the stiffness in his back. They were being followed, hunted, and her happiness turned to fear. They ran faster and faster, Diego’s zigging and zagging becoming more frantic as she heard the men closing in on them. The exits dwindled to fewer possibilities until they were trapped and could go no farther. The Agency operatives were all around them. She saw them, their dark forms detaching from the shadows.

“Diego,” she whispered, needing his reassurance. There was no longer a reason for silence, as the Agency had found them.

“Stay behind me.” Dropping the backpack on the wet ground, Diego backed up until Haiku was pressed against a brick wall. His body heat comforted her. He was with her, and they would survive this attack. Diego passed a gun to her. “Do you know how to use this?”

“Yes.” Haiku held it tentatively, the weapon heavy in her hands. “Sort of.” She’d practiced—everyone in the rebellion practiced—but she had no natural ability for shooting. She was more likely to shoot Diego than an Agency man.

With every passing second, more men surrounded them. Haiku stopped counting at fifty. Diego was the best assassin Haiku knew of, but he was only one person. Could he defeat more than fifty armed men by himself?

“Fuck,” Diego cursed, and Haiku’s hope vanished. It didn’t sound like he could. He held guns in both of his gloved hands. With his expression blank, Diego watched the enemy approach, their boots ringing on the pavement like thunder. “I’ll shoot a hole in them. You run.”

She would run, not they would run. Diego planned to sacrifice himself for her, deflecting the enemy fire as she fled. “I’m not leaving you.” She’d die before deserting him.

“Haiku—”

“I’m not.” Haiku stepped out from behind Diego and aimed her gun at one of the men. Shit. She gulped. The Agency soldier appeared so young. There wasn’t a line on his face, and there wasn’t any gray in his hair. He hadn’t truly lived, yet today, he would die, because Haiku would kill him. Her hand shook. She had never killed anyone before, but it had to be done, and she steeled herself to do it, steadying her gun hand. If she didn’t kill the soldier, the soldier would kill them. “Either we both stay or we both run, Diego. That’s your only choice.”

“That’s not his only choice.”

A tall, gray-haired man stepped away from the group. The other soldiers wore black armor, but this man wore a dark suit with a crisp white shirt and a skinny black tie. He adjusted his cuffs casually, as though he was at a business meeting rather than a shoot-out.

“If you give her to me, Diego, you will both live.”

“Never.” Diego spat, his face hardening with recognition. He knew this man, and he didn’t trust him. Haiku glowered at the stranger. She wouldn’t trust him either.

“You don’t need her anymore.”

The man’s attitude was of condescension. He talked down to Diego as though he were a child, and the subtle insult to her assassin lover rankled.

“Once she has loved you, the power boost won’t increase or decrease. A woman’s love, in this rare case, is constant.” He smiled at his own joke.

Power boost? Haiku stared. What was the man talking about? She had no special powers. He must have been misinformed.

“So is this man’s love.”

Diego raised his guns. Their three guns pointed at the soldiers. The soldiers mirrored his action, and fifty guns pointed back at them.

“I know what happens with your experiments, Doctor, and I’d rather kill us both than allow you to use her.”

Haiku also knew what happened with the Agency experiments, and she shivered. Her kids woke up at night, screaming with those horrific memories. The Agency scientists would dissect her, take her apart piece by piece, until there was nothing left.

“You will both die if you don’t agree, Diego. I read your file, and I know your capabilities, model 12750. Twenty is your top kill rate.” The doctor’s eyes were reptilian cold.

Diego said nothing. Haiku touched his arm. He didn’t deny it, and he didn’t look at her.

The doctor was right. If he didn’t agree, they would both die. “Diego—” To save him, she would face the Agency’s experiments.

“You’re not leaving me, Haiku. I meant it. I love you.” Diego’s tone brokered no discussion. “And I’ll never let them touch you.”

Diego loved her. “I’m not leaving you.” Haiku placed one arm around his waist, underneath his jacket. She would borrow his warmth and strength to meet her death with dignity. “I love you too.”


Chapter Thirteen

 

Diego was going to die. He knew this day would come, as it came for every assassin. Each skirmish was kill or be killed, and eventually every assassin made a fatal mistake. Diego had accepted that fate years ago. However, he thought he’d die alone, and he thought he wouldn’t have regrets.

He’d thought wrong. Haiku, the woman he loved, was by his side, and he regretted not keeping her safe. Over the last couple of days, he had loved and been loved enough for a lifetime, and he greedily wanted more, but he knew he didn’t deserve it, because he hadn’t protected his dream, and he hadn’t protected Haiku. It was his fault that the fairy-tale ending depicted in the drawing wouldn’t come true.

“I’ve failed you, Haiku,” he confessed quietly. “There is no returning safely today.”

Although she trembled against him, her back was straight, and her chin tilted upward. “You have never failed me, Diego, ever. We knew what we were facing when we left the orphanage. We made a choice to protect the children, and I don’t regret it. They are our future, our hope.”

Haiku loved the children, and in them, a piece of her would live. “We will protect them with our last breaths,” Diego vowed, scanning the soldiers surrounding him. After making his obscene offer, the doctor had retreated behind his human shield to wait for them to make the first move. He would make notes on model 12750’s response to a no-win situation, so he could fine-tune subsequent enhanced soldiers.

“Aim for the doctor. If he dies, the experiments might end.” Maybe then his death, Haiku’s death, would mean something. After Haiku nodded her agreement, Diego leaned back into her softness for a second, bracing himself for the pain, and then lunged forward, shooting. The first bullet caught him in the arm.

And then there were no more bullets. The world went silent and still, the Agency soldiers frozen midattack, their guns raised, their faces grim and lifeless. A semicircle of ammunition hung in the air. Diego’s bullets struck his targets, piercing flesh, but the men didn’t fall.

Diego stopped shooting. “What the fuck?” Questioning his own sanity, he reached out and tapped a hanging bullet. It moved but didn’t drop.

It couldn’t be a dream, because he didn’t feel pain in dreams, and the flesh wound on his arm hurt like a son of a bitch. His other senses were also vividly engaged. Diego heard Haiku breathe in frantic puffs of air behind him, and he smelled the sharp tang of her fear. “Haiku?” Did she know what the fuck was going on?

“It wasn’t Mommy. I froze the bad men.” Jacob casually pushed his way between the Agency operatives. “I don’t want to be an ass-in if it means Mommy and you die.” He glared at Diego, daring him to refute that logic.

“Jacob.” Before Diego could stop her, Haiku ran forward, brushing bullets aside to reach the boy. “Thank goodness you’re here.” She hugged Jacob to her chest. “You did a good, good thing, sweetheart.” She petted his wet hair.

“Yeah.” Diego grunted. He still wasn’t certain what had happened. All he knew was Haiku was alive, he was alive, and the kid had something to do with it. He should be irritated as hell that a kid saved them, saved him, a professional killer, but he wasn’t. The only emotion he felt was gratitude.

Jacob allowed Haiku’s coddling for a moment before pushing away from her. “You said to stay, and I didn’t.” The boy folded his twiglike arms. “I didn’t follow orders.” He tilted his chin up.

Jacob expected a reprimand, but he didn’t deserve one, and Diego was a big enough man to admit when he was wrong. “A good assassin only follows orders if those orders are right.” He eyed the Agency soldiers. Their chests didn’t move, which meant they weren’t breathing. “Are they dead?”

“I froze them for five hours.”

Jacob held up five grimy fingers. The dirt was disgusting, but it wasn’t his fault, as it was impossible to stay clean while traversing the urban battlefield. Diego made a mental note to get him gloves.

“Do you want me to make them go pop?”

“No.” Haiku gasped. “No popping.” She clutched the boy to her bosom.

“Mommy doesn’t understand.” Jacob repeated his common refrain, freeing himself from Haiku’s loving stranglehold. The boy stared at him.

Diego stared back. “I understand.” He understood completely. He glanced at the soldiers and then at Jacob. Diego’s trigger fingers tapped on his guns. They both knew what the other was thinking. It would be so easy to kill the Agency men now.

“But we should humor Mommy,” Diego decided, holstering his guns. “We won’t make them go pop.” He picked up the discarded backpack and slung it over his shoulder. There was no reason to expose his softhearted Haiku to all that death. The soldiers were frozen for five hours. He could deposit Haiku and Jacob at the orphanage and then return to finish the job.

“Come, Haiku.” Diego motioned. She was too far away from him. He couldn’t protect her from there, and that made him nervous. He’d almost lost her once today, and he’d be even more careful now. He wouldn’t risk her life again.

“I love you, Diego.” Haiku took his extended hand. He couldn’t hear those three words often enough.

“Yeah.” He loved her too. Diego pulled her close for a quick kiss on the lips. They were far from his bunker, but pressed against Haiku, she felt like home. She was soft and open and welcoming.

Aware of their pint-size audience, Diego reluctantly drew away from Haiku. There would be time for more loving later. First he’d return her and Jacob to the orphanage. Diego looked back at the boy. Jacob stood, shifting his feet, his head bowed.

“Come, Jacob.” Diego held out his other hand. It felt numb from the gunshot wound. Warm blood ran down his skin in rivulets of red, but Jacob didn’t seem to mind. The boy’s face lit up, and he ran to place his small fingers in Diego’s large palm.

They walked through the dark alley, the three of them, and Diego’s heart swelled. His right hand held his woman, and his left hand held the boy his woman loved. He was no longer alone. He had a family. He glanced at Haiku’s trim waist. All they needed was a baby to make Emily’s drawing come true.

Diego threaded his fingers through Haiku’s. She looked up at him, a serene smile curling her lips, her beautiful face reflecting the peace he felt.

As they turned the corner, a loud pop broke the silence, and her smile disappeared. “Jacob.” Haiku twisted her body to look behind them.

Diego tugged her forward and gently squeezed Jacob’s hand. He understood. He may not agree with the boy’s methods, but he understood his rationale, because they both, in their own way, protected the woman they loved. The pops continued...


Chapter Fourteen

 

That evening, Diego dropped Haiku onto their bed’s crisp, white sheets. She clasped his bare shoulders, pulling him down to cover her wet, naked body. Gauze was wrapped around his left arm, but the binding was unnecessary, as the wound had already closed. Having examined him thoroughly during their shared shower, Haiku was satisfied that he was otherwise healthy.

They were also alone, having left Jacob at the orphanage. He promised to stay there this time. After Diego returned from his extended perimeter check, her two men had talked privately for over an hour and had come to some sort of understanding. Diego wouldn’t say what that understanding was, and Haiku didn’t ask, as she didn’t really want to know.

All she needed to know was that everyone she cared for was safe. “We’re alive, Diego.” Haiku laughed with joy. “We live to love another day. We should celebrate.”

“Oh, I plan to.” He rolled away from her, his muscles rippling as he stood. He moved like a sleek predator, padding silently across the bedroom to open the dresser drawer.

It was the drawer he kept his sanitized black gloves in. Haiku sat up, her disappointment edged with fear. “What are you doing?” Was he planning to go out again?

The leather snapped as he pulled the skintight gloves onto his big hands. “I have a jet bike to ride.” Returning to the bed, he opened his fingers to display a small tube of lubricant, and Haiku’s pussy moistened at the promise of sexual delights to come. Diego dropped the tube on the bed, and his black eyes gleamed as he leaned over and kissed her, nibbling on her mouth, sucking on her bottom lip. The mattress dipped with his weight. He caressed her breasts, cupping them with his leather-covered hands, pinching her nipples into tight peaks.

His touch scrambled her brain. He kissed her once more before flipping her onto her stomach. Her breath whooshed out of her, his sudden movement catching her by surprise.

“And guess who the jet bike is?”

Diego straddled her legs and wrapped an arm around her waist. He pulled her body up until she was on her hands and knees, exposed and submissive to his demands.

“Are you going to ride me?” Haiku wiggled her ass, tempting him. She craved his love taps, wanted those leather gloves smacking against her skin. “Hard?”

Diego wedged his hands between her closed legs, spreading her wider. His leather gloves felt cool and smooth and alien on her skin. “I will ride you hard.” He lunged into her, swiping her wet pussy lips with his broad cockhead, and she gasped, swaying backward to capture him.

“Eventually.”

He chuckled as he moved his cock out of her reach. She frowned. When was eventually?

“But not yet.” He clucked in a mock rebuke. “First, I must examine my machine, make sure all her parts work properly.”

He bent over her and nipped at her shoulder. She yelped.

“The Start button is functioning.”

He soothed the love bite with his tongue, swirling heat onto her skin. Next he licked down her spine, his hot mouth sending shivers cascading over her body.

“The frame is solid.”

Diego sucked on the dimple above her left ass cheek, and she arched, relishing the pull. Rubbing his leather-clad fingers over her skin, he heated her flesh until she moaned.

“Very solid.”

He slapped her ass hard with his palm, the sound ringing in the silent room. She cried out. That was what she needed. That was what she craved. He licked the burn while his hand slipped down the shadowed crevice of her ass, leaving a trail of warmth.

“The seat has lots of cushioning.”

She looked over her shoulder and narrowed her eyes at him.

“I love that,” Diego reassured her with a grin.

He slapped her right ass cheek, making her pussy clench, and then he pressed his lips against the throbbing flesh, mouthing her skin.

“It is good for long…” He straightened and grabbed her hips, his shaft sliding along her pussy lips. “Hard…” He moved again, fucking her without entry. “Rides.”

She moaned; his teasing drove her crazy. She needed him inside her, filling her, dominating her.

With his cock brushing against her thighs, Diego reached over her body to pick up the tube of lubricant. Haiku watched, her pussy clenching in anticipation, as he leisurely rubbed the clear gel over his gloves, one large finger at a time, until the leather was a shiny black.

“Now we have a classic rider dilemma.”

Diego circled her butt hole with the lubricated fingers of his left hand, while his right hand played with her pussy.

“Which thruster to use? The emergency thruster?”

He dripped more gel into her ass crack, and Haiku gasped both from the cold and from shock. She’d never allowed any man to enter her there, but she trusted Diego. He wouldn’t hurt her.

Diego rubbed the lubricant around and around and around her puckered rim, until she was slick and warm and relaxed. Then he eased his pinkie finger into that tight butt hole. Her body, at first, resisted the anal invasion, squeezing around the leather, but he persisted, pushing in, in, in, until she’d taken him up to the farthest joint.

“Or the tried and true?”

He pumped her pussy with two fingers. The leather, despite the lubricant, created friction against her flesh, heating her channel, adding to the stimulation.

“Emergency?”

He slid his pinkie in and out of her virgin hole. It felt naughty and decadent and very, very arousing.

“Tried and true?”

He added a third finger to her pussy, pressing the heel of his hand against her clit. The throbbing increased in intensity to the rhythm of his thrusts.

Diego worked her with both hands, gradually overlapping his pumping until the movements were synchronized, her two holes filled at the same time. “Diego.” She cried his name, her pussy vibrating and her ass quivering. She was so full, so saturated, and she couldn’t absorb the sensations. They overwhelmed her. She shook, her legs folding under her. She buried her face in the pillow to smother her cries.

“Not yet, Haiku.”

Diego removed his hands, and her torment eased momentarily.

“I want to be inside you.”

He draped himself over her body, his cock replacing his fingers, his hips pressing against her tender ass cheeks. He eased into her, his larger size stretching her pussy. His left hand was positioned as a pillar beside her shoulder, holding the bulk of his weight, and his right hand reached around to squeeze and knead her breasts, the leather sticky and hot against her nipples. With his bare chest rubbing against her rounded back, she was surrounded by his hard muscle.

He withdrew and drove into her again and again, pummeling her pussy with poignant pleasure. It wasn’t enough; she needed more. Haiku pushed back to take all of him. He groaned in her ear, and she panted with effort as they fucked like two wild things. His balls slapped against her burning ass, his thighs smacking against hers. Their lovemaking was harsh and primitive, a celebration of being healthy and alive and free.

Haiku reveled in it, giving herself over completely to the moment. She was long past thinking. She could only feel, her entire body an erogenous zone. Diego licked her ear, and she cried out. He ground his hips against her ass, and she shook. He slapped her nipple with his leather-clad fingers, and she came, her release fierce. She screamed shamelessly.

Diego thrust twice more, his rhythm frantic and unruly, before shouting his own release, his cum filling her, his cock pulsing inside her. He collapsed, his weight flattening her. He was too heavy, and her body was too sensitive. When Haiku whimpered a protest, Diego rolled with her.

She lay on top of him, her mind filled with light and color and words. “Diego—” Haiku smiled as he handed her the black marker. He knew her so well. She scanned his tanned physique. There was a poem on his flat stomach, and one on each pec. He was her living notebook. She searched lower for blank skin and printed her new work on one muscled thigh.

 

Haiku and Diego

On a jet bike fit for two

Ride love forever

 

“My turn.”

Diego held out his hand, and she gave him the marker. Haiku watched, curious as he uncapped it, as she’d never seen him write anything before. He was a man of action, not words.

Diego turned her onto her back, so that she looked up at him, her breasts bare, her legs open, her chafed ass rubbing against the soothing cotton sheets. He pressed the cool marker tip against her stomach; his face was grim and serious as he wrote. She waited until he was finished before reading his words.

 

Diego loves Haiku.

Always.

 

She blinked rapidly, overcome with emotion. His message wasn’t a haiku, yet it was poetry to her ears. He loved her so much, he’d put it in writing. “I love you too, Diego.” Haiku cupped his face between her hands and brushed her lips against his, her touch tender and full of meaning. “Always.” She pushed his dark hair back to kiss his forehead.

“Yeah.” He smiled slowly. There was warmth in his flat black eyes. “Always.”
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