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  Chapter One


  


  Herstmonceux Castle, East Sussex, England


  


  “Daddy, exactly where are we going and what are we going to do there?”


  Kael Saunders steered the small, unobtrusive car along the A23 to


  Herstmonceux Village. The high hedgerows on either side of the narrow, two-lane


  road obscured the view ahead, and he hit the horn each time they came to a sharp


  bend. “There‟s a castle owned by a Canadian university up the road past the village.


  It‟s on five hundred acres, and they let us use it for outdoor classes. Survival skills,


  that sort of thing.”


  Kael had made the decision some time ago to tell Angel that he worked for the


  Secret Intelligence Service, MI6. Angel was a smart boy and could be trusted to


  keep his mouth shut. He would never do anything that might endanger his daddy.


  But the rule was, ask no questions.


  They drove through the small, quaint village and continued on until the red


  brick castle rose up from the landscape. “There it is.”


  “Holy King Arthur‟s court! That is beautiful,” Angel said, and Kael laughed.


  He drove onto the grounds and up the hill into the car park, where a ten-seater


  van was just leaving. Milling about talking to each other were seven men and one


  woman, and beside them were five rolled-up tents and ten identical backpacks.


  Several of the men were tall like Kael, though none matched his six feet five inches.


  They were all well built, muscular, strong-looking men, and every one of them had a


  crew cut or buzz cut. “Oh my God. It‟s like a night out at a leather bar.” Angel


  laughed.


  “In your dreams. How many leather bars have you been to, boy?”


  “Only the ones you‟ve taken me to, Daddy. Will we be staying in the castle?”


  Angel‟s beautiful gray eyes were wide with excitement; his boyish enthusiasm


  always made Kael smile.


  “No. We‟re staying in pup tents in the wood over on the north side. It‟s called


  the Azalea Walk.”


  A look of disappointment flitted across Angel‟s face, quickly replaced by


  resignation. “How picturesque,” he said.


  “Angel.” Kael looked at the boy he had fallen in love with a mere six months


  ago—the boy he was supposed to have killed. “Do not call me Daddy this weekend. I
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  am Sir at all times. I‟ve never met this group, but I have to weed out the cowards,


  the idiots, and the insane, not to mention the men from the boys—and that includes


  the woman. They must know nothing about my private life or yours.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  They got out of the car. Angel went without instruction to the boot to take out


  their leather jackets and water while Kael stood about ten feet away from the


  group. The woman emerged from behind one of the men, dwarfed by his size just as


  Angel, with his slender five-feet-eight frame, was dwarfed by Kael. For a moment,


  Kael stopped to suck in a breath. She reminded him of Misha, but this girl had


  blonde hair and Misha‟s had been dark. The young woman smiled when their eyes


  met. Kael did not return her smile. He would not get friendly with anyone in the


  group.


  Quickly he assessed them, spotting who the friends were and who didn‟t like


  each other. One man, broad and muscular but not much taller than Angel, had a


  ruddy complexion, a sign of alcohol abuse or perhaps a dicky heart. Another man,


  no more than nineteen or twenty years old, walked with an overconfident swagger:


  a sure sign that he overestimated his own abilities. The woman looked happy just


  being there and eager to get on with the work.


  It was a cold morning in February, and the group, attired in dark clothing,


  wore jackets and hats. Kael wore a black lightweight but very warm pullover, dark


  jeans, and black Doc Martens. Angel handed him his leather jacket, which he pulled


  on and zipped up. Angel wore the same, and when Kael pulled a black woolen hat


  over his shaved head, Angel copied. “Keep your jacket fastened up, boy. Avoid


  getting cold because it‟ll be hard to warm up again with staying outdoors all


  weekend.”


  “Yes, Sir.” Angel obeyed at once, not only because he recognized Kael as his


  dom, but because he trusted him completely. “Sir, if this is for your work, why was I


  allowed to come?”


  “Conran suggested I bring you. I‟d refused the assignment because it was a


  weekend.”


  “Because you didn‟t want to leave me, Sir?”


  He looked down at Angel, unsmiling in case anyone saw. “That‟s right.” He


  didn‟t give a shit who knew he was gay. But they didn‟t need to know Angel was his


  and that he loved him; that would make Kael vulnerable.


  Kael looked at his students. “Get over here!” The group stood to attention


  momentarily and then hurried toward him to stand quietly. His raised voice had


  succeeded in making them nervous, which was exactly what he wanted. “My name


  is Sir, and that is what you will call me every time you look at me. How many of you


  have been in the armed forces?” Two men and the woman raised their hands. “Good.


  You‟ll find it easy to remember. The others will get a smack if they forget. Are we


  clear?”


  “Yes, sir,” they chorused.
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  “Excellent. Pick up the tents and packs and start walking north.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  Angel brought Kael his pack, but the other men were already carrying the


  tents.


  With Kael leading the way, the group walked for about twenty-five minutes


  until Kael told them to stop in the woods. “There are five tents, two people to each


  tent. Start pitching them in a circle. We make a fire in the middle.” He helped Angel


  pitch one of the tents, mainly to show him how.


  When the tents were up and a fire pit was constructed and ready to light later,


  Kael had everyone sit on the ground. He watched where they sat and who they felt


  comfortable with. Two of the men had marched side by side to the woods, and they


  sat together now, so he decided to separate them. They were obviously straight, but


  they wanted to be together. “You”—Kael pointed to one of the men—“will share a


  tent with him.” He pointed at another man. “Move now.” Kael‟s anger flared with


  the man‟s hesitation. “Oh. I‟m sorry. Did you want to be with your friend?” His tone


  dripped with sarcasm. The man moved quickly, his cheeks flushing. Kael proceeded


  to split up the pairs, assigning the woman to the burly, red-faced man.


  “Sir,” the woman said. She was tiny and adorable. “You haven‟t asked our


  names.”


  He already knew their names; he had seen their files and a small photo of each


  and memorized everything. He pointed at each of them in turn, giving their names,


  ages, and the place they were born. “I know everything I need to know about you,


  Matilda Thornton.”


  She smiled. “I go by Mattie, sir.”


  “Sir?” It was the bloke with the swagger: Harry Denbigh. “Is he part of the


  group?” Angel stuck out as much as Mattie did, and he had been glued to Kael‟s side


  since getting out of the car.


  “Yes, he is. Tell them your first name only, boy.”


  Angel smiled at him and then around at the group. “I‟m Angel.”


  Denbigh laughed, and Mattie said, “Awww, that‟s so sweet.”


  “Sir,” the ruddy-faced man said. “When are we going to eat?”


  “Not today,” Kael said calmly, ignoring their disappointed faces.


  “I didn‟t have breakfast,” another man said.


  Kael stood up, towering over them, leaning forward as he spoke and pointing


  at them one after the next. “You fucking morons! We don‟t get lunch breaks and tea


  breaks on this job. If you want to work in a fucking office, then go and work in one.


  This job is for real men.” He looked at Mattie. “No offense.”


  She grinned. “None taken, sir.”


  “Some of you will go into security; you‟ll be minders. Imagine taking care of a


  head of state and saying, „Excuse me, minister. I need to stop and have my


  sandwiches now. And I need to go for a piss. Can you wait there?‟”
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  The men started to laugh. “See how ridiculous that is? There‟s water in your


  packs. That‟s all you get until morning. Make it last.” He looked at Mattie. “When


  you‟re small, you have to be more careful. You get hungry quicker.” But she looked


  as tough as nails. It was Angel he was worried about. Before they left London, Kael


  had made the boy eat an enormous protein-loaded breakfast to tide him over. “Does


  anyone want to leave? Because if you do, go now. Don‟t waste my time.”


  “Our careers depend on this weekend, don‟t they?” one of the men asked.


  Kael looked round at them. “Your futures with SIS will be determined by my


  reports. If you want exciting, action-filled careers, then act as if that‟s what you


  want. Or you‟ll end up in office jobs.”


  “Kill me now.” Mattie laughed.


  Kael almost smiled at her and repeated, “Does anyone want to leave?”


  No one spoke.


  


  * * *


  The first task Kael set them was a five-mile run—not a jog or a walk. He set


  


  the pace, and Angel kept up with him most of the way. Mattie on her short legs


  quickly fell behind, but by the time they all reached the finish, she was back at the


  front of the pack. Five out of the seven men who had got off to great starts had


  peaked and become exhausted. Kael reached the end a full eight minutes ahead of


  the group and stood, hands on hips, waiting for them. Angel and Mattie arrived


  first, and the men trailed in after them. One man collapsed on the ground, and


  when his buddy went to help him, Kael said, “Leave him! If you were in the field,


  running for your life, you would have to leave him or die with him. Be sensible.”


  After several minutes of watching him lie flat out, panting like a dog, Kael


  walked over to the man. “Up you get.” He put out his hand and hauled the man to


  his feet. Giving him a brusque pat on the shoulder, he said, “You finished the race.


  That‟s all that matters.”


  They had barely recovered when he took them to the moat on the east side of


  the castle, where it was deepest, and ordered them to strip naked. The presence of a


  woman made them hesitate. But Mattie and Kael were the first ones naked. Angel


  was next but only because of the cold. He was used to being naked and was very


  comfortable in his skin, but being so slender, he began shivering very quickly. Kael


  kept his eye on Harry Denbigh, who seemed to want to compete with Angel and


  looked angry when the boy had beaten him in the run. He hurriedly stripped off his


  clothes and strode up to the edge of the moat, ready to go in first.


  Angel ran up beside him and jumped in, his knees drawn in toward his chest


  the way he often leaped into bed at night. “First!” he screamed with childlike glee.


  The look on Denbigh‟s face was one of hatred. He dived in after Angel.


  “Get out, the pair of you,” Kael ordered, furious at their stupidity.


  The two climbed out onto the bank, shivering. “Only an idiot jumps into a


  strange body of water,” he said to Angel. “And a bigger idiot dives in.” He got in
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  Denbigh‟s face. “There could be rocks in there you could hit. At least Angel would


  only have cracked his arse. You could have broken your stupid fucking neck.” Angel


  and Denbigh colored despite the cold. “What if you were in a tropical country and


  there were flesh-eating fish or reptiles? First you examine your terrain.”


  For twenty minutes he made them stand naked while he went over the ways to


  check if a body of water was safe before using it for an escape route. Then he went


  in first to show them how to do it.


  Later, as they dressed, Denbigh looked at Mattie and said, “Nice tits. A bit


  small but nice.”


  “I wouldn‟t worry about it, mate. You‟ll never get your hands on them.”


  The men laughed at the exchange until Kael walked up to Denbigh and


  grabbed his cock. Stunned, Denbigh reared back.


  “Nice cock. A bit small but nice.” The men broke into gales of laughter, but


  Kael hushed them quickly. “We support our fellows in the field; we do not demean


  them. There‟ll always be times when you‟ll work in groups or with a partner. You


  can‟t put down a partner, then expect them to have your back in a sticky situation.”


  The remainder of the afternoon they spent on basic survival techniques. By


  midnight, they were exhausted. “Get into your tents and go to sleep,” Kael told


  them. “You‟ll notice you have no sleeping bags—only a blanket. Put on every piece


  of clothing you brought. I hope you‟ve all got hats. Keep your boots on. Put the


  blanket on the ground. Then wrap it around you. The rest of your warmth will come


  from your tent mate, so get cozy.”


  One of the men looked at his partner and joked, “Don‟t try anything.”


  They all laughed and crawled into their tents to lie down on the hard, cold


  ground. The moment they were alone, Kael pulled Angel into his arms and felt his


  boy melt against him. “How did I do today, Daddy?” he whispered.


  “You‟re amazing.” Kael kissed his forehead. “A couple of those guys have been


  in the army. All of them have had some training, and you not only kept up with


  them, you surpassed them. That‟s my boy.”


  There was nothing Angel loved more than praise and encouragement, but he


  also took discipline well if he knew he deserved it, and that was a sign of maturity.


  “That‟s because of all the weight training and running you make me do, Daddy.” He


  kissed Kael softly on the lips. “I‟m so tired.”


  The conversation from the next tent was just discernible with Kael‟s better


  than ordinary hearing. He pressed his finger to Angel‟s lips and listened. Denbigh


  and his tent mate were talking. “I reckon Sir is as queer as George Michael,”


  Denbigh said. “That boy‟s not with SIS, and there was no question where he was


  going to sleep when Sir was ordering us around.”


  “He‟s a good bloke, tough as bloody nails,” the other man said. “I‟d let him


  cover my back any day.”


  “Yes, but I think he‟s favoring his bitch over us.”
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  “Shut it, mate. This isn‟t the fucking X Factor. No one‟s going to get


  eliminated.”


  At the word bitch in reference to Angel, Kael said, “Wait there.” He crawled


  out of the tent and directly into the next one. Before Denbigh could speak, Kael had


  straddled him and had him by the neck, pushing down on his windpipe. His tent


  mate moved quickly out of the way. “I knew you were trouble the minute I laid eyes


  on you.” He smacked him hard across the face. “Got anything else to say?”


  Unable to speak, Denbigh attempted to shake his head. Kael eased up on his


  throat, and Denbigh whispered hoarsely, “No, sir.”


  “Now go to sleep like a good boy. Don‟t make me come back.” He had not been


  quiet about disciplining the young man, and the others were sitting at their tent


  flaps watching and listening by the time he crawled out. “Get some sleep!” he said.


  He crawled back into the low tent, and Angel snuggled into his arms again.


  “Did he call me your bitch, Daddy?” he asked very quietly.


  “Shhh. Everything‟s fine.” Kael unzipped his trousers. He took Angel‟s hand


  and pushed it inside. “Make me happy, boy,” he whispered. Angel‟s hand felt cool


  and strong. He gripped Kael‟s cock firmly and began a fast friction up and down,


  rubbing and pulling on the thick organ. All the love and pride Kael harbored for his


  boy rose in him as Angel pleasured him. He gripped the boy tightly to his chest as


  his orgasm swept through him like a slow-moving stream, and he released a long,


  quiet, “Aaaah. Good boy.”


  “I love you, Daddy.” Angel‟s eyes were already closed and his body was limp in


  Kael‟s arms before he had finished his sentence. He was sound asleep, exhausted


  from his long day.


  


  * * *


  It was seven thirty when Kael woke everyone. They had had a good seven


  


  hours of sleep, which would have to be enough. They‟d all be in their own beds


  tonight anyway, sleeping it off. He sent them to the castle dining room to eat


  breakfast and let them linger for a good hour, telling them to eat protein. “Eggs and


  bacon, not too much toast. Carbs will slow you down.” Denbigh still seemed to be


  smarting from his smack the night before and avoided Kael, sitting at a distant


  table. That was a bad sign. The man gossiped about his superiors, was resentful of


  discipline, and had attempted throughout the maneuvers yesterday to one-up his


  mates. Unless he redeemed himself today, his future with SIS was not looking good.


  In the beautiful, high-ceilinged, arch-windowed dining hall, Angel ate steadily


  for twenty minutes. He returned to the warming dishes several times for more eggs


  and sausages. “Sir, I can‟t believe I‟m eating breakfast in a castle.”


  Kael smiled as he watched him eat. Kael had packed away a decent-sized


  breakfast himself but stopped after one plateful. He hated feeling stuffed. “Make me


  proud today, lad, but no showing off. You don‟t have to be first every time, but you


  do have to be safe.”


  Angel smiled at him over the top of a tall glass of orange juice. “I will, Sir.”
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  The first challenge of the day was an assault course that had been left behind


  from another training session. Angel was the first to run when Kael gave them the


  go-ahead. He was not as fast as the bigger men, and dragging himself up a sheer,


  fifteen-feet-high wooden wall with his thin arms was far more difficult for him than


  for the men, but he threw himself into every challenge without complaint. Mattie


  had a hell of a time with the wall as well, but like Angel she struggled until she


  made it. Kael didn‟t allow them another meal break and encouraged them to drink


  lots of water. Around midafternoon, he took them up on the East Gatehouse tower


  of the castle. The sky was gray and threatening rain. The wind had picked up, but


  he decided to go ahead as planned even though any sudden deterioration in the


  weather would make the maneuver considerably riskier.


  Bracing himself against a gust of wind, he began, “What we are going to do is


  abseil down the side of the tower. It‟s eighty-four feet down and, as you can see, a


  sheer drop.”


  “It‟s a hell of a windy day for this, sir,” one of the men said, looking very


  nervous.


  Kael pointed at Mattie and the two who had been in the army. “You must have


  done this.”


  “I did it once, sir, but under ideal conditions,” she said.


  “I managed to get out of it, sir,” one ex-soldier admitted with a shrug.


  The other stood shaking his head. “The conditions are really bad to do this for


  the first time, sir. We should have done it yesterday.”


  “You fucking big nancies,” Kael screamed at them over the wind. Their


  reticence brought out his temper. “I‟m going to reject the lot of you. We are going


  down this tower, so get your heads around it.” They began to shift about


  uncomfortably. “Do I have a volunteer to start us off?”


  Angel almost fell over the side leaping into the air with his hand raised. “Sir,


  me!”


  Kael laughed into the gusting wind. “You‟re like the little drummer boy, ready


  to lead the men into battle. But this time, wait your turn.” He looked around at the


  assembled men with Mattie in their midst, using them for a windbreak. “One of you


  lot. Who‟s offering? Denbigh.” Kael beckoned with one finger. The young man


  stepped out of the crowd, where he had managed somehow to end up behind


  everyone. “You complained last night that I was favoring Angel. So you go first.


  Show us what you‟re made of.”


  Kael began to pull the climbing harness and ropes from the bag. He secured


  the anchor to the tower brickwork and ordered Denbigh into the harness. It took


  several minutes to secure the straps, and Kael could see as he checked the heavy-


  duty plastic snap-lock buckles that Denbigh was shaking with fear.


  Kael used the firm, in-charge voice he would adopt to encourage Angel if he


  was scared. “Right. Climb onto the wall and hold the descender.”
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  It took several minutes for Denbigh to get himself in place on the edge of the


  tower. “Now take the descender and lean back. You have to be at an angle.” The


  young man didn‟t move. He remained rigid, staring at the floor of the tower. “Lean


  back,” Kael ordered loudly.


  A freezing wind tore at their clothing, and yet sweat poured down the young


  man‟s face and neck. He was utterly terrified. Kael grabbed him by the front of his


  jacket and dragged him back onto the tower. “Take off the harness.” Humiliated but


  relieved, Denbigh removed the harness.


  “Angel, put this on.”


  Grinning with excitement, Angel put on the harness. Kael checked it carefully


  to ensure it was secure. Within minutes the boy was descending the tower,


  screaming, “Sir, I‟m doing it. I‟m doing it. This is so totally, deeply amazing.” Kael


  leaned on the edge of the tower, looking down at him, a smile splitting his face, love


  and pride fighting for precedence.


  When Angel was at the bottom of the tower, safe on solid ground, Kael looked


  at the remaining eight people. “Don‟t you feel ashamed?” he screamed like a drill


  sergeant. “An eighteen-year-old, inexperienced boy just went down that tower on a


  moment‟s notice. Now who the fuck is next?”


  Every hand went up. Angel had shamed them into doing their job. Mattie


  followed Angel, and Denbigh was the last to go. Kael assessed Denbigh, who had


  begun to sweat profusely again. He put his hand on Denbigh‟s shoulder, but the


  young man‟s eyes darted everywhere, unable to meet Kael‟s. Perhaps no one had


  ever encouraged him to act like a man before, and Kael decided he would give him a


  chance. “I‟ll help you, Denbigh. I‟ll talk you through it,” he said firmly but kindly. “If


  you do this, you‟ll feel great about yourself and the others will respect you for


  working your way through your fear.” It was what he would say to Angel.


  Denbigh shook him off. “I don‟t need your fucking help…sir. I‟m not going


  down that wall.”


  That did it.


  The man was disrespectful, and he refused help and advice. He would not be


  recommended for further training with SIS. “You‟ve got two choices. Number one,


  you put the harness on and abseil down the tower like everyone else, or—”


  But Denbigh interrupted him. “Number two, I walk down the steps and look


  like a coward. It‟s a good job I don‟t care what anyone thinks.”


  Infuriated at the shoddy attitude, Kael got in his face. “No. Number two is I


  throw you off the fucking tower, and you had better pray you have a soft landing in


  the moat.”


  Denbigh turned his back and took a step toward the tower steps. “Go to hell,


  you fucking turd burglar.”


  The lack of respect for authority angered Kael far more than the gay slurs. He


  grabbed Denbigh‟s wrist, twisting his arm up his back and at the same moment


  wrapped his other arm around his neck, pressing his forearm against Denbigh‟s
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  throat, immobilizing him. “It‟s not because of your disparaging remarks about my


  sexuality that I am doing this,” Kael said into his ear. “It‟s because you‟re a fucking


  coward, and I can‟t stand cowards.” With the wind gusting in their faces and


  carrying Denbigh‟s screams away with it, Kael dragged him to the edge of the


  tower, picked him up bodily, and threw him over.


  Without bothering to look where Denbigh had fallen, Kael pulled on the


  harness and abseiled down the tower. The rest of the group was standing in silent


  horror at what they had just witnessed. As if nothing had happened, Kael said,


  “Right. You lot, march double-quick back over to the woods and pack up the camp.”


  Denbigh never followed them back to camp, and Kael found him soaking wet in


  the car park waiting for the van to pick them up a couple of hours later. He didn‟t


  look at Kael or anyone else before climbing into the van. The others gathered


  around Kael and Angel. Mattie was the first to shake his hand. “You are one mean


  bastard, sir, but I‟d trust you with my life. I hope I get to work with you at some


  point.”


  “You‟ll go far,” Kael said to her.


  He shook hands with them all in turn, telling each of them at least one good


  thing they had done over the weekend. “Thank you, sir,” they said, as happy as


  children at the praise. He watched as they got into the van and briefly waved them


  off. Satisfied with the way the maneuvers had gone, he pulled Angel into his arms.


  “My brave boy. You put them all to shame.”


  “I‟m still in shock that I did all that stuff.” Angel grinned up at him. “I feel like


  I could do anything in the world.”


  You probably could, but I won’t let you. I’m keeping you safe.


  


  * * *


  Angel was exhausted after the strenuous weekend, and Kael ordered him into


  


  bed immediately after they had showered. “Daddy, come to bed.” Angel held out his


  arms, but Kael wasn‟t ready yet. He wanted a whisky, and he needed to write up a


  debrief on the weekend and send it to Conran right away. But he was still


  distracted by Mattie Thornton and her similarity to Misha. So he kissed his boy and


  ordered him to lie down. The moment his head hit the pillow, Angel was fast asleep.


  In the living room, Kael swallowed a mouthful of whisky, took his leather-


  bound diary from his dressing-gown pocket, and began to write.


  


  I met Misha at my first self-defence class with SIS. I was 22 and she was 28,


  but she looked about 17 because she was baby faced and very petite. I walked into the


  room and stood beside her without even noticing she was there. Then someone


  pointed out the discrepancy in our sizes and everyone laughed, including me. I


  looked down at her, a 7-stone woman who was about five feet two inches tall. She


  couldn’t be an operative, at least not the kind I was being trained to be. I had no idea


  she had served eight years with the military and was an expert sniper.


  


  10


  Fyn Alexander


  


  I asked her what she was doing there and she said, “Same as you.” I laughed


  and said, “A little girl like you?” She called me a sexist arsehole and delivered a


  karate chop to the back of my right knee. I hit the ground and she stood there


  laughing at me along with the rest of the class, including the instructor. She said,


  “The bigger they are, the harder they fall.”


  Humiliated and angry, I was on my feet in about three seconds. I picked her up


  and said, “The smaller they are, the farther they fly.” I had no self-control in those


  days, and I wanted to kill anyone who got the better of me. I would have thrown her


  across the room if she hadn’t dug her nails into my face and nearly gouged out my


  eyes. The instructor walked over and ordered us both to sit on the floor cross-legged


  like little kids in school. Neither of us dared disobey him, anymore than my students


  would dare to disobey me now. Sitting there like that was more humiliating than


  being thrown down by a pocket- sized girl. Misha was tiny so she looked really cute


  sitting there. At my size I looked as stupid as I felt. The instructor stuck his finger in


  my face and said, “Cocky bastards get themselves killed.” To Misha he said, “And


  you ought to know better.”


  So there we were, sitting on the floor for the entire class throwing filthy looks at


  each other. When it was over and we were allowed to leave she invited me to go for a


  beer. I was stunned. I’d already decided I hated her. “I’m gay,” I told her.


  “I’m asking you to go for a beer not a fuck,” she said.


  “You’re buying,” I told her.


  She said, “Why?” She was always blunt like that.


  I said, “Because I’m going to be bruised from being knocked down and I’ve got


  scratches all over my face so you owe me.” I must have sounded very childish.


  “Is the pretty boy all worried about his pretty face?” She laughed.


  I told her to shut it. We went to the pub and drank a few beers, and before I


  knew it she had me in stitches telling jokes about the instructors. I never dreamt that


  day I would end up loving her, not as a woman, but as a trusted and dear friend.
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  Chapter Two


  


  Secret Intelligence Service, Vauxhall Cross, London


  


  Kael‟s stress level soared as he walked into the ground-floor classroom at


  Vauxhall Cross. The German-language class he was teaching was not going well.


  The students talked to each other, asked stupid questions, failed to pay strict


  attention when he was speaking, and several women in the class who ought to know


  better actually giggled when he entered the room, whispering behind their hands


  like schoolgirls.


  Everyone in the class was over twenty-one, and they acted like five-year-olds.


  During last Friday‟s class, he had done what the masters at College Grange did


  when he boarded there from the age of twelve to seventeen; he threw chalk and


  blackboard erasers at them.


  Obviously the tactic had worked, because on this crisp Monday morning, the


  room fell silent when he entered.


  He took off his jacket, hung it on the hook behind the door, and sat on the edge


  of his desk in front of the class looking at the expectant, nervous faces before him.


  Half his class of eighteen adults was not present. “Did I frighten a few sensitive


  souls on Friday?” He raised his eyebrows. “Good! It‟s the start of a new week, and I


  expect everyone to behave themselves.”


  Like a class of terrified children, they stared at him, hands clasped before


  them on their desks. “You are adults, not children. When my lips move, yours don‟t.


  When I speak, you listen. Are we clear?” They looked sideways at each other as they


  nodded.


  From his briefcase, Kael unloaded his textbooks and began the day‟s lesson.


  Walking up and down, he chalked verbs and adverbs on the blackboard, speaking as


  he went, now and then calling on someone to answer a question. Barely half an hour


  into the class, a man near the window sat gazing out at the car park as if


  mesmerized. Kael had watched him in his peripheral vision for the last ten minutes.


  The idiot had not heard a word.


  Deciding it was time to make an example of him, Kael put his chalk on the


  ledge beneath the blackboard and turned to face the class. “Stillwell, what is the


  German for „fuck‟?”


  Those paying attention shifted uncomfortably in their seats, glancing with pity


  at the offender.
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  The man did not respond, and several other men laughed nervously, seeming


  relieved that Kael‟s attention was not focused on them. Kael‟s voice grew heavier as


  it always did when he was angry. His jaw clenched. He hated disrespect. He was


  trying to help the stupid morons. What was wrong with them?


  “The German for „fuck‟ is bumsen, and that is what I am going to do to you if


  you don‟t start paying attention.” His voice rose as he walked between the desks


  toward the young man. “I am going to bumsen sie! Fuck you right up your fat arse.”


  The sound of Kael‟s raised voice finally drew the man from his reverie, and


  when he saw Kael approaching him, his eyes widened in fear. Panting, he rose to


  his feet just as Kael reached him. Stillwell was tall, about six feet, but Kael‟s height


  and powerful build intimidated even large men, and Stillwell was overweight and


  out of shape. Stillwell fell heavily onto his chair as Kael struck him with his open


  hand, cuffing him sharply across the ear.


  “Pay attention, you fat moron.” He walked back to the front of the class and


  continued talking to a room of silent, wary students as though nothing had


  happened.


  


  * * *


  The cafeteria was crowded. Wanting to avoid people, Kael walked to the far


  


  end of the bright room to find an unoccupied table and opened the lunch box Angel


  had packed for him. With care he arranged his meal in front of him: a ham and


  cheese sandwich with lettuce on brown bread, a bottle of Perrier water, and a fruit


  salad. At the bottom of the Tupperware box was a little folded note. He opened it


  and read. Enjoy your lunch, Daddy. Love from your Angel. From his pocket, he took


  a small bottle of hand sanitizer and carefully rubbed a dollop into his hands.


  Across the cafeteria, several of the men and women who had failed to show up


  for his German class that morning were eating their lunch. When one of them


  caught his eye, she turned away quickly and leaned forward to whisper to the


  others. Predictably they turned cautiously to look at him. Kael picked up half his


  sandwich and bit into it. Fucking numskulls.


  His afternoon class was smaller and much more disciplined. There were only


  five of them, two women and three men, and all were slotted for undercover


  operations. They had spent several weeks on how to kill in public places and leave


  unseen. Today he would begin teaching them how to withstand torture in the event


  that they were captured on the job. If only Misha had been there; she would have


  taught them a thing or two.


  Kael walked purposefully into the dim basement room, just as he always did.


  This group was definitely afraid of him, but at least they respected him. Over the


  last few weeks, he had lulled them into some level of cautious comfort and decided


  now was the moment to make a point. Striding directly over to one of the women, he


  grabbed her by one arm, dragged her in to his chest, and threw her to the ground.


  In a split second, he had her pinned to the floor, completely overpowered by his


  weight.
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  Looking down into her terrified eyes, he felt only a moment of regret. Perhaps


  he should have done it to one of the men. But no, he could not treat them


  differently. They were operational officers first and women second. If they were


  captured, no one would treat them kindly. He rolled off her and stood up, lifting her


  to her feet as he did so.


  “Never get taken by surprise,” he said calmly.


  The fear in the young woman‟s face was briefly replaced by a slight


  embarrassment at being caught out, but she looked him in the eye. “Yes, sir.”


  “Now gather round.” The room was small and completely empty of furniture.


  During this class, Kael would talk for long periods, making his people stand to test


  their stamina. They drew close.


  His body completely still, his face a mask of indifference, Kael‟s hand shot out,


  grabbing the largest of the men around the back of the neck. The man lost his


  balance easily as Kael kicked his feet out from under him, tossing him to the


  ground. He was winded but responded at once by twisting his body to grab Kael by


  the ankles, attempting to pull him to the ground. Carefully, so as not to do too much


  damage but again determined to make his point, Kael centered his weight on one


  leg and kicked. His black leather shoe made contact with the man‟s jaw. Blood


  poured from his torn lower lip, and he cried out in pain, releasing his tentative grip


  on Kael‟s ankle.


  “What did I just tell you? Never be taken by surprise.”


  Just for a moment, Kael saw resentment in his expression before the man


  pulled the hem of his shirt from his pants to sop up the blood. The man took a deep


  breath. “Yes, sir.”


  Very nervous, their collective stance defensive, the group stood assessing him.


  Their eyes darted to the position of his hands, watching his body language, ready


  for any twitch of movement. A slow smile crossed his face. “I see I have made my


  point. Are you all on alert?”


  “Yes, sir.” A couple of them actually grinned now.


  “What kind of torture do you think you may be subjected to if you were caught


  on a job?”


  “Waterboarding?” one woman said.


  Kael nodded and began to list the forms of coercion that could be used against


  them. To their credit and to the credit of their training, they did not flinch as he


  went into the details of electric shocks, drowning, hanging by individual limbs, and


  the fact that they would be experiencing these techniques personally over the next


  few weeks. He walked up and down as he spoke, but ordered them to stand to


  attention.


  A tap on the door drew his gaze, and when it opened and Dragana walked in,


  he was surprised and pleased to see her. She hadn‟t lost any of the weight she had


  promised herself she would lose, but Angel would definitely tell him it was not


  polite to mention it. Dragana had been invaluable when assisting him in rescuing
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  Angel from his Bosnian captors last September. In a couple of strides, he crossed


  the room and took her into a warm embrace. His students eyed each other at this


  uncharacteristic show of tenderness. Mr. Saunders actually felt warmly toward


  someone? He stepped outside the room with her, closing the door.


  “How‟s your foot?”


  She looked up at him, her dark eyes crinkled into a fond smile, and she spoke


  in heavily accented English. “Not bad when I remember I took a bullet last


  September. How is your young man?”


  “He‟s good. We‟ve settled into, er…domesticity.” His cheeks flushed slightly at


  the very thought that he had become a family man, even if his family did consist of


  just him and Angel.


  She nodded her approval. “I am on desk job now, language analyst and


  teacher. I‟m not going back to the field, not even to pretend to be a char lady and


  plant listening devices,” she said, acknowledging how they‟d met. “But Kael, the


  reason I came to see you is I was in Mr. Conran‟s office about my new job, and he


  say to tell you to go and see him when your class is finished.”


  “What does he want?”


  Dragana shrugged. “I had better let you go back to work.” Kael watched her


  walk down the corridor, her limp pronounced. When he entered the classroom


  again, his students fell into a respectful silence, but every one of them was ready for


  him. They were a good group; they should do well.


  “Do any of you practice meditation? It‟s a good thing to know to keep the mind


  orderly in cases of prolonged isolation.”


  


  * * *


  It was half past five by the time Kael walked into Stephen Conran‟s office.


  


  “What do you want? I‟m going home,” he said. Even after six months of living with


  his lovely boy, he was still amazed at his passion, not only for Angel, but for the life


  they were sharing. Having someone to go home to made life very different. All he


  wanted was to get home to Angel.


  At his desk going over a report, Conran looked up.


  “Harry Denbigh has been let go per your recommendation.”


  “Good! He‟s a useless little shit. He‟ll probably end up working in private


  security and getting himself killed because he‟s a coward. I actually tried to help


  him act like a man for all the good it did either of us.”


  “I heard you threw him off the castle wall,” Conran said.


  “It was a tower wall actually, and yes, I did. Are you going to fire me?” Kael


  laughed, knowing how valuable he was.


  “Of course not. I also heard that your young Mr. Button distinguished himself.


  It seems he‟s foolhardy like you.”


  “No. He‟s fearless like me. And you saw my assessment of Thornton? She‟s


  excellent.”
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  “I did.”


  Stephen Conran steepled his fingers, elbows on his desk. He licked his upper


  lip, a habit Kael had observed the man indulge many times when he was nervous.


  And he was always nervous around Kael. He paused, swallowed, and spoke quietly.


  “Look, the reason I called you in is because I‟m taking you off your language classes.


  Someone else will take over the German and French, and Dragana Adzovic is taking


  over your Russian class. You‟ll continue with your afternoon classes training


  operatives in self-defense, firearms, and all the things you excel at.”


  Every muscle in Kael‟s body tightened. He loved languages, and he loved


  teaching them. “What the fuck?”


  Conran used one foot to push his swivel chair back from his desk as if


  attempting to put a little more distance between them. He took a long breath and


  glanced at the door. Kael was unsure if Conran hoped no one outside would hear or


  if he was gauging his access to escape if need be. “Saunders, I‟m sorry, but there


  have been complaints.”


  “Stillwell? The Billy Bunter of my German class?”


  “You hit him across the head!”


  “He deserved it!”


  Conran rose and went quickly to the whisky bottle sitting on a silver tray on


  the polished sideboard. He poured two tumblers and then hurried toward Kael,


  proffering the glass with a look of frightened urgency. He had been afraid of Kael


  ever since they had boarded together at College Grange School as teenagers and


  Kael had punished Conran for being rude about his mother.


  Standing up, Kael towered over Conran, who was no more than five feet ten.


  With a flick of his wrist, he sent the tumbler flying across the room, where it landed


  on the hardwood floor, shattering into splinters. The smell of fine whisky sat rich in


  the air. “Stillwell is as thick as pig shit. They‟re all idiots in that class.”


  Conran took a quick gulp of whisky. “So you should be grateful to get rid of


  them then.”


  “I‟m brilliant at languages.” He watched Conran hurry behind his desk again.


  “You are indeed brilliant at learning languages in a very short time and


  retaining them. You are brilliant at speaking them with no discernible accent. You


  are not brilliant at teaching them.”


  “Why not?” Kael demanded. How dare the little shit tell him he had faults?


  Looking frightened and frustrated, Conran‟s face was growing red. “Look,


  Saunders, why don‟t you sit down.”


  “Am I making you nervous?” Kael placed both hands on Conran‟s desk and


  leaned into his face.


  In a quiet voice, his eyes averted, Conran said, “You always make me nervous.


  I have spent the day dreading talking to you about this. Please sit down. Please.”


  Kael stood upright as if he had no intention of complying. “Get me a whisky.”
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  Conran leaped up to obey, and Kael sat down comfortably again, resting his


  left ankle on his right knee, looking as if he was in his own home watching


  television. He took the glass and swallowed half in one swig. “Let me get this right.


  You‟re removing me from my position because I smacked an idiot across the head.”


  “It‟s not just him. Half your German class was at human resources last Friday


  complaining that you threw chalk and blackboard erasers at anyone who sniffed too


  loudly or dropped a pen.”


  “That‟s an exaggeration.” Kael finished his whisky and put the glass on the


  desk.


  “Members of your Russian class have been complaining from the moment term


  began, especially about the mobile phones you‟ve confiscated. And perhaps you


  didn‟t notice, but your French class went from twenty-three students down to eight


  by the third week. No one complained; they just quietly dropped out, citing various


  reasons.”


  Of course he had noticed. “The ones that are left really want to learn.”


  “People are afraid of you. Which is fine for your afternoon sessions but not in a


  language class. Most of your language students will go into desk jobs. They‟ll never


  work in the field. The most dangerous thing most of them will ever do will be to


  negotiate the Underground. You cannot treat them like operatives.”


  Conran had a point. “All right. I‟ll tone down my teaching style. I‟ll be kinder.


  Treat the little fucks with kid gloves. Will that make you happy?”


  “It‟s unfortunate you didn‟t do that from the beginning. It‟s too late now, and


  it‟s out of my hands. You‟ve been replaced.”


  “I will not be replaced.” He had wanted to teach so he could spend time at


  home with Angel. His boy needed him. “I‟m a good teacher!” he shouted so loudly


  that Conran jumped.


  Kael got to his feet again, unable to remain still when he was agitated. The


  routine of teaching—working in the closed environment of a classroom—had taken


  its toll over the last six weeks since classes had begun. The lack of physical activity


  had driven him to the gym every day, where he worked out for two hours until his


  muscular body was leaner and more finely tuned than ever. Together with the


  adrenaline rush his anger had given him, he couldn‟t stop himself from stepping


  round the desk and dragging Conran to his feet.


  Holding Conran by his tie and a handful of his shirt, Kael threw him up


  against the wall. Conran‟s face grew red, and his breath came in short, hard bursts.


  “Saunders, calm down, please.”


  Kael looked down into terrified eyes. “Give me my job back.” He pushed his


  knuckles into Conran‟s throat, fully aware that he was making it difficult for the


  man to breathe. He eased up on the pressure, waiting for him to answer.


  Conran spoke with difficulty. “You are not suitable to be in a classroom with


  ordinary students. You have absolutely no people skills.”
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  “I do! How dare you—a member of the tiny cock club—tell me I‟m lacking in


  any area!” He raised his hand with his fingers drawn toward the palm.


  Conran spotted the gesture and screamed, “Don‟t break my nose again. It took


  weeks to heal last time you did it.”


  The door opened, and Kael looked over his shoulder to see Conran‟s stout,


  dowdy secretary watching them. Kael was always charming to her, yet she did not


  look in the slightest bit surprised at the scene. “Shall I call someone, Mr. Conran?”


  she asked calmly.


  “No, thank you.” His voice sounded strangled and strangely comic.


  “Then I shall see you in the morning, sir.” She glanced at the shattered whisky


  tumbler on the floor.


  “Have a good evening, Mrs. Lane,” Kael said, smiling. The door closed, and he


  looked again at Conran. The secretary‟s intrusion had broken the tension. Kael took


  a breath and released Conran who stood, straightening his tie and brushing down


  his jacket.


  “I‟m sorry, but you are not going back into the classroom.”


  Kael walked to the door. “I have got people skills. People like me.”


  Conran headed for the whisky decanter and quickly poured himself another


  large drink. “I find it ironic that you keep insisting you have interpersonal skills


  when only a moment ago you had me by the throat up against a wall because I


  delivered news you didn‟t like.”


  “Fuck off.” Kael grabbed the door handle.


  “And for someone who is so good at languages, you use those two particular


  words with tedious regularity.” Kael released the door handle and started back in


  Conran‟s direction at lightning speed. Conran downed the whisky, replaced the


  tumbler, and raised both hands defensively. “Sorry, sorry,” he said quickly, his eyes


  widening again, a sure mark of fear.


  “I‟m going.”


  He was at the door again when Conran said quietly, “Saunders…Sir.” He


  swallowed hard. “May I visit you again? Please.”


  Kael looked at him. “How long is it since you were in my dungeon, on your


  knees, begging me to paddle you and fuck your arse?”


  Color flooded Conran‟s cheeks.


  “How long, Stephen?” He always used Conran‟s first name when he wanted to


  make it clear who was in charge. To make the man a slave again.


  “Just that one time, Sir. Last September.” Conran spoke very quietly.


  Kael snapped his fingers and pointed at the floor. Glancing around as if a


  crowd of onlookers were straining to watch their every move, Conran got slowly to


  his hands and knees. “Let‟s have you, Stephen. Don‟t make me wait.” Kael was


  suddenly calm and patient. A willing slave always brought out the best in him.


  When he was in control of his environment, he felt tranquil.
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  Tentatively Conran crawled toward him.


  “Are you afraid someone will walk in and see you?” Kael teased.


  “Yes, Sir.” At Kael‟s feet, Conran dipped his head and kissed the toes of his


  black leather shoes.


  “What do you want me to do to you this time, boy?” Kael asked.


  “Whatever pleases you, Sir.”


  “No, that‟s not good enough. I want the details. Tell me what you want.” His


  mouth stretched into a smile. God! He loved tormenting Conran, and after the blow


  he had just delivered, the little shit deserved it.


  “Sir, would you be so good as to paddle my arse? Would you put me in


  restraints and fuck me? Please, Sir?”


  “I‟ll think about.” Kael walked out, leaving Conran on his knees.


  Outside in the chill early evening, the sky was already darkening. Angry and


  frustrated, all Kael could think about was getting home to see Angel. Despite his


  boy‟s youth, Angel was often wise beyond his years. Less than six months they had


  been together, and he was unsure quite when he had known that going home to


  Angel, sharing his day with him, listening to the boy talk about college, had become


  the most important part of his day. Like the youth he was, Angel needed constant


  reassurance and displays of affection, but he still managed so often to say exactly


  what Kael needed to hear.


  Then there were other times when Angel was so immature it drove Kael nuts.


  On his way to Vauxhall Cross Underground, a group of young women, smartly


  dressed office workers in their early twenties, headed toward him. From twenty feet


  away, they began whispering to each other while looking at him. His imposing


  height and lean, muscular frame set him apart, and with his granite jaw and


  intense blue eyes, he was a magnet for young females. Looking straight ahead, he


  avoided eye contact, thinking only of getting home to the peace and quiet of his flat


  and the anticipation of sex with Angel.


  The women passed and were a couple of feet behind him when they broke into


  wild giggles. “Nice arse as well as the rest of you,” one of them called out. “Want to


  keep us company?”


  Enraged at being treated like a piece of meat, Kael turned on them. “Go to


  hell. I‟m queer!”


  Startled and obviously intimidated by his size and booming voice, the women


  fell silent, stared at him in alarm for a few seconds, and hurried off. Kael watched


  them go, feeling like a bully. They weren‟t much older than Angel, and despite his


  boy‟s intelligence, he could behave like a kid at a moment‟s notice. He‟d say the


  same stupid things to a good-looking man if he was out with his school friends.


  Turning on his heel, Kael strode after the young women. “Wait,” he called.
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  One of them saw him coming and screamed. In another second, they were all


  screaming while attempting to run away, tottering on high stiletto heels, arms


  waving like scarecrows.


  “Stop right there please, sir.” Two uniformed constables began crossing the


  road, darting through heavy evening traffic toward him.


  “Christ!” He stood still while they approached.


  “Do you have a problem with those ladies, or were they having a problem with


  you?” The two young officers were both shorter than Kael. They stood about two feet


  back and separated about three feet from each other. Kael knew the stance. They


  were ready to take him down if he tried to run. They had no idea he could kill them


  both and flee the scene without anyone seeing him.


  “They were being stupid, so I told them off,” he said. “But I didn‟t mean to


  frighten them. I was trying to apologize.”


  The slightly taller of the two constables, a good-looking blond man with rosy


  pink cheeks and an arrogant attitude, said, “Do you do that sort of thing often, sir?”


  Still hurt and insulted about losing his teaching position, Kael‟s jaw clenched


  as his anger flared again. “I‟m reaching into my pocket for my identification.” From


  the inside pocket of his leather jacket, he withdrew his SIS identification card. His


  top security clearance had never been removed, meaning the police could not detain


  him even momentarily without the permission of his superiors.


  The young constables looked at it and stepped away. “Thank you, sir. Have a


  good evening.”


  Kael walked quickly into the Underground. All he wanted was to get home to


  his beautiful flat on the Thames—and to Angel.
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  Chapter Three


  


  The minute Kael opened the front door, he heard two voices. Quietly he closed


  it and listened. Angel‟s distinct American accent rose up, along with the laughter


  that always lifted Kael‟s heart. An English accent responded, a young man whose


  voice had broken no more than a couple of years ago and was still light and pure,


  just like Angel‟s. It must be Jack, Angel‟s new friend.


  In the living room, Angel‟s laptop sat on the coffee table. And thrown on the


  couch where anybody could sit on them were the expensive Irlen lenses Kael had


  bought the boy to protect his sensitive eyes from the light. Angry at his


  carelessness, Kael picked them up, folded in the arms, and placed them safely on


  the coffee table. On silent feet, he followed the voices to the dungeon door. The


  dungeon was a third bedroom Kael had converted five years ago when he had first


  bought the flat.


  Angel was still wearing the smart black trousers, white shirt, and red and


  black striped tie he wore to the expensive sixth form college Kael had sent him to.


  The other boy, as slender and pretty as Angel, in a matching school uniform,


  wandered about admiring the leather sling, the flogging post, the torture table and


  chair. They looked like a couple of yaoi boys. Kael had never heard of yaoi until he‟d


  spotted one of Angel‟s graphic novels on the coffee table one day. It was full of


  stories and pictures of pretty, androgynous boys making out. If they‟d had that stuff


  when he was a kid, he would probably have read it too.


  Following Jack, Angel flicked his chin up to throw his soft, very light blond


  hair away from his eyes. “It‟s really the slave who‟s in charge, you know.”


  “The slave? How?” The other boy, with dark wavy hair falling past his collar,


  stopped to stroke the smooth black leather of the tabletop.


  Angel stuffed his hands into his trouser pockets. “The master has to stop when


  the slave tells him. It has to be consensual. Safe, sane, and consensual. I read that


  on the Internet. But it means the slave is really in charge. The master just thinks


  he is. It‟s all about the slave. You really have to be an attention whore to be a


  slave.”


  “I wouldn‟t mind being a whore of any kind for your man. That picture you


  showed me of him is so fucking gorgeous.”


  Fists clenching involuntarily, Kael just stopped himself from barging in. He


  wasn‟t ready just yet to let them know he was there, but Angel had no business


  talking about their relationship to an outsider and he had been told numerous times
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  never to show a picture of Kael to anyone. The fact that they were living a civilian


  life now was irrelevant. His training was ingrained. Never create unnecessary


  evidence.


  Angel sighed. “My daddy is so hot.”


  “Don‟t the neighbors complain about you screaming?” The dark-haired boy


  laughed. “I‟d scream my head off if I was getting whipped or even just fucked by a


  man like him.”


  Angel spread his arms. “No. This room is soundproofed.”


  “Where did you meet him, your daddy?” Jack said daddy in a dreamy voice,


  dragging out the vowels. He had that gay voice that Kael hated and had always


  been careful never to pick up. If Angel started talking like that, he‟d make him


  sorry. He listened carefully. If Angel made any reference to how they met, he must


  stop him immediately, but surely his boy would not be so stupid.


  “Long story,” Angel said vaguely.


  Kael released a breath. Sensible boy. But he was still revealing far too much,


  and he had no right to bring some boy from school into Kael‟s dungeon. He wasn‟t


  crazy about his bringing a friend to the flat at all, but Angel lived there now too and


  he had to be allowed the freedom to have friends. Kael wanted him to have friends


  his own age and feel like he belonged in England.


  Jack pointed and asked, “What‟s that? It looks like something from gym class


  in primary school.”


  Angel walked over to the leather-topped apparatus that looked like a vaulting


  horse. “Daddy throws me over it and fucks me or spanks me.” Kael could hear the


  grin in Angel‟s voice. He loved Angel‟s bright-eyed smile, but he was growing more


  and more angry with him for talking about their private life. The boys had their


  backs to him so, without a sound, he stepped inside the dungeon and came up


  behind them.


  “I wish he‟d throw me over it and fuck me silly,” Jack said, and both of them


  burst out laughing. “I‟d have him begging me, not the other way around. Begging


  for my arse.” The boy deepened his voice, supposedly imitating Kael, whom he had


  never met. “Please let me fuck you, beautiful slave boy. My cock is bursting for you.”


  Angel joined in. “My cock longs for you, and my belt wants your ass.”


  Jack swatted Angel, and Angel swatted him back as they fell onto the horse,


  their high-pitched laughter filling the dungeon. “Have you ever been fucked?” Angel


  managed to ask, wiping tears from his eyes.


  “No. Could you get your daddy to fuck me?”


  Kael said loudly, “I might be able to arrange that.”


  Both boys turned at once, shock replacing their laughter. Angel‟s cheeks


  flooded with color. He had to know he‟d made a mistake. Jack paled visibly.


  Angel slipped his hands from his pockets and joined them at his tailbone,


  automatically adopting the expected posture. He stood up straight, shoulders
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  squared, feet slightly apart, and dropped his chin while keeping his eyes on Kael‟s


  face. The other boy also stood up straight, hands at his sides, but not like a slave. It


  was the respectful posture that a boy who had attended an expensive school would


  use to a schoolmaster, just as Kael had when he was a boy.


  “Daddy…” Angel began and then faltered.


  “The slave is in charge? The master does as he‟s told?” Kael circled them.


  “What‟s your name, boy?” He already knew—Angel had told him all about Jack—


  but he was going to show them exactly who was in charge.


  Terrified yet excited, the boy looked up into Kael‟s face. His color had returned,


  and two pink spots bloomed on his cheeks. “Jack McCarron.” The laughter and


  bravado were gone.


  “Say „Sir,‟” Angel said quickly.


  “Sir,” Jack repeated.


  “Jack, you said you wanted me to throw you over the leather horse and fuck


  you silly. I‟d be happy to oblige. Are you ready now?” Kael looked sideways at Angel


  and saw the look of shock on his face. He’s jealous. That’ll teach him.


  “That was before I knew how big you were.” Jack looked Kael up and down, his


  eyes resting momentarily on Kael‟s crotch. “Anyway, I was just kidding, Sir.” Jack‟s


  voice sounded thin and high. He was growing frightened.


  “Were you indeed? What if I‟m not kidding?”


  Jack swallowed hard. “I apologize, Mr. Saunders.” He glanced at the door.


  “May I leave, Sir?”


  “I think you‟d better. You‟re way out of your league here. Go and play with the


  little kids. This lifestyle is for mature boys. I eat boys like you for breakfast.”


  Without another word, Jack hurried from the room.


  When Kael heard the front door slam, he looked at Angel.


  “Daddy,” Angel began. “I‟m sorry.”


  “Don‟t speak. Drop your pants,” Kael said. The only response to this kind of


  disrespect was swift discipline. He walked quickly to the wall where the whips and


  paddles hung on hooks, lined up, ready for use. He chose a red leather paddle, thick


  and beautifully constructed. When he looked again, Angel was watching him, his


  trousers and red bikini underpants down around his knees. His hands gripped his


  cock as though he was shy, but when Kael met his eyes, he put his hands behind his


  back again.


  “Since you and your little friend were so keen on the horse, you can get over it


  now.”


  From the long sigh that escaped Angel‟s lips and the sudden sagging of his


  shoulders, the boy knew what was coming. He walked slowly to the leather horse


  and bent over it. Kael came round behind him. “Stretch your arms out to the sides


  and put them flat on the horse.”


  Angel obeyed and waited, his buttocks squeezed tight together.
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  “Who is in charge, boy, the master or the slave?”


  “The master is in charge, Sir,” Angel said.


  “That‟s right. In this dungeon, the master is in charge; the slave minds his


  manners. And this is what happens when slaves are disrespectful.”


  Kael raised the paddle and landed a powerful swat across Angel‟s buttocks,


  raising a welt instantly. Tensed against the pain and with no warm-up, it would


  hurt like hell. Angel cried out. Ignoring him, Kael followed it with two more


  perfectly placed heavy blows before returning the paddle to its hook. Angel


  remained exactly where he was. He knew better than to move without permission.


  But Kael doubted he could have moved anyway just then. The blows had been very


  hard. They were a punishment, not for pleasure.


  “Pull your pants up,” Kael said. He left Angel to recover and went to the


  bedroom. From the wardrobe, he took a pair of jeans and a plain black T-shirt and


  changed before going barefoot to the kitchen. A couple of minutes later, Angel


  followed him into the kitchen, his cheeks flaming, his head hanging. “Sir, I‟m sorry.


  I was showing off.”


  “I know.” Kael opened the fridge. “You took a picture of me and showed it


  around?”


  “On my cell phone, Sir,” Angel admitted.


  “Delete it.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “You left your Irlens on the couch where they could get broken. Do you know


  how expensive they were?”


  Angel put his hand over his mouth. “I‟m sorry, Sir.”


  “Don‟t do it again. Now make some dinner. I‟m hungry.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Angel always reverted to Sir when he wanted to be extra respectful or because


  he had done something wrong. Kael accepted that the boy was well aware of his


  misconduct and left it at that.


  When at last they sat down at the kitchen table, Angel presented a fairly


  decent plate of fish and vegetables. He always set the table nicely with place mats


  and napkins even though Kael rarely allowed them to use the dining room. They ate


  in silence, Angel still wary, throwing him furtive glances here and there. When Kael


  was finished, Angel removed the plates. “How was it, Daddy? I got the recipe for the


  fish from Delia Smith on the TV.”


  “C’était bon. As-tu reçu des devoirs?”


  “What? Oh, it‟s French week. I forgot.” Angel was taking a GCSE—a General


  Certificate of Secondary Education—in French, and Kael insisted on teaching him


  other languages too, marking on the calendar which language he would be


  reinforcing that week and insisting they speak it exclusively for at least an hour
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  each day. Angel thought for a minute, then replied in French. “No, Sir. I had a free


  period. I did my homework then.”


  “Bon garcon. Get the dishes done.”


  By the time Angel joined him in the spacious living room, Kael was sitting on


  the black leather couch with his laptop on his knees. An e-mail from the language


  department confirmed what Conran had told him. His morning language classes


  would now be taught by others. His afternoon classes, which often went into the


  early evenings, were only Mondays, Tuesdays, and Wednesdays.


  When he had been strictly an operative, weeks often went by before he got a


  new assignment. But always he had his eye on the next, always training hard at the


  gym, going for long runs beside the river or through Hyde Park, and practicing for


  hours at the firing range. For recreation he would go to the opera or to Europe for a


  few days. Every couple of months, he‟d visit his mum in Liverpool and take her on


  fun excursions, doing things she never dreamed of when Kael was growing up. They


  hadn‟t two ha‟pennies to rub together then, even though she worked every hour God


  sent at the launderette and the old peoples‟ home.


  The rest of the time he was in S and M bars finding subs to play with, having


  sex at every opportunity.


  What was he going to do with his time now? Angel was in college five days a


  week, and he had to keep his boy in school so he could get his GCSEs and then his A


  levels and go to university. Angel would have a future and a normal life. Just the


  kind of normal, boring life Kael was attempting to live now with zero success.


  “Daddy, do you want your whisky?”


  “Yes.” He watched Angel go to the polished glass and oak sideboard and pour


  whisky into a cut crystal tumbler. The boy‟s elegant, leggy walk always kept Kael‟s


  gaze fixed on his backside. Angel gave him the glass with a little, respectful nod of


  his head. Usually he threw himself down beside Kael in the evenings after dinner


  and melded into his side for cuddle time. Tonight he stood waiting, still reticent


  about taking any liberties.


  Kael drank a mouthful of whisky before closing his laptop and putting it on the


  side table. He stretched out his arm. “Come to Daddy, Angel.”


  “Daddy, I‟m so sorry I was disrespectful.”


  With a speed that would have been amusing under other circumstances, Angel


  sat down beside Kael, tucked his feet under his buttocks, and leaned his head on


  Kael‟s shoulder. His boy didn‟t screw up often, and when he did, he took his


  punishment bravely, but when the moment of his forgiveness was complete, he


  always broke down with gratitude. He cried quietly for a few minutes while Kael


  hugged him to his side.


  “All right, boy, that‟s enough. Be brave now.”


  “Daddy, I‟m truly sorry.” Angel wiped his nose on his shirtsleeve and sat


  upright, still pressed into Kael‟s side, holding tight to the arm wrapped about him


  to ensure Kael did not move it. “Jack is my best friend in college and he‟s gay too,
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  but I don‟t think he‟s into leather. He doesn‟t understand the protocols of the


  dungeon.”


  “No, but you do. I don‟t think he‟s as mature as you, so don‟t start acting like


  an idiot just because he does.”


  “No, Sir. I think he‟s had a pretty easy life. People like that grow up slower.”


  Kael kissed Angel‟s forehead. “Yes, they do.” He might as well tell him now.


  “I‟m not going to be teaching my morning language classes anymore.”


  “Daddy, why not?” Angel looked surprised. “You love those classes. Are the


  students still acting like morons?”


  Kael grabbed his glass and took a long swallow of his whisky, enjoying the


  burning sensation as it warmed his throat and stomach. He had complained a


  number of times about the lack of respect and attention among his students.


  “They‟re all idiots. I had to smack one of them today.”


  Angel looked warily at him. “You had to smack someone. Daddy, I hope at


  least it was a dude.”


  “Yes. An overweight, slow-witted crybaby who ran off to human resources to


  complain that Mr. Saunders was a big nasty man.”


  “So you got fed up and quit?” Angel asked.


  “No.” Kael paused. It killed him to admit the truth, but he‟d never lie,


  especially not to Angel. “Conran called me to his office and told me I was no longer


  allowed to teach languages, only my afternoon self-defense classes.” Kael had not


  elaborated to Angel about the true nature of what he taught trainee operatives.


  Angel was well aware that Kael had worked for ten years as a highly trained


  assassin, the best in his field. But Kael never told him anything he didn‟t absolutely


  have to know.


  “Just because this one dude complained?”


  Kael took another slug of whisky and handed the glass to Angel. “Get me


  another one.”


  Angel took the glass and hurried over to the sideboard. The boy always took on


  any job with gravity and care, even if it was just filling Kael‟s whisky glass or


  turning on the shower to get the water to the perfect temperature before Kael


  stepped in.


  “No, there were lots of complaints,” Kael admitted. “You see, people have no


  work ethic these days. When I was at College Grange, they taught us to pay


  attention to the masters, listen, be respectful, that kind of thing. So when I went to


  Cambridge and when I went to train at MI6, I took that kind of disciplined


  approach with me. That‟s why I was always top of my class. Do you pay attention in


  class, boy?”


  “Yes, Sir.” Angel stood in front of Kael, handing him his glass. “I‟m doing really


  well. All my teachers say so.”
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  “Right, good.” Kael knew the answer already. He checked in with Angel‟s


  teachers every week, though the boy didn‟t know it. They all said he worked


  diligently in class, was respectful to them, and was very popular with the other


  boys.


  “Even so I couldn‟t do as great as I do if you didn‟t tutor me as well, Daddy.”


  The words warmed Kael through. He so badly wanted to do right by his boy,


  and so far he seemed to be on track. Angel was doing well in school; he cooked and


  cleaned at home; he worked out hard at the Paris Gym with Kael, and his muscles


  were developing and gaining strength despite how very slender he was. He had


  even talked Kael into taking him to the target range to learn how to shoot, and the


  natural aptitude for accuracy he had displayed in Bosnia had continued there. In


  the last few months, Angel had become a crack shot with an assault rifle and a


  handgun.


  “What did they complain about, Daddy, your students?” Angel sat beside Kael,


  again looking intently at him with his luminous gray eyes. His silky hair flopped


  forward, and he flicked his chin up to throw it back. Angel‟s hair had not been cut in


  months, and it was growing long, making him look far too pretty for Kael‟s comfort.


  He‟d make him have a buzz cut soon. Kael ran his forefinger down Angel‟s smooth,


  creamy, pale cheek.


  “I threw the blackboard erasers and chalk at them.” He paused. “And I


  suppose I called them names. I had to get their attention.”


  Angel raised both eyebrows but said nothing.


  “The men are stupid enough, looking off into space, sending texts while I‟m


  talking. Do you know how many mobiles I had to remove before they got the


  message not to bring them into my classes?”


  Angel shook his head.


  “No, neither do I. Loads,” Kael said, his outrage making his voice go up a


  couple of octaves. “And the women? I was sexually harassed!”


  Angel exploded into giggles and slammed his hand across his mouth. Kael‟s


  expression darkened. “It‟s not funny. It‟s just as bad as men doing it to women. I felt


  like a piece of meat every time they whispered to each other behind their hands or


  deliberately looked me up and down. They even said things, invited me to go to pubs


  with them.”


  “Sorry, Daddy.” Angel sobered quickly, though he was clearly having difficulty


  controlling himself.


  “You know what pisses me off? If you‟re a great big bloke like me, no one


  thinks your feelings can get hurt. But they do.”


  “Poor Daddy.” Angel slid his arm around Kael‟s neck and kissed his cheek.


  “You act tough, but I know how sensitive you are.”


  “They behave badly, and then they complain about me.” He took another slug


  of whisky. “Conran called me to his office just as I was leaving. That‟s why I was


  late this evening.”
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  “What did he say?”


  “He said I‟ve got no people skills. Can you believe that?”


  Angel adopted a thoughtful expression and nodded. “Yes, that‟s true. But it‟s


  not a reason to take you out of the classroom. You could learn some.”


  “What do you mean?” Shocked, Kael stared him for a moment. “It‟s not true. I


  do have people skills. I don‟t suffer fools, that‟s all.”


  Angel sat silent, watching him.


  “I‟m good with people. I just don‟t like them very much.”


  “Daddy, what did you do when Mr. Conran said that?”


  Kael grinned. “I threw him against the wall and threatened to break his nose


  again.”


  Angel nodded slowly, and Kael knew the boy was working up to one of his


  carefully delivered home truths. He placed a steadying hand on Kael‟s arm. “Daddy,


  you are not a subtle man. You say that yourself. You‟ve admitted you tend to think


  in black and white. But life is not black-and-white. It‟s a million different shades of


  every color in the universe. What I‟m trying to say is that when someone tells you


  you‟ve got no people skills and you throw them up against a wall, that kind of


  proves their point.”


  Kael cleared his throat but didn‟t speak. It took a mammoth effort to remain


  calm, especially since Conran had more or less said the same thing.


  “Daddy, you can‟t confiscate the cell phones of adults because they talk in


  class. And you definitely can‟t assault them.”


  “But they wouldn‟t pay attention!” He was still outraged at their disrespect.


  “Daddy, there is something else. Would you like another whisky?”


  “Why? To calm me down?” When Angel raised one eyebrow but did not answer,


  he shook his head. “I‟m perfectly calm.”


  Angel spoke slowly and carefully. “Sir, over the last few months, you have been


  very agitated.”


  “That‟s because my life has changed. I have the responsibility of you now. I


  have to keep you in school and worry about your future. I‟ve had despicable morons


  to deal with every day in class. And I bump into Conran in the hallways, which


  always gives me nightmares.”


  Angel took a long breath as if carefully considering his words. “You‟re fab at


  languages, Daddy, but I‟m wondering if teaching is right for you. You‟re stuck in a


  classroom with people you can‟t respect. You get so wound up you have to work out


  for hours at a time and take long runs to work off the agitation. You get mad really


  easily at the best of times and right now…well.” He shrugged as if the rest was


  obvious.


  “Have I been bad-tempered?” Kael asked quietly.


  “You‟ve been a bit edgy since about November, but since your classes started


  on January second, you‟ve been bad-tempered.”
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  Kael released a long sigh as guilt washed over him. “I‟m sorry, sweetheart.”


  “You‟re still the best daddy in the world,” Angel said quickly and slid onto


  Kael‟s lap, resting his head on his shoulder. “I love you.”


  “If I was your teacher, would you be scared of me?” Kael asked, knowing even


  though his boy was always respectful, he always told the truth when he was asked


  for it.


  “Sir, if I didn‟t know you like I know you, yes, I‟d be terrified.”


  For some time, they sat without speaking. Kael knew he was a scary person


  when he wanted to be scary. But it was news to him that he was scary even when


  he wasn‟t trying, and the knowledge left him somewhat defeated. “Come on. It‟s


  almost ten o‟clock.” Kael cradled Angel in his arms and stood up, carrying his boy


  with him. He walked straight to the bedroom and set him on the bed. “Get


  undressed. I was going to take you into the dungeon tonight, but I suspect your arse


  is bruised already from the paddle.”


  Angel stood up and began to strip. “I‟m okay, Daddy. I know I had it coming.”


  Kael threw his jeans and T-shirt into the wash basket even though he had


  worn them only a couple of hours. He strode into the bathroom and began to brush


  his teeth. Angel followed and went straight to the shower stall to turn on the water.


  When it was the perfect temperature, he followed Kael‟s cue and brushed his teeth


  before getting into the shower with him.


  Grabbing the loofah, Angel poured shower gel onto it and began to scrub Kael‟s


  back. Kael spread his feet, placing both hands on the tiled wall as if he was being


  frisked, enjoying the devoted attention of his boy and the sensual pleasure of being


  scrubbed. When Angel reached his arse, he knelt behind Kael to scrub it. The


  sensation of the rough surface of the loofah rubbing up and down, over and between


  his buttocks, made Kael‟s cock go rigid with the pure pleasure of it.


  Kael looked over his shoulder to see Angel, water cascading over his head, his


  eyes closed, his mouth open. The tip of his tongue darted out tantalizingly at the


  cleft of Kael‟s buttocks. “Do it,” Kael said and spread his feet wider to accommodate


  Angel‟s mouth.


  Angel dropped the loofah and gripped Kael‟s buttocks, forcing his face between


  them. His tongue made contact with Kael‟s anus, and Kael moaned, letting his head


  drop forward between his shoulders. The soaring pleasure as Angel‟s tongue made


  fast, firm circles around his anus clutched at his groin, sending hot arrows of


  pleasure shooting through the hard muscles of his belly. “Ohhh, good boy,” he


  moaned. Kael grabbed his thick, engorged cock and ran his hand up and down the


  shaft until his orgasm exploded. The strong circular motion of Angel‟s tongue


  lapping his anus and the wonderful pressure of the hot water gushing over his skin


  magnified his orgasm. Moaning uncontrollably, Kael clenched his buttocks so


  tightly he pushed Angel‟s face away.


  Still engulfed in the hot, all-encompassing aftermath, Kael couldn‟t move. He


  felt Angel stand behind him and hug him hard around the waist, pressing his cheek
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  into Kael‟s back. “I love you, Daddy.” At length Kael turned and drew his boy to his


  chest before they finished showering.


  In the bedroom, Kael looked for the first time at Angel‟s buttocks. A thick,


  wide bruise was beginning to develop. “Your bum‟s going to be sore in school


  tomorrow.”


  Angel looked at him. “I‟ll think of you every time I sit down, Daddy.”


  “Oh yeah? What will you think?”


  Angel plumped up the pillows and drew back the duvet. “I‟ll think how lucky I


  am to have a daddy who disciplines me and keeps me on the straight and narrow


  and never lets me get away with being an ass.”


  “Good boy.”


  Angel never held a grudge about his discipline and always took it like a man.


  He wanted desperately to be a good boy and actively sought out Kael‟s advice and


  guidance about his behavior. He was a strange mixture of maturity and childlike


  innocence.


  Kael slid between the cool sheets and Angel got in beside him, laying his head


  on Kael‟s shoulder.


  My beautiful boy.


  “Do you want me, Daddy?” Angel‟s tone was quiet and hopeful.


  Kael stroked his shoulder. “Yes. I‟m just deciding how.”


  “Mmmm,” Angel sighed and slid his hand toward Kael‟s cock.


  Kael grabbed his wrist. “Don‟t touch unless I tell you to.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Kael sat up and pushed the duvet to the end of the bed. He took the pillows


  and threw them onto a chair. “Over.” Kael gestured with his hand.


  Angel obeyed at once, rolling onto his belly in the middle of the king-size bed.


  For a moment, Kael stood, taking in his beauty, the long, slender legs, the narrow


  hips and round, peachy buttocks. Angel had a beautiful straight back, so lean his


  spine showed and his shoulder blades looked like angel‟s wings. His face turned to


  one side; he kept his eyes on Kael, waiting patiently for instructions. “You‟ve got a


  nice bruise forming on your arse, boy.”


  “I only wish it was for your pleasure instead of as a punishment, Sir,” Angel


  said.


  “Can you open your legs to the sides like a frog? Bend your knees and keep


  your belly flat on the bed.” Angel obeyed until he lay perfectly still, legs splayed.


  “Bring your arms above your head and clasp your hands.” Again Angel obeyed.


  “Beautiful,” Kael whispered, taking in the scene.


  From the drawer he took a tube of K-Y and squeezed a large mound of


  glistening gel onto his fingertips. Watching Angel‟s face, he sat beside him and


  spread the boy‟s buttocks. Firmly and yet carefully, he massaged the gel between


  Angel‟s buttocks and with his forefinger began a circular massage of his anus. Just
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  as Angel had driven him to the edge with his tongue, he replicated the pressure


  with his forefinger.


  Angel began to moan. “Hang on, boy.” Kael went to the bathroom and returned


  with a clean hand towel. “Lift your hips.” He slid the towel under Angel‟s cock to


  keep the bed clean.


  Kael took a condom and slid it over his erect cock, then climbed onto the bed


  between Angel‟s legs and stretched out, laying his full weight on his boy. His


  engorged cock rested between Angel‟s buttocks, and he pressed his chest into


  Angel‟s back. “Am I too heavy, boy?”


  Angel moaned softly. “I love your weight on top of me. I love feeling pressed


  down and held safe by you, Daddy.”


  “I‟m going to fuck you now, long and slow.”


  Kael swept Angel‟s hair away and kissed his neck before pushing his upper


  body onto his elbows. With one hand, he positioned the tip of his cock at Angel‟s


  anus and pushed, slowly but relentlessly, until he impaled his boy up to the hilt.


  Angel released a long, slow moan. Once he was inside, Kael lay completely still,


  resting on Angel‟s back. For several minutes he enjoyed possessing his boy, his


  sweetheart. He had never expected to fall in love, but the fact that he had fallen for


  an eighteen-year-old boy who wanted a daddy still left him stunned.


  Raising his upper body again, he began to fuck his boy‟s arse very slowly,


  drawing his cock out to the tip, then pushing back in again in a long, slow


  movement, feeling the pressure increase, rippling up his cock. All the time he looked


  down at Angel‟s beautiful blond head turned to the side. Angel‟s cheeks were pink,


  and his mouth opened as one long aaaah after the next escaped him. The boy never


  moved from the position he had been ordered to hold, but his muscles clenched as


  his body absorbed the force of Kael‟s movements. “Daddy, Daddy,” Angel whispered.


  “Daddy‟s here, boy.”


  Kael increased his speed, and the faster he fucked, the more Angel reacted.


  And seeing Angel‟s body tense and jerk beneath him brought on Kael‟s orgasm. His


  fluids shot out while he increased his speed to wring the last bit of sensation from


  his cock. Flooded with hot pleasure, he fell heavily on top of Angel and lay still.


  After a long while, Kael rolled onto his back and lay panting while Angel


  disposed of the condom and towel. The boy brought the pillows back to the bed and


  made him comfortable, drawing the duvet up. Angel stood beside the bed a moment,


  looking down at him; then lowering his body, he sprang up, leaping onto the bed.


  Laughing, he snuggled down beside Kael.


  “For crying out loud, you are going to break the bed one of these days.” Kael


  pressed him into his side.


  “Daddy, I came without asking permission. I couldn‟t help it. It just happened.”


  “I know. It‟s all right, boy. We‟ll work on that.” He looked into Angel‟s eyes.


  “Conran wants to spend some time in the dungeon with me. I told him I‟d think


  about it. What do you feel about that?”
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  “I know it‟s usual for a master to have more than one slave. Do you love him,


  Daddy?”


  “No, but he‟s all right. I feel a bit sorry for him sometimes. His job‟s not easy.


  Would you like to have to try to control a man like me?”


  Angel‟s eyes opened wide as if in horror. “God, no!”


  “So are you good with me giving him a flogging now and then?”


  “Yes, Sir. In his case it would be cruel not to flog him.”


  “Good. Go to sleep now.” Angel nuzzled his face down toward Kael‟s chest and


  began to mouth the nearer nipple, licking and sucking on it. “What is it with you


  and my tits?” he asked.


  Angel looked up into his eyes, his expression slightly worried. “I don‟t know,


  Daddy. I‟m sorry.”


  “Don‟t worry about it, sweetheart. I was just wondering. We don‟t have to


  analyze everything. Go to sleep.”


  Angel continued to look at him.


  “Suck them if you want to.”


  “Daddy,” Angel said very quietly, “I love you so much.”
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  Chapter Four


  


  “It‟s so nice that you‟re taking me to school today, Daddy.”


  Angel hugged Daddy‟s arm as they walked side by side along the street from


  where they had parked the car. Sometimes he felt like an ordinary boy going to


  Redmond Independent College with his laptop hanging in a bag from his shoulder,


  though he had been disappointed to learn that he had to take GCSEs before taking


  his A levels. It meant an extra year in school and less time doing what he really


  wanted: following in the footsteps of the man he admired most in the world, to work


  for the British Secret Intelligence Service.


  “This is a really good school, isn‟t it, Daddy?”


  He knew it was. Daddy had spent ages deciding where he should go, but had


  still managed to enroll him only six weeks into the winter term last October, telling


  the headmaster that he would make certain Angel caught up. It had taken a lot of


  friendly persuasion on Daddy‟s part to get him in at all after the school found out he


  had had no formal education from the age of twelve.


  “Yes. I chose it because it‟s modeled on the kind of school I went to. Strict


  teachers and old-fashioned ideals of respect and discipline. That‟s why they make


  you wear uniforms.”


  “And they freak out if you‟re a second late for class.”


  “So don‟t be late.”


  Daddy threw his arm around Angel‟s shoulders. Angel leaned into his side and


  wrapped his arm around Daddy‟s waist. A black Bentley pulled up, and Jack got


  out, exchanged a few words with his father, and waved. They had become friends on


  Angel‟s first day of school. They kept showing up in the same classes and had gone


  from shy smiles to best friends by the end of the day.


  Instead of walking right up to Angel as he normally did, Jack looked at Daddy,


  then hurried through the gates. He waited about twenty yards inside, looking back


  nervously. “I think he‟s a bit scared of you, Daddy.”


  “I‟m not worried about what he thinks. Somebody needs to make a man of the


  little twerp or he‟ll end up like Conran.” At the gates, Daddy brushed off the


  shoulders of Angel‟s blazer with his hands and straightened his school tie before


  pulling him into a tight hug and kissing him on the forehead. “Have a good day,


  sweetheart. Work hard.”


  Angel tightened his arms around Daddy‟s waist for a moment and then


  released him. “I love you, Daddy.” Inside the school gates, he ran the last few yards
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  to Jack. He reached for Jack‟s hand, and their fingers entwined briefly. He wasn‟t


  attracted to Jack—Angel liked manly, older men—but it was so great to have


  friends and a secure life with a man he could count on. Sometimes he felt fit to burst


  with happiness. Even when Daddy disciplined him as he had last night, he knew he


  was becoming a better boy because of it.


  He turned to wave at Daddy, who stood watching him—so big and handsome


  in his dark trousers and leather jacket. Daddy waved back and strode off. Jack


  opened the door, and they headed to their first class.


  At lunchtime they sat in the cafeteria with their laptops open in front of them


  watching YouTube videos of anime yaoi boys while they ate. Jack dug his fork into


  his plate of chips and gravy. “How come you eat such healthy food all the time? I


  mean—give yourself a break.”


  Angel looked at his baked potatoes with cheese and broccoli and the yogurt he


  had picked for dessert. He enjoyed packing lunches for Daddy, but he often liked to


  buy his at the cafeteria so he would be like the other boys. “Daddy lets me have junk


  sometimes, but he says I have to eat healthy meals every day.”


  “Daddy‟s not here.” Jack rolled his eyes. “Thank God. That dude may be


  handsome, but he‟s scary as hell.”


  “Trust me; he‟s got eyes in the back of his head. He‟d find out somehow.” Angel


  took a slug of water. “Anyway, he only wants the best for me.”


  A ping drew his attention to his laptop. “Bet that‟s him now asking me if I‟m


  being good.” Happy, he clicked on his e-mail icon. The shock when he opened his in-


  box and saw his mother‟s name in the subject line made his stomach tighten. Daddy


  had found out months ago where his mom was living in Montpellier on the south


  coast of France, and got him an e-mail address and a phone number for her. Angel


  had e-mailed her, but she hadn‟t replied and he had never dared to phone. He put


  down his fork and almost clicked on the e-mail to open it.


  No. I want to do it in private.


  Jack spoke with his mouth full. “Who‟s it from?”


  “Just my mom,” he said as though she e-mailed him every day. He forked up


  some baked potato, then put it down again uneaten and drank his water.


  Jack picked up Angel‟s glasses from the table and put them on. “It‟s amazing


  how she lets you live with a man at your age. My parents won‟t even let me have a


  boyfriend. She must be really cool.”


  “Yeah, she is.” He closed his laptop, nervous and happy just looking at her


  name.


  “Are you going to finish your lunch?” Jack asked.


  Angel took his glasses off Jack‟s face. “Don‟t mess with those. They‟re really


  expensive. I‟m not that hungry today.”


  “What are they for? Are you shortsighted? You look like Lestat from the


  movie.” He stretched his mouth to mimic having fangs.
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  “No, my eyesight‟s perfect, but my eyes are sensitive to light.” Sometimes Jack


  was really immature and annoying. “I need a whiz. I‟ll see you in class.”


  In the quiet of the washroom, Angel locked the door of the cubicle and sat on


  the toilet lid with his laptop. He brought up his mom‟s e-mail and opened it, his


  heart pounding. He couldn‟t bear to open it in the cafeteria or even at home with


  Daddy. He had to be alone in case he got upset. Daddy always said be brave, and he


  didn‟t want to have a meltdown in front of him—or anyone. Taking a deep breath,


  he read:


  Hi, Angel Gabe, how are you doing? Gregoire is everything I ever dreamed of.


  We are in London for a few days. Meet me outside the Royal Opera House, Covent


  Garden this evening at 8 o’clock.


  See you later. Samantha.


  Angel Gabe. He smiled. She had always called him that when he was little. But


  she always signed his birthday cards Samantha—never Mom. That was, when she


  remembered to send him one. Still, his heart soared.


  She wants to see me. Wait till she meets Daddy. I hope they like each other.


  He hit Reply.


  Hi, Mom. I’ll be there. I have a really fab man taking care of me now. He loves


  me and I love him. I hope you like him too. He’s a teacher. Love, Angel.


  Angel hurried back to class, almost skipping along the corridor. One of the


  masters passed him, and Angel called out, “Good afternoon, sir.”


  “The American gentleman.” The man stopped, looking over his gold-rimmed


  glasses at Angel. He was tall and thin and a bit rumpled. “You look happy.”


  “Yes, sir. I‟m seeing my mom this evening. I haven‟t seen her in six months.”


  “That‟s nice. Does she e-mail and phone you?”


  Angel swallowed, unwilling to admit the truth. “No, sir, but she‟s very busy.”


  “Does she work a lot?”


  “I don‟t know, but she‟s very busy.”


  “Excellent,” the master said, walking away. “Enjoy your time with her.”


  Nothing could dampen his spirits at having his mom back in his life.


  


  * * *


  The noise of loud music greeted Kael the moment he stepped out of the lift. He


  


  knew Angel was home and hard at work when he had his music turned up. All day,


  whenever he thought about Angel—which he did all the time—the image of him


  taking the other boy‟s hand came back. But that was stupid. Angel would never go


  behind his back. He wouldn‟t sit down for a week if he did, and that would be just


  the beginning.


  “Hello.” The voice came from along the hallway. Kael turned round to see a


  heavily made-up woman who looked about forty-five years old. Was she leaving to


  go somewhere? She must be since she had just stepped out of her door and was
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  walking toward him at the lift, yet she had no coat on and it was beginning to rain.


  He was about to mention it when she introduced herself.


  “Penelope Chalmers.” She held out a hand laden with gold rings and bracelets.


  On closer inspection, she was more like fifty-five but reasonably well


  preserved. “Kael Saunders.” He shook her hand. “Did you just move in?”


  “Yes. And you?”


  “I‟ve been here a few years.” He began to walk toward his front door, but she


  kept coming so he stopped.


  “I‟m having a little cocktail party to get to know my neighbors this evening.


  About eight o‟clock? You will come?” She had one of those irritating upper-class


  accents like Conran, making statements with an upward inflection to turn them


  into questions.


  “Thank you.” He smiled. He had no intention of going nor of getting to know


  his neighbors. He had lived in the building five years and had never done more than


  nod hello in the lift to any of them.


  Without warning, two hands pressed down on his shoulders, and before he


  could turn to attack his assailant, two legs gripped his waist and a wet kiss was


  plastered against his left ear. “Daddy!” Angel was piggybacking him.


  Despite his annoyance at leaving himself vulnerable and not noticing someone


  coming up behind him, Kael laughed. He looked over his shoulder into his boy‟s


  grinning face. “Angel, this is Mrs. Chalmers. Get down.” He tried to shake him off,


  but Angel wouldn‟t be moved and clung like a limpet, giggling in his ear. “This is


  Angel,” he said to the woman.


  “How lovely to see a father and son so affectionate with one another.” She


  offered a fake smile.


  “No, he‟s—” Kael began but decided it was none of her business. Secrecy had


  been ingrained in him over the last ten years.


  “And it‟s miss. I‟m divorced. Is that his actual name or just something you call


  him?”


  “It‟s his actual name. Good evening.” This time he walked purposefully toward


  his door.


  “Could you get him to turn the music down? I can hear it in my flat,” she


  called.


  “Certainly, sorry!” Kael stepped inside and closed the door. Angel slid down


  and hugged him round the waist.


  “Daddy, I‟ve made shepherd‟s pie.”


  “Great. I‟m starving.” He had gone from taking Angel to school straight to the


  gym and worked out for hours. Skipping lunch, he had gone directly to Vauxhall


  Cross to teach his afternoon self-defense class, which had involved intensive


  physical activity. “Turn the music down. Has anyone else complained?”


  “No, Sir.”
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  “I would if I lived next door. Use your iPod with the earbuds. Don‟t annoy the


  neighbors.”


  “Yes, Daddy.”


  The shepherd‟s pie was good, and Kael ate a large plateful with a glass of red


  wine. Angel served everything like a cute little waiter in one of those overfriendly


  restaurants, making little gestures when he refilled Kael‟s glass and dancing across


  the kitchen to fetch the HP Sauce. The boy was always happy to see him when he


  came home, but he seemed more chipper than usual tonight. “What are you so


  happy about?”


  Angel drank some milk, deliberately making a milk mustache and showing it


  off with his eyes wide and a big smile. “My mom e-mailed me. She‟s in London, and


  she wants to meet me outside the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden at eight


  o‟clock.”


  He looked so happy. This could be either really good for Angel—or awful. “Do


  you want to meet her?”


  “Of course. It‟s okay, isn‟t it, Daddy?”


  “It‟s entirely up to you. But I‟m coming with you.”


  Angel clapped his hands. “Yes! I want her to meet you.”


  Kael pushed his plate away. “That was great.” Angel began to clear the table,


  half dancing, half walking.


  If she hurts him again, I’ll kill the bitch.


  “Daddy?” Angel stood at the open dishwasher, his smile gone, plainly wanting


  reassurance. “I think those dudes who kidnapped me in Bosnia got it wrong.” Kael


  didn‟t speak but looked into the beautiful gray eyes waiting. Angel‟s body grew


  tense as he spoke, and he began to chew on his nails. “They said they asked my


  mom for ransom money and she said no, but I think it was her boyfriend who said


  no and he never even told her.”


  The desperation in his eyes was pathetic. Kael stood up and pulled him close to


  his chest. During his debriefing at MI6 over the incident, he had confirmed that


  both Samantha Andresen and Gregoire St. Germaine knew about the ransom


  demand. The money was St. Germaine‟s, so technically the refusal had come from


  him, but Angel‟s mum had neither left the man nor made any attempt to contact


  Angel at that time or since.


  “What do you think, Daddy?”


  “You could be right.” He squeezed Angel tight. “Finish the dishes. It‟s already


  after seven o‟clock.”


  


  * * *


  They took a taxi to the Royal Opera House and got out at Bow Street. Angel


  


  had decided to stay in his school uniform to look smart and Kael had agreed it was a


  good idea. Angel straightened his tie while Kael paid the taxi driver. The theater


  was lit for an event. Kael looked at the billboard. The Barber of Seville was playing.
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  It was the first opera he had ever seen on a school trip when he was at College


  Grange.


  Angel bit his lower lip, his hands stuffed into his pockets as he looked around.


  It was cold, the pavements wet from rain, but he didn‟t seem to notice.


  The street was busy with women in evening gowns and fur stoles and men in


  tuxedos arriving in taxis for a night at the opera. Out of habit, Kael scanned the


  area, but he and Angel were no longer in danger and he was no longer an operative.


  He saw the gleaming black Rolls Royce from half a mile away in thick traffic and


  knew it belonged to Gregoire St. Germaine. Angel did not spot the long, sleek car


  even when it pulled up outside the theater and, assisted by the uniformed driver, a


  woman got out in a shimmering evening gown, her smooth, dark hair in a


  sophisticated French roll. The stunning engagement ring and wedding ring set,


  expensive and understated, was the first thing that Kael‟s practiced eye settled on.


  Behind her, a man, tall and thin, the very image of the French aristocrat, emerged.


  Kael had seen only a couple of photographs of the woman, and none of them


  did her justice. She was beautiful. No wonder it was so easy for her to go from


  stripper to rich man‟s wife. “Angel, is that her?”


  “Oh my God. She looks so beautiful.” He looked up at Kael proudly. “Doesn‟t


  she, Daddy? Mom!” Angel skipped over to the couple while Kael stayed close behind.


  “You look so beautiful.”


  “Hi, Angel Gabe,” she said.


  There was an awkward moment when Angel opened his arms to hug her and


  she remained still, as if she was afraid to disrupt her carefully crafted appearance.


  Finally she leaned forward and kissed the air on each side of his cheeks without


  actually touching him. “How have you been, Angel? You remember Gregoire?”


  “Yeah.” He looked briefly at the Frenchman. “I‟m good. I go to college now.” He


  spread his arms to show off his school clothes. “Redmond Independent College. I‟m


  going to go to university.”


  “Good for you, baby.”


  She looked at Kael, assessing him, and her pupils dilated as she took in his


  build and handsome face.


  “Mom, this is Kael Saunders. He‟s my…” He looked up at Kael, unsure how to


  introduce him.


  Kael put his arm around Angel and drew him to his side. He wanted to protect


  him from this woman and all the harm she had done. “Angel lives with me now. I


  take care of him. He‟s in school. He‟s a very bright boy, and he works hard. He‟s


  doing well.”


  “Wonderful.” She looked at the aristocratic Frenchman. “Isn‟t that wonderful,


  Gregoire?”


  He smiled and then nodded very slightly at the theater door. He wanted to cut


  the meeting short.


  “Mom, did you know I was kidnapped last year?” Angel asked quietly.
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  “That was because of Sven.” She sounded defensive and snappish. “I had no


  idea what he was up to. I found out later about the guns.”


  “No, I know that, Mom. But did you know I was kidnapped by gunrunners?”


  “Yes,” she admitted.


  “Why wouldn‟t you pay them? They wanted to ransom me.”


  St. Germaine spoke for the first time; his English was impeccable, with only


  the slightest trace of accent. “It is never good to give in to terrorists.”


  Angel didn‟t look at him. He couldn‟t take his eyes off his mum. “They were


  going to kill me. Daddy rescued me.” He looked up at him for validation. The pain in


  his eyes tore at Kael‟s insides.


  The woman patted Angel‟s shoulder as though he were someone she had just


  met and felt a passing sympathy for. “You‟re safe now; that‟s all that matters. I had


  no idea what Sven was up to.” The edge to her voice made Angel look nervous. “It


  could just as easily have been me as you that got kidnapped.”


  “I know that, Mom. I‟m sorry. I would much rather it was me than you.”


  Kael wanted to kill her. She was an expert at making herself the victim.


  Maybe that was what appealed to straight men: a woman who needed rescuing.


  Angel stood there apologizing to the woman for reminding her that he nearly lost


  his life barely six months ago.


  At last Angel noticed the rings. “Mom, are you married?”


  St. Germaine placed his arm around her shoulders in a brief hug. “We married


  last month.”


  “How come you didn‟t invite us?” Angel glanced at Kael.


  “Give him this; we have to go,” St. Germaine said in French and passed his


  wife a small gold and cream colored gift bag he had been holding.


  “I was very busy; things have been hectic,” she said with a shrug. “Anyway,


  look. I brought you a belated Christmas present.”


  Angel took the bag but made no attempt to look inside. He was getting upset.


  “Is this my belated birthday present too?” The image of the single birthday card


  from the family maid sitting on Angel‟s desk the day Kael had met him came back.


  “For Christ‟s sake, Angel, I was running for my life last September.” Very


  discreetly St. Germaine squeezed her hand, and she lowered her voice. “Do you


  think I was happy about leaving you? I had no choice.”


  “I‟m sorry,” he said quickly, taking a step toward her but not daring to touch


  her.


  You bitch, manipulating your son until he apologizes for your neglect.


  “Open your present,” she ordered.


  While Angel focused on extracting a box from the gift bag, Madame St.


  Germaine looked at her husband and spoke in halting, heavily accented French.
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  “My son has good taste in men. I wasn‟t expecting a man like him when Angel e-


  mailed that he was living with a schoolteacher.”


  “He‟s not a schoolteacher. I don‟t know what he is, but he‟s not a teacher. The


  boy may think he is,” her husband replied, keeping his voice low and smiling when


  he caught Kael‟s eye. “He looks extremely intelligent and rather dangerous.”


  “And I speak your language perfectly, Monsieur,” Kael said in French. He


  looked at Samantha St. Germaine. “Your accent, Madame, is appalling.”


  Her blush was apparent even through her makeup, and from the look in her


  eyes, he had angered her. Her husband offered him a slight bow of acknowledgment.


  “And yours is perfect, Monsieur. You speak as well as a Frenchman.” He smiled


  again. “Better than most.”


  Kael continued in French, knowing Angel would not be able to follow easily.


  “Are you planning to stay in his life? Because you have hurt him enough already.”


  Her face twisted into an ugly sneer, and she gave up butchering the French


  language and spoke in hushed English. “Don‟t get in my face. Who do you think


  looked after him for eighteen years?”


  “Not you. A lot of foster parents and maids from what I heard.”


  “I did my best. I was on my own with him. You think that‟s easy? I can tell just


  by looking at you, you come from some rich family. I bet you went to a fancy school


  with your perfect English and French. You don‟t know what it‟s like struggling just


  to pay bills.”


  Kael leaned in close, knowing that any minute Angel would start listening.


  “You couldn‟t be more wrong, Madame St. Germaine. I had a single mother just like


  you. The difference is my mum worked her arse off to give me the best life she could.


  She didn‟t abandon me.”


  Gregoire St. Germaine stepped between them as politely as he could. “Is his


  college expensive, Mr. Saunders?”


  “Yes. It‟s an excellent school, and Angel is extremely intelligent and very


  creative.”


  “I am happy to pay for it.”


  Kael leaned into the man‟s face until he was no more than two inches away. “If


  you are happy to pay for his college, why wouldn‟t you pay his fucking ransom? Or


  did your bitch of a wife tell you not to bother?”


  St. Germaine stepped back, remaining outwardly composed. But Kael saw a


  thin film of sweat break out on his upper lip. “We must go. Please excuse us. Send


  me the bill for his schooling.”


  “I don‟t need your money. I‟ll take care of my boy,” Kael said.


  “We must go.” St. Germaine began to walk toward the door, where the


  doorman anticipated him and opened it.


  “Angel, I‟ll be in touch, okay, baby?” his mother called.
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  “Okay.” He stood beside Kael, watching as his mother was ushered inside the


  theater by her husband. The door closed behind them. “That‟s it?” He looked up at


  Kael. “She‟s gone.”


  Kael took his hand and began to walk. “Come on, boy. Do you want to go for an


  ice cream?”


  Angel smiled. “Sure. That would be nice, Daddy.


  “What was the gift?”


  “A Rolex watch. Wait till Jack sees it. He‟ll be so jealous.”


  It was after eleven when they got home very tired and went straight to bed.


  Kael‟s relief had been huge when Angel had ordered a chocolate and strawberry


  sundae and ate it with gusto while they chatted about school and life in general and


  how good he was getting with a gun. He related a dirty joke a boy in class had told


  him, and nearly choked with laughter, spitting ice cream everywhere. Kael had


  wiped up the mess with a paper napkin while chuckling along with him. He had


  watched him, marveling at Angel‟s beauty and sense of humor despite all the shit


  he had lived through, and at how this smart, sexy boy had changed his life.


  With Angel tucked safely in his arms, Kael fell asleep contented. But when he


  awoke a few hours later, he knew Angel was not in the bed even before he opened


  his eyes. He sat up, looking at the empty space beside him, and listened. He must


  have gone for a drink of water. No noise came from the bathroom. He almost lay


  down again but noticed Angel‟s pillow lying askew. The comfort blanket that the


  boy hardly touched anymore was gone. Angel only ever took it out from under his


  pillow when he was really upset.


  Kael got up and pulled on his dressing gown. He always turned the heat very


  low when they slept, and the air was cold. “It’s good training in case you ever have to


  sleep outside,” he had been told in one of his early sessions with SIS. He checked the


  bathroom, but there was no sign of Angel. When he found the kitchen empty and no


  lights on anywhere, his concern escalated. It was cold outside and raining. If Angel


  had left the flat looking for his mum, he could be anywhere—because he could only


  be upset about that woman.


  The front door was locked, the chain in place. Kael stood still in the dark


  hallway and focused, ordering himself to calm down. He walked back to the living


  room and stood in the doorway looking into the darkened room until he spotted


  Angel on the couch, still naked from bed, his knees drawn up against his chest, the


  ragged blanket pressed against his face.


  “Angel,” Kael whispered, afraid to speak out loud in case he startled him.


  Angel looked up, and even in the darkness, Kael could see the sadness in his boy‟s


  face. Kael took off his dressing gown and hurried toward him, wrapping it around


  Angel‟s shoulders and pulling him close. “Sweetheart, you‟re freezing. What‟s


  wrong?”


  “My mom,” Angel said very quietly. “I thought she was going to meet us on her


  own and go somewhere so we could all talk and spend some time together, and all
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  she gave me was a couple of minutes on her way to the freakin‟ opera.” He took a


  deep breath and continued. “I haven‟t seen her in six months. I wanted to tell her


  about college and about Christmas and your mom and how fun it all was. I wanted


  her to ask us to go to her home.” He paused and looked into Kael‟s eyes. “She didn‟t


  even invite us to her wedding.”


  It was on the tip of Kael‟s tongue to say, She’s a bitch and she doesn’t deserve


  your love. But calling Angel‟s mother names wouldn‟t help the boy feel better, so he


  said, “I know, sweetheart. I know.” He kissed the top of Angel‟s head over and over,


  rubbing his shoulders. “Why didn‟t you tell me how upset you were? Why didn‟t you


  wake me? You should have come to Daddy instead of sitting in here by yourself in


  the dark.”


  “Daddy, you always tell me to be brave.”


  “You are brave.” Kael cupped Angel‟s face in both hands. “You‟re so strong


  under the whip. Not to mention how you shot those men in Bosnia, using a gun for


  the first time. You‟re such a brave boy.”


  “I just didn‟t want to be an emo and make you ashamed of me.”


  “What‟s an emo?” Kael asked.


  “A wimp, a pussy.” He smiled.


  Kael ruffled Angel‟s hair, running his fingers through the silky softness. “The


  last thing you are is a wimp.”


  “Daddy, why can‟t my mom be like yours? She wouldn‟t have put you in foster


  homes, would she?”


  His mum would have prostituted herself rather than give him up. As it was,


  she had slaved at cleaning jobs all his childhood. “No, she wouldn‟t. And if she were


  your mum, she wouldn‟t have given you up either. There‟s nothing wrong with you,


  sweetheart. It‟s your mother who‟s got the problem. She needs a man to look after


  her and give her things to make her happy. But you‟re a great kid. Look how you


  turned out with no help from anyone. You‟re clever and kind. You‟re a good boy. Did


  I tell you I‟m proud of you?”


  “You tell me that all the time, Daddy.” Angel looked down, scrunching his


  blanket in his hands. “I know she‟s not to be trusted, so why was I so stupid that I


  thought I could trust her today?”


  “It‟s hard to give up on people you love, or people you want to love you,” Kael


  said.


  Very quietly, Angel said, “We were living in a trailer when I was five, and


  winter was coming on. I think my mom was panicking because it was going to get


  really cold and she was working as a stripper and she wasn‟t getting much money.


  Then one day I was playing on the floor with some plastic farm animals. Funny how


  you remember stuff like that, isn‟t it, Daddy?” Kael nodded and hugged him closer.


  “A lady and a man came in and started talking to my mom. She told me to say hi to


  them, so I did. Then she said they were taking me for a car ride, and I liked going
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  places and my mom told me it was okay to go with them, so I did. They took me to a


  foster home that day.”


  “Did she tell you they were taking you away?” Kael asked.


  “No. I had no idea where I was going. I thought it was just a ride and then


  they‟d take me home again. That foster home had a teenager there, and I think he


  was the foster parents‟ real son. He was a mean fucker. He told me he‟d throw me


  out the window if I cried at night, so I never dared. Then a few days later, the CPS


  lady picked me up and took me to this place and sat in a room with me. I didn‟t


  know at the time, but it was a supervised visit room at the CPS building. Then my


  mom came in and we hugged and she played with me. Then after a while, she said


  she had to go. So I put my coat on and got my blanket because I thought I was going


  with her, but she said good-bye and opened the door. I tried to go out with her, but


  the CPS worker said I had to stay with her. I went nuts and screamed and cried.


  Then after that, she took me back to the foster home again. I was so stupid. I


  thought when I saw my mom that she‟d come to take me home. I thought she‟d come


  to save me. When she walked out that door and left me there screaming, I never


  trusted her ever again. I never trusted anyone after that till I met you, Daddy. She


  didn‟t come to visit me again for over a year.”


  Kael held him close, rocking him, and Angel gave a little laugh. He always did


  that when he was trying to be brave. Trying to make himself feel better. “But I


  survived and here I am. Daddy, can we make some hot chocolate before we go back


  to bed?”


  Kael kissed the top of Angel‟s head, inhaling the sweet scent of his lovely blond


  hair. “Of course we can. Come on, boy.” In the kitchen, he ordered Angel to sit on


  the stool at the counter, still wearing Kael‟s dressing gown, while Kael made hot


  chocolate in the nude and marveled at his beautiful boy and what his life had


  become. Never in a million years would he have imagined himself making hot


  chocolate in the middle of the night to comfort a boy he was so in love with. When it


  was ready, Kael sat on another stool and watched Angel sip the foaming, sweet


  drink.


  “Aren‟t you having any, Daddy?”


  Kael shook his head. “I‟m not a big hot chocolate fan. Do you feel better?”


  Angel smiled. He looked exhausted. “Yes, Sir. But what the hell was she


  thinking giving me a Rolex watch? I bet he bought it. I would have much preferred


  an Xbox.”


  “Would you?” Kael chuckled. “You know my rules on games.”


  “I certainly do. We have better things to do than waste our time on mindless


  crap. School comes first, fitness comes next. You have to be disciplined to be a good


  slave.” Angel repeated almost verbatim what Kael had told him when he had asked


  for a game console.


  “I see you have been listening to me.” Kael pulled the dressing gown closer


  about Angel‟s shoulders.
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  “I always listen to you, Daddy. You know, I thought my mom would be


  impressed that I‟m in school, but she didn‟t give a damn. She doesn‟t think learning


  is important.”


  “Daddy thinks it‟s important,” Kael said.


  Angel sipped his drink and looked into Kael‟s eyes. “That‟s all I care about,


  what you think, Daddy. I always wanted my mom to think I‟m important, but after


  tonight I‟m not sure I care anymore. Who needs a mom when you‟ve got the best


  daddy in the world?”


  Kael swallowed. Whenever Angel said something like that, he always felt his


  eyes prick with tears. But he never cried. “Come on. It must be three in the


  morning. You‟ve got school in a few hours. Let‟s go back to bed.” Angel finished his


  hot chocolate, and Kael took his hand and led him back to the bedroom.


  “Can I brush my teeth in the morning?” Angel asked. “I‟m so tired.”


  “Do them now,” Kael ordered. He got into bed and waited. Wearily Angel


  wandered to the bathroom and returned shortly. He lay down, and Kael pulled the


  duvet up over Angel‟s shoulders, holding him close to get warm again. Angel still


  held his blankie in his hands, and Kael could feel its softness against his skin.


  Briskly he rubbed his hands up and down Angel‟s back.


  “You know what, Daddy?”


  “What?”


  “I think my mom will invite us to France to stay with her and Gregoire, maybe


  around my birthday. She‟ll be thinking of something to make up for last year. What


  do you think?”


  The hope in Angel‟s voice nearly broke Kael‟s heart. “Yes, of course she will,


  but let‟s wait and see. It‟s not till September. Go to sleep, boy. I wish I could make


  your mum perfect, but I can‟t.”


  “I know, Daddy. I don‟t need her to be perfect. I‟ve got you now. You‟re perfect.


  The perfect daddy. Don‟t ever leave me.”


  Kael felt the immense weight of responsibility to be the perfect daddy for his


  boy. “I‟ll never do that, sweetheart.”
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  Chapter Five


  


  In the middle of the morning, Kael‟s mobile buzzed. He snatched it off his belt


  and checked the caller ID. “What do you want, Conran? I‟m at the gym.”


  “Meet me by the lake in St. James Park in thirty minutes. The path on the


  Mall side.”


  “No, I‟m busy.” He almost ended the call but changed his mind. “I‟ll be in this


  afternoon to teach my class. Talk to me then.”


  “Thirty minutes. By the lake,” Conran insisted.


  Kael hung up. He had already worked out until he was sweating hard in the


  weight room and was about to run twenty or thirty laps on the indoor track.


  Deliberating for a minute, he watched a handsome man in his forties working his


  thighs on the leg extension machine. The man glanced over at him, obviously


  appreciative of Kael‟s well-developed muscles and perfect proportions. The bloke


  was just the type Kael would happily have fucked in the showers later. But that


  was before Angel. “Where‟s your little blond boy today?” the man asked.


  “At college.”


  Coming to a decision, Kael walked to the showers, stripped off his shorts, and


  stood for five minutes under the steaming hot water, scrubbing himself vigorously


  with shower gel before dressing quickly. He was at the lake before Conran arrived,


  leaning against a weeping willow, using it for cover so that he could watch the other


  man approach. In his suit and overcoat, hands pushed into his pockets for warmth,


  Conran walked along the path. When he stopped to look at the swans, it appeared


  very natural.


  Conran would never make an operative—he was too scared—but he knew his


  part. When Kael appeared at his side, Conran walked on beside him, lengthening


  his stride to keep up with Kael.


  “I knew you‟d come,” Conran said.


  “Are you looking for a smack?” Kael was instantly annoyed. “Come to think of


  it, is that what this is about? You want to come to my dungeon and let me flog your


  arse?”


  Glancing quickly about, Conran whispered, “Shut up for God‟s sake.” He


  handed Kael a mobile phone.


  “A present?” Kael grinned and took the phone. He knew at once what it was.
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  “A secure line. I assume you threw your other phone out. The line was


  disconnected anyway.”


  “I don‟t need a secure line.” But he held on to the phone. “I‟m not an operative


  anymore.”


  “Saunders, you are bored stiff all day. Even teaching your afternoon classes


  does nothing special for you, though I admit you are very good at those. I‟ll bet you


  spend your time waiting for the moment you can be with your young man.”


  “Is that what you bet, Stephen?” It was true. The highlight of his day was


  coming home to Angel and spending the evening with him. He looked forward to


  their weekends. Spending time at the gym together. Going for long runs or taking


  him to the shooting range to teach him how to use different weapons. The rest of his


  time was filled with a hostile energy that always returned quickly even after he had


  exhausted himself with physical exercise or sex.


  “I need you to go to Argentina in the morning. You‟ll be gone thirty-six hours


  at the outside. You‟ll meet your contact at the airport in Buenos Aires. Everything


  is in place. It should go very smoothly.”


  “I‟m not going, and you can give me my fucking language classes back.”


  “You have been replaced. You will not be teaching languages again. Now don‟t


  be an idiot.”


  Kael grabbed him by the elbow and squeezed hard. “Don‟t call me an idiot,


  Stephen.”


  “I apologize,” he said at once. “Those classes were a disaster. Your students


  were terrified of you, and each time I saw you in the cafeteria or the lift, you were so


  tightly wound up you looked ready to kill anyone who stepped in your path. Killing


  calms you down; you know it does. It‟s not just a job to you. It‟s recreation.”


  “Really?” Kael said.


  “Look, Saunders, I know you were supremely well prepared and capable of


  teaching your languages classes. The courses you designed should have gone


  flawlessly. The problem is, you do not like people and they don‟t like you. Had you


  been teaching robots, you would have had them perfectly trained in very short


  order, but you‟re not meant to be around ordinary human beings. You have no


  patience and you have no manners.” He moved a couple of feet to the side, nervously


  watching where Kael‟s hands were, afraid of another smack. But it was all true.


  “Stick to what you do best. You belong in the field. You‟ll be happier, and when


  you‟re happy, your young man will be happy too.”


  “He‟s happy now.”


  “I‟m glad to hear it, but you‟re not.” From his pocket he pulled an envelope.


  “Your airline ticket and visitor‟s visa. Do you still have your passports?”


  “Yes.” Kael walked so fast that Conran had to jog to keep up with him. The


  discrepancy in their heights was at least seven inches, but aside from that, Kael‟s


  fitness level was that of an elite athlete and Conran worked in an office with only


  the occasional game of golf or tennis to keep fit. Kael eyed the envelope. He had
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  been determined last Christmas not to go back into the field. What if he died like


  Misha had? What would happen to Angel then?


  I’m indestructible.


  “Just this one job.” He snatched the envelope from Conran‟s hand and walked


  away, crossing the grass into Pall Mall. The changing of the guard was just


  beginning. Angel loved to walk to the palace to watch them. Kael walked home


  grinning from ear to ear. He felt like doing what Angel did when he was happy—


  jumping up and punching the air.


  I’m an assassin, and I miss my work.


  


  * * *


  By the time Kael walked into the flat after his afternoon class, he could hardly


  


  wait to leave for the hit. Angel skipped into the hallways as he always did when


  Kael arrived home, and threw himself at Kael. Kael grabbed him in a tight hug.


  “How‟s my boy?”


  Angel kissed him and took his coat. “I‟m good, Daddy. Dinner‟s in the oven.


  Lasagna, yum!” He licked his lips. “And I have my essay almost done, but it‟s not


  due until Friday. I‟m starving. Are you?”


  “The dinner can wait,” Kael said.


  “Yes, Sir.” Kael admired Angel for always trying to be stoic. Though sometimes


  his boyish needs got the better of him. “Is there something you want to do, Daddy?”


  “Yes, I want you in the dungeon.”


  Angel released a long, deep “aaaah” and followed him through the flat to the


  bedroom.


  “Strip and shower,” Kael ordered.


  They undressed together and showered quickly. Kael loved to be naked in the


  dungeon. He loved pressing his bare skin against a sub‟s. He loved letting his cock


  brush against a buttock or thigh.


  Angel had an erection even before Kael locked the dungeon door and put the


  key out of reach. “I have to go out of the country in the morning.” Kael lowered the


  lights, leaving it bright enough to see but soft enough to make Angel‟s sensitive eyes


  comfortable.


  Angel glanced at the dog cage and the standing cage against the wall, and Kael


  laughed. “No, sweetheart, I won‟t lock you up this time. There‟s no need. Anyway,


  you have to go to school and be a good boy. I‟ll be gone only two nights, maybe only


  one. But you must stick to your routine and be good while I‟m gone. Don‟t do


  anything you wouldn‟t do if I was here.”


  “Daddy, where are you going?” Angel asked.


  “Don‟t ask questions.”


  “Is it a job?”


  Kael raised his voice very slightly. “I said do not ask questions.”
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  Standing to attention, Angel swallowed hard. “Yes, Sir.”


  “Aside from the other day when you had it coming, have I ever used a paddle


  on you?” Kael took the studs in Angel‟s nipples between his fingers and thumbs and


  gently twisted them until Angel gasped.


  “No, Sir.”


  “Good, we‟ll do that today.” He watched the boy‟s cock stiffen at the casual


  assertion. A true sub always got excited when his master implied that not only did


  his boy have no choice in the matter, but that ultimately the boy would be edified by


  the experience.


  Angel‟s cheeks and neck were beginning to grow pink with anticipation. He


  dropped slowly to his knees and pressed his lips to Kael‟s feet. “Thank you, Daddy.”


  Kael‟s cock thickened and lengthened, jutting out. Angel sat back on his heels,


  looking up at it. Kael looked down into his boy‟s beautiful silver eyes. It was


  possibly those eyes, wide with fear, that had saved Angel‟s life six months ago. But


  that was only in the initial seconds after Kael first saw him. The fact that Angel


  had a strength and an intelligence that was palpably real was the next thing Kael


  had sensed about the boy. But there was no fear now—only complete acceptance


  and love and admiration in Angel‟s eyes. “What should I do to you, boy?”


  “Anything you want, Sir.”


  “That‟s what I like to hear.” Liquid warmth shot through Kael at the words.


  He was aroused both sexually and emotionally by his boy‟s trust.


  “Come.” He stretched out his arms. Angel rose and put his hands on Kael‟s


  shoulders. He jumped, wrapping his legs around Kael‟s waist. “First you‟re going to


  have an enema.”


  A spontaneous look of disappointment crossed Angel‟s face, quickly followed by


  acceptance. He knew his boy hated enemas. He knew also that Angel prided himself


  on being impeccably obedient in the dungeon. “Yes, Sir.”


  Angel got down and walked over to the metal shelf where the enema


  equipment waited. About halfway there, he visibly straightened his back and


  shoulders as if he had taken a deep breath and let acceptance wash over him. It was


  that kind of maturity that made Kael know Angel was a boy he could train and


  watch blossom into a man.


  Only a few months ago, the main thing on Kael‟s mind, aside from work, was


  to dominate and have sex with as many different subs as he could. Now every time


  he thought about sex—which was often—Angel‟s delicate face and slender body was


  the only image in his mind. Angel stopped at the sink, which stood beside the


  shower stall and toilet. He attached the long metal hose with its smooth steel nozzle


  to the tap. Kael took the nozzle and turned on the water, running it for several


  seconds until the temperature was perfect, comfortably warm. He pointed at the


  hardwood floor, and Angel dropped to his hands and knees. Kael grabbed a tube of


  K-Y from the sink and squeezed a large blob of it onto his fingertips. Bending at the
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  waist, he slapped the lubricant between Angel‟s buttocks, massaging it into his


  anus.


  “Ready, boy?”


  “Yes, Sir.” He saw Angel squeeze his eyes tightly shut, waiting.


  Kael pushed the sleek nozzle between Angel‟s buttocks and pressed it gently


  against his anus, then pushed it deep inside. “I had a boy some years ago who loved


  enemas.” He released the water and watched the tension leave Angel‟s long, pale


  limbs and tight, round buttocks. “He was an older boy, twenty years older than me,


  but he never questioned submitting to a top still in his twenties as I was then. I was


  very flattered to receive the trust of an experienced, mature boy like him. He taught


  me a lot.”


  Gauging Angel‟s fullness by the length of time the water had been running,


  Kael turned off the tap, removed the nozzle from Angel‟s rectum and left the hose in


  the sink. “Remember the first enema I gave you? You hated it. You cramped fairly


  quickly. Now look at you. Taking it in your stride.”


  Angel looked at him, pride on his face. “Whatever Daddy wants, I want.”


  “Get on the toilet.”


  Angel rose slowly, clenching his buttocks. He sat down on the seat, took a


  breath, and slowly released it as his bowels opened. Kael left him to clean himself


  and wandered over to the beautifully crafted kneeling bench they had bought


  together at a new shop he had found in Voho, London‟s best gay nightlife area.


  Angel had climbed on to try it out in the shop and had been dying to get on it ever


  since, but Kael had made him wait, prolonging the pleasure.


  The frame was made from dark, polished wood, and the leg rests were leather-


  topped for comfort and separated so the dom could easily access a boy‟s cock and


  balls. The bench to strap the torso onto was also leather-topped and very


  comfortable, with a chin rest to prevent the sub from hiding his face during his


  punishment. Soft leather straps were strategically placed to tie a sub down. All in


  all it was a fine addition to the dungeon.


  Angel came to stand at his side, and Kael wrapped his arm around his boy‟s


  shoulders. “Daddy, is it time to try the spanking bench?” Without even looking at


  him, Kael could hear the smile in Angel‟s voice.


  “Yes.” He looked over at the hoods that had so terrified Angel his first time in


  the dungeon. “No, not today. Get up on the bench.”


  Angel placed his knees on the leg rests and leaned his belly on the torso rest.


  “Shall I strap you down?” Kael said, but he was speaking to himself, and Angel


  knew him well enough at this point to know that. He remained silent. “Yes, I will.”


  With quick, practiced movements, Kael brought up the waist straps on either side


  and buckled them tightly across Angel‟s waist. He fastened Angel‟s ankles down


  tightly, and finally his wrists. Standing at his head, he settled Angel‟s chin into the


  chin rest, holding his head firmly. “There, that looks comfortable.” He bent to kiss


  Angel‟s forehead. “Beautiful boy.”
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  “Thank you, Sir,” Angel said.


  From the shelf Kael took a bottle of cream—plain, no scents—and began to rub


  a handful into Angel‟s buttocks. He massaged and slapped, massaged and slapped,


  each blow stinging a little more than the last. Then he began slapping hard at


  Angel‟s thighs. “This is just a warm-up. The paddle is going to hurt.”


  “Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir.” Angel‟s voice was high and thin, a sign of his


  arousal. A cock restraint would probably be a good idea to help him keep control.


  Kael went to his accessory shelves and ran his forefinger along the row of cock


  rings, deciding which one to use, and looked at his selection of neoprene butt plugs.


  Maybe a small one of those would be nice too. With every strike of the paddle, the


  butt plug would push in, in a gentle fucking motion. Kael chose a four-inch plug and


  a leather cock ring.


  “Here we go, boy.” He put the cock ring on the edge of the bench and lubricated


  the plug with K-Y before pushing it against Angel‟s anus. The sudden smooth, cold


  pressure made Angel moan out loud. His already stiff cock strained, and his balls


  seemed to swell in the thin sac that held them close to his perineum. “Keep control


  of yourself, boy. I‟m going to help you with a cock ring in a second.”


  He pushed the butt plug in slowly but relentlessly. Angel cried out, and his


  fluids hit the floor between his legs. The boy panted as the aftermath of his orgasm


  washed over him. Anger flashed through Kael. His need to control did not include


  having a sub orgasm without permission, but he acknowledged it was his own fault.


  Angel was already very aroused from being restrained; then Kael had shoved in a


  butt plug.


  “I‟m sorry, Daddy. I couldn‟t help it.”


  The anger that had risen so quickly inside Kael subsided just as quickly at the


  pained apology. If Angel was an experienced sub, he would flog him without mercy


  for such an indiscretion. But he was an eighteen-year-old novice. Kael walked


  around in front of him and squatted to find tears dripping down the boy‟s cheeks.


  He took a handful of paper tissues from the box and wiped the boy‟s eyes. “Blow.”


  He held the tissues over Angel‟s nose and waited. Angel blew hard, and Kael wiped


  him clean. “Stop crying, boy,” he said firmly. “You made a mistake, but I take half


  the responsibility. I should have put the cock ring on you first.”


  Angel‟s cheeks were scarlet with embarrassment at his mistake. “Sorry,


  Daddy. It‟s bad enough doing it in the bedroom, but in the dungeon, it‟s just wrong.”


  His passion was comical, but Kael accepted the apology with gravity.


  “Good boy. I‟m going to put the cock ring on you now. That will help. I want


  you to succeed, not fail through lack of support.” Kael opened the cock ring and


  fastened it snugly with the metal snap around Angel‟s cock and balls, forcing them


  forward, the balls straining in their red sac. The butt plug remained in place, and


  the rim and gravity would keep it there.


  “Speak to me, Angel,” Kael said, walking to the wall to select a paddle.


  “Daddy, I‟m sorry I screwed up.”
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  “You are completely forgiven. Now be in the moment and talk to me.”


  “I‟m ready to be paddled, Daddy.”


  “Good boy.”


  Kael had four paddles, two wooden and two leather. One had flexible steel


  sandwiched between two pieces of black leather. No, that would be far too harsh.


  Over the months he had pushed Angel to his limit, and as his limits expanded, he


  would push him further, but he was always careful with a new instrument or


  technique. He took the dark red leather paddle he had used on him.


  Standing behind his boy, Kael grabbed Angel‟s buttocks in one hand and


  massaged deeply. Angel began to pant. “Give me a word, boy.”


  “Green,” Angel said with complete sureness. “Thank you, Sir.”


  Taking his stance, feet apart, knees slightly bent, Kael raised the paddle and


  landed a firm, light spank across both of Angel‟s buttocks. He followed it with


  another and another, each fractionally harder than the last. “Give me a word,” he


  said as the speed and power of the strokes increased.


  “Green, Daddy.”


  “Good boy.” Without missing a stroke, Kael worked harder and faster. His cock


  swelled, the veins throbbing down the length of the shaft. He kept the paddle


  focused on Angel‟s buttocks, which were perfectly warmed up and receiving the


  blows with excellent resilience. It took several minutes of hard spanking just to


  raise welts. “Keep your breathing even,” he instructed.


  Without pausing, Kael scanned Angel‟s body and found him completely at


  ease, resting with no strain, no tension as he absorbed the blows. The sound of the


  paddle making contact with the beautiful buttocks filled his consciousness. Angel‟s


  slender body, so fair, contrasting with his scarlet buttocks, made Kael‟s juice start


  to flow. Precum oozed from the swollen, red tip of his cock. He was almost ready to


  fuck his boy.


  Angel lifted his chin up out of the chin rest, arching his back slightly. The


  slender muscles in his thighs began to tense, and Kael knew it was not the pain of


  the paddle but a desperate need to orgasm, foiled by the cock ring that arrested


  Angel‟s body.


  Yet he continued to paddle, on and on, the sound filling the dungeon, filling his


  consciousness. Angel‟s hard panting became long-drawn-out moans. Kael‟s boy was


  becoming a man before his eyes, and his ability to take pain and keep his mental


  integrity was astounding for a boy of his age.


  Unable to wait any longer to be joined with his beautiful boy, Kael brought the


  paddling slowly and carefully to a halt and stood catching his breath and


  equilibrium. The motion of wielding the paddle took over his whole body, setting it


  swaying so that if he stopped abruptly, he could lose his balance from the


  suddenness of it. When he could move, he walked slowly to the wall to return the


  paddle.
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  From the shelf, Kael took a box of Trojans and removed one from the sachet.


  His cock felt ready to burst as he rolled on the translucent film. Returning to Angel,


  he grasped the butt plug and pulled it out. He dropped it on the floor and was about


  to straddle his boy when the urge to fist the beautiful puckered anus overtook him.


  Quickly he retrieved the K-Y and squirted it all over his hand. Gathering his fingers


  into a point, he breached the entrance to Angel‟s rectum and began to push.


  “Oh Daddy, oh Daddy,” Angel moaned.


  The paddling had relaxed Angel‟s body to the point where there was no


  resistance, and Kael was able to push his hand in very slowly but deliberately,


  without pausing, right up to the wrist. Long, openmouthed breaths ending in a


  high, soft, flutelike tone escaped Angel‟s throat. “Give me a word, boy.”


  “Green, Daddy.” Angel sang out the words.


  The perfection of the moment entranced Kael to the point where he remained


  perfectly still, absorbing the beauty of his boy, the power of his own body, and the


  sacred space the dungeon became when two men sought to make a world apart from


  the ordinary for their consummation.


  Instead of going in deeper, Kael withdrew his hand, then straddled Angel, his


  long legs making it an easy maneuver. He gripped the sides of the bench for support


  and positioned his cock. “I have to fuck you. I need to be inside you.” His voice was


  strained with the pressure of holding his orgasm back.


  “Fuck me, Daddy,” Angel said quietly. “Please fuck me.”


  Kael thrust hard, ramming his cock in up to the hilt. With strong, hard


  movements, he fucked, his buttocks tight, the power in his muscular thighs driving


  his cock unrelentingly into Angel‟s arse. Streaks of burning-hot pleasure soared up


  his cock and into his belly while his buttocks and thighs felt the creeping promise of


  orgasm. Wanting the deepest possible intimacy with his boy, Kael lowered his chest


  until his skin touched Angel‟s hot, damp back. His head was side by side with


  Angel‟s, like a jockey on a racehorse, and their breathing came into unison. Without


  even a moment‟s pause in his rhythm, Kael reached a long arm behind and between


  Angel‟s thighs, releasing his cock from its restraint. “Come when I come, boy,” he


  said. “Now!”


  Kael‟s orgasm ripped through his groin. His cock felt like a bolt of lightning as


  he fired his cum into the condom. The cry that erupted from his throat sounded like


  a wild animal, and it was joined by Angel‟s quieter but equally powerful cry.


  Wringing the last morsel of pleasure from his cock, Kael pumped hard and furious


  for another minute before all but collapsing onto Angel‟s back. In unison their


  hearts beat fast and their limbs released all their tension. Neither could move as


  their hearts slowed and their breathing gradually became even.


  When Kael‟s legs stopped quivering, he rose slowly and carefully and removed


  his condom. After disposing of it, he got a wet cloth and wiped Angel‟s backside to


  remove any residue from the condom and the K-Y. Angel lay completely at peace,


  still restrained, allowing himself to be cared for. He sighed with happiness while


  Kael rubbed arnica into his buttocks to help his welts heal. “Daddy, that feels so
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  good.” Kael draped a blanket over his back so that he wouldn‟t get chilled as the


  sweat cooled on his body. Deciding not to release the boy just yet, Kael took a low,


  leather-topped stool and sat in front of Angel, stroking the boy‟s hair, which was


  damp with sweat.


  “How was it, boy? The paddling?”


  “That was a tough pain, Daddy, but it was good. I feel stronger now.”


  “You are strong. You are my strong, brave boy. Talk to me.”


  Gazing into Kael‟s eyes, Angel was quiet as if formulating a question or getting


  his thoughts into a coherent train after the immediacy of his pain and pleasure.


  “Daddy, I‟ve been reading a lot on the Internet about slaves, and some guys are


  really into humiliation. Do you ever do that?”


  Kael nodded. “When a boy has requested it. Before I met you, I would bring


  slaves home and we would talk before we did anything. The slave would tell me


  what he wanted, and I would tell him what I was willing to do and what I wanted to


  do. I am always open to stretching my limits and the boy‟s. I like to make a slave


  happy. One boy, he was in his forties, wanted me to do a prisoner-style torture


  scene and nearly drown him. With my training, I was perfectly equipped to do that


  and keep him safe. He could have died in someone else‟s hands. You must never go


  beyond your limits.”


  “Did you do it, Daddy?”


  “Yes, I did it with pleasure. It was very erotic. His trust aroused me.” Kael


  smiled. “There was a boy I saw a few times who liked to be humiliated. Especially in


  public places.”


  “Daddy, you do that to Mr. Conran.”


  Kael laughed. “Conran doesn‟t know what the fuck he wants. He‟s happy with


  whatever I do even if he says he‟s not. But this was different. This boy‟s kink was


  being called demeaning names and being punished for minor infractions, especially


  in public. One time I beat his bare arse in a crowded bar and made him kneel on the


  ground afterward with his red arse in the air. He had a hard-on for a week. He


  worshipped me.”


  “Sir, would you do that to me?” Angel asked.


  “No, I wouldn‟t.”


  “Say I wanted you to, Daddy.”


  “Even then I would not do it, and I‟ll tell you why. I want you to be strong. I


  want to build you up, not tear you down. You‟ve had enough mean names said to


  you by your stepfather. I‟ll never do that, not even for a turn-on. Anyway, it would


  most definitely not turn me on. I get excited seeing you strong.” Tears glazed


  Angel‟s eyes. With his fingertips, Kael wiped them away. “That‟s why I made Jack


  leave before I punished you that day. So you wouldn‟t be embarrassed. He probably


  wonders what you see in me.”


  “No, Sir. He‟s just scared of you. He still thinks you‟re really hot.”
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  “I am hot,” Kael said, and Angel‟s ringing laughter rewarded him. He watched


  his boy‟s lovely body quiver as laughter shook him, and he joined in. “Why is that so


  funny? Are you saying I‟m not hot, boy?”


  Angel‟s laughter quieted, and he spoke with deep sincerity. “You are smokin‟,


  Daddy. I love you.”


  “You‟re smokin‟ too, boy.” Leaning forward, Kael kissed Angel long and gently


  on the mouth. “I‟m going to unfasten you, but don‟t move. I‟ll help you up slowly to


  make sure you keep your balance.” When Angel was free, Kael lifted him to his feet.


  His boy immediately wrapped his arms around Kael‟s waist, resting his head on his


  chest. “Good boy, good boy. How do you feel?”


  “Daddy, I feel great.”


  Running his hand over Angel‟s buttocks, Kael felt the welts rising. “You are


  definitely going to have a hard time sitting down tomorrow.”


  Angel tilted his chin to look up into Kael‟s eyes, a confident and satisfied smile


  on his face. “Daddy, sometimes I feel like I can do anything. You make me feel so


  strong.”


  Pride and a fierce desire to protect his boy swamped Kael‟s emotions. “You can


  do anything, just not all at once, boy. You have to grow and mature slowly.”


  “Daddy, I want to do the work you do.”


  “I don‟t do that anymore. I‟m a teacher now.” Angel‟s beautiful steady eyes


  remained on his, questioning. “I‟m still teaching, just not languages.”


  “What exactly do you teach in your afternoon classes, Daddy?”


  “Survival skills, like we did at the castle. All the same stuff I teach you. But


  you get one-to-one, dedicated instruction. You‟re lucky.” He grabbed Angel‟s chin


  and wagged it gently.


  “I know that, Daddy. I also know what you‟re leaving for in the morning. I


  knew you‟d go back to it.”


  A creeping anger confused Kael for a moment. “Why‟s that?” Angel had


  moments of amazing wisdom, but Kael was still the boss in the relationship.


  “Daddy, it‟s not just what you do. It‟s who you are.”


  “Is it?” His boy‟s gaze remained unwaveringly on his. He leaned down into


  Angel‟s face. “Sometimes you even look like Yoda.” A grin cracked Angel‟s face. “Go


  and get the bloody dinner out. I‟m starved.”


  “You have to let me out first,” Angel said, still grinning.


  Kael unlocked the door and watched his boy‟s elegant walk as he headed naked


  toward the kitchen.
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  Chapter Six


  


  Buenos Aires, Argentina


  


  The Aeropuerto Internacional de Ezeiza Ministro Pistarini was jammed with


  people. Kael‟s height was sometimes a problem in that it made him stand out, but it


  was handy in crowds. Without seeming to look about, he scanned the arrivals


  lounge and knew before he was approached that the small, thin man, looking like


  an ordinary taxi driver, was there for him.


  “Señor, I am here to pick up Alberto Rivera,” the man said.


  “My name is Alberto Ramirez. Will you take me instead?”


  “Follow me.”


  The code exchange was perfect. The taxi driver was his contact. The flight had


  taken thirteen hours, and with the time difference, Kael had landed at around six


  p.m.


  “They told me you were big and would wear black.” His contact spoke in


  Spanish. On a job Kael always dressed in smart, black trousers and a black jacket, a


  black crew-neck shirt, and black leather shoes with leather soles. He replied in


  perfect Spanish, “They were right.”


  It was a little after seven p.m. when the taxi stopped outside the Four Seasons


  hotel on Posadas. The hotel consisted of an old-fashioned mansion house and, a


  short distance away across the swimming pool, a modern tower. The driver stopped


  outside an innocuous back door of the tower that Kael already knew led to the


  kitchens and storerooms. “Thirty minutes,” the driver said.


  Kael exited without a word and entered the hotel. He had studied the


  instructions and layout thoroughly before destroying the papers. He emerged from


  the service passage into the emergency stairs and began to run. His target was on


  the tenth floor, and the workout would do him good after the long flight and the taxi


  ride. On the tenth floor, with his breathing and heart rate normalizing, Kael stood


  for several seconds, letting the calm settle over him. Utterly serene and intent upon


  his task, he pushed open the door into the hotel proper.


  The corridor was long, silent, and luxurious. Thick carpet muffled any


  footsteps, although Kael walked soundlessly in any case, like a ghost. Mirrors


  adorned the walls, and beautiful flower arrangements stood on long polished tables


  between the numbered doors.
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  He visualized the layout he had studied and turned left, pulling on latex


  gloves. The target‟s room was about fifty feet from the corner. Without pause he


  walked in and closed the door behind him. He scanned the living room, crossed it on


  silent feet, and checked the bedroom. The target was in the bathroom. Kael smiled,


  remembering how he and Angel had met. He doubted this encounter would be as


  pleasant.


  The bathroom door opened, and Kael stepped back against the wall, wondering


  if his target would be naked and handsome. The man who passed without seeing


  him was barefoot, wearing his trousers and a shirt open at the neck. He was young.


  No more than thirty, but big-bellied and swarthy.


  Kael raised his weapon. The target, suddenly seeming to sense something


  wrong, turned, and their eyes met. He fired once, the sound muffled by the silencer.


  A ragged red hole appeared in the man‟s forehead, exactly where Kael had


  intended. The man keeled over backward, his arms out at his sides. Kael stepped


  forward and checked the pulse in his neck. There was none. He pushed his gun back


  into the shoulder holster and glanced at the TV.


  A pornographic movie was playing with the sound muted. On-screen a young


  girl, no more than sixteen years old—perhaps younger—was being raped by a huge


  man while several others watched. Either she was an incredibly good actress or the


  fear in her eyes was real. Kael picked up the remote and hit the Mute button to


  restore the sound. The pleading from the girl and the look in her eyes told him that


  she was an unwilling participant, not an actress. This was not a girl used to doing


  porn movies. She was a sex slave, and from the looks of her fair skin and strong


  cheekbones, she had been trafficked from Russia or one of the Eastern Bloc


  countries. He glanced dispassionately at his target once more before walking out,


  back the way he had come.


  Elation swept over him, and he ran down the ten flights of stairs as if he had


  wings on his heels. He was in his element. Angel had remarked on his short fuse the


  last few months. Conran had told him he was wound up to the point of being on


  edge all the time. They were both right.


  Did he need to kill in order to feel alive and to relieve tension? Or was it the


  job as a whole—the travel, the excitement, the unknown—that made his blood run


  fast? But there were no unknowns. Every job was planned down to the finest detail.


  Though that didn‟t mean nothing ever went wrong. Sometimes someone got killed


  just because they were in the wrong place at the wrong time, but he accepted it and


  had never lost a moment‟s sleep over it. Every second on a job, his mind was moving


  to the next possibility. If that goes wrong, I’ll do this. If I get injured, I’ll do that.


  It was the buzz he needed.


  Each job was a series of precisely planned unknowns, and strategizing for each


  possibility was what kept his mind and body alive. However, he simply couldn‟t


  deny that in the seconds before the kill, he felt more in tune with his surroundings,


  more at peace and more certain that he was in the right place doing the right thing


  than at any other moment.
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  This is what I do. This is who I am.


  


  * * *


  In the first-class cabin of the British Airways plane, Kael pulled out his diary


  


  and began to write.


  


  My first kill was a sniper hit, and Misha was with me. She came to my flat one


  day with two tickets to Amsterdam and said, “We’re going on a jaunt. You don’t need


  to bring anything.” I had no idea at that point that she was following orders, but we


  had known each other for a year and were great friends by then, and anyway, I was


  game for anything. We arrived at Schiphol Airport in the early evening and went


  directly into the middle of the city. It was April, so it was still cool, especially in the


  evening. And Holland tends to be damp.


  “What are we going to do?” I asked her. She said, “Shut up. Don’t ask questions.


  Just do as I tell you,” and that was when I got suspicious. We walked onto a bridge


  over Keizergracht—the Emperor’s Canal. Directly ahead of us, a man walked with a


  carryall with something long in it. He put it down without stopping and disappeared


  into the darkness. Misha walked straight over to the bag and glanced around. “Open


  the bag,” she ordered. I opened the bag. “Assemble,” she said. I squatted on the


  ground and assembled the high-powered rifle. “See the water taxi?”


  I stood up and looked down the canal. Coming toward the bridge was a long,


  glassed-in water taxi still several hundred yards away. The lights were on inside,


  and with my exceptional eyesight, I could see the security men on board. The taxi


  was cruising nearer to the bridge by the second. “There’s a woman on board, fifties,


  black dress, blonde hair in a bun at the back.” I raised the rifle and looked through


  the sight. “That’s your target. Leave the rifle behind.”


  Misha walked away.


  I had about three seconds from when she gave me my target to focus and fire


  before the taxi got too close to the bridge. I hit my target through the temple. Before


  she dropped to the ground, I had put down the rifle and begun walking in the


  direction Misha had gone. For several minutes I couldn’t find her, so I kept moving.


  “Hey, handsome. Are you hungry?” She stepped out of a doorway and fell into step


  with me.


  “I’m starving,” I told her.


  We went to a pub and ordered food. I was elated. I couldn’t stop laughing and


  joking. Misha remarked that she had never seen me so animated. “How do you feel,


  mate?” she asked.


  “I feel great,” I said, and it was true. “I feel alive. I feel like I could do


  anything.”


  “You were born for this job,” she said. “You’ll be on your own after this. You


  don’t need me to hold your hand anymore.”


  “What happened to the rifle?” I asked.
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  She said, “The rifle was probably picked up within seconds of you putting it


  down. Anyway, it’s not your problem. You do only what you’re told to do, and the rest


  is someone else’s job.” We finished our meal, had a few more beers, and headed back


  to London.


  


  58


  Fyn Alexander


  


  Chapter Seven


  


  “Angel Gabriel Button!”


  “Oh my God. Is that your full name? And who‟s that fat bugger?” Jack pointed


  across the street.


  Classes had just finished for the day, and Angel had asked Jack to go home


  with him to spend the night so he wouldn‟t be alone. “Shut up. He might hear you.”


  Freddie Merchant sat in a red BMW, waving out of the window at him. “Hi,


  Freddie!” he called. “Wait there,” he told Jack. Angel looked both ways and ran


  across the street. In the back, two little girls were strapped into car seats. They both


  screamed, “Angel!” when they saw him.


  “Hi, girls.” He waved into the backseat. “How‟s it going, Freddie?”


  “Everything‟s peachy with us. It was nice to see you and Kael at Christmas,


  but that was two months ago. We don‟t see enough of you. How‟s Kael?”


  “He‟s fine. You know Daddy.”


  “Did the old man enjoy his birthday?” Freddie‟s face stretched into a Santa


  Claus smile without the beard. “What did you get him?”


  “Birthday?” Angel said. “He had a birthday?”


  “He didn‟t tell you? Typical. Kael was thirty-three on February second.”


  “That was weeks ago. Why didn‟t he tell me?”


  “That‟s Kael for you. He hates a fuss.”


  Remembering the parcel that had arrived in the mail about that time, Angel


  smacked his forehead with the heel of his hand. “Duh! He got something from


  Sharon a few weeks ago. I never put two and two together.”


  In the backseat, the two girls hit their heads and shouted, “Duh!”


  “Anyway, how‟s school going? Can you get all your GCSEs in one year, do you


  think?” Freddie asked.


  “I didn‟t start until six weeks into term, but I seem to be doing well. Daddy


  tutors me all the time.”


  “The drill sergeant.” Freddie laughed.


  Angel smiled at the girls, who were still smacking their foreheads. “Tell you


  what, Freddie. Let‟s surprise him with a birthday dinner. Can you and your family


  come on Saturday?”
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  Freddie looked doubtful, but in a comic way. “Oh, you‟re taking your life in


  your hands springing a surprise on Saunders. He‟ll have your guts for garters.”


  “I‟ll take the risk.” Angel laughed, happy that he could do something special


  for Daddy. “I‟ll cook. I‟m getting really good. And I‟ll bake a cake. But how can we


  keep him out of the flat while I prepare everything?”


  “We‟ll work something out. What‟s your mobile number?” Freddie wrote it


  down while Angel looked over at Jack, whose body language was saying hurry up.


  “He should have told me,” Angel said.


  “Kael Saunders doesn‟t have ordinary things like birthdays. He always


  thought he was tougher than everyone else.” Freddie‟s voice was filled with


  affection. “We‟ll make him have a good time.”


  Angel laughed. “I‟d better go. Talk to you later.” But before he could walk


  away, Zoe demanded a kiss and Amelia joined until they were screaming in the


  backseat.


  “They love you, Angel,” Freddie said. “They talk about you all the time.”


  Angel opened the back door and leaned in. Amelia was nearer and grabbed his


  face to kiss him. “Me first,” Zoe screamed and reached out to whack her sister. “Zoe,


  no!” Freddie tried to lean over the seat but couldn‟t maneuver his rotund body into


  the right position. Angel grabbed her wrist just in time. “Zoe,” he said in


  disappointed tone. She hung her head but smiled when Angel kissed her cheek. “I‟ve


  got a job for you girls. Between now and Saturday, you have to make a beautiful


  birthday card for Uncle Kael. A great big one. Okay?”


  “Okay,” they agreed.


  He ducked out of the car and ran back to Jack, calling, “Keep it weird, girls.”


  “Keep it weird!” they yelled back, imitating Angel‟s accent.


  At home Angel ordered pizza, and Jack put the music up loud. They were


  dancing in the living room when they heard banging on the front door. Angel ran


  along the hall to look through the peephole with Jack behind him. “It‟s the lady


  from down the hall.” He opened the door.


  Mrs. Chalmers was caked in makeup and dressed up as if she was going to a


  party. “If you don‟t turn the music down, I shall have to complain to the


  management.”


  “Is there something you‟d like us to play?” Jack burst out laughing. “Do you


  want some rap?”


  “Don‟t be impudent, young man,” she said.


  Angel shoved him inside and stepped into the corridor. “Jack, turn the music


  down.” Daddy would smack him hard if he caught him being rude to a neighbor.


  “I‟m really sorry, ma‟am. We were just dancing and goofing around. I didn‟t realize


  how loud it was.”


  “Well, you cannot disturb the peace,” she said, her anger deflating at his polite


  tone. “Is your father home?” She looked round him into the flat.
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  Your father? “He‟s away on business. Just for a night or two.” Daddy always


  says, tell nobody our business.


  “I see. Why do you have an American accent?” She looked him up and down as


  if he were an alien.


  “My mom is American,” he said vaguely. “Good evening, ma‟am. Sorry we


  bothered you.” He stepped inside and closed the door. Jack was not in the living


  room when he returned, and Angel found him in the dungeon.


  “This room is totally sick, but how come everything‟s so clean and perfect? Not


  just the dungeon but the whole flat. There are no pictures or anything.”


  “That neighbor woman totally has the hots for Daddy,” Angel said in an


  attempt to distract him. “Come out. Daddy says we‟re not allowed in here.”


  “You said he was out of the country on business.” Jack walked over to the


  freestanding flogging post. “Have you ever been whipped, I mean for real?”


  “Yes.” He grabbed Jack by the arm and tried to steer him toward the door,


  reluctant to talk about his private life. Jack would not understand.


  “Take it easy, mate. When the cat‟s away, the mice will play.” Jack sniffed the


  air, mimicking a mouse twitching its whiskers, and laughed.


  “Just because he‟s not here doesn‟t mean I don‟t obey him. He takes great care


  of me, and I obey him because I want to.” No one else ever gave a shit about me.


  “I thought the S and M stuff was just in the dungeon.” Jack mimed air quotes


  when he said dungeon.


  “For some people it is, but not us. I obey Daddy‟s orders even when he‟s not


  here. Come on, we can‟t stay in here.” This time he grabbed Jack‟s arm more


  forcefully. “Out!”


  In the living room, they finished their homework, and when it grew dark


  outside, Angel went to the wide picture window overlooking the Thames to lower


  the blinds. City lights under a darkened sky had always left him feeling small and


  lonely, but not since being in London. Now he would turn away from the window


  and see Daddy, always there, ready to protect him and direct him. To keep him safe


  and expect the best from him. He never felt lonely anymore.


  If he didn‟t have Daddy, he would be wandering the streets somewhere looking


  for men to have sex with to earn enough money to eat his next meal. His mom sure


  as hell wouldn‟t have taken him in, even if he‟d shown up at her door destitute.


  She‟d have handed him the Rolex watch, and he‟d have sold it just to live.


  Suddenly the dark night seemed threatening. Where are you, Daddy? Please be


  safe.


  The TV going on made him turn to look at Jack. They were good friends and


  they had a lot of fun together, but increasingly he realized how inexperienced and


  protected Jack was, like most of the boys at Redmond Independent College. Jack‟s


  home was wealthy and ordinary. His parents were both doctors, his sister was in


  university where Jack was headed next year because he had completed high school


  and was only at Redmond to get his A levels.
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  And then there was Angel. Years of foster care followed by an arms-dealer


  stepfather and a social-climbing mother. Now living with his assassin, leather


  daddy in a sterile flat on the River Thames. And he‟d never been so happy in his


  life. He wandered over, picked up the remote, and started channel surfing.


  “Let‟s go into the bedroom and hook up,” Jack said. He looked a bit nervous


  and embarrassed saying it, but his eyes never left Angel‟s.


  “No. Let‟s watch a movie, then go to bed.”


  “Together?”


  Angel was getting bored with this. He‟d have been happier staying by himself,


  keeping everything perfect for Daddy. “No! You‟re sleeping in Sharon‟s room.”


  “Who‟s Sharon?”


  “Daddy‟s mom. When she visits, that‟s her room.”


  “We could just sleep together. Not do anything.”


  “Maybe. What do you want to watch?”


  “Got any porn?”


  “No. Daddy says he‟d rather do it than watch it.”


  “Daddy says. You say that twenty times every day.”


  


  * * *


  It was six a.m. when Kael stuck his key into the door. The exhilaration he had


  


  felt in Buenos Aires was compounded by the knowledge that he was home and that


  Angel was waiting for him. He would slide into bed beside him and pull his boy into


  his arms, and when Angel woke up, he would fuck him face-to-face. He loved


  fucking his boy while looking into his face. Angel‟s beautiful silver-gray eyes would


  half close, and his pale face would flush pink as his pleasure rose. His soft panting


  would increase in tempo until he was moaning loudly. Kael‟s cock thickened as the


  images raced through his head.


  He put away his weapons and hung his coat. In the living room, he saw a pair


  of shoes he did not recognize. On the couch lay a white school shirt. He picked it up


  and sniffed. That wasn‟t Angel‟s scent. Pressing it to his face, he sniffed again. It


  was that boy, the annoying one. Jack.


  I’ll fucking kill him! If Angel has that boy in bed with him, in my bed, I’ll kill


  him. I’ll kick both their fucking arses into next week. I saw him holding that little


  shit’s hand outside school.


  He threw the shirt on the floor and almost ran into the bedroom. Angel lay fast


  asleep, his blanket in his arms. And he was alone. Kael checked the bathroom and


  then the spare bedroom his mum always slept in. Jack opened his eyes just as Kael


  leaned over the bed. “Don‟t hit me!” He scrambled away from Kael and fell off the


  side of the bed with a thud.


  “Get dressed. It‟s almost time to get up anyway.”
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  Naked, the boy stood up, covering his cock and balls with his hands. Kael


  retrieved the boy‟s shirt and shoes from the living room and watched him get


  dressed. At the front door, he handed him a £20 note. “Take a taxi home. Angel will


  see you at college later.” He closed the door while Jack was still saying, “Yes, sir.”


  Guilt sweeping over him for not trusting his boy, Kael went into the bedroom,


  stripped, and got into bed. Angel‟s eyes fluttered open. “Daddy?”


  “Sweetheart.” Kael pulled him into his arms.


  “Are you okay, Daddy? You‟re holding me really tight.”


  “You like that, don‟t you?”


  Angel stroked Kael‟s cheek and smiled. “Yes, Sir.”


  “I‟ve missed you, that‟s all. I want to fuck you. On your back.”


  Kael pulled the pillow out from under Angel‟s head and threw it on the floor so


  Angel could lie flat on his back. From the drawer, he grabbed a lubricated Trojan


  and pulled it on quickly. His cock was bursting for relief, and he wanted to be inside


  his boy, fucking him, owning him, being one with him when he came. Angel lifted


  his hips and wrapped his legs around Kael‟s waist. Kael positioned his cock at the


  sweet, tight hole. He took a deep breath. “I‟m going in fast, so loosen up.”


  Kael watched Angel‟s face as the boy sucked in a long breath. “Fuck me,


  Daddy. I‟ve missed you so much,” he said, releasing the breath slowly, letting all the


  tension go from his muscles. Kael thrust all the way inside in one fast, hard fuck,


  looking into Angel‟s eyes as he did so. Angel‟s cock grew stiff, poking into Kael‟s


  lower belly. For a moment they lost eye contact as Angel‟s eyes drifted closed and


  his body tensed. “Look at me, boy.”


  Angel opened his eyes wide, meeting Kael‟s again. The flush had begun on


  Angel‟s face, turning his cheeks a delicate pink. His mouth opened, and each breath


  he released was a soft “aaaah.” Resting on his elbows, looking into Angel‟s eyes,


  Kael began to work rhythmically, one hard, evenly spaced thrust after the next. He


  made no effort to hold back, to prolong his pleasure. He let his orgasm roll over him


  in a great wave, tightening his muscles and drawing from him a long, loud cry.


  Then he fell heavily on top of Angel, panting loudly.


  When he could move again, he rolled off onto his back and Angel rolled with


  him until he lay stretched out on top of Kael. “Daddy. Jack‟s in the other room. He


  slept over.”


  “He woke up when I came in. I sent him home,” Kael said.


  “Do you mind that he stayed over, Daddy? We stayed up late watching a


  movie: My Beautiful Laundrette. Have you seen it?”


  “Yes, I‟ve seen it, and no, I don‟t mind that he stayed.” He was thoroughly


  ashamed of himself for thinking Angel would go behind his back. “Do you fancy


  him?”


  “Jack? Hell no! He‟s just a boy. I like real men.” He rubbed his hips against


  Kael‟s as he spoke, and they both laughed. “Why would you ask that, Daddy?”


  


  Angel and the Assassin: Be Brave


  


  63


  


  “I saw you and him holding hands when I dropped you at school the other day.”


  “Oh, we always do that. If it bothers you, I‟ll stop. But Sir, it‟s just like girls


  holding hands. Doesn‟t mean anything. Actually he gets on my nerves sometimes.


  He‟s had it so easy.”


  “I just wondered.” He hoped he sounded casual.


  Angel rolled off and leaned up on one elbow. “Daddy, I‟m afraid I‟ve got bad


  news for you.”


  “What?” Kael said at once.


  “That lady down the hall has the hots for you.” Angel giggled. “She came to the


  door asking for you. She said, „Is your father home?‟”


  Every muscle in Kael‟s body screamed alert, alert! “If she corners me in the lift,


  I‟ll have to put her in a headlock.”


  Angel emitted a piercing shriek of laughter.


  “It‟s not funny.” Kael felt the way he had when the women in his class were


  whispering behind their hands about him. Attacked. He knew he sounded panicked,


  but he couldn‟t help it. “What did she want?”


  “Daddy, your eyes are so wide. You look terrified.” Angel collapsed onto Kael‟s


  chest, laughing. Kael pinched the boy‟s buttocks hard. Angel screamed but couldn‟t


  stop laughing. Finally, breathless, he said, “Daddy, I think you‟re scared of ladies.”


  “Do you?”


  “Yeah. Are you?”


  For a long moment, Kael pondered telling the truth and finally gave in to it.


  “I‟m fine with women on an intellectual level. There‟s been a couple I‟ve really liked.


  It‟s just when they fancy me and I think they might try to cop a feel that I get


  nervous. I don‟t want any woman putting her hands on me in an I‟d-like-to-get-into-


  your-trousers way.” Angel started giggling again, and Kael found himself joining in.


  “I don‟t know why that‟s so funny.”


  “I‟ll tell you why it‟s so funny, Daddy. It‟s because you‟re so big and not scared


  of anything. It‟s a bit like ladies screaming when they see a mouse. Mice are so


  tiny.”


  “Yes, but they‟re fast and so are women.”


  Angel snuggled into Kael‟s side. “Daddy, can I stay home today and be with


  you?”


  “No.” Kael spoke without margin. “I have to sleep for a few hours; then I‟ve got


  a class to teach this afternoon. You go to college. I don‟t want you missing anything.


  Go and get in the shower.”


  Angel got up and headed for the shower. Kael followed, joining him under the


  rushing water.


  


  * * *


  “I told you, Argentina was a one-off. I‟m not going back into the field.”
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  Kael had arrived at Vauxhall Cross straight from the gym, intending to eat his


  lunch before beginning his afternoon class on the benefits of sniper tactics. But


  when he strode into the busy cafeteria and saw Stillwell sitting with his whining


  cohorts, the urge to smack him was so great that Kael walked right back outside


  into the crisp midday. He was sitting on a bench beside the river when Conran had


  joined him.


  “Did you enjoy it? The assignment?” Conran asked quietly.


  “Yes,” Kael admitted. He bit into his ham and tomato sandwich and looked at


  the apple and banana and the bottle of water, noticing the folded piece of paper


  tucked under the food.


  “I wouldn‟t have thought you were the type to pack your own lunches.” Conran


  nodded at the Tupperware box.


  “I‟m not. Angel likes to make lunches for me. It‟s part of his service to his


  daddy.” He pulled out the paper and unfolded it. Enjoy your lunch, Daddy. I love


  you. He smiled as he read the signature. From your Angel.


  “How sweet,” Conran said, looking at the note.


  “Are you due for a spanking, Stephen?” Kael asked.


  As he always did when any mention of discipline came up, Conran glanced


  quickly left and right. “I‟m not here to talk about that. I want you back in the field.


  You‟ll have more time, not less, to spend with Angel. And when you leave for a few


  days at a time, he is perfectly old enough to look after himself.”


  “I‟m worried about his safety.”


  “His safety is no longer compromised. He knows more than he should because


  of the Bosnian situation last year, but I think you‟ve trained him to keep his mouth


  shut. Yes?”


  “Yes. He understands there are things I will not talk about. He knows how to


  keep quiet, and I‟d never tell him any details about my work.”


  Conran stared straight ahead at the river. “After Bosnia, you seemed to think


  he could be trained. I know you‟ve been taking him to the SIS shooting range. He‟s


  excellent.”


  “That‟s because I taught him to shoot and he has a very steady hand. As for


  training, I changed my mind once the adrenaline rush of the rescue mission settled


  down. I don‟t want my boy in danger again.”


  “With a natural aptitude for the work and you training him, he could be


  exceptional.”


  As if a curtain had been lifted, Kael realized he had been duped. “You fucking


  bastard. You encouraged me to take him to Herstmonceux, then had someone report


  back to you about his performance. Didn‟t you!”


  “No one in particular was spying on you. I asked all the participants their


  opinion of you, and inevitably they spoke about Angel.”


  “But you did it on purpose, encouraged me to take him along?”
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  “Yes. I wanted to know what he could do.”


  “I should smack you for that,” Kael said. He put his lunchbox on the bench


  beside him. Conran got up at once to put several feet of space between them now


  that Kael‟s hands were free. “My boy is going to go to uni and have a bright future.


  I‟d be happy for him to work for SIS, just not what I do. He could work in


  intelligence.”


  Conran came closer again even though they were alone. He spoke quietly.


  “Look, there‟s a situation I want you involved in. You are the only man for the job.”


  Kael finished his sandwich and took out the banana. “What does this remind


  you of, Stephen?” He grinned and slowly peeled it.


  Conran sat down again, pulling his jacket closer against the sharp wind from


  the river. “Someone will need to be brought back from Europe. I want you in on this


  one. I don‟t have the details yet.”


  Kael ran his tongue up the side of the banana and laughed when Conran


  crossed his legs and placed his hands over his crotch. He bit into the banana, taking


  half in one bite. “That‟s what I‟ll do to your cock if you try to get my boy caught up


  in anything dangerous. Do you understand?”


  “Yes.” Conran looked nervous. “We‟ll talk again about this.” He began to walk


  away.


  “I‟m a teacher now,” Kael called after him.


  Conran walked back and leaned in close. “Saunders, you‟re a killer. It comes as


  naturally to you as—”


  “As crawling on your knees does to you?” Kael interrupted.


  “I was going to say as naturally as breathing.” He walked away.
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  Chapter Eight


  


  “I‟m so excited. Daddy will be so happy.”


  Angel looked at the glass and oak dining room table set with candles and white


  damask napkins. He had found them in the dining room sideboard along with the


  beautiful set of dishes they had used only once before, last Christmas day when


  Sharon had spent the holidays with them.


  “Everything looks lovely.” Adam smiled.


  Freddie‟s husband and their two daughters had arrived an hour ago to help


  Angel. Adam had consulted at length on the phone with Angel in the days prior.


  Angel would make the birthday cake, a quiche, and a chicken dish, and Adam would


  cook the rest of the food and bring a few bottles of wine. Freddie had arranged the


  day before to take Daddy out for a drink and a catch-up chat so they could arrange


  the surprise. Freddie was due to walk in the door with Kael at any minute.


  “Did you want to do the whole jumping out and shouting „surprise‟ thing?”


  Adam asked.


  My Daddy shoots people who surprise him.


  “That‟s probably not a good idea. He‟ll be surprised enough. But actually…” He


  looked at Zoe and Amelia, who had been running up and down the open-plan living


  room-dining room since they arrived, and he called them over. “Girls, Uncle Kael


  will be here any minute with your dadda.”


  “No, this is Dadda,” Amelia said, coming to a skidding halt in from of him.


  Angel scanned the hardwood floor for skid marks.


  “And Daddy is Daddy,” Zoe explained.


  “Right. Okay. Uncle Kael and your daddy will be here in a few minutes. I want


  you girls to hide in the bedroom until you hear them come in. Then come running


  out and shout „Happy birthday, Uncle Kael.‟” He showed them to the bedroom, and


  they climbed into the middle of the king-size bed. “Not a sound until you hear


  them,” he said and walked out.


  “That will keep them quiet for five minutes,” Adam said when Angel joined


  him again to look at the table.


  “I‟ll light the candles now.” Angel struck a match and lit the three tall white


  candles in the elegant, plain silver candelabrum. He looked at Adam, who was


  uncorking the white wine and watching him at the same time.


  “You‟re an odd couple, aren‟t you?” he said kindly.
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  “Me and Daddy? Why?”


  “A big, handsome, tough man like him and a sweet innocent youth like you.”


  He chuckled. “Zeus and his Ganymede. Hadrian and Antinous.”


  An image of the two men he had shot last September jarred Angel for a


  moment, along with some of the stuff he had seen and experienced in the not so


  loving foster homes he had lived in. He shoved the images out of his mind and


  focused on the elegant table. “I‟m not as innocent as I look.”


  “Do you think Kael will mind the girls being here? I get the impression he‟s not


  crazy about children.”


  The thought had occurred to Angel, but he didn‟t want to say anything. “He‟d


  probably prefer it if they sat quietly and didn‟t touch anything or drop any food.”


  “Well, that‟s not going to happen.” Adam placed the open wine bottle on the


  table.


  Angel laughed. “I know. It‟s probably good for Daddy to realize that the world


  will not fall apart just because food gets spilled on the floor.”


  


  * * *


  The Thames looked dark and cold even though the sun was shining. Kael


  


  leaned on the wall, looking down into the water. “What made you ring me


  yesterday?” he asked Freddie.


  “I haven‟t seen my old mate since Christmas, that‟s what.” Freddie briefly


  wrapped his arm around Kael‟s waist and hugged him. “I wanted a natter and a


  drink with you.” They had sat in a straight pub for two hours reminiscing about


  their years at College Grange before going for a walk along the river. Freddie‟s


  mobile buzzed, and he took it out and read a text. “Come on; I‟ll walk you back.”


  They walked slowly along the river toward his flat. Kael had been told twice by


  Freddie to slow down as they walked. Not only were Freddie‟s legs a lot shorter, but


  he was overweight and unable to keep up with Kael‟s athletic pace. “I‟m so glad it‟s


  worked out with you and Angel,” Freddie said. “He‟s a lovely boy, but I must say I


  never thought you would have the patience required for a teenager.”


  “I‟m as surprised as you are,” Kael said. “But Angel‟s not an ordinary


  teenager.”


  “How‟s the teaching going? Languages, right? You were always top of the class


  in Latin, French, and German.”


  “Yes, I was, but it seems that knowing languages and teaching them are two


  completely different things. I‟m rethinking my future right now. I was told I‟ve got


  no people skills.” He looked sideways at Freddie for his reaction.


  Freddie nodded as though it was obvious. “We can‟t be good at everything.”


  “Is it true? Am I bad with people?”


  “You‟re better than you were when we were kids. At least now you don‟t punch


  everyone who disagrees with you. But Kael, interpersonal skills are not your strong


  point, my old mate.”
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  Outside Kael‟s beautiful condominium building, Freddie looked at his car and


  said, “I‟ll come up for a minute and say hello to Angel.”


  “He‟s really fond of you. And he loves your kids.”


  They were at Kael‟s door when Penelope Chalmers caught up with them. She


  must have been watching for him, and she came after him the minute he stepped


  out of the lift. “Mr. Saunders!”


  “Mrs. Chalmers.” Kael introduced Freddie, then said quickly, “Please excuse


  us.”


  “Angel had his music blaring again when you were away on business. His


  friend was rather cheeky when I complained.”


  The smell of the woman‟s makeup and perfume was so strong it turned Kael‟s


  stomach. All his senses were exceptional, and strong smells in his proximity had to


  be appealing to him or they were unbearable rather than merely annoying as they


  would be to most people. But he didn‟t want to hear that Angel had been bad


  mannered. “Was Angel cheeky?”


  “Not at all. He was very apologetic, and he turned it down. But he seems to


  forget almost at once and then repeats the infraction.”


  Infraction indeed! “I‟m sorry. I‟ll talk to him about it.”


  “I wouldn‟t mind so much if you could get him to play something nice.”


  “It won‟t happen again.” He opened the door, shoving Freddie in ahead of him.


  “You didn‟t come to my cocktail party, Mr. Saunders.”


  “No, something came up. Perhaps another time.” He closed the door.


  Freddie laughed. “That‟s what I mean about no people skills, Kael. You closed


  the door in her face.”


  “Good. Hopefully she‟ll get the message and won‟t bother me again.”


  “I doubt that, mate. That woman has the look of a predator.” Freddie burst out


  laughing, and Kael could only imagine how scared his face looked.


  They hung their jackets in the hall cupboard, and Kael preceded Freddie into


  the living room. “Smells delicious in here. Angel must be cooking.” He was confused


  when he saw Freddie‟s husband standing beside Angel, smiling. Adam stuck out his


  hand. “Happy belated birthday, Kael.”


  The candles in his peripheral vision caught his attention, and Kael looked at


  the dining room table, beautifully set for six people. Angel put his hands on Kael‟s


  shoulders and leaped up, wrapping his legs around Kael‟s waist. “Happy birthday,


  Daddy. Why didn‟t you tell me? I had to find out from Freddie.”


  Freddie slapped him on the back. “He made me get you out of the house so he


  could prepare the party.”


  Overcome with emotion, Kael kissed Angel lightly on the lips. He had loved his


  birthdays when he was a kid; his mum had always done something special, even


  when they were broke, but as an adult, he had ignored them. Many a time over the


  years he had been on a hit on the actual day. It hadn‟t even occurred to him to tell


  


  Angel and the Assassin: Be Brave


  


  69


  


  Angel, not even when he had got his present in the post from his mum. “I‟m not big


  on fuss. You know me.” Carrying Angel, he walked over to the table they never used


  ordinarily. It looked beautiful. A small flower arrangement of roses sat in the


  middle. The silverware and glittering white plates caught the light from the


  candles. Tall wineglasses gleamed at each plate.


  There were six places and only four of them. Fear clutched suddenly at Kael‟s


  belly. He looked at Angel and whispered, “Please tell me those little girls aren‟t


  here.”


  “Uncle Kael!”


  Angel jumped down as the two little girls, one blonde, the other dark-haired,


  ran into the room, their curly hair tied up in ribbons, screaming, “Happy birthday,


  Uncle Kael.” Kael went rigid as they grabbed a leg each and hugged it tight. He


  looked down at them in horror. His fear of Penelope Chalmers paled in comparison.


  “Get them off,” he said desperately.


  What they all found so funny was beyond him, but Angel and Adam removed


  the children, allowing him to move. He made his way to the couch without further


  assault and sat down with Freddie while Angel and Adam began to put out the food


  and got the girls involved by giving them small things to carry from the kitchen.


  Every time they passed through the living room to the dining room area, they felt


  compelled to draw his attention.


  “Uncle Kael. Look what I‟m bringing.” Kael glanced at them and then


  shrugged at Freddie.


  “They want you to say „well done‟ or „aren‟t you strong,‟ something like that,”


  Freddie told him.


  “Well done,” he called, grateful that they were busy. “What are their names? I


  forget.”


  Freddie laughed. “Zoe and Amelia. Zoe just turned five, and Amelia will be


  four in May.”


  “Why do they like me?” He was genuinely perplexed.


  “Kids are like cats,” Freddie said. “They always go to the people who are either


  scared of them or just don‟t like them.” They looked at each other and laughed.


  Angel invited them to the table, and Kael sat at the head with Adam and


  Freddie to his right and left. To his immense relief, Angel had seated the girls on


  the other side of their fathers so they were well away from him. Angel sat at the


  other end so he could help with the girls.


  They began to pass the dishes around and serve the food. “Everything looks


  great,” Kael said.


  “Daddy, I made the chicken and the quiche, but Adam cooked everything else.”


  “He needed a bit of help, that‟s all. He‟s turning into a great cook,” Adam said.


  “Are you going to make a toast, Angel?” Freddie asked, picking up his glass.
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  Angel‟s cheeks were already flushed from excitement. He looked at Kael, then


  Freddie, and got a bit tongue-tied. “You do it.”


  Everyone picked up a glass. Kael glanced at the girls, relieved that they had


  plastic cups with lids and spouts.


  “Kael, my old chum.” Freddie beamed at him. “It is such a pleasure to see you


  settled down with this lovely boy”—he nodded at Angel—“and happy at last. Here‟s


  to the next thirty-three years.” They raised their glasses and drank. Solemnly the


  girls copied, raising their sippy cups.


  “Thank you,” Kael said. “Let‟s eat.” The meal was wonderful, but he couldn‟t


  take his eyes off the girls, who knelt up on the beautiful leather-seated oak chairs.


  They had already stood up on them in their shoes. Amelia struggled to her feet, yet


  again demanding that Kael admire her dress. “Uncle Kael, look!” She spread her


  arms, teetering dangerously. “My dress is velvet.”


  “She‟s going to fall,” he said in a panicked voice. Adam reached out a hand to


  steady her, but he did not suggest she sit.


  “My dress is velvet too.” Zoe jumped up to display her own attire, which was


  clearly not velvet. Within seconds, they were screaming at each other about their


  dresses, jumping up and down on their chairs, insisting Kael say which dress was


  the prettiest.


  “Uncle Kael likes my dress best.”


  “No, he likes mine best.”


  “Don‟t they have an Off switch?” he asked, beginning to feel desperate.


  “‟Fraid not, old chap.” Freddie and Adam seemed able to ignore the noise and


  continue to eat without indigestion.


  “Do you like the quiche, Daddy? What about the chicken? Is that good?” Angel


  shouted over the noise. “I made it from a Foodwishes recipe on YouTube.”


  Desperate for the girls to shut up, Kael raised his voice above the din. “You


  both look nice. Now sit down!”


  The girls sank quietly into their seats and began to eat again, seemingly


  content.


  Adam watched them obey before saying, “We‟ll have to take you home with us,


  Kael. I can‟t get them to do that.”


  Kael looked at Angel. “Everything is very tasty and very beautiful.”


  The table was a polished oak frame with a beveled glass top, making it


  possible to see from where Kael sat how much food the girls had dropped on the


  floor. Beginning again to argue about their dresses, Amelia picked up her sippy cup


  and threw it at her sister. The top popped off, spilling the remaining juice on the


  table.


  “Oh my God.” Kael began to get up, grabbing his napkin to clean up the mess.


  Then he thought better of it. The napkins were very expensive damask.
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  “Daddy, it‟s okay. Calm down. It‟s a party, not a crime scene. We can clean up


  later.” Angel ran to the kitchen for a cloth while Kael knocked back a full glass of


  wine.


  For the remainder of the meal, the girls were relatively quiet except when they


  said confusing things. “Uncle Kael, my teacher likes you,” Zoe said.


  “I‟ve never met your teacher.”


  “I showed her the picture,” Zoe said. She had cream sauce from the pasta dish


  all over her face. Kael fought a constant inner battle just to keep from rounding the


  table to wipe it off.


  “What picture?” He looked at Freddie. “I told you at Christmas there were to


  be no pictures. Did you take one?”


  Freddie laughed. “You big eejit. She drew it in class.”


  The girls began screaming, “You big eejit,” over and over again. Kael gripped


  the arms of his chair until his knuckles turned white.


  When they finished eating, Angel began to clear the dishes. Zoe got down from


  her seat and pulled her plate off the table as Kael watched in horror. She was going


  to break it, and it was part of a set from Harrods. Each dinner plate cost £50. Angel


  must have seen the terror in his eyes and quickly took the plate from Zoe. “Girls, I


  need your help in the kitchen.” He shepherded them out of the dining room.


  With relief Kael watched them toddle off and grabbed the wine bottle to refill


  his glass. “How can you stand it?”


  Freddie and Adam burst out laughing. “I always knew you weren‟t the fatherly


  type,” Freddie said. “Even when we were kids, all I wanted was to be a dad and


  have a cozy home to rest my weary pegs at the end of the day. All you were ever


  interested in was sex and getting top marks and being the best player on all the


  sports teams.”


  “College Grange won the all-schools rugby trophy every year I was there,” Kael


  pointed out—then wondered if he sounded obnoxious. He was getting a bit drunk to


  combat the stress of having two children in the flat.


  “It was certainly down to you that we won those trophies,” Freddie admitted.


  “But you were nice,” Kael said quietly. “Everyone liked you. They hated me.”


  Freddie reached over to grab his hand and squeeze it. “They were just scared


  of you, mate. They didn‟t know you like I did.”


  Voices rose up from the kitchen, and all three men watched as Angel carried in


  a chocolate birthday cake on a glass cake plate with two candles blazing on top. The


  girls ran on either side of him, and all three sang “Happy Birthday to You.” Freddie


  and Adam joined in, their voices octaves deeper. When they got to the name part,


  Angel sang clearly in his high, sweet voice, “Happy birthday, dear Daddy,” the girls


  sang, “dear Uncle Kael,” and Freddie sang, “my old mate.”


  With the birthday cake glowing in front of him, Kael felt his eyes prick with


  emotion and said more gruffly than he intended, “I don‟t really eat cake.”
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  A split second of heavy silence followed. He met Freddie‟s eyes, which said


  eloquently, You’d better eat this one or deal with me. He looked at Angel standing


  beside him, waiting for his verdict on the creation. The cake was unmistakably


  homemade. It was a bit lopsided, and the white writing above the candles was done


  with one of those squeeze tubes. HAPPY BIRTHDAY, DADDY.


  Kael grinned at Angel and wrapped his arm around his boy‟s waist. “But in


  this case, I‟ll make an exception.” The relief on Angel‟s face and the visible release


  of tension from his slender body made Kael feel ashamed.


  Why can’t I be like normal people? Why do I have to kill to feel alive? Why am I


  terrified of mess and small children? Why am I even questioning myself? I’ve always


  known I was like this. What’s wrong with me?


  “Make a wish, Daddy.” The words, obviously repeated several times, finally


  had an impact. He covered his lapse by saying, “Give me a minute. I‟m just looking


  at how great it is.”


  “I only made it from a packet mix, but it‟s fab, isn‟t it?” Angel nodded as if


  urging Kael to agree.


  “Yes, it‟s fab.”


  Angel clapped his hands and wiggled his hips the way he did when he was


  happy or excited. Zoe and Amelia immediately copied him.


  Kael closed his eyes to pretend, but before he could open them, a wish exploded


  in his head. Make me worthy of this boy’s love. And don’t let anything bad happen to


  him ever again.


  Kael dished up the cake while Angel served coffee, and afterward they went


  into the living room. It was almost dark out. Kael lowered the blinds and fixed the


  lights at a subdued level in the hope that it would have some kind of soporific effect


  on the girls, but they had disappeared from the room again with Angel. Freddie and


  Adam sat side by side on the couch, looking so comfortable with each other. Kael


  sank into a leather armchair. “Thanks for helping him do this,” he said very quietly.


  Resting his hand on his protruding belly, Freddie looked utterly content. “I


  know it‟s stressful for you being around kids and even worse when they‟re in your


  home, but you have to admit, Kael, it was a lovely dinner.”


  “Yes, I admit it.”


  Angel returned minutes later with the girls. Between them they held an


  enormous sheet of paper with wax crayon scribble all over it. “It‟s your birthday


  card, Uncle Kael,” the girls said shyly in unison.


  It was hideous.


  Kael tried to make out the figures and saw himself with a bald head towering


  over everyone. He vaguely recognized a ball-like rendition of Freddie and one with


  dark hair that had to be Adam. Strangely the girls had drawn themselves bigger


  than their fathers. And at the top with wings, looking down on the whole scene, was


  a person drawn entirely in yellow. “That‟s Angel,” Zoe pointed out.
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  “Uncle Kael is speechless at your artistic prowess, girls.” Freddie looked at


  Kael, then mouthed, Admire it.


  “It‟s totally sick, isn‟t it, Daddy?” Angel encouraged.


  “Yes, it‟s sick,” Kael repeated. “Thank you, girls.” Content, they went to sit on


  their fathers‟ laps, and Angel laid the picture out on the coffee table, then knelt


  beside his chair.


  “Here, Daddy.”


  Kael took the small gold-wrapped package. “This looks interesting.” He opened


  it, careful not to tear the paper. Inside was a box, and in that sat a pair of silver


  thumbcuffs, beautifully made. “It‟s a charm, Daddy, but feel free to use them on


  me.”


  Kael held them up to show Freddie and Adam, who laughed. Kael tucked them


  back into the box. “Come here.” He patted his lap, and Angel climbed in, draping his


  legs over the arm of the chair and resting his head contentedly on Kael‟s shoulder.


  “Thank you,” Kael whispered.


  Zoe had fallen asleep in Freddie‟s arms, her cheek against his chest. Adam


  rocked Amelia gently as her eyes closed. Kael cupped Angel‟s face and kissed him,


  overwhelmed with gratitude and protectiveness. What a wonderful afternoon. He


  was so lucky.


  “Will you adopt more kids?” he asked Freddie and Adam.


  “No,” Freddie said at once. “We‟ve got our hands full with these two.”


  “Don‟t you want a boy?” Kael asked.


  “God no,” Freddie said. “Look how I turned out. Look how you turned out.”


  They all laughed.
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  Chapter Nine


  


  “Bye, Daddy. I love you.”


  Kael waved from the car window at Angel as he walked through the school


  gates beside Jack. “Work hard,” he called. He had just looked right to merge into


  traffic when his mobile buzzed. It was the secure line Conran had given him, and he


  had got back into the habit of carrying it everywhere. He snatched it off his belt.


  “You always seem to get me when I‟m at the gym or on my way.”


  “Parliament Square, twenty minutes. I‟ll be at the Winston Churchill statue.”


  Conran hung up.


  “Will you now?” Kael said out loud, but his adrenaline began to rush and the


  excitement he felt when a job was imminent surged through him. What a fool he


  had been to even think he could have an ordinary life.


  The day was beautiful. Mid-March and the sun was shining, which was rare


  for London. The streets were loud with early-morning rush-hour traffic. By the time


  Kael reached Parliament Square and found a place to park, Conran was sitting on


  the wall behind the statue looking at his watch. Big Ben struck ten o‟clock.


  “You‟re half an hour late,” Conran said, rising and beginning to walk across


  the grass.


  Kael did not respond. The stress of teaching languages to ungrateful morons


  was behind him. He had been feeling remarkably content the last few weeks. The


  Argentine hit had calmed him the way a long massage calmed a normal man. His


  birthday dinner had made him feel loved. All those years of loneliness, where all he


  had to look forward to was the next job in between long stretches of sex, staying fit,


  and visiting his mum, seemed a thing of the past. He had lived like some kind of


  animal with no family ties—a shark or a crocodile—feeding and fornicating but


  never feeling. Angel had made him human.


  Partly to irritate him and partly because he actually felt gratitude toward the


  man for setting him back on track, Kael threw his arm around Conran and


  squeezed his shoulders. “There are times I feel something akin to affection for you,


  Stephen.”


  “Get off, you fool.” Conran shook him off, making Kael laugh out loud and grab


  him in a tight body hug for no other reason than the pleasure of making the man


  squirm.
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  “You know you love it.” Finally he released him. “Let‟s sit.” Kael pointed at a


  vacant bench a few yards away, and they sat down. “Right, what have you got for


  me?”


  “Have you settled into the fact that you are not meant to be in the classroom


  with ordinary people?” Conran extracted a folder from his briefcase and handed it to


  Kael.


  “Yes.” He took the folder but looked at Conran. “Killing has the same effect on


  me that prayer has on other people. It brings me close to God.”


  “You say things like that just for effect. But you are remarkably calmer since


  Argentina.” He nodded at the folder, and Kael opened it.


  A small photograph was clipped to a sheet of paper. The man was in his late


  forties and balding. Kael read his vital statistics. “Graham Clement. Five feet ten


  inches. Eleven stone six pounds. Brown, thinning hair. Clean shaven. No tattoos or


  scars.”


  “I‟m afraid you can‟t keep the picture, but knowing you, you don‟t need it.”


  “I could pick him out of a crowd six months from now.”


  “Yes, I know you could,” Conran acknowledged. “We want him back alive. He


  was supposed to appear before an in-camera tribunal. He was a scientist who blew


  the whistle on a pharmaceutical company that has been selling out-of-date drugs to


  be distributed in the third world. He demanded a big fee, which he is getting in


  payments, and then he managed to slip his minders.”


  “Why would he do that if he‟s getting what he wants?”


  “Because he has an addiction and he couldn‟t control himself.”


  “We all do. What‟s his?” Kael asked.


  Distaste crossed Conran‟s face, thinning his mouth into a sneer. “Young girls.


  He‟s being supplied by a man from Poland, Jarogniew Dudek, who has an extensive


  network of houses throughout Europe where he imprisons women, trafficked mostly


  from Eastern Europe but other places too—African countries and the Philippines.


  He deals mostly in sex slaves but also in male slaves for diamond mines and so on.


  We are fairly certain Clement is in a house outside Paris belonging to Dudek. Look


  at the next sheet.”


  It was the layout of a large, walled house. Kael quickly scanned and


  memorized it.


  “If he isn‟t there, then I„ll give you the locations of Dudek‟s other houses, but


  intelligence says he is. You‟ll be responsible for locating Clement and bringing him


  back here alive. Do not kill him.”


  Kael looked across the park at the tourists and the mothers with children. A


  whole world lived happily on the surface, and underneath ran a river of sewerage in


  which young women and sometimes children were sold for sex and innocent people


  died from drugs they thought would help them.
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  He handed the file back to Conran. “When do I leave?” The old excitement rose


  up. Life felt right again.


  “This evening. You‟ll drive to France via the Chunnel, and once there you‟ll


  meet your backup. Actually it‟s more of a learning experience for the other operative


  than genuine backup.”


  The memory of Misha leading him on his first hit came back. He looked at


  Conran. “I work best alone, and I don‟t babysit.”


  “Think of it as a teaching job. And you do everything best alone,” Conran said.


  “Sex is always more fun with someone else,” he said. “Speaking of which. Do


  you still want a spanking from big bad Saunders?” He chuckled.


  Conran nodded, looking around. “Does Angel have to be there like last time?”


  “He‟s at college. But I told him you wanted to serve me in the dungeon again,


  and he‟s good with it.”


  “Why are you doing this for me? You don‟t need me for anything like last time.”


  “I‟m grateful to you,” Kael said. And he meant it. “You set me back on track.


  You made me realize I‟m not like ordinary men and there is a place in the world for


  a killer like me.” He stood up. “Meet me at my place at one o‟clock. If you‟re even a


  minute late, don‟t bother to knock.” He looked down at the man whose hands had


  begun to shake. Conran licked his upper lip, a gesture he always did unconsciously


  when he was nervous. “Understood?”


  Conran looked up, meeting his eyes. “Yes, Sir.”


  


  * * *


  “I won‟t fuck you, at least not with my cock, not now I‟ve got my boy.” Kael


  


  strode into the dungeon.


  Conran gazed at him in silence, his mouth dropping open. After letting him in,


  Kael had ordered him to go into the dungeon and strip. In the bedroom, Kael had


  pulled on a leather G-string and a pair of leather chaps, followed by knee-high


  leather boots with spurs. A studded leather harness and Muir cap completed the


  picture of the dominant leather master. The entire gestalt threw Conran into a


  tailspin of fear and excitement. His cock rose and spurted a thin stream of cum.


  Gasping, he knew he was in trouble and dropped to his knees to crawl toward


  Kael. “Forgive me, forgive me, Sir,” he begged.


  Feeling far more magnanimous than the last time the man was in his


  dungeon, Kael looked down at him. “I forgive you, boy. I tend to have that effect on


  a sub.”


  Conran sat back on his heels, looking up at him, clearly gauging his expression


  to see if he meant it. “Thank you, Sir.”


  From Kael‟s great height, Conran looked very small and fragile kneeling naked


  on the floor at his feet. Conran lowered his chest to the floor and wrapped his arms


  around Kael‟s feet, fervently kissing the toes of his shiny leather boots. Kael


  remained still, watching him.
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  “Sit up and stay there.”


  Kael strode over to the shelves where he kept his supplies and instruments of


  pleasure. Enough cock rings to open a shop were laid out. He loved cock rings and


  had often worn one to keep himself in check when he was out in the clubs and to


  keep his cock hard for a long night.


  Leather was always a good choice, but metal had the weight to make a boy like


  Conran feel secure. He chose a nice thick, heavy ring and rolled it in his palm.


  Lovely. Keeping it hidden in his hand, he walked back to where Conran knelt,


  watching him intently.


  “Stand up!” Conran got up quickly. “Hands behind your head.” Conran obeyed.


  Leaning forward, Kael grabbed the small cock and drew it through the smooth, cold,


  heavy cock ring, satisfied at how snugly it sat against the hilt of the man‟s shaft.


  “Nice.” Kael smiled.


  The man stood awkwardly, breathing heavily, his cock jutting straight out.


  “Turn around,” Kael ordered and marched Conran over to a large mirror on


  the wall.


  Stunned to see himself naked with the cock ring on, Conran began to breathe


  heavily. “The mirror wasn‟t there last time.”


  “No, Stephen. It‟s another dimension I added to help my slaves enjoy


  themselves. Look at yourself. I own you. Now remain there and don‟t move.”


  The humbler was an ingenious device he had bought some time ago but had


  not yet tried out on Angel. He probably would at some point, but he wanted Angel to


  develop strength and self-assurance from his submission. He had no desire to have


  his boy crave humiliation as a way to achieve sexual release, which was what


  Conran wanted and needed. Humiliation and pain. Lots of boys wanted it, and there


  was nothing wrong with that. It was a harmless enough fetish. But it wasn‟t for his


  boy. He took the device down from the shelf.


  “Get on the floor,” Kael said.


  The words brought Conran scrambling onto his knees, his buttocks in the air,


  his shoulders on the floor.


  “Hands behind your back and sit up on your heels. Look at me. Stephen, I


  know you like to humble yourself before your master, so I am going to help you be


  especially humble today.”


  “Thank you, Sir.”


  As if he held the answer to all Conran‟s prayers, Kael raised the humbler in


  both hands. “This is an instrument of discipline that will make you the boy you


  want to be. One who is obedient and who knows his place in the world. Because


  right now, Stephen, these four walls are your whole world and I am the master of


  it.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  


  78


  Fyn Alexander


  


  Getting down one knee, Kael smiled. “Come here, boy; come here and turn


  around. Politely present your arse to me.” If Conran had possessed a tail, he would


  have wagged it as he scurried on hands and knees toward his master and turned


  around.


  While Conran waited expectantly, Kael began to explain. “This simple device


  will be positioned behind your thighs. And this curved part will open and trap your


  balls behind you. Then it will be locked in place.”


  Conran swallowed, his eyes bright with excitement. “Yes, Master.”


  Kael positioned the curved wooden device behind Conran‟s thighs, just below


  the buttocks. He opened it, grabbed Conran‟s ball sac, and closed the device,


  trapping his balls and stretching them away from his body. Kael tightened the


  screws until the tension made the ball sac bulge and grow purple.


  Walking around in front of him, Kael said, “Stand up.”


  Conran attempted to rise, but it was impossible. The bar pressed into his


  thighs, dragging his testicles farther from his body. To do more than crawl forward


  very slowly was physically impossible. He was trapped, unable to move without


  ripping his balls from his body. “I can‟t,” he said after several attempts. He looked


  up into Kael‟s eyes. “Master, I cannot. Forgive me, Sir.”


  “I know you can‟t get up, boy. I just wanted to show you how helpless you are. ”


  Kael looked down at Conran, who was rigidly locked in place, unable to move


  without excruciating pain. “Do you see what I can do to you?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Now, Stephen, I have made it clear to you that I cannot fuck you because that


  is an intimacy I now reserve for Angel, the boy I love.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “I do not love you, but I must admit a grudging affection for you.” He smiled


  and reached down to pat Conran‟s sweaty head.


  “Thank you, Sir.”


  Kael moved so suddenly that Conran jumped. He screamed as pain tore


  through his scrotum. “No hasty moves, Stephen,” Kael said. He had known Conran


  would jump when he moved. The action had been carefully planned to cause the


  reaction and the pain. From the moment Conran arrived, Kael had known exactly


  what he planned to do to him.


  Conran probably weighed about ten stone, a good two stone more than Angel,


  but Kael knew he could lift him. He bent his knees and slid his arms under


  Conran‟s torso the way one would lift a dog. The screech Conran let out at finding


  himself lifted from the ground with the knowledge that even the slightest stumble


  or hesitation from Kael would cause him to fall, effectively castrating him, was


  piercing.


  With the other man‟s weight settled across his arms, Kael stood absolutely


  still. He was acutely aware that even a small mistake could cause a permanent


  injury, and that was the last thing he wanted. Conran was completely helpless and
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  utterly vulnerable. Not until he was absolutely certain that he would not waver did


  Kael begin to move. He carried Conran across the dungeon to the leather-topped


  torture table. But he did not put him down.


  “Are you afraid, Stephen?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Of what?”


  “Sir, if Master loses his grip on me even slightly, the pain will be unbearable.”


  “Remember Bosnia, Stephen? Remember when you thought you were going to


  die in a dark forest all alone?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Who came and got you? Who protected you?”


  “You, Sir.”


  “Of course I did.” Kael lowered Conran onto the table and then fetched a pair


  of steel handcuffs. He snapped the cuffs around Conran‟s wrists and then brought


  the chair over. He sat down directly in front of Conran. “Now talk to me, boy. Tell


  me why you need me. It‟s not as if we were friends at school. In fact you weren‟t


  very kind to me back then, were you?”


  Conran began speaking, his tone touchingly deferential. “I know, Sir. I was


  immature then. I‟d had a privileged life, and you were as tough as nails from a


  rough part of Liverpool. I knew the only way a boy like you could have ended up


  with a full scholarship to a school like College Grange was if you were brilliant. And


  you were. You are. You were handsome and big even then, and you grew more so


  with each year.” He took a long, ragged breath. “I was jealous of you.”


  When a man was rendered defenseless, his soul was exposed. Under ordinary


  circumstances, even if he was drunk, Conran would never reveal himself so


  absolutely.


  “Are you still jealous of me, boy?”


  “Yes, Sir, in some ways.”


  “Tell me all about it.”


  “You live by your own rules. I know you‟ve been trying to conform, and you are


  only doing it for Angel, but look what a disaster it was. You are unique, even among


  your peers. I always thought life would be simpler if I was like you and cared less.”


  “Cared less about what?”


  “About what other people think of me, about whether or not I will succeed in


  my career. You see, someone like me doesn‟t have a lot of options if I fail. But you?


  You would simply reinvent yourself and move on.”


  “I failed as a teacher.” Kael shrugged as if he didn‟t care.


  “As a language teacher, yes. But the operatives in your weapons and self-


  defense classes are in awe of you. The men all want to be you. The women wish you


  were available to them.”
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  Kael smiled as if he knew that already, but he hadn‟t. He had no idea how


  people felt about him, never having been very good at gauging emotion in others,


  and he found himself flattered.


  “I care a lot about some things,” Kael said. “It‟s important that my hits are


  neat and tidy. Arterial spray can be a bitch.” He laughed. “Do you know how good I


  feel when I get my target in the exact right spot in the center of the forehead or the


  brain stem? Especially if it‟s a sniper hit. And there‟s something disturbingly


  satisfying about sticking a scalpel in the jugular at the precise angle to avoid


  making a mess.”


  “You‟re gifted at your work,” Conran said.


  “You still haven‟t told me why you need me,” Kael reminded him.


  Sweat began to glisten on Conran face and neck. “Sir, you‟re not videoing this


  again, are you?” he asked.


  “If I am, what can you do about it?” Kael asked. “But no, I‟m not.”


  Conran spoke very quietly, seeming nervous and self-conscious. “I feel safe


  with you. Perhaps that‟s stupid of me considering you have been less than kind to


  me on many occasions. But it‟s true, I do. I get very stimulated by being controlled


  and punished, and no one does that better than you. Aside from that, you are a very


  handsome man. I‟m not a homosexual, but I am sexually attracted to you. I have


  never felt this way about any other man. I wish we could be friends.”


  “Perhaps we can,” Kael said.


  “I love you,” Conran whispered.


  Kael was stunned at the admission. No wonder Conran wanted to ensure he


  was not videotaping the scene. For a long moment, he watched Conran, whose face


  was scarlet. He decided the best thing to do was to move on briskly. “Excellent!”


  Kael rose and moved the chair.


  Without warning, he came up beside Conran and lifted him to the floor. The


  man tensed, his breath coming hard. But as before, Kael lifted him perfectly and


  carefully. Reaching under Conran‟s belly, Kael removed the cock ring. “Here‟s what


  I‟m going to do, Stephen.” Kael strode over to the shelves and selected a thick black


  neoprene butt plug and a tube of K-Y. From the hooks on the wall, he took a wooden


  paddle. Returning to Conran, he squirted a long stream of K-Y between the man‟s


  buttocks, massaging it in.


  “Now I‟m going to insert this fine butt plug up your arse. Would you like that,


  boy?”


  “Yes, Sir,” Conran said breathlessly.


  “Then I‟m going to paddle you, and as I paddle, the butt plug will fuck you. You


  can come when you want.”


  “Thank you, Master.”
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  Kael positioned the tip of the plug at Conran‟s anus and pushed slowly but


  surely until it was all the way in and the ring of muscle gripped the ridge of the


  plug, securing it in place. Then he picked up the paddle and braced his legs.


  “Get ready, boy. Here it comes.” Kael raised his arm before bringing it down


  heavily, landing a loud crack on Conran‟s buttocks. For the next two minutes, Kael


  landed one hard, fast, evenly timed smack after another, carefully avoiding the


  bulging ball sac. The effort it must have taken Conran to remain in place without


  stumbling forward kindled Kael‟s admiration. The man‟s hands were cuffed,


  offering no stability to his shoulders. The humbler made any but the most careful


  movements excruciating, and the paddle was a vicious wooden instrument. Yet


  Conran remained absolutely still.


  At last a long scream, steadily rising in pitch, tore from Conran‟s throat. Thick


  semen pumped from his cock and hit the floor beneath him. Kael brought the


  paddling to a slow halt and allowed Conran to recover for several minutes while he


  gathered water and a blanket and put them on the couch. Then quickly and without


  ceremony, he removed the handcuffs and the humbler before helping Conran to his


  feet. “Come on, boy.” He took him to the couch and wrapped him in a blanket before


  sitting down beside him and handing him a bottle of water.


  “You can take a lot of punishment, Stephen. I admire that.”


  “Do you, Sir?” Conran said at once, as though Kael‟s admiration was the one


  thing in life he craved.


  “I do. Drink your water. All of it.” Conran obeyed, obviously thirsty from


  sweating.


  Kael sat patiently for about ten minutes while Conran rested, allowing him to


  recover. “Get dressed, boy. I want to spend some time with Angel, and he‟ll be home


  soon. I expect to be away a couple of nights on this job.”


  When Conran was dressed at last and ready to leave, Kael put his arm around


  his shoulders as he walked him to the door. “Who would guess that inside that


  expensive suit, your arse is red and welted from my paddle.”


  “Hopefully no one,” Conran said, making Kael chuckle.


  At the door, Kael looked out to see if Mrs. Chalmers was lurking. “Careful as


  you go to the lift. There‟s a crazy neighbor woman who‟s stalking me. I may have to


  kill her.”


  “You will kill only those you are sanctioned to kill,” Conran said quietly. “If


  she‟s watching your movements, I‟ll have someone look into the situation. But she‟s


  probably just attracted to you.”


  “Everyone is.” Kael grinned.


  Conran gave him a weary smile. “I‟m glad you‟re back doing what you‟re


  supposed to be doing. We need you.”


  “My queen and my country need me,” Kael said, only half-serious.


  He heard the voice the minute he closed the door. “Is Mr. Saunders home?”
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  He listened closely to Conran‟s answer. “Yes, but I‟m afraid he‟s rather busy


  just now. It wouldn‟t be a good idea to disturb him.” Kael wondered what she would


  do if he answered the door dressed as he was.


  


  * * *


  Angel was starving, but he would have just a very small snack and then begin


  


  making dinner. When Daddy first starting teaching, he got really annoyed a couple


  of times when Angel had eaten so much before dinner that he couldn‟t eat his meal.


  He hung his blazer in the hall closet, making sure the shoulders were even on the


  hanger—just like Daddy had taught him—left his laptop in the hall, and wandered


  into the kitchen. He was looking in the fridge when he heard a voice behind him.


  “Boy.”


  “Shit!” Surprise made his heart pound, and he turned around. “Oh my God,


  Daddy, you look so fucking hot dressed like that.”


  Daddy smiled. “Get over here, boy.”


  Angel rounded the counter and came to a halt in front of him, looking up into


  Daddy‟s handsome face. His breath became short, and his cock began to struggle


  against the fabric of his underwear.


  “Drop your trousers, boy.” The order, so casually given, inflamed Angel to the


  point where he almost came. The zipper at his crotch, so easy to lower, suddenly


  stuck in his hands.


  Usually when they went into the dungeon, they both stripped naked. Daddy


  liked being naked in the dungeon, and when the door was closed and locked, they


  were in their own world. Yet there in the kitchen, a room they used every day for


  everyday activities, the smell and look of leather took on an unreality that


  heightened the sexual element.


  The zipper finally behaved in his hands, and Angel pushed down his trousers,


  followed by his leopard-print Ergowears. “Cute little panties, boy.”


  Angel giggled nervously, his eyes never leaving Daddy‟s face. His cock stuck


  straight out. Daddy pulled a high stool away from the counter and, without


  speaking, took Angel by the arm and turned him to face the stool. With a small


  push on his shoulders to direct him, Angel bent forward at the waist until his belly


  lay on the leather top of the stool. His cheeks felt hot, partly in anticipation and


  partly at being exposed like that in the kitchen.


  “Don‟t move, boy.”


  Unable to see over the counter, Angel heard the fridge open and close, and


  Daddy came behind him again. He sucked in a breath when a lump of cold grease


  was plastered between his buttocks with Daddy‟s strong fingers. “It‟s better with


  butter,” Daddy said and laughed.


  Angel moaned softly as the thick cock began to slide in tiny increments into his


  rectum. Angel let his head drop and grasped the legs of the stool. “Oh Daddy, I


  didn‟t even know you were home and I wasn‟t expecting this.”
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  “Quiet, boy, no talking.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Angel looked to the side. The sight of Daddy‟s leather-clad legs and his leather


  boots sent a surge of pleasure rushing up his belly and down into his thighs. “Holy


  fuck,” Angel moaned as his orgasm coursed through his body unchecked. He


  slumped onto the stool, panting while Daddy gripped his hips, thrusting hard up


  Angel‟s ass. Daddy moaned out his pleasure, then stood panting behind him.


  “Get up, boy. I see you made a mess on the floor.”


  Angel struggled upright, still awash with tingling shards of sensation. Daddy


  had put his cock away and stood majestically, looking down at him. His face hot,


  Angel said, “Daddy, I just can‟t control myself. I need help.”


  “I know. And I keep promising to help you with it—which I will. Take your


  clothes off, boy, and start cooking.”


  So excited his hands shook, Angel stripped and carried his clothes to the


  bedroom. For the next hour, he worked in the kitchen, and all the while, Daddy


  watched him, sitting on a kitchen chair with his booted feet crossed at the ankles


  and stretched out before him. He loved to see Daddy dressed in full leather with his


  Muir cap. Daddy usually wore the full deal only when he went out alone to the S


  and M bars. He still insisted Angel would not be allowed in and made him stay


  home and go to bed whenever he went. But he had taken him to a couple of leather


  bars that were not so strict about protocol and dress.


  They ate with Daddy sitting at the table and Angel sitting cross-legged on the


  floor at his feet. When the meal was over, Angel cleaned up the kitchen before


  following Daddy into the living room, where he found him sitting with his feet up on


  the coffee table—a thing Daddy never did. The power he exuded was too much for


  Angel, and the boy had an erection that would not go away. He found himself


  panting, his face and neck flushed rosy as he stood in front of his daddy.


  “I love you, Daddy,” he said with such spontaneity that Kael laughed.


  “Good boy.” He put his feet down and patted his lap. “Come here.”


  If he had not paused to check himself, Angel would have jumped over the


  coffee table in his haste to sit in Daddy‟s lap. But he did pause and hurried around


  it.


  The feel of cool, soft leather against his buttocks was incredibly erotic. The


  familiarity of Daddy naked and ready for him was the most wonderful sense of


  comfort and excitement, but Daddy dressed in leather when Angel was naked made


  him feel anxious and shy.


  “May I talk, Daddy?”


  “Yes, talk to me. Tell me what you want.”


  “Only to please you, Sir. I love you so much.”


  Daddy reached out and stroked Angel‟s face with one finger. “I have to go away


  on business again.” Angel knew business was a euphemism for the work he was to
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  know nothing about and could never be involved in now that Daddy had decided he


  couldn‟t. “I‟ll be gone a couple of days. You be a good boy and carry on with your


  duties. Go to college. Keep the place clean. Daddy will be back in a few days, and I‟ll


  expect you to be doing what you are supposed to be doing.”


  “Yes, Sir. I won‟t let you down, Daddy. Not ever.” Angel wrapped his arms


  around his raised knees. The air was cool now he was sitting still. His nipples


  puckered, and little goose bumps rose up on his body.


  “Good. I can do my job better when I know you‟re safe and doing yours. Now”—


  he took Angel‟s chin on his fingertips—“what do you want? My special boy.”


  Tears brimmed in Angel‟s eyes. He wasn‟t even sure why, but his chin


  quivered and he wanted to cry. Be brave.


  “Are you all right, Angel?”


  “Yes, Sir. I just feel sometimes like I love you so much I can‟t stand it.”


  Daddy pulled him close to his chest and cradled him like a baby in the crook of


  his arm. Angel gripped Daddy‟s tit between his lips and sucked. A gentle chuckle


  made him open his eyes and look up. “Slave Angel, we are going to the dungeon, and


  if you don‟t know what will edify you, then Daddy will decide. Up you get, boy.”


  “Yes, Sir.” Angel obeyed, following Daddy like the good slave he was. The


  delicious rush that ran through Angel like an electrical charge when he watched


  Daddy lock the door and put the key out of reach tingled through his flesh.


  “Stand beside the table.”


  On light feet, Angel hurried to the torture table and stood to attention. His


  eyes never left Daddy, who walked to the shelves to choose his tools. Daddy‟s back,


  his muscular legs and buttocks tightly clad in leather, the spurs in Daddy‟s boots,


  was a sight he could have gazed at for hours. But Daddy turned and strode


  purposefully toward him and, tossing his cap on the table, came to stand in front of


  Angel.


  “That‟s plastic wrap.” He was confused. “Cling film, right, Daddy? That‟s what


  you call it.”


  “Yes. Feet together.” Daddy got down on one knee and began to wrap Angel‟s


  legs tightly together in the plastic wrap, working his way up from the ankles,


  passing the roll from hand to hand. When he reached Angel‟s hips, he stopped.


  “Arms by your sides.” Angel pressed his hands against his thighs, and Daddy


  continued up his body, wrapping tightly until he reached his shoulders.


  When it looked as if he would continue up over Angel‟s face, Angel felt a


  moment of panic. “Not my face, Daddy! Please, Sir.”


  For a long moment Daddy looked at him, the way he always did when he was


  gauging how much Angel could take. “All right, boy.” He tore off the plastic wrap


  and set the box aside. Angel wavered slightly, unsure of his balance with his feet so


  close together and unable to move. But he trusted Daddy, who was always there to


  protect him and look after him. If he fell, Daddy would catch him.
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  Then he was rising into the air as if levitating. Daddy was lifting him and


  carrying him and laying him on the table on his back. The light was subdued, and


  Angel kept his eyes open. Cocooned in the plastic wrap, he could not move. He


  wiggled his shoulders to see if he had any margin at all. He tried to slide his fingers


  over his thighs but couldn‟t. The resistance of the plastic wrap was perfect. He was


  immobilized, and the knowledge brought him a deep sense of peace. There was no


  way to fight, so he must give himself up to his fate, knowing that his fate lay with


  Daddy and that Daddy would do nothing to harm him either physically or


  emotionally. Daddy would challenge him, dare him, encourage him, but he would


  not harm him.


  Leaving him for a second, Daddy returned with a scalpel and flicked out the


  blade. Utterly at peace, Angel did not question even in his mind what the blade was


  intended for. Daddy pinched the plastic wrap up from Angel‟s left nipple and cut a


  small hole in it, then repeated the procedure on his right. Taking a step sideways,


  Daddy pulled the plastic wrap away from Angel‟s cock and made a slit, lifting his


  cock and balls out through the hole. His erection had softened during the


  mummifying procedure and gone completely limp as he lay there. The other


  sensations of confinement—warmth as his body heated up inside the plastic, the


  sense of peace that enveloped him—all crowded out the eroticism of the experience.


  But now, with his nipples and genitals exposed to the cool air of the dungeon, his


  cock rose again.


  Daddy returned the scalpel to the shelf and came to stand beside him. Angel


  met his eyes, and for a long moment, they remained locked by their gazes. No words


  were needed. Their minds melded, and Angel wondered if Daddy could read his


  thoughts.


  I love you, Daddy. One day when I’m older, I hope you’ll be the other half of me,


  but right now you are the whole of me, because I feel as if I can’t exist without your


  presence. I was empty and now I’m full. I was lonely and now I’m joined to you. I


  was lost and now you give me direction. I was afraid and now I’m certain of your


  protection.


  “Yes,” Daddy said as if he had read Angel‟s every thought. “Yes.”


  Daddy‟s intense, beautiful gaze came closer and closer until he was inches


  from Angel‟s face. Angel opened his mouth, and the sensuous warmth of Daddy‟s


  lips closed over his. He remained completely receptive, not offering anything, just


  accepting. Daddy‟s hot tongue probed his mouth, and his strong lips moved over


  Angel‟s, stirring his cock to rise again. He was entirely engrossed in the mouth on


  his and was caught off guard when Daddy‟s hand grasped his cock and balls


  unexpectedly. Despite his tight wrappings, Angel arched his back, thrusting his


  hips upward toward Daddy‟s hand. His body felt as if it were everywhere, filling the


  corners of the room, and yet it seemed to have disappeared, leaving behind only his


  mouth and genitals. Those two body parts filled his consciousness.
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  It was as if Angel had plummeted quite suddenly back into his body when


  Daddy stood up, leaving him gasping. He removed his hand from Angel‟s cock.


  “Daddy,” Angel said, not wanting the moment to end. “Daddy.”


  Angel‟s nipples screamed with pain, and he raised his head to look at his chest.


  Daddy pinched his nipples, twisting the jeweled studs, releasing and twisting again.


  His breath came short and fast.


  “I‟m going to teach you something, Angel. I‟m going to teach you to hold back


  your cum until you have permission. Now pay attention.”


  Daddy grasped Angel‟s cock in his big, warm hand and began a slow massage


  up and down the shaft. Usually Angel became aroused from being fucked or


  spanked or from the things he did to Daddy. Daddy never stimulated him directly


  on his cock, and after the initial surprise wore off, he quickly became very aroused.


  “Tell me when you‟re close,” Daddy said.


  “I‟m close,” Angel said at once.


  A vise grip like a tight cock ring caught his penis at the base, squeezing. The


  pressure was uncomfortable and made it impossible for him to ejaculate.


  “Think of something else, Angel, anything but the feeling in your cock.”


  Panting, Angel tried to think of something mundane, but his awareness of


  Daddy, handsome, powerful, gripping his cock, made it hopeless. “What, Daddy?


  What else can I think of when you‟re holding me like that?”


  “All right. Let your mind go blank, like the moment before you fire a gun.”


  That made sense. Now he understood, allowing his mind to drift. Daddy


  released his cock, and it softened. “Good boy, now let‟s do that again.” Again


  Daddy‟s hand closed around his shaft, rubbing, the friction hot and fast.


  “Daddy!” he said in less than a minute. Again Daddy gripped the hilt, and


  again Angel envisioned emptiness, letting his mind calm and grow still.


  “Good boy, now let‟s do it again.” Over and over until Angel lost track of time


  and wanted to scream with frustration, Daddy brought him to the edge of orgasm


  and forced him to a crashing halt. It could have been as few as ten times or as many


  as fifteen. He had no idea. Unable to move his hands to assist himself, he lay at


  Daddy‟s mercy.


  “You‟re improving, boy,” Daddy said after not having spoken for the last four


  or five repetitions. You‟re taking longer to reach the edge, and I don‟t have to


  squeeze you so hard.”


  The words were like water to a thirsty man. Angel wanted to cry with


  gratitude. “Thank you, Sir.”


  Daddy gripped Angel‟s cock and began again to massage it. “This time, you can


  come.”


  “Oh thank you, Daddy,” he burst out. For a while he had been terrified that no


  relief would be allowed him, and like a good slave, he would have accepted it. He


  closed his eyes with relief and waited.
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  A warm, very strange sensation caused him to open his eyes in shock and look


  down. To his amazement and concern, Daddy had taken Angel‟s cock into his


  mouth. “Daddy?” he whispered. Surely the act was too submissive, too subservient


  for a master. Angel had never had his cock sucked, and he‟d never dreamed that


  Daddy would do it. Daddy looked up. “Daddy, you can‟t do that.”


  “I can do whatever I wish, boy. You‟ve been very good, and this is your


  reward.” Daddy‟s head descended, and he took Angel‟s cock between his lips,


  drawing it deep into his mouth and sucking hard. Angel sent his mind into the dead


  zone again. He wanted Daddy to stop, but he couldn‟t order him to. After a couple of


  minutes, Daddy looked up at him. “Angel?”


  “Daddy, I can‟t. Not in your mouth. You‟re my master. You own the air I


  breathe.”


  Daddy smiled. “See how aroused you were, and yet even with the amount of


  friction I just put on your cock, you held back. Are you aroused?” He looked down at


  Angel‟s stiff cock.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “But you didn‟t come?”


  “No, Sir, I held back.”


  “Good boy. You see what you can do when you want to?”


  “Yes, Sir.” Angel gave a weary smile.


  Daddy gripped his cock. “Come now.” In several fast strokes, he brought Angel


  over the edge almost instantly. His orgasm exploded through his body, leaving him


  gasping. The relief brought tears to his eyes. Daddy left him for a few minutes,


  panting as he recovered. He returned with the scalpel and slit the plastic sheath,


  starting at the ankles and working his way quickly up to the neck. As if he was


  opening a gift, careful not to damage the precious contents, Daddy peeled the


  sheath back to each side, releasing Angel‟s body. Angel felt reborn, emerging from


  his mummification, his time in the underworld.


  “Sit up, boy.”


  The heat that had built up inside his cocoon had caused him to sweat. Water


  ran down his back and chest, and Daddy brought a towel and began rubbing him


  dry. He helped Angel down from the table and finished drying him off. “Come to the


  kitchen, sweetheart. I want you to drink some orange juice to replenish your fluids.”


  Angel followed obediently. His mind and body sated, he walked slowly,


  exhausted from the experience. His cock and balls felt wrung out. In the kitchen,


  Daddy made him sit at the table. “Your legs are still shaky. Drink up.” He handed


  Angel a large glass of orange juice and sat opposite him, watching him drink it.


  “That‟s my boy. You did very well tonight. We will practice that again, but right now


  you have a deeper understanding of how to please your master. You have learned


  another level of self-control.”


  “Daddy, why did you suck my cock?” He was still confused about that.
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  “To show you that even of your own volition, without me controlling you, you


  can hold back. Why couldn‟t you come in my mouth?”


  “Because it would be disrespectful, Sir.”


  “Were you aroused?”


  “Yes, Sir, but I was shocked too.” Angel finished his juice, very thirsty from all


  the sweating he had done.


  “Come on, boy. You‟re going to bed. Daddy has to leave.”


  Angel rose and took Daddy‟s hand to walk quietly to the bedroom.


  


  * * *


  The night was cold, and as much as Kael loved being tucked up in bed with


  


  Angel, the excitement that clutched at him when he was on a job won out. Angel


  was safe and sound and Kael would return to him soon, but right now he was in the


  zone. The instant he stepped out into the street, his phone rang. He snapped it open


  and listened. “The car is directly across the street. The keys are in the ignition.” It


  was a digital voice.


  A small black car sat under a streetlight. The door was unlocked. Kael got in


  and began to drive. It was ten thirty, which meant he would arrive in Paris by


  about four in the morning. He should probably have left earlier, but playing with


  Angel had absorbed his mind and body and he kept putting it off just a little longer.


  But now that he was on the road, his mind was focused on the job and everything


  else disappeared.
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  Chapter Ten


  


  Paris, France


  


  Paris was slightly warmer than London and the streets were dry when Kael


  parked the car not far from the Louvre. About half an hour prior, the phone had


  rung again and the digital voice had ordered him to meet his backup at the glass


  pyramid in front of the museum. From fifty feet away, he knew who it was. He


  knew her small frame and fair hair. She was scanning the courtyard, looking for her


  contact. When she saw him, her face broke into a smile.


  “Don‟t be so obvious, Thornton,” he said in French when he reached her.


  “Sorry, sir. I had no idea who I was working with. I‟m so excited it‟s you.”


  “That will pass quickly. My name is Louis-Philip Laurent, if anyone should


  ask. And your French is excellent.”


  “Thank you, sir. Charlotte Fournier.”


  “And I‟m queer, so keep your hand off my knee when I‟m driving.”


  She looked up at him nervously for a minute, then laughed. “No danger. How‟s


  Angel?”


  “Good. Do not mention him again. Focus.” He looked her up and down. She had


  pulled off a look that was both practical and classy. Expensive jeans and flat shoes,


  with a dark top and a little black jacket. “Who told you how to dress?”


  “It was my idea, sir.” She squinted a question, obviously seeking his approval.


  “Well done. We‟ll pass as a couple.” Kael‟s phone rang. He listened briefly, then


  snapped it shut. “Follow me. Have you slept tonight?”


  “Yes, sir. I was already in Paris on a training session.”


  At the car, Kael handed her the keys and he got into the passenger seat. “Start


  driving out of the city toward the village of Provins.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Within minutes he was asleep.


  When the car stopped, Kael woke up immediately and looked at his watch. It


  was a little after seven a.m. and just getting light. He looked up at the medieval


  wall of Caesar‟s Tower. “What took you so long? The journey should have taken an


  hour and a half at the most.”


  “I got lost, sir. Sorry. At least you got to sleep a bit longer.”
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  “This is true.” He had needed the sleep. “On the outskirts of the village is a


  large brick house surrounded by a high wall with security gates. The target is there.


  What have you been told?”


  “Sir, the only thing I‟ve been told is to follow your instructions.” She looked


  sideways at Kael. “I hate to ask this, and please don‟t bite my head off like you did


  that bloke at Herstmonceux, but could we get some coffee and food?”


  Provins was a popular tourist spot, a medieval fortress town with a busy


  market and lots of restaurants, and at seven in the morning, it was just waking up.


  The look on Mattie‟s face, one of nervous questioning, reminded him of Angel when


  he wanted something he suspected Kael would think trivial. He was used to being


  alone on a job, and he never ate until the details were taken care of. But it wouldn‟t


  do any harm. “Yes, all right.”


  “Oh thanks!” The look of relief on her face was comical.


  They left the car and walked down the street looking for a café. “French only,


  and keep your voice very low. Act like we‟re lovers and want only to look at each


  other,” Kael said as he opened a door for her. He ordered coffee only, but Mattie


  ordered a big breakfast with eggs and croissants and ate the lot with obvious


  enjoyment. While she ate, she talked nonstop, mostly about her training and her


  couple of years in the army, and Kael listened. Her excitement about the job


  reminded him again of Misha and of himself.


  Mattie stuffed the last piece of croissant into her mouth. “Is it true you hit


  someone for not paying attention in a French class, sir?”


  “It was a German class,” he said. “News certainly travels fast. Wouldn‟t you


  think that people who choose to work in intelligence services would be a little more


  mature than to gossip?”


  Mattie looked down. “Everyone says you‟re a genius. I didn‟t know you did


  undercover.”


  “That‟s because I‟m undercover,” he said. “You thought I just suddenly


  appeared at Vauxhall Cross?”


  She shrugged. “Yeah. I‟ve never seen you before, and then all of a sudden you


  were the talk of the place when you started teaching languages.”


  “Why was I the talk of the place?” He didn‟t really care, but he was a little


  curious.


  “For one thing, the women think you‟re drop-dead gorgeous. They don‟t know


  you‟re gay. You don‟t have that voice. And then you have a reputation for being


  somewhat strict. Everyone says you‟re a genius and that you went to Cambridge.


  Some people say you come from a rich family.”


  If only they knew.


  “SIS is running with people who went to Cambridge and come from rich


  families.” He had no intention of answering any questions or revealing any personal


  information.
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  “There‟s a bloke with a really weird reputation that no one knows who the hell


  he is, but you know what rumors are like. They call him the Black Widow because


  he has sex with his targets before he kills them. He probably doesn‟t even exist, but


  Denbigh reckoned it was you. He was mouthing off about it after Herstmonceux.”


  “Denbigh is no longer working for SIS.”


  “Was it because of you? You know…after the castle weekend?”


  “He‟s the wrong sort,” Kael said.


  “I know. He was a bastard. He hates you. I can‟t believe you threw him over a


  wall. Everyone was thrilled.” She giggled. She had the cutest laugh, and Kael found


  himself smiling but quickly controlled it.


  “Put a foot wrong and I‟ll throw you over a wall too,” he warned.


  “Yes, sir.” Still smiling but looking a little wary, she said, “I believe that.”


  “Now, let‟s get to the location so I can decide what I‟m going to do tonight.”


  Kael paid the bill and held the door on the way out. If anyone remembered


  them, they would have seen a nice, professional-looking French couple on a


  weekend excursion.


  The house was about twenty-five minutes from the center of Provins. Set well


  back off a narrow country lane, it was a grand mansion surrounded by a high brick


  wall with black wrought-iron security gates at the beginning of a sweeping


  driveway. “Keep driving past. Don‟t slow down or look at the house,” Kael told


  Mattie.


  About a mile from the house, Kael ordered her to pull over into a lay-by. “I‟m


  going back on foot to get the feel of the place. But at this point, I think I‟m going to


  secure the target after dark. You sit here, and if anyone looks suspicious, act as if


  you are stopping for a smoke. Do you smoke? The French are always puffing away.”


  “I don‟t smoke, but”—she pulled out a cigarette case and lighter—“I can in a


  pinch.”


  Kael smiled. “You‟ve done a good job of fitting in.” The look on her face told


  him she was eating up his praise. “Stay here.”


  The landscape was wide-open fields with copses of trees. The air was brisk but


  dry and sunny. At the mansion, a narrow lane ran around the perimeter of the wall,


  allowing access to different parts of the grounds through gates in the wall. Kael


  easily scaled the ten-feet high wall near a large, spreading oak tree and used the


  branches for cover as he looked over. There was no activity at all in the extensive


  gardens. He pulled out a small pair of binoculars and scanned the big windows.


  People, mostly men, were moving around inside. He pocketed the binoculars and


  looked about for dogs, but there weren‟t any. That would make things easier.


  Levering himself off the wall, he dropped to the ground. It took about fifteen


  minutes for him to reconnoiter the grounds and the exterior of the house and to


  orient in his mind the floor plan Conran had shown him. There were eight


  bedrooms, and Clement was believed to be staying there, so one of them was his,


  and very probably one at the back to keep him out of the way.
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  The sound of cars driving up to the house caught Kael‟s attention, and using


  the ornamental shrubbery around the house for cover, he made his way around to


  the front. Four cars had pulled into the sweeping, paved drive, and as many as


  twelve young women, some looking no more than fifteen years old, got out. Their


  eyes were wide, their clothing disheveled as though they had been roughed up. All


  of them looked terrified. There were two men per car, and they ushered the girls


  straight to the door.


  “In the house. Get in!” they shouted in Russian.


  Three men wandered out onto the wide steps, and among them Kael spotted


  Clement. He looked at the thinnest, youngest-looking girl, his face a case study in


  lust. Kael‟s stomach turned.


  Piece of shit.


  When the men and girls disappeared into the house and closed the door, Kael


  made his way toward the gate near the oak tree. With a switchblade, he broke the


  lock and walked out, heading back to Mattie. Another car was pulled up behind


  theirs, with a family eating a picnic. Mattie stood leaning against the car,


  pretending to smoke a cigarette. When Kael approached, she called out, “Chéri, vous


  y êtes.”


  He smiled, and they got into the car and drove off.


  “He‟s there, and by the looks of things, there‟s going to be a party or something


  going on this evening.”


  “Will that make it harder to get him out?”


  “It should make it easier. If there‟s a crowd of men, I‟ll blend in. I‟ll speak


  whatever language they are all speaking. We‟ll go back at around ten this evening.


  Until then, do you want to look at the sights in Provins?”


  “Can we?” She was surprised.


  “We‟d be much more conspicuous sitting in a car for hours. Hiding in plain


  sight is far more effective than sneaking into shadowy doorways. We‟re an ordinary


  couple out to have fun.”


  “Just don‟t get too friendly, right?” She threw him a mischievous smile.


  Kael laughed. “I‟d hate to have to restrain you.”


  They spent the remainder of the day wandering around Provins, which even in


  March was busy with tourists. They wandered among foreign and French visitors,


  blending in with the crowd. Kael used the trick he had learned early in his career


  when he needed to go unnoticed. He smiled apologetically and slouched ever so


  slightly, ducking his head and avoiding eye contact. “Don‟t make conversation with


  anyone, even casually,” he told Mattie.


  “I wish I could buy some souvenirs,” Mattie said.


  Kael felt the same. He kept seeing things Angel would like and wanted to buy


  presents for him. “No,” he said without margin. “Partly because we may have to


  abandon the car and partly because you keep your hands free at all times to reach
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  for your weapon. Aside from that, how would you pay? Credit card? Great evidence


  left behind.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The sky was darkening, and the town was still busy. People wandered the


  streets and sat in bright cafés and bistros. Mattie had not suggested getting food


  again and had not purchased any as they walked. In the main square, Kael walked


  into a bakery and bought a meat pie, a café au lait, and a bottle of water. Outside he


  walked to the market cross and sat down on the stone step. He handed the pie and


  the coffee to Mattie. “That will be your last food until we get home. Enjoy it.”


  “Thank you, sir. Aren‟t you having anything?” she asked.


  He held up the bottle of water and then drained it.


  “You‟re an amazing teacher,” she said quietly. “I have learned so much from


  you in the last eighteen hours.”


  “Don‟t get sentimental about me. I‟m short-tempered and dangerous.”


  “I know that, sir.” She bit into the pie. “This is good. Do you want a bite?”


  “No.” But he was curious about what she had learned. He liked to teach, to


  pass on his skills. He loved the idea of being a mentor to a clever, younger operative,


  as Misha had been to him. It just couldn‟t be Angel. “Tell me what you‟ve learned.”


  Mattie sipped her coffee. “I‟ve watched the way you walked around the town


  this afternoon. You‟re a big, handsome man. You walked around the woods in


  Herstmonceux like you owned them, upright, large and in charge. No one could


  have missed you.” She laughed. “You looked like you could take on the world. But


  today you did subtle things that made you blend in. Holding back instead of walking


  ahead, holding doors for people.”


  “I always hold doors for ladies,” he pointed out.


  “Yes, sir, I‟ve noticed that. But you looked apologetic and a bit shy, which is


  totally not who you are. You kept your chin tucked into your chest. Your hands were


  clasped behind your back, which is a very submissive pose. As handsome as you are,


  you were ignored most of the time. You have a loud, commanding voice, but today


  you spoke in this quiet, perfect French, like a scholar or something. It was amazing.


  The whole picture came together to make you self-effacing.”


  Kael acknowledged the compliments with pleasure. “You‟re good,” he said. “To


  notice such small changes. You see, you don‟t have to do big things to change your


  persona. It‟s all about the details. The small details of a job are what make the


  whole a success. Often all I have to do is make the big move and others take care of


  the details, but on a job like this, you have to create a new gestalt. And you have to


  be unflinching and ruthless, not take the job personally. You can‟t let your personal


  prejudices affect your work. What you feel doesn‟t matter on a job.”


  For a moment, Mattie looked at him the way Angel did: awestruck. “Yes, sir.”


  “Are you finished?” He glanced at his watch and got up. Mattie walked quickly


  at his side. Kael shortened his stride to accommodate her but kept moving quickly.


  “We‟ll go back to the car. You‟ll drive us back to the house. I‟ll show you the access
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  road around the wall and where to wait. I anticipate being in the house no more


  than twenty minutes. The only way to get the target out of the house is to


  tranquilize him, which I‟ll do, just enough to make him look drunk but still able to


  walk. You‟ll be ready to drive when I bring him through the gate in the wall.


  Understood?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “If anything looks like it‟s going pear-shaped, you‟ll get yourself out of there,


  make contact with your handler, and try to get home. What I do is none of your


  business. Take care of yourself.”


  “I wish you were straight,” she said quietly.


  Kael stopped walking, grabbed her by the arm, and looked down at the young


  woman. He was not flattered by the remark. He was angry. “Even if I was, I would


  never fuck a subordinate colleague. And remarks like that negate my sexuality,


  which is an integral part of my identity. I have never wished to be straight or


  wished anyone else was queer like me. My sexuality is not flexible, nor is it up for


  discussion.”


  “Oh God,” she moaned. “I am so sorry, sir. It‟s just that you‟ve made a few


  jokes about being gay, so I thought—”


  “I can take a joke like anyone else, and I can make a few about myself if I want


  to. But you weren‟t joking, were you?”


  “No, sir. I‟m sorry.”


  “Let‟s go.”


  In the car she continued, “Sir, that was a really stupid thing to say, and if I


  could take it back, I would.”


  “Well, you can‟t. Now shut up.”


  Mattie put the car into drive, and they left the village. “Sir. I was so stupid,


  I—”


  “Shut up and drive,” Kael said firmly.


  


  * * *


  The house was lit up. Music and loud voices could be heard all the way out to


  


  the dark, winding country road. The sweeping driveway was lined with expensive


  cars. Anyone driving past the beautiful mansion would assume a sophisticated


  party was in progress, entertaining the French elite. Who would know that sex


  slaves trafficked and threatened with violence and death were servicing men who


  should be home with their families?


  Kael instructed Mattie to drive along the access lane to the first gate in the


  wall. “Twenty minutes,” he said and exited the car. Carefully he pushed open the


  gate. It seemed no one had seen the broken lock and attempted to repair it. Settling


  into the comfortable guise of a partygoer who belonged there, he strolled toward the


  house.
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  The party spilled out onto the wide veranda at the rear, where he had decided


  to enter. Two men speaking French were shouting at a couple of young women who


  didn‟t understand them.


  “What do the shits want?” one woman asked the other in Russian.


  The men raised their voices as if volume could overcome a language barrier.


  Kael walked right up onto the veranda as though he had been for a stroll around


  the garden. The men wore tuxedos, but still he was not out of place in his smart, all-


  black clothes. He had no choice but to walk about openly in the crowd if he was to


  locate Clement and get him out of there.


  Quietly in Russian, he said to the women, “They want you to strip.”


  “Fucking snail munchers,” one of them said and began to remove her clothes.


  The other one looked frightened and very reluctantly began to copy her friend.


  Kael walked past them into the house. Everywhere he looked there were men,


  mostly in evening dress, but some more casually attired like himself. Champagne


  bottles stood on every table for the men to help themselves. The air reeked of


  cigarettes and marijuana. Sitting on a beautiful brocade couch, two men were


  snorting lines of cocaine and forcing a young woman to do the same. “Come on. It‟ll


  loosen you up, frigid bitch.”


  Anger rose up, surprising Kael. Drugs were risky at the best of times, and he


  would never insult his physical integrity by using them. Drugs in a sexual situation


  caused people to behave in ways that were extremely dangerous, and what these


  women were suffering already was bad enough. The men and the girls were too


  distracted to notice him, but he still used the same self-effacing techniques he‟d


  used on the street.


  Clement was not in the room.


  Kael walked slowly, as though amused and comfortable, out into the big


  entrance hall. People wandered up and down the wide, curving staircase. He cruised


  through a billiards room and a dining room. Everywhere people were having sex in


  the open. More women must have been brought in after the group he saw arriving.


  At the end of the hall, two male voices issued from a partly open door,


  conversing in Polish. Kael walked slowly past and looked in. Behind a desk, a small,


  thin man sat talking. He poured vodka freely into a tumbler and drank it neat.


  “Make sure everyone is happy. Bring up more champagne,” he told the other man.


  Kael made his way back to the stairs and walked up. He‟d been in the house


  eight minutes already, and he had told Mattie he would be only twenty. The


  bedroom doors all stood ajar, revealing men having sex with unwilling girls while


  their friends watched. The laughter and catcalls were sickening. He looked carefully


  from one face to the next.


  But there was still no sign of Clement.


  At the end of the long hallway, one door was closed, and Kael made his way


  toward it. If he walked in on something that was of no interest, he would apologize
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  and leave. But he knew Clement was somewhere in the house. Quietly he opened


  the door.


  On the bed, lying on top of someone was a man he knew at once to be Clement,


  though he saw him only from the back. They were still unaware of his presence as


  he closed the door and went silently to the bed. The wide blue eyes of the girl


  beneath Clement met his. Kael pressed his forefinger to his lips and pulled the


  syringe from his pocket. He removed the protective sheath and pushed the needle


  into Clement‟s neck. With his other hand, he pulled him off the girl, letting him


  slide, senseless, to the floor.


  For a moment, Kael, a man who had seen everything, felt himself stupidly


  naive. Conran had told him Clement went there to be supplied with young girls, but


  he had not been expecting this. The child lying on the bed was no more than eight


  or nine years old, a thin, fragile creature with long blonde hair and a blank look in


  her eyes.


  Taking several deep breaths, he allowed the stillness that kept him safe to


  settle over him. If he got angry, he would lose focus and frighten the child, and if


  she started screaming, he would have to leave without the target.


  Clement‟s clothes lay on the floor, and as hurriedly as he could, Kael pulled the


  man‟s trousers and shirt back on. “What‟s your name?” he asked the child in


  French. She made no response, so he tried Polish and finally Russian.


  “Ekaterina,” she answered.


  “How old are you?”


  “Nine,” she said quietly.


  “How did you get here, to this house?”


  “A man brought me.”


  “From where? Where did you live?”


  “I don‟t remember. I was born in Russia.”


  Kael slapped Clement‟s face several times to bring him back to partial


  consciousness. When he seemed to be coming round, he pulled Clement to his feet


  and drew the man‟s arm around his neck as if he was supporting a drunken friend.


  Watching him work, the child put on a frilly blue dress. She looked lovely, like an


  ordinary little girl going to a birthday party. “Are you taking me with you?”


  A series of possibilities ran through Kael‟s head. Computing the outcome of


  each one instantly, he concluded within seconds that he would never be able to get


  Clement and the child out of there without alerting someone. “No, I can‟t.”


  “Please take me with you.” Kael was confused. Why would she want to go with


  him? The poor kid should be terrified of men. “I‟ll be good. I won‟t be any trouble.


  Please don‟t leave me here.”


  “I‟ll come back for you.” He had no idea why he said that, knowing he couldn‟t


  possibly come back. “You can‟t tell anyone I was here. If anyone asks where this


  man went, you tell them he went outside.” It was impossible to return for her; he
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  had to focus on his target. “I want you to hide in the wardrobe and remain


  absolutely quiet until the party‟s over. Can you do that?”


  She nodded and ran to the wardrobe, where she pulled open the door. “When


  will you come?”


  “In a few days. Be brave,” he said, pulling Clement to his feet.


  “Shall I stay in the wardrobe till you come back?” Only a child would say


  something like that. Kael nodded and watched her close the door, but she popped


  her head out again. “What‟s your name?”


  “Dyadya.” Uncle.


  Outside in the hallway, Kael hurried, holding Clement upright, until he got to


  the top of the staircase. He walked down with a smile, breaking into a grin each


  time someone passed them. “He needs some fresh air,” he said in French, laughing a


  little.


  The men on the veranda were busy with the two women, lying on top of them


  on reclining chairs, and didn‟t even notice him. One of the women made eye contact


  with him as the man on top of her worked, oblivious to her. The gate was obscured


  from view by tall shrubs, and as Kael made his way toward it, Clement began to


  revive in the crisp night air. The moment he passed through the gate, Kael said,


  “Open the boot.” Mattie popped the boot.


  Uncaring if he was hurting the man, Kael picked Clement up and threw him


  into the boot.


  “What the hell‟s going on?” Clement began to protest.


  “Shut the fuck up!” Kael slammed the boot closed on him. Clement began to


  bang, screaming to be let out. Kael was in the passenger seat a second later.


  “Drive.”


  They were back on the dark country road heading for the motorway that would


  take them to the Channel Tunnel when Mattie said, “You were exactly twenty


  minutes in the house. Right down to the second, sir, just like you said.” Kael didn‟t


  answer. “The whole thing went smoothly, I take it?”


  “Stop the car,” Kael said.


  There was nowhere to pull over on the narrow country lane without getting hit


  by another vehicle, and Mattie continued on to the next lay-by and pulled in.


  “Open the boot,” he told her as he got out.


  Mattie pushed the button, and the boot opened. Clement was already


  struggling to sit up the moment the boot popped. Still silent and utterly intent, Kael


  grabbed the man by his shirtfront and pulled him out onto the pavement.


  “I knew somebody would be sent for me sooner or later,” Clement said as


  though he had not just been pulled off a nine-year-old child. “Look, I‟ll come back


  willingly because I need the damn money, but I‟ll sit in the backseat. Shoving me in


  the boot is overkill.”
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  Kael closed his fingers into his palm and with a swift, sure movement knocked


  Clement across the bridge of his nose.


  Blood began to run from the man‟s nostrils, and he ducked his head, putting


  his hands to his face. “What the fuck?” he protested.


  Ignoring the words, Kael began to punch him repeatedly in the face and torso


  until Clement fell to the ground.


  Mattie jumped out of the car and came running around behind. “What are you


  doing? You‟ll kill him. You can‟t kill him.”


  “Shut up and get into the car.”


  “Sir, stop!”


  “Get in the fucking car!”


  Mattie obeyed, and Kael landed two hard kicks to Clement‟s midsection,


  enjoying the feel of the man‟s ribs cracking beneath his toe. Blood ran from


  Clement‟s face where his eyebrows had swelled and split. His nose gushed. Kael


  dragged him to his feet and threw him back into the boot again, closed it, and got


  into the car.


  “Drive.”


  Without a word, Mattie set off.


  


  * * *


  They had been driving for at least an hour when Mattie said tentatively, “Sir,


  


  were we supposed to get the target back unharmed?”


  The drive through the quiet darkness had served to calm Kael‟s initial anger.


  He knew perfectly well he shouldn‟t have beaten Clement, but he didn‟t regret it.


  “Do you know what was going on in that house?”


  “No, sir. I was given no information.”


  “It belongs to a man who trafficks young women for sex slaves. When I say


  women, I mean girls, usually from ages fourteen to about twenty-four at the oldest.”


  “It‟s sickening, sir. Drugs and other commodities can only be sold once. A


  human being can be sold over and over again for sex. But Interpol and the


  European police agencies are working on it all the time. Beating up one bloke may


  make you feel better, but it won‟t matter in the scheme of things. Anyway you told


  me not to let my personal prejudices get in the way of the job.”


  That was precisely what he had told her, and a year ago he would have thrown


  Clement into the boot and driven home without giving him another thought. But a


  year ago he had not met Angel, who had softened his heart in a way that frightened


  him. He had not met Freddie‟s little girls and been aware of just how defenseless


  and fragile children were. Who he was at his core was changing, and he did not like


  it. He wanted to be a shark again. Sex, work, sleep, and food, in that order. Giving a


  shit was for sissies.
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  He responded quietly, “The sex slave I dragged that fucker off was nine years


  old.”


  Mattie‟s hand flew to her mouth, and neither of them spoke as the dark road


  swept past them and the lights of the motorway beckoned.


  At the Channel Tunnel, they swapped seats and Kael drove them into London.


  The sun was just coming up when he stopped at a Tube station in the already busy


  London traffic. “Go home and sleep, Mattie. You did good work. My report will


  indicate that.”


  “Thank you, sir. I apologize again for the inappropriate remark I made.”


  “I‟m over it,” he said.


  Behind them a horn blared. Kael didn‟t respond, but Mattie looked over her


  shoulder. “Everyone‟s so impatient.” She paused. “Sir?”


  “What?”


  “How do you know the little girl won‟t identify you to her captors?”


  “I told her not to say anything.” And I told her I’d come back for her. But he


  could not bear to say those words out loud because he had known at the time he was


  lying. “She‟s probably just grateful I got him out of there. Until the next one comes


  along.”


  “She must have known instinctively that you‟re a nice bloke.”


  “I am not a nice bloke, Mattie. I throw people over castle walls. That bastard in


  the boot may be dead, and I don‟t give a shit. And any minute now, I‟m going to get


  out of this car and take a smack at whoever is beeping their horn behind me.”


  Mattie opened the door. She had one leg on the curb and her backside still in


  the seat when she turned to look at him. “I think you‟re a terrific bloke.” She got out


  and closed the door.


  Pulling into traffic, Kael dialed his mobile without looking at it. “I have the


  package.” He closed the phone, and a moment later it rang and the digital voice


  gave him the address of the safe house. Half an hour later, Kael stopped in front of


  the house and got out, leaving the keys in the ignition.
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  Chapter Eleven


  


  Despite exhaustion from being awake for twenty-four hours, Kael drove


  straight to the Paris Gym. In the weight room, he sweated for two hours, clearing


  his mind of everything but the exertion of pressing the weights. After Argentina he


  had felt relieved his life was back on track. A job well done. This was the first time


  he had returned from a job and been unable to put it from his head.


  Without bothering to shower, he went home wet and stinking with sweat. In


  the silence and perfect order of his flat, he showered, scrubbing the filth of slave


  traders and human misery from his pores. Clean at last, he rolled into bed. Angel


  had changed the sheets before he left for school, and they felt crisp and cool against


  his skin, and smelled fresh. Pushing a button on the bedside console, he watched as


  the blinds lowered, shutting out the world.


  When he had left the flat thirty-six hours before, it was with a sense of


  pleasure that he would do what he did best and return to Angel feeling renewed,


  refreshed. Yet so close to home, so close to his boy, he had quite deliberately waited


  until Angel left for the day, knowing he would be unable to act as if everything was


  all right—because it wasn‟t. He knew as well as anyone that children were


  trafficked, but he had never before looked into their eyes. Never had he seen the


  men who paid for them. Did caring about that little girl make him a better man and


  a worse operative? And which was the superior thing to be?


  In the restful semidarkness, Kael closed his eyes. He wanted to sleep for a long


  time because when he woke up, he would feel refreshed and have a different


  perspective on the situation. Exhaustion was affecting his mood and making him


  question things he normally left alone. And he did not like it.


  


  * * *


  The secure-line phone vibrating on the bedside table woke Kael from a deep


  


  sleep. He looked at the clock—2:46 p.m.—as he grabbed the mobile and pressed it to


  his ear. “What do you want, Conran?”


  “What the hell did you do to Clement?” Conran asked.


  “I kicked the shit out of him.”


  “You left him outside the safe house in the boot of the car almost dead.”


  Kael sat up. “I gave him a kicking. So what?”


  “You were supposed to deliver him alive and unharmed. He claims you


  dragged him out of the boot on a dark road and attacked him.”
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  “Really? Did you ask Thornton about it?”


  Conran‟s voice was quiet when he replied, “You have a loyal follower in


  Thornton. She claims she never saw you touch the man.”


  Kael smiled. “She‟ll go far. She‟s good. Anyway, you said deliver him alive. You


  didn‟t say a thing about being unharmed.”


  “You know perfectly well that‟s what I meant. He‟s supposed to testify


  tomorrow. Instead he‟s in hospital with five broken ribs and a punctured lung. Not


  to mention your trademark broken nose. The hearing will have to be delayed. He‟ll


  be in hospital at least a week.”


  Kael got up and wandered to the kitchen. He was starving, having eaten


  nothing since breakfast the day before. “You‟ve got him. He‟s alive. And he‟s lucky I


  let him live. You said he liked young girls; you didn‟t say little girls. I thought he


  was into fourteen-year-olds, which is bad enough. The child I found him lying on top


  of was nine years old. Did you know he liked them that young?”


  There was a long silence before Conran said quietly, “Yes.”


  “And this fucker is being paid big money by the government to testify. Money


  he can go out and buy more kids with?”


  “You have to look at the big picture,” Conran said. “His testimony is needed.


  Do you know how many lives are lost every year from out-of-dates and untested


  drugs? Anyway, when did you start caring about children? You threatened to kill


  mine.”


  It was true, he had. But he would never have done it. “I had no choice. I


  needed you to protect Angel. I would never have harmed them.”


  “I believed you.” Conran‟s tone was resentful.


  Kael opened the fridge and began to take food out, putting it on the counter.


  “You gave me no choice. But that was then and this is now. We have to get that


  little girl out of there.”


  “There‟s an operation already in progress. This kind of activity is dealt with by


  the international policing agencies. It is not on our agenda. We‟ll have to leave it to


  them.”


  “What‟s their timeline?” He closed the fridge and went back to the bedroom,


  where he took a pair of jeans and a black T-shirt from the wardrobe.


  “I have no idea, but there‟s nothing we can do. Anyway Dudek owns half a


  dozen houses just in France. The child is probably moved around. God knows where


  she is now. Was she blonde?”


  Confused by the question, Kael took an instant to answer. “Yes.”


  “Then she could be shipped to an Arab country at any time. She‟s worth a


  fortune. They like little blonde girls over there. This is none of our affair.”


  Enraged at Conran‟s casual dismissal, Kael said, “What if it was your little


  girl, Annabelle?”
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  “Saunders, put her out of your head. You are an MI6 operative, not some


  bloody vigilante.” Conran hung up.


  


  * * *


  After several Internet searches and a trip to the shops, Kael had macaroni-


  


  cheese baking in the oven. He still hadn‟t eaten, but he wanted to wait for Angel.


  Sleep had helped calm him. Conran was right; there was nothing he could do about


  Ekaterina. With Clement suddenly going missing, it was obvious he had been


  picked up and forced back to England. Dudek wouldn‟t know why, nor would he care


  about Clement in particular, but he must be wondering who had seen the child and


  how it would affect his business. She would have been moved.


  Glancing at the clock on the microwave, he knew Angel would be home any


  minute and his heart soared. He wanted his boy and to settle into the life he had


  become accustomed to over the last six months: the domesticity Freddie has spoken


  of last year and that Kael had decried as not for him at the time. Now it was


  definitely for him.


  At the sound of Angel‟s key in the door, he strode into the hall. “Daddy!” Angel


  screamed and climbed him like a tree, wrapping his arms and legs around him.


  Kael hugged him tightly.


  “Mr. Saunders?”


  Penelope Chalmers stepped inside the door. Kael wanted to shove her out and


  lock it. “Hello, Mrs. Chalmers.”


  “Have you been cooking?” She looked surprised.


  “Smells like mac and cheese to me.” Angel looked at him excitedly. “Daddy, did


  you make it or buy it?”


  “I made it.” He felt a bit shy admitting that he had actually cooked a meal.


  “You cooked? Holy Julie and Julia.” Angel grinned, dropping his feet to the


  floor. He took off his blazer and hung it in the cupboard.


  “Go and set the table,” Kael said, wondering what the hell he was talking


  about. Julie and Julia? He looked at his neighbor. “Would you excuse us, Mrs.


  Chalmers? Angel is always hungry when he gets home from college, and it‟s a rarity


  for me to cook.”


  “Yes, I got that impression.” She looked him up and down, reminding him of


  one of those cartoon wolves that salivate when they see the three little pigs.


  “He may look excited, but I suspect he‟s nervous, wondering if it‟s edible.” He


  put his hand on the door, indicating that he wanted to close it.


  “You look younger than you are, Mr. Saunders.”


  Perplexed by the remark, Kael said, “Oh?” She could not know how old he was.


  “Angel must be at least sixteen.”


  “He‟s eighteen. He‟s in sixth-form college,” he said.
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  “That makes you perhaps forty?” She smiled. “But you don‟t look more than


  thirty or so.”


  Normally Kael told everyone who suggested otherwise that he was gay and


  that Angel was his partner, but the woman annoyed him, and she was the type who


  would gossip if he rejected her outright. It was probably best not to tell her


  anything and simply act uninterested. She had to get the message eventually.


  “That‟s very flattering. Have a good evening.”


  But she refused to take the hint and stood her ground just inside his door.


  “Would you care to have dinner with me?”


  Beginning to get that panicky, hunted feeling, he pretended not to understand.


  “I‟m going to have macaroni-cheese with Angel.”


  “Yes, quite. I didn‟t mean this evening. Perhaps tomorrow?”


  That’s it, lady. You have to die or move, whichever comes first.


  “You‟re very kind. Please excuse me.” Kael took a step toward her, forcing her


  to back out into the hall, and closed the door before she could say anything else.


  “She totally has the hots for you,” Angel said when Kael walked into the


  kitchen. He threw his arms around Kael‟s waist, pressing his head into Kael‟s chest.


  Kael kissed the top of his head. Angel‟s hair was growing long, and he no longer put


  gel in it. It felt soft and clean, and it smelled wonderful. His sweet, boyish scent


  filled Kael‟s head, and for a moment he was overcome with fierce protectiveness.


  Angel tilted his chin to look up at him. His beautiful silver eyes opened wide.


  When he spoke, his voice was filled with emotion. “Daddy, I missed you so much.”


  “I missed you too, boy.”


  The macaroni-cheese wasn‟t bad at all. Kael ate a decent plateful but couldn‟t


  even begin to compete with the amount Angel put away. The boy stopped every few


  mouthfuls to say, “Daddy, this is so good. You are a chef.”


  Kael laughed. “Yeah right. I didn‟t even try to make a pudding. I bought


  something.”


  Angel removed the plates and leftovers. “Do you want more water, Daddy?”


  “Yes, and look in the fridge.”


  Angel opened it to find a Marks and Spencer trifle. “Yes!” he said and set about


  serving it.


  “That woman thinks you‟re my son. She said I look good for my age because I


  must be forty to have a son of eighteen.”


  Angel laughed. “Did you tell her I‟m your little slave boy?”


  “Of course. I said you are my concubine and I fuck your arse for pleasure and


  spank it as a duty every day.”


  Angel burst out laughing.


  After they had eaten, Angel cleaned up while Kael watched, and then they sat


  on the couch in the living room and spent a couple of hours on Angel‟s homework.
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  With Kael‟s help, he completed a mathematics assignment and closed his laptop


  with satisfaction.


  “I‟ll get a good mark on that. Thanks so much for your help, Daddy.” He looked


  at Kael. “Daddy, how come I can‟t set up a Facebook page? I‟m in England legally.


  No criminals are after me anymore. All my friends at school are on Facebook. That‟s


  how they keep in touch.”


  “It‟s not safe, so don‟t ever do it. And don‟t go behind my back.”


  “Daddy, I‟d never go behind your back.” Angel turned sideways, his knees


  tucked up. “I just don‟t get why I‟m not safe.”


  You’ll never be safe as long as you live with me. As long as I do what I do.


  “Do not question me.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Angel.” Kael had been working up to this the entire time he was making the


  macaroni-cheese. “Do you like living here with me?”


  Confusion creasing his forehead, Angel reached out and took his hand. “Daddy,


  how could you even ask? I thought you knew how much you mean to me. I tell you


  all the time. I love you so much.”


  “What about the things I do to you in the dungeon and in the bedroom?”


  A spontaneous smile lit Angel‟s face.


  “Do you like that too, or do you just do it because I want it?”


  “Don‟t you remember the magazines I was hiding under my bed when we met?


  It was all about leather and domination, daddies and bears. I dreamed of having a


  daddy. You know I love to be spanked. I love being restrained; it‟s the sexiest thing


  in the world. Why would you even ask, Sir?”


  “I want to make sure that you‟re not just doing this because it‟s my choice or


  because it‟s what I do. I want to know that everything we do is entirely consensual.”


  “Daddy, it is consensual. You‟ve never done anything to me I didn‟t want.


  Well…when you spank my ass as a punishment, I don‟t like it. It hurts in a


  different way than when it‟s for pleasure, and it‟s embarrassing. I hate it when


  you‟re mad at me or disappointed in me.”


  Kael looked into the earnest young face for any sign that Angel was trying to


  placate him. “I just don‟t want you to have sex with me because you‟re grateful to


  me.”


  “I‟m definitely grateful, Daddy. I am totally grateful. If I hadn‟t met you, I‟d be


  living on the street selling my only asset—my ass.” He laughed.


  “Don‟t. That‟s not funny.” He couldn‟t bear the thought of Angel selling himself


  to men just to eat.


  “It‟s true, Daddy. Do you think my mom would have taken me in? She


  wouldn‟t.”


  “She might have given you money for a flat.”
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  “As long as it was on another continent.” Angel stuck his middle finger into his


  mouth and began chewing on the nail. He hadn‟t done that in months, and his nails


  were just beginning to grow properly. But he‟d started again after seeing his


  mother. I shouldn’t have reminded him of her so close on the heels of her latest


  rejection.


  “Daddy, I had no one. Now I have you loving me and protecting me. I have a


  home and real security for the first time in my life. I don‟t really remember


  anything before the foster homes, and for the six years I lived with Sven and my


  mom, I listened to him asking her why she didn‟t have any relatives that would take


  me. The fact is she didn‟t want me there any more than he did, except when she was


  bored. Then she‟d take me somewhere nice and expect me to entertain her. I kept


  expecting CPS to show up and take me away again.”


  “Come here, sweetheart.” Kael opened his arms, and Angel climbed into his


  lap.


  “Daddy, I love you. You have given me a home and a future, and yes, I am


  grateful. But why are you asking me this?”


  Because you are only eighteen and I started worrying about consent when I saw


  young women your age and younger being abused. “I just wanted to check in with


  you that you‟re happy.”


  Angel kissed his cheek and pressed his forehead into Kael‟s. “I‟m so happy


  with you, Daddy. In fact”—he smiled mischievously—“how about you let me show


  you just how much I love you?


  “How are you going to do that?” Reassured, Kael returned his smile.


  “We could go to bed, and you could let me do anything I want to you.”


  Without even considering the proposal, Kael shook his head. “I‟m the master.


  I‟m the daddy.” Everything in him rose up in protest at the idea of giving up control.


  “Just one time, Sir. You might even enjoy it.” The hopeful look in Angel‟s


  beautiful face made Kael vacillate momentarily. Could he obey orders from his boy?


  “It takes courage to give up control, Daddy. Did you know that?”


  Kael nodded but did not speak. He suspected he was being manipulated.


  “You have to trust completely. Just like I trust you completely. You would


  never do anything that I couldn‟t stand, would you?”


  “No. But I know you aren‟t crazy about enemas, and I insist you have one now


  and again.”


  “Yes, Sir, that‟s true, but I want to submit myself to you, so I do the enemas


  without complaint even though I don‟t really like them because I want to show you


  my submission. It can‟t all be about what I want.”


  “Good boy.” Kael was impressed at his boy‟s maturity, but also at his powers of


  persuasion. Angel was wearing him down. He sucked in a long breath. “All right.


  How do you want me?”
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  The surprise on Angel‟s face was a reward in itself. His mouth and eyes opened


  wide, and he giggled a little. Now that he was handed control, his hesitation proved


  he was nervous. “Let‟s go into the bedroom, Daddy.”


  “All right. Let‟s do that.” Kael turned out the lights, checked the front door was


  locked, and followed Angel into the bedroom. They showered and brushed their


  teeth in nervous silence, then headed into the bedroom. Kael set the lights at a


  subdued level and then stood beside the bed waiting. His heart was pounding—and


  all because a skinny eighteen-year-old was about to give him orders. Because he


  was about to be vulnerable.


  “Daddy, get on the bed, please, Sir.”


  Kael sighed and obeyed.


  “On your belly, Sir.”


  Kael looked up into Angel‟s expectant face. “You will not fuck me, so don‟t even


  try. I will whip your arse if you try to go there.”


  “Any other stipulations before I start?” Angel raised both eyebrows.


  “Yes. Don‟t be cheeky.”


  Angel laughed. Kael rolled onto his belly. He couldn‟t take his eyes off Angel


  but was forced to when the boy climbed onto his back and stretched out full-length.


  Angel‟s semierect cock pressed against his buttocks, feeling warm and very erotic.


  Little nibbling kisses began around his neck, and Angel‟s sweet breath warmed his


  ear. “Daddy, I am the luckiest boy in the world,” he whispered.


  And I feel like the luckiest man.


  Climbing off, Angel got on his hands and knees beside Kael and began to kiss


  and lick his way down Kael‟s back and over his buttocks and thighs. Always used to


  being in charge, Kael had never had a sub pay attention to his back before, and he


  had no idea just how easily stimulated the skin was there. Every kiss, every lick of


  Angel‟s wet tongue produced an electric jolt that had him panting. The


  unexpectedness of the hot, wet tongue laving the skin at the very bottom of his butt


  crack made him clench his buttocks and grip handfuls of the bed sheet. His cock


  grew thick.


  “Oh God,” he moaned. “Oh, oh.”


  Angel pushed Kael‟s thighs apart and lay on the bed between them, his face


  pressed into Kael‟s buttocks, licking up and down. The sensation was almost


  overwhelming, radiating heat across his buttocks and down his thighs like circular


  ripples in a pond. His cock was rock hard and pressed into the bed. Just when he


  thought he could take no more, Angel stopped.


  “Roll onto your back, Daddy.”


  Kael found it easy to obey this time. His cock was thick and dark red with


  blood, the veins bulging. Again Angel pushed his thighs apart and lay between


  them. Kael raised his head to look down at Angel between his thighs. “Lie back,


  Daddy,” he said. Kael obeyed and waited. The strong little tongue began to work,


  lapping Kael‟s balls in a circular motion. He panted, wanting Angel to take his cock
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  in his mouth and suck hard, but he held his tongue, acknowledging that the boy was


  doing just fine.


  When Angel released Kael‟s balls and moved away, he almost yelled at him to


  get back down there. Ordering himself to be patient, he waited. Angel crawled up


  beside him, straddled his belly and began to lick his nipples in turn, going back and


  forth between them. With his sweet pink tongue pointed hard, Angel circled each


  areola; then he took the nipple between his teeth, tugging gently. Each time he


  licked a circle around the areola and bit on the nipple, he sank his teeth in deeper


  and pulled harder. Kael grabbed Angel‟s head with both hands, wanting to control


  his movements. Angel stopped and looked into his eyes. “Sir, let go. Put your arms


  at your sides.” His tone was respectful but firm, and Kael obeyed. Angel continued


  the gentle, wonderful torture of his nipples for another few minutes.


  While Kael watched, his eyes half closed with burning pleasure, Angel crawled


  between his legs again. Remaining on his hands and knees, Angel at last took Kael‟s


  aching cock deep into his mouth. He sucked hard. Kael felt the sensitive tip bump


  against Angel‟s throat. He raised his hips off the bed, thrusting upward into Angel‟s


  mouth. And giving his boy full control, he asked, “When?”


  Cold air closed around Kael‟s wet cock, and he opened his eyes to see that


  Angel had released it and was looking at him quizzically.


  “When can I come? Tell me.”


  “Anytime you want, Daddy.” He held Kael‟s cock by the base and enclosed it in


  his hot mouth once again. Up and down he sucked. Kael swore he could actually feel


  his cum flow upward from his balls and into his cock, flooding Angel‟s mouth. The


  heat in his balls and thighs surged outward, spreading over his torso in flames. He


  gritted his teeth and released a strangled cry as his back arched up off the bed.


  “Holy fuck,” he moaned.


  Eyes closed, Kael rolled onto his side, drawing his knees up. It took a long time


  for his breathing to slow and become even. The aftermath of his orgasm tingled all


  the way to his extremities. Angel lay beside him, and when Kael opened his eyes,


  the boy was watching him. “I love you, Daddy,” he said quietly.


  Kael opened his arms and pulled Angel into his chest. “You are an amazing


  boy.”


  Angel snuggled into his neck. Kael stretched past him and pressed the light


  switch on the console, sinking them into complete darkness. Angel drew the duvet


  up over them.


  “Sweetheart, when we met, why did you come with me so willingly when you


  had just seen me kill your stepfather?”


  “Daddy, I don‟t know what you mean.”


  “You saw me kill a man in your house, and yet when I told you to come home


  with me, you came without question.”


  “I trusted you,” Angel said simply. “You said you wouldn‟t hurt me. I trusted


  you.”
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  “Why did you trust me?”


  “Daddy, I don‟t understand why you‟re asking this.”


  “I kill people for a living,” Kael whispered. “You know that. I tell you not to ask


  questions, and it would be dangerous for you to know any details. But you saw


  firsthand what I do.”


  “Yes. But they only send you after bad guys, don‟t they, Daddy?”


  “Yes,” he said, though he had no idea if that was true and he had never cared.


  “But the fact is that you saw something you shouldn‟t have, and I was supposed to


  get rid of you because of it, whether you were good or bad.”


  “I know, Daddy. But you couldn‟t.”


  “That‟s true.” At least he couldn‟t with Angel. He had killed innocent


  bystanders in the past because they were in the wrong place at the wrong time.


  “I guess I knew that. Maybe it was intuition, or maybe I just believed you


  when you said you wouldn‟t hurt me.”


  Kael paused for a long moment, unsure how to phrase the next question. He


  couldn‟t give Angel any details. “If you were a kid in distress and I said I was going


  to come back and rescue you, would you believe me?”


  “Daddy?” Angel asked, confused.


  “Just answer.”


  “Yes. A million times yes. Why do you think Zoe and Amelia like you so much?


  You think they just like terrorizing you, don‟t you?” He giggled. “But the truth is


  that if they were hurt or scared and their dads weren‟t around, they‟d go to you


  before they‟d go to me for help even though they really like me.”


  “Why?”


  “Because they‟re smart as hell and they know you‟re true to your word and


  that you would protect them. You‟re so certain of everything, Daddy. They‟d feel


  safe with you.”


  Kael blew out a breath. He had to stop thinking about Ekaterina. “Go to sleep,


  sweetheart.”


  “I‟m so happy you‟re home, Daddy. I worry about you when you‟re not here. I


  worry in case something happens to you when you‟re working.”


  “Nothing will happen to Daddy.” He kissed Angel and held him until the boy


  was fast asleep in his arms.
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  Chapter Twelve


  


  Kael‟s afternoon class on gaining entry to secure premises had been a great


  success. Angel was doing well at college. His mum had phoned that morning


  insisting he and Angel go to Liverpool for Easter, and he had agreed. Everything in


  Kael‟s life was good. So why was he distracted and short-tempered?


  Because that morning, more than a week after successfully returning Graham


  Clement to England, he had caught sight of Angel standing by the window, the sun


  gleaming on his blond hair—and he had thought of Ekaterina again. “I’ll come back


  for you.” The trust in her young eyes was the same trust he‟d seen in Angel‟s eyes


  when he had told him the day they met that he wouldn‟t hurt him. Angel had


  believed him at once.


  Snatching his secure-line phone from his belt, he punched in the code.


  “What is it?” Conran‟s surprise was evident in the cautious question. Kael


  never phoned him.


  “I‟m outside by the river. I need to talk to you.”


  “About what?”


  “Outside now.” He snapped his phone shut.


  When Conran arrived, Kael was leaning on the railing, looking at water alight


  with golden shards of fading sunlight. It would be dark in another hour and a chill


  was beginning to set in, but Kael was not cold. When he was focused on something,


  his bodily needs faded into the background. “Did Clement testify yet?”


  “That‟s none of your concern.” Conran looked at the water. “It‟s a miracle he


  can talk at all after what you did to him.”


  “I want the addresses of the houses in Paris.”


  “Out of the question,” Conran said in a decisive voice that irritated Kael


  enormously. “Even if I had the information, I couldn‟t give it to you. But the fact is I


  don‟t have it.”


  Kael turned to look at him. “You can get it.”


  “Is this about that child again? Forget her. There‟s nothing you can do.”


  “Yes, there is something I can do. I can get her out of there, just like I got


  Clement out of there. But there‟s no point in just going back to Provins if she‟s been


  moved. I need to know all the possibilities of where she might be.”
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  “She could be anywhere in the world by now.” Conran wore a dark wool


  overcoat that he began to fasten. “You are to stay out of this and leave it to the


  proper authorities. I have tipped them off that there is a very young child involved.”


  “What did they say?‟


  “They said she‟s not the only child that‟s been trafficked and it‟s unlikely she‟s


  the only child that young that Dudek has in his stable. They‟ll move when they can,


  but they can‟t just barge in there. There‟s an entire operation to take down. It‟s all


  carefully planned. You know what goes into these operations and how long they


  take. It‟s sad about the child, but you can‟t rescue them all.”


  I didn’t promise them all, just that one child. I promised her.


  “I want those addresses.”


  “What are you going to do if I refuse? Threaten to expose me with that


  compromising video again? Kill my children?”


  Kael was instantly impatient. “You know that was an idle threat. I would have


  shown that video if I‟d had to, but I‟d never harm a child.”


  Conran looked up at him. “Because you‟ve been spending time with Freddie


  Merchant and his family?”


  Kael grabbed Conran‟s lapel. “Have you been spying on me again?”


  “It‟s part of your job; you know that. You‟ll always be under surveillance at


  some level.” He tried to push Kael‟s hand away. “How is Freddie these days? I know


  you were as thick as thieves with him at school.”


  “He‟s very happy.” Kael smiled as he said it, remembering his birthday dinner.


  “He‟s a very successful barrister. That man he‟s married to was just a clerk in


  his office, you know.”


  “Didn‟t he go to the right schools?” Kael asked.


  “No, he didn‟t, as a matter of fact.” Conran looked pointedly at his lapel,


  waiting for Kael to release it.


  “Freddie was always in the habit of taking on friends beneath his social class,”


  Kael said. “I was the first. You wanted nothing to do with me.” The last thing Kael


  had ever cared about was the right sort of friends.


  “You may have been poor, but you were unique. He was probably in love with


  you.” Kael finally released his hold on the man‟s lapel and Conran turned away.


  “But it‟s nice that they‟re happy. You don‟t tell him anything about me, do you?” he


  asked quietly.


  “About how you enjoy a good arse slapping from time to time?”


  Conran‟s head almost did a three sixty. “Shut up, for God‟s sake.”


  Kael laughed. “You know perfectly well I never tell anyone anything. I want


  those addresses, and if I don‟t get them, I‟ll ask again, and I‟ll be louder next time.”


  “Meaning what?”
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  “Just get me the addresses and save me the trouble of threatening you again.


  Oh and about my nosy neighbor. She‟s watching my every effing move and making


  passes at me.”


  Conran started laughing. “Oh dear. Is she making you nervous?”


  “Yes, very.” Kael was not amused. “I‟m warning you, if she works for you like


  Dragana did, I‟ll get rid of her.”


  “Do you honestly think anyone I put on your tail would be so obvious? Dragana


  was good at her job. That‟s why you didn‟t read her. There‟s only sporadic


  surveillance on you at the moment. You‟re far less dangerous since Angel‟s been


  living with you. That boy has calmed you down. You‟re almost human since he came


  into the picture.”


  “Am I supposed to thank you for that remark?”


  “I‟ve already had Mrs. Chalmers checked out. She‟s nothing more than a lonely


  divorcée. Deal with it, but do not kill her.”


  “Get me those addresses. You‟ve got twenty-four hours.” Kael walked away,


  heading for the Tube to take him home to Angel.


  


  * * *


  The moment he looked at the concierge opening the door for him, Kael knew he


  


  was SIS. The man was young and was there only about three times a week. On the


  other days, there was an older man, and a different one for nights. But out of the


  three, this was definitely the one. He watched Kael‟s comings and goings, and he‟d


  seen Freddie and his family visiting there. “What‟s your name?” Kael asked politely.


  “Dawson, sir.”


  “Really?” Kael lifted his hand as if he was about to give him a tip, but his hand


  was empty and he smacked the young man a good one across the ear. “Tell Conran


  to fuck off, and don‟t let me find you here again,” he said and continued into the


  beautiful marble lobby. He pressed the button to call the lift and looked up at the


  numbers. It was stopped on the fourth floor. That bloody woman. I bet it’s her.


  He went quickly across the lobby and into the stairwell just as she stepped out


  of the lift. Dawson had recovered himself sufficiently to open the outside door for


  her. Kael breathed a sigh of relief. This has got to stop. I’m terrified to walk into my


  own building.


  When he reached the flat and found that Angel was not yet home, his first


  reaction was anger. If he’s hanging around with his friends and not coming home to


  get on with his work, I’ll spank the hell out of him.


  Glancing at the calendar in the kitchen, he realized his anger was unjustified.


  Angel was a good boy, and today was Wednesday. Every Wednesday he stayed at


  college late for the chess club. All the years Kael had come home alone to his silent,


  perfectly clean flat, not a thing out of place, not a speck of dust or a knife out of


  place in the kitchen drawer, and he had thought nothing of it. It was his life. Now,
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  after only six months of living with a chatty, busy, loveable, laughing boy, he hated


  walking in to find the flat empty.


  In the living room, he poured a glass of whisky and tossed it back in one gulp.


  His biggest fear when he had brought Angel home was that the boy would make a


  mess. Thoughts of crumbs on the floor and smears on the perfect glass and oak


  coffee table had consumed him. If Angel put a sock on the bathroom floor even for a


  second, Kael had pointed at it and would not move until Angel picked it up. But


  after a couple of rebellious looks from Angel, he had backed off and realized that if


  Angel saw a smear or dropped a sock, he would take care of it very quickly.


  Coming to a decision about Penelope Chalmers, Kael went out into the corridor


  and looked carefully. It was quiet, and he strode quickly along to her door. She‟d


  had her coat on when he saw her downstairs no more than fifteen minutes ago, so


  she must have been going out for a while. From his pocket, he removed the shiv he


  had used that afternoon in class and carefully opened the dead-bolted door without


  making a mark on the door frame. Inside he heard the familiar beeping of the


  alarm. Shit! What an idiot. He set his alarm when the flat was empty, so why


  wouldn‟t she? He quickly disabled hers.


  Unlike his flat, this one was cluttered. Magazines were strewn on the couch


  and coffee table. Used teacups sat about. In the kitchen, dirty dishes were on the


  counter and the dishwasher was full of clean ones. Opening drawers as he went,


  checking everything, looking for something that would mark her as SIS, Kael went


  from room to room. Given the state of the rest of the place, he wasn‟t surprised to


  find the bed unmade and the bathroom untidy. The place was by no means filthy,


  but by his standards it was unkempt and marginally unhygienic.


  It took him less than five minutes to do a thorough search and determine that


  Conran had told the truth. She was a lonely, middle-aged woman who ought to be


  looking at tea dances for a boyfriend instead of annoying him. In the bedroom, he


  noticed a carefully posed photograph on the wall of Mrs. Chalmers sitting on a chair


  with three grown young men standing behind her.


  A small click made him hurry to the bedroom door. The front door was


  opening.


  Fuck!


  He froze. She was back. His options were to hide until she was occupied in


  another room and then sneak out the front door, or go boldly out to confront her.


  Not wanting to waste time, he decided on the latter. Just by listening, he knew


  where she was—in the living room by the coffee table. He called out as he walked,


  though, “Mrs. Chalmers, don‟t be alarmed. It‟s just me.”


  “Oh,” she cried, staring at him, confused, as he strode into her living room.


  “You left your front door open. I was concerned in case you had fallen, had a


  heart attack or a stroke or something.”
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  Vanity immediately replaced fear and surprise. “I‟m hardly in the age group


  for those sorts of calamities. I‟m far too young.” She looked down the hall to the


  front door. “You say I left the door open? I distinctly remember locking it.”


  “No, it was open. I spotted it as soon as I came up a little while ago. I called out


  but got no answer, so I came in. I‟m sorry to startle you, but I was trying to be a


  good neighbor.”


  She smiled. “You‟re very kind, Mr. Saunders. Won‟t you have a drink?” Before


  he could protest, she had poured them both a glass of sherry from the tray on the


  sideboard. He hated sherry but took it anyway. “Come and sit down.” She sat on the


  couch, patting the cushion next to her.


  Kael remained where he was. “I have to go. Angel will be home in a moment.


  I‟m very glad you are well. I feared I might find you on the floor.”


  “Would you have performed mouth-to-mouth?” She gave a little laugh.


  No, I’d have left you there to die before I’d get that close to you.


  Kael placed the untouched sherry on the coffee table. “I‟m rather clumsy at


  that sort of thing. I would have called an ambulance.” He smiled. “I couldn‟t help


  but notice a photograph of you in the bedroom with three young men. Are they your


  sons?”


  A tight smile gripped her face. The sons were clearly in their late twenties.


  “Yes. You must understand that I married very young.”


  “Yes, I see that. Well, if you‟ll excuse me.” He headed for the door.


  She hurried after him. “Will you have dinner with me this evening? I‟ll cook.”


  “You‟re very kind, but I wouldn‟t dream of troubling you,” he said.


  “It‟s no trouble. I think we may have a lot in common. I‟d love to get to know


  you better.”


  His patience gone, Kael said, “I don‟t think we do have anything in common,


  and I‟m very busy.” He opened the door. “I don‟t want to seem impolite, but I would


  prefer it if you didn‟t keep asking me because refusing is becoming tiresome.” He


  stepped into the corridor.


  “You just need a little persuasion, Mr. Saunders. I am not the type to give up


  easily.” She followed him out. “I can‟t think of any reason why we wouldn‟t make a


  perfect match.”


  It was time to be honest. “I can. You‟re far too old for me.”


  Angel got out of the lift at that moment, and when he saw Kael, he ran at him,


  throwing himself into his arms. “How‟s my sexy daddy?” He planted a kiss on Kael‟s


  lips.


  Pushing Angel in front of him, Kael hurried to the flat and closed the door


  quickly.


  “Daddy, I won my chess match.”


  


  * * *
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  It was a little after ten, and they were both tired. Angel had gone to get his


  shower, and when the doorbell buzzed, Kael half wondered if it was Conran. But it


  was far more likely to be that bloody woman again.


  At the door he looked at the CCTV fixed to the wall. A man, a woman, and a


  uniformed police constable were standing down in the lobby with the evening


  doorman. He pushed the intercom. “Who is it?”


  “Can I have a word with you, sir,” the constable said.


  “About what?”


  “Perhaps it‟s best not to talk in the lobby, sir. May we come up?”


  A horrible tight feeling suddenly gripped his gut. Had something happened to


  his mum? Had she been in an accident? “Let them in,” he said to the doorman.


  Kael met them at the lift. “What‟s the matter?” he asked as soon as the door


  opened.


  The click of a latch along the corridor caught their attention. It was Mrs.


  Chalmers. She closed the door again quickly. “Do you have a boy living with you?”


  the man asked.


  “What‟s this about?” It was not about his mum, and he was beginning to


  suspect it had something to do with his neighbor.


  “Just answer the question,” the woman said.


  To the constable, Kael said, “I want to see your warrant card. Now!”


  The constable, a tall man in his forties, produced his card. Barely glancing at


  it, Kael took in all the information. “Thank you, Constable Hartford.” To the man


  and woman, he said, “Identification!”


  The woman looked far more annoyed than the man at his tone, but both


  removed photo identification from their pockets, held them up for no more than a


  split second, and pocketed them again. That’s a trick to confuse and intimidate


  people. Most people would not ask them to show their ID twice. They don’t want to


  look stupid. Again Kael had barely glanced at the cards. “What can I do for you,


  Mrs. Cantley?” He looked at the man. “Mr. Jones?” The cards identified them as


  being from the NSPCC: the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to


  Children.


  “We need to see the boy who lives with you. You say he‟s your son? Is his name


  Angel?” the woman said.


  “I have never told anyone that Angel is my son. He‟s not my son.”


  The whole picture came together. Mrs. Chalmers had seen Angel kiss him, and


  the bitch had called the NSPCC and reported him as a pervert just because he had


  refused her advances. Kael walked to his door, and the three followed closely. “Do


  you have a warrant to enter?” he asked the constable.


  “I can easily get one, sir. It‟s in your best interest to let us in quietly.”
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  Kael looked the constable in the eyes. “You will remain right there. Do not step


  over my threshold.” He stepped inside, leaving the door open. “Angel!” he called as


  he went into the hall cupboard and got his SIS identification card from his jacket.


  Rubbing his hair with a towel, Angel came into the hall wearing only a tiny


  pair of black underwear.


  “Get your passport, boy.”


  “He‟s older than fourteen,” the woman said quietly to the men.


  Angel looked nervously at the three people crowded in the doorway but not


  daring to enter. Kael handed his card to the constable, who looked at it, surprise


  and concern registering in his eyes. “Sorry about this, Mr. Saunders. We‟ll clear this


  up quickly.” He handed it back while the children‟s workers looked curious at his


  sudden caution.


  Angel reappeared without the towel but still wearing only his underwear.


  “What‟s going on, Kael?” he asked.


  Kael took the passport from him, making brief eye contact. Kael? He proffered


  the British passport to the workers. The woman took it, opened it to the picture,


  and looked at Angel, then his birth date. “He‟s eighteen and a half,” she said to the


  others.


  Kael took the passport from her. “And I‟m thirty-three. We‟re both adults.


  Anything else?”


  “Do you live here, Angel?” the woman asked.


  “Yes, ma‟am,” Angel said.


  “Are you happy?”


  “Yes. If I wasn‟t, I‟d leave. Do I look like I‟m being held against my will? I go to


  college every day.”


  “Sorry to bother you,” she said. “But we have to look into every situation that‟s


  called to our attention.”


  “Then rest assured that you have done your duty, Mrs. Sandra Cantley.” After


  saying her full name very deliberately, Kael repeated the identification number that


  followed it on the card. It was his own intimidation tactic, showing them he


  remembered all their information and implying he would launch a complaint if he


  heard from them again.


  Kael looked at the policeman. “Constable Hartford, I wish to register a


  complaint of sexual harassment against my neighbor at number 4-12, Mrs.


  Penelope Chalmers, who I know complained to you about me. I told her that Angel


  is eighteen. She will not leave me alone. Please caution her before you leave the


  building. She wasted your time and mine because she found out that I‟m gay. That‟s


  a hate crime.”


  “Not a problem, sir.” He walked directly along the hall and knocked smartly on


  the woman‟s door.
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  Arms crossed over his chest, Kael stood watching from his door. “Yes,


  Constable?” Looking out into the corridor, she made momentary eye contact with


  Kael.


  “Your neighbor, Mr. Saunders, has made a complaint of sexual harassment


  against you, ma‟am.”


  “What?” Her voice filled the corridor. “Have you seen that boy? He‟s not more


  than fourteen.” She attempted to sound outraged, but it rang very hollow.


  “He‟s eighteen, ma‟am. Nothing illegal is going on here, and I suspect you


  knew that. The young man may look a little younger than eighteen, but he does not


  look fourteen. You had better leave Mr. Saunders alone.”


  “He should leave me alone. He broke into my flat this afternoon.”


  “You didn‟t report a break-in, ma‟am. Was anything stolen? Would you like me


  to come in and look around?”


  Still furious, Kael walked inside and closed the door. “I‟ll kill that bitch.”


  “Not a good idea, Daddy. What happened? Who called the cops?”


  “She did. Why did you call me Kael?”


  “I didn‟t think it was a good idea to say Daddy in front of child protective


  services. Anyway, our relationship is none of their business. I‟m of age.”


  “How did you know who they were?”


  “Daddy.” Angel threw his arms around Kael‟s waist. “It doesn‟t matter which


  country you live in. Those guys all look the same, and I‟ve seen so many of them. I


  took one look at them and I knew who they were. How come she said you broke into


  her apartment? Come to think of it, you were coming out of there when I got home. I


  was so excited telling you I won that chess game that I forgot to ask.”


  “Don‟t worry about it. The woman‟s a nut.”


  “What made her suddenly call CPS like that?” Angel asked.


  “She kept asking me to have dinner with her, so I told her she was too old for


  me. I think that might have done it.”


  “You think!” Angel said. “I‟m surprised she didn‟t take a kitchen knife to you.


  You‟re lucky to be alive.”


  He pondered the words for a moment. Angel was right. If only Kael could learn


  to be circumspect. “Come on, sweetheart. Off to bed. I‟ll tuck you in. I‟m not ready to


  go yet.”


  When Angel was in bed, Kael returned to the living room with his diary,


  poured a whisky, and began to write.


  


  My mum was the only woman I ever loved until I met Misha. After Misha took


  me on my first hit we were partnered as equals on a couple of jobs, but mostly we just


  hung out together when we could. We would go to the firing range and compete with


  each other. We’d go swimming, but my being so tall and strong, I always beat her in
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  the pool so she would do sneaky things like pushing me in, or going under and


  grabbing my swimsuit and pulling it down. We had such a laugh. Everyone thought


  we were dating.


  It was the middle of August. I was twenty-six and she was thirty-two. A small


  group of us were taken to Wales for a weekend of rock climbing at a mountain called


  Moel Famau to reinforce the skills we already had. It was a popular place with


  hikers, but we were on the rough side where we could test our skills. We chose


  partners and I was with Misha as always. We did everything right and put everyone


  else to shame, just as we always did. On the last evening the instructor let everyone


  walk down the mountain to go to the pub in the village. Misha and I were late


  returning to camp because we had got involved in a darts match and as always we


  had to compete with each other. We were so loud about it and having such a laugh


  that people started betting on us and it was closing time before we left.


  It was very dark on the mountain, we were both a bit drunk, and we had to get


  back to our camp. She had won the last match and I wanted to get her back by


  playing a trick on her, so I waited until we were almost halfway to the camp. The


  situation was already risky so when I pretended to skid on the loose flint, she said,


  “Careful on the shale, Kael,” and laughed. I skidded a few feet and then went down


  on my back. “Are you all right, mate?” she called, coming down after me.


  I didn’t answer. I just lay there holding my breath so she would think I was


  dead. I was great at holding my breath and I thought I’d give it another full minute


  before opening my eyes and growling or something stupid. But I never made it


  another minute because she dropped on top me and started CPR. I grabbed her


  shoulders and shoved her off. I got up laughing hysterically. For a minute she was


  absolutely silent, then she began to hit me. I just kept laughing but when she gave me


  a straight-fingered jab to my solar plexus that winded me to the point where I


  dropped to my knees, I realized she was serious. I looked at her and she smacked me


  across the head. “Fucking dick!” she screamed at me and walked away.


  All the way back to London the next day she wouldn’t speak to me. I was really


  confused because we always played stupid jokes on each other and we never took it


  like this. I left her alone for a week and then went to her flat to see her. She let me in


  but she was still in a rotten mood. I didn’t have the sense or sensitivity to say I’m


  sorry and ask why she was so upset with me. She was in the kitchen making a cup of


  tea, and I sat in the living room wishing it would all just blow over so we could be


  best mates again. There was a framed photo on the coffee table. It had always been


  there, but I had never asked about who the bloke was in the picture with her. I never


  tended to ask people personal questions. I was always more interested in myself than


  them.


  “Who’s he?” I asked her when she brought the tea in.


  “My brother, Micah.”


  I asked if he was in the forces.


  She asked how I knew because he was wearing civvies in the picture. “The way


  he stands,” I said.
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  “Where is he, Afghanistan?”


  She said, “He died in the first Gulf War.”


  If I wasn’t clueless I would have said something comforting. But I was clueless


  so I said, “Did he get blown up?”


  “He blew himself up,” she said.


  I asked why he did that and she went ballistic.


  “He was a stupid fuck like you, that’s why. Always acting like an idiot. Always


  trying to be cleverer than everyone else. He thought he could play Russian roulette


  and win.”


  I asked her where and she said he and his mates got their hands on an old


  revolver and bullets in a village outside of Jahra. They had smoked up until they


  couldn’t think straight and then started playing with the gun. “Micah blew his


  fucking brains out. You’re just like him. He was always showing off.”


  “Why are you pissed off at me?” I asked.


  “Because you pretended to be dead and I thought you were dead for a minute,


  and I thought I’d lost another brother. It brought it all back.”


  “It wasn’t your fault he died, mate,” I said, but she was starting to cry and I


  was starting to panic because I had never seen her cry before.


  She said, “It was my fucking fault. I should have stopped him.”


  “How could you? You weren’t there,” I said.


  But she said, “I was there. He was my twin. We were eighteen years old when


  we signed up together and went to war together. I was playing the same stupid


  fucking game, Russian roulette in the desert on a boiling hot night when we were all


  off our fucking heads on dope.” She began to sob. It was the girliest thing she’d ever


  done.


  I didn’t know what to do until she leaned on me so I put my arm around her


  and we sat there until she stopped crying.


  “Don’t do stupid things. Don’t put your life in danger and don’t ever pretend to


  be dead. Got it?”


  “Got it,” I said. She didn’t take her head off my shoulder for ages and if I’d


  known then that that would be our last conversation, I would have held her tighter.


  


  * * *


  The next morning Kael met Conran at the Starbucks on Palmer Street.


  


  Conran was sitting alone at a table with two coffees in front of him. When Kael sat


  down, Conran passed him one and sipped his own coffee for a moment. With a


  small, surreptitious look around, he pulled a single sheet of paper from his pocket


  with three addresses scribbled on it in pencil. Kael reached for it, but Conran held


  on to it.
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  “You cannot keep this. For one thing, it‟s in my handwriting. There are three


  addresses, and you have thirty seconds to memorize them.” He allowed Kael to take


  the sheet.


  Kael read the addresses silently, one after the next, utilizing his already


  excellent memory and the mnemonic devices he had been taught during training.


  When he handed the sheet back, he knew that ten years from now, he would


  remember every one of them perfectly.


  That done, he pulled the lid off his coffee and drank. “Thank you. I‟m going to


  leave tomorrow, first thing.”


  Conran leaned toward him, saying very quietly. “What do you plan to do with


  the child?”


  “I‟ll bring her back to London and then find out if she has any family she can


  return to.”


  “If not?”


  “I don‟t know. There must be someone in Russia missing her. She must have a


  mother. Or maybe she was from an orphanage. She can tell me what she


  remembers.”


  “She won‟t have a passport, and you plan to bring her into England. How are


  you going to do that? And Dudek will be after her. You know that?”


  “If I stopped to think of all the complications, I‟d never do anything. When is


  Europol going to start arresting these fuckers?”


  “I have no information on them. This isn‟t under my jurisdiction. Don‟t do


  anything stupid.”


  “Don‟t worry about me, mate. There‟s nothing I can‟t do.” Kael grinned, feeling


  much better now he had the information he needed to form a plan.


  “You wouldn‟t want to do anything to jeopardize Angel‟s happiness,” Conran


  said.


  “What do you care about Angel?”


  Quietly Conran said, “I‟m glad you have him, and that you‟re seeing Freddie


  again.”


  “It was you who told me to back off on my friendship with Misha. Then you


  sent her to fucking China.”


  “That was different. She was an operative, and she had been pegged for the


  China assignment for some time. Is that why you want to keep Angel out of the


  service?”


  “I don‟t want anything bad to happen to him.”


  “Did he ever work out that it was you who killed his stepfather?” Kael shook


  his head. Conran had no idea that Angel had witnessed the hit. “Good. And since


  Freddie has no idea what you do, though he may have suspicions it is something


  covert, I cannot object to that friendship either. In fact I believe it‟s good for you.”
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  Kael leaned back, trying to get comfortable on a chair that was far too small


  for him. “What‟s that supposed to mean?”


  “You became very strange after Misha left England.”


  “That‟s because you wouldn‟t tell me where she was.”


  “I couldn‟t. You know that. I thought you‟d understand.”


  “I didn‟t know if she was dead or alive, and she never came back. Four years,


  almost five, then—” He stopped abruptly, afraid his voice would betray his emotion.


  “You were always brilliant at your work. You seem unscathed by it. I‟ve seen


  operatives work for four or five years and then need to be moved into a quieter job


  because they couldn‟t take the strain anymore. But you‟ve never shown fatigue no


  matter how many targets you‟ve hit. After Misha left, you spent all your time at the


  firing range and the gym, or in those S and M clubs you frequent. But you were


  more brilliant than ever at your work. After she died, you became even more of a


  concern.” Conran lowered his voice until it was barely discernible. “And this


  business of having sex with your targets before killing them had everyone spooked.”


  “I only fucked them if they wanted it. They were going to die anyway. It did no


  harm to play with them first.”


  “So you say. I was worried about you, and so were my superiors. We all


  thought it was just a matter of time before you went rogue.”


  Kael shrugged. “I‟ve always been rogue. I‟ve always followed my own path.”


  “I understand that, but there‟s a fine line between a trained assassin and a


  psychopath, and I was afraid you were approaching that line after Misha went.


  After she died, I was certain you had crossed it. What was it about you and her? I


  know you never dated her.”


  Kael looked out of the window at the busy street. “We were the same. We both


  loved our jobs. We both loved to compete. She made me laugh. It was a special


  connection. I don‟t understand it either.”


  “I told her from the start to keep an eye on you.” Conran watched him intently,


  as if trying to understand him. But he never would.


  “You told her to be my friend?” Kael asked.


  “No, just to keep an eye on you because you were a loose cannon. I never


  expected the bond you developed. She joined MI6 not long before you, but she was


  older and had come straight from eight years in the army. She was in Special Forces


  at a time when there were no women in Special Forces. There are now, of course.


  She was excellent and fearless.”


  “I know.”


  “But you grew too close, and I was concerned that two people with such


  fearless, fighting spirits could trigger each other to take chances they shouldn‟t.


  Angel is good for you. He has discernment, which is as vital as courage. He‟s making


  you more human.”
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  Kael stood, and his tone was sarcastic when he said, “Thanks for the coffee and


  the pep talk.” For fun and to cause the maximum of embarrassment, he leaned


  down and kissed Conran on the cheek. “See you later, love,” he said loudly.
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  Chapter Thirteen


  


  “Daddy, no!”


  Feeling a combination of annoyance and guilt at the reaction, Kael said, “Sit


  down and eat your breakfast.”


  “You‟ve hardly been home for the last month, and now you‟re going away


  again. Why didn‟t you tell me last night?” Angel sat down at the kitchen table, his


  tie loose and his top button undone. He stuck a spoon into his shredded wheat. “And


  why do we always have to have this boring crap? Why can‟t you buy Froot Loops or


  something?”


  “Do you know how ridiculous you sound? You sound like Zoe and Amelia,


  except they wouldn‟t say crap. Shredded wheat is healthy,” Kael said. “Drink your


  orange juice.”


  “Fine.” Angel flicked his long hair back with a defiant toss of his head. “When


  you‟re gone, I‟m going to buy Froot Loops and have pizza every night.”


  Kael sat down at the table with his cup of coffee. “Fine.” He copied Angel‟s


  rebellious intonation. “When I get back, I‟ll spank your peachy arse.” He grinned,


  trying to make Angel smile. He didn‟t want the boy to be upset, but he had made a


  promise. “I have never seen Froot Loops. You might have to get them mail order


  from America.”


  “How long will you be gone, Daddy?” Angel asked quietly.


  “Probably no more than three days. And when I get back”—he paused for


  effect—“I‟ll take you away for the weekend. We can do something fun together.


  Where do you want to go?”


  “Paris.” Angel sounded half-petulant and half-hopeful.


  Kael laughed. “Paris it is.”


  “Really?” Angel pressed his palms together in an attitude of prayer. “Thank


  you, Daddy.”


  Kael smiled. “Now don‟t be such a brat and finish your shredded wheat.” He


  watched Angel eat his breakfast and followed him into the bathroom while he


  brushed his teeth. Then, standing in front of the mirror, he fastened Angel‟s top


  button and straightened his tie. “No eating pizza every night,” he said.


  Angel slid his arms around Kael‟s waist. “I won‟t, Daddy. I‟ll eat healthy the


  whole time.”


  “Keep the place clean. Do your homework.”
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  “Keep the music down,” Angel said. “Daddy, I‟m sorry I was rude. I‟m just so


  disappointed that you‟re going away again.”


  With his arm around Angel‟s shoulders, Kael walked him to the door and


  helped him on with his blazer. Angel picked up his laptop bag, and Kael walked him


  to the lift. “Work hard, be good, and Daddy will be home soon. Make me proud.”


  Angel slid one arm up around Kael‟s neck and kissed him. Kael pressed his boy‟s


  slender body close and felt his warmth. “I love you so much, Angel.”


  “I love you too. Be safe, Daddy. I‟d die if you didn‟t come back.”


  “Why wouldn‟t I come back?”


  “Because what you do is dangerous,” Angel whispered.


  Kael pushed the button for the lift. “It‟s only dangerous if you take chances,


  and I‟ve learned not to do that.” He kissed Angel tenderly on the lips. “I promise I‟ll


  be home in three or four days, and if for any reason it goes beyond five days, I‟ll


  contact you.”


  Angel stepped into the lift, and their gazes remained locked until the door


  closed.


  


  * * *


  Paris, France


  


  


  By early afternoon, Kael had reached Paris. He had driven to Calais and left


  his car there in a long-term car park and then rented a small, innocuous, gray car,


  using his French identification to drive into Paris. He bought a street map as if he


  were a tourist and sat in a café drinking a bottle of Perrier while he found the three


  addresses Conran had given him. All three were in a relatively close geographic


  area in the Nineteenth Arrondissement on the Right Bank of the Seine, a poor,


  mainly Muslim area.


  For the remainder of the afternoon, he reconnoitered the houses, watching the


  comings and goings. Men went in and came out—but no women. A couple of times


  he saw the faces of young women appear at the windows, and once a young male,


  but no sign of Ekaterina. The only way to find out if she was in any of the houses


  was either to go in through the front door as a customer or to break in, but every


  window and door was alarmed. What they did have was a long, iron fire escape


  down the back of each house. His best bet would be to enter through the front and


  leave through the back.


  It was after ten o‟clock by the time he decided to make the hour and a half


  drive out to Provins. He knew the layout of the house, and if Ekaterina was there,


  he could easily get her out. That was Plan A.


  Kael reached the mansion before midnight. Even as he drove by the security


  gates, he saw that the house was, for the most part, in darkness. There was no


  party going on tonight, and there were only two cars in the driveway. With the


  house quiet, Kael decided not to drive along the access lane in case the engine noise


  


  124


  Fyn Alexander


  


  drew attention. Instead he parked down the road in the lay-by he had used the first


  time. On foot he went back to the house, running as easily through the dark fields


  as he ran beside the Thames a couple of times a week. The gate was still unlocked.


  He smiled. Some security system. This should be easy.


  The French doors on the patio that he had walked through at the party were


  locked. The big lounge lay in darkness, but the double doors across the room were


  open and dim light from the hall beyond made it possible for Kael to see inside.


  Using a small shiv, he opened the door easily. He paused, waiting for some


  indication of an alarm system. Either there wasn‟t one or it hadn‟t been turned on


  for the night. Crossing the room on silent feet, he listened intently. Voices from


  across the wide entrance hall alerted him that someone was in the house and still


  awake. Kael went quickly from room to room, his GLOCK 26 with the silencer in his


  hand. Stealthily approaching the room with the voices, he halted and saw a man


  with his back to the door watching television. He moved on up the stairs and went


  directly to the room in which he‟d found Ekaterina. With great care, he opened the


  door. The bed was made and the room empty.


  From bedroom to bedroom he went, finding all the beds empty, the rooms clean


  and tidy. At the front of the house, around the open curved staircase, was the


  master bedroom. At the door, Kael stopped and listened. Someone inside was


  speaking Polish. It had to be Dudek. The voice that responded to him spoke halting


  Polish with an accent that was possibly Czech. With his gun ready, Kael opened the


  door a fraction. The room was dark, but the spotlights in the driveway created a


  little light through the partly open curtains. Dudek, a thin, unattractive man, lay


  on the bed, and beside him, a boy who appeared younger than Angel. The boy looked


  bored or perhaps tired, and didn‟t respond at once to Dudek‟s order. Dudek sat up


  and grabbed the boy‟s arm, slapping him hard across the head.


  Kael closed the door. Ekaterina was not in the house.


  He exited quickly the way he had entered and was on the road to Paris within


  fifteen minutes. Now for Plan B.


  


  * * *


  Two streets away from his target, Kael parked the rented car and walked to


  


  the three-story house, his plan carefully worked out. He knocked on the door, his


  shoulders slightly bowed, and when the door opened, he looked from side to side as


  if afraid of being seen. “How much?” he asked in working-class French. Assuming


  most men who visited brothels were anxious and afraid of being seen, he fell into


  the role.


  The man beckoned him in and closed the door, then locked it behind him. The


  hallway smelled of stale food and rubbish that needed emptying. The floors were


  bare, and the paint on the banisters and skirting boards was filthy. The man named


  the price, and Kael handed over the cash. “I want the youngest one you‟ve got.”


  “Top of the stairs on the left.”
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  He took the stairs two at a time, calm but hopeful that the child was there.


  The room was shabby and run-down like the rest of the house. The girl was about


  fourteen by the looks of her, but she could just have been undernourished. Barely


  making eye contact with him, she began to undress. Kael walked out and back down


  the stairs. The man who had let him in looked quizzically at him. “That was quick.”


  “She‟s too old. I want a younger girl.”


  “She‟s the youngest we have,” the man answered.


  Kael squared his shoulders now to intimidate the smaller man. “Give me my


  money back. I was told you could supply someone younger.”


  The man disappeared into the front room and returned a moment later.


  “Forty-three rue Chappelle.” He gave Kael half the money back and opened the


  door. Kael took the money and walked out without a word.


  Yes! Everything was falling into place. It had to be Ekaterina.


  Again he parked a couple of streets away and walked up to the house. It was


  very similar to the last: a tall, narrow brick house attached on both sides with three


  stories and a cellar. On the step, he adopted the attitude again, a combination of


  nervousness and shame. When the door opened, he stepped immediately inside. “I


  want the kid,” he said.


  The man looked him up and down. “Who told you there was a kid here?”


  “The fat man from the house on rue Marceau.” Kael gave him the money and


  was not surprised when he asked for one hundred euros more.


  Having anticipated a high price for the commodity of a very young child, Kael


  had brought plenty of money. He began to grumble under his breath as he handed


  over the cash, looking resentful yet excited. To cap it off, he licked his lips as if


  unconsciously enjoying his prize already. It worked, because the man laughed. “The


  attic.”


  Without looking back, he began to take the stairs two at a time. He never once


  looked over his shoulder, but he knew the man had walked back into the front room


  again.


  Sitting on the bed, still wearing the blue party dress from the mansion,


  Ekaterina did not look up when the door opened. She had a book in her hands, and


  she continued reading, softly sounding out the French words with obvious difficulty,


  as if she hoped the customer might go away if she appeared to be busy. Kael closed


  the door softly and approached the bed. He knelt in front of her and waited until she


  looked up from the page.


  “Dyadya!”


  He pressed his forefinger to his lips. “I told you I‟d come back for you,” he said


  in Russian. “Here‟s what we‟re going to do. I‟m going to disable the alarm on the


  window, and we‟re going down the fire escape. I‟ll carry you.”


  “My doll! I left it in the cellar. That‟s where we sleep.” She jumped up and ran


  for the door, but Kael grabbed her around the waist and pulled her away. “I‟ll buy


  you another doll. We must leave now,” he whispered.


  


  126


  Fyn Alexander


  


  The child shook her head, her blonde hair bouncing. “Mama gave it to me


  when I was little. It‟s the only thing I have from her. I can‟t leave my doll.” The


  image of Angel with his blankie and how much it meant to him rushed back.


  Cursing himself for a fool, Kael released her. “Can you get it in one minute? That


  fast?”


  The smile that broke out on her face was like sunshine on a gray day. This


  little girl who had been through so much could still smile. “Yes, Dyadya. I‟ll be


  quick.”


  Kael opened the door. “Go.” He closed the door behind her, praying she‟d


  hurry.


  “Where are you going, you little bitch? Get back up the stairs.” The man‟s voice


  speaking in bad French was very familiar. It took Kael only a split second to


  recognize it. “Back upstairs and get to work. Don‟t leave your customers,” he said.


  There was a loud clap, and Ekaterina screamed. The man had hit her. The door was


  shoved open, and Harry Denbigh walked in holding the little girl in his arms.


  Kael leveled his GLOCK, but there was no way in hell he could take a shot


  without risking the child‟s life. Denbigh began shouting in his rough French. The


  sound of heavy footsteps on the bare wooden stairs was loud enough to frighten


  Ekaterina. She started screaming in Russian, “Dyadya, help me. The men are


  coming.”


  Kael backed up to the window and raised his arm to smash it. Denbigh


  appeared not to be armed, and Kael might be able to grab the child and run. But in


  the split second that he formulated the plan, three men entered the room, shoving


  Denbigh and the child aside. All three were armed.


  “Put down the gun!”


  When Kael didn‟t move, one of them pointed his weapon at the screaming little


  girl‟s temple. “Put down the gun.” Kael dropped his gun at once.


  “On the floor.” He dropped to his knees.


  “Flat. Lie down.” He lay down on his belly and looked up. The last thing he


  saw before he passed out with the butt of a gun against his skull was the crumpled,


  crying face of the little girl he had come to rescue.


  


  * * *


  The pain in Kael‟s head screamed. Dried blood that had run from the wound


  


  was caked on his neck. He was cold and very stiff. From the feel of the rough-


  textured ground against his skin and the musty smell of damp, he began to realize


  he had been taken to the cellar. He tried to move his hands, but they were fastened


  behind his back and he couldn‟t figure out what with. After several failed attempts


  to move his legs, he managed to open his eyes. Disoriented, he found he was lying


  on his side on the ground, and he was naked. No wonder he was so cold. Why the


  fuck had they taken his clothes? He looked down at his legs. His ankles and knees


  were bound together with heavy electrical tape. With difficulty he managed to move


  his fingers to explore what held his wrists. It too was electrical tape. He doubted it
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  was from the budget shop because it was very strong. Having used it himself a few


  years ago to secure a sub who wanted a prisoner scene, he knew how strong good


  electrical tape was, especially when it was wrapped several times.


  What a fucking disaster.


  Ekaterina was still not safe; in fact they might have moved her because of him.


  How would he find her now? And that was assuming he got out of this alive. He had


  no idea how long he had been lying there. An hour? A day? There was nothing


  present but the pain in his head.


  “Not such a fucking big man now, are you? You got me thrown out of SIS.”


  Rolling onto his back, Kael looked up at Denbigh.


  “You were never in. You were only training,” Kael said and found that his


  voice was raspy and weak. “You didn‟t make the grade. They would never have


  employed you. If I hadn‟t had you dismissed, another instructor would have.”


  He moaned when the toe of Denbigh‟s boot made contact with his hip once and


  then again with a second heavy kick.


  “You‟re never going to get out of here alive. Where‟s your pretty boy? He‟ll


  never know what happened to you.” Denbigh walked toward the door.


  Daddy, I’d die if you didn’t come back.


  “Fuck off, Denbigh. You‟re just a failed recruit who couldn‟t abseil down a


  building with a boy and a little, skinny woman.” If he had any sense, he would shut


  his mouth. He was making things worse for himself.


  Coming back, Denbigh said, “At least I don‟t fuck teenagers.” He swung back


  his foot and directed a blow to Kael‟s chest. There was a very distinct crack as at


  least one of Kael‟s ribs broke. The pain took his breath away, leaving him gasping.


  Denbigh walked away and closed the door behind him. For a long time, Kael lay


  alone, drifting in and out of consciousness.


  At some point the light bulb hanging from a wire overhead had been turned


  on. A small voice close to his ear said, “Dyadya.”


  “Ekaterina. Get me some water.” He struggled to sit up, but the pain in his


  head and ribs was atrocious. He took a long breath. Get yourself under control. Long


  breaths. Focus on your intention. You must look for every avenue for escape. You are


  obliged to escape.


  The child disappeared and returned a few moments later carrying a filthy,


  cracked cup with water. She held it to his lips, and Kael drank it all. “Good girl.”


  “Where are your clothes?” she asked.


  “I don‟t know. The men took them. Can you get a knife and cut the tape off my


  wrists?”


  “We don‟t have any knives down here. They‟re in the kitchen, and it‟s locked


  except when the big girls are allowed to go up to make food.”


  “Is this where you sleep, in the cellar?”


  “Yes. There‟s bunk beds in the other room.”
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  “How many girls?”


  She looked at her hands and began to say the names, counting them off. “Eight


  girls, but sometimes more come. And sometimes they leave. Dyadya, you said you


  would get me away from here.”


  A harsh female voice speaking Russian drew their eyes to the door. “Katya, get


  out of here. You‟ll get beaten if the men catch you.”


  “Get the tape off my wrists. I‟ll help you escape,” Kael said. At the sound of her


  native language spoken so beautifully, she stopped and looked at him. “Please help


  me,” he said.


  “I can‟t help myself, never mind you. If I put one foot wrong, my family at


  home will suffer. They said they would kill them.” She was perhaps eighteen, but


  her eyes had dark circles around them and she was very thin. She grabbed


  Ekaterina by the wrist. “Do you want to get beaten? Leave him alone.” She pulled


  the child from the room and closed the door.


  Mercifully, even with the pain, Kael slept.


  


  * * *


  Someone kicking his feet woke him up. Kael opened his eyes to see several


  


  men, including Denbigh and Dudek, standing over him. Again he had no idea how


  much time had passed. “You are English but you speak French and Russian?”


  Dudek said.


  Kael answered him in Polish. “I speak many languages.” He barely recognized


  his own voice, his throat was so parched.


  “You came here asking for the child. Why?”


  Kael struggled to sit up. His abdominal muscles were extremely strong, and


  despite the pain of cracked ribs and general weakness, he pulled himself upright


  until he was sitting. “I like little girls.”


  Denbigh said in his coarse French, “He‟s a queer. He likes boys.”


  Dudek responded in French, which seemed to be the language they had in


  common. “Perhaps he likes both.”


  Kael spoke in Polish to exclude Denbigh. “He‟s an idiot. I hope you don‟t trust


  him with anything important.”


  “He says you work for MI6,” Dudek said.


  The way out of this might be to let Dudek think he was easily bought. “I did,”


  Kael said. “But no longer.”


  “What did you really come here for?” Before Kael could respond, Dudek nodded


  at Denbigh and another man, who between them dragged Kael to his feet. With his


  feet and knees secured with electrical tape, he had no balance even when pulled


  upright. The two men held him, and Dudek nodded at the third, who balled up his


  fist and plowed it into Kael‟s stomach. He knew the blow was coming and tensed his


  stomach muscles just enough to protect his internal organs but not so much that the


  bruise would be deep.
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  “What did you come here for? Was it you who took Clement?”


  “Yes,” Kael said. “The British government wanted him back, and when I came


  for him, I saw the child.”


  “But little girls are not your pleasure.” Dudek smiled.


  “No, but the money I could get for her is.” He had to convince them he viewed


  Ekaterina as a commodity and not a child who needed to be rescued.


  “You came here to steal my property to sell?”


  “Yes,” Kael said. They must not think he had anything but a business interest


  in the girl, because a man like Dudek would respect that.


  “So you are still working for MI6.”


  “No. I‟m a bounty hunter now. But I want to do this.” He nodded at the wall


  behind which the slaves were sleeping. Denbigh was looking increasingly nervous at


  not understanding the conversation. The man‟s SIS file had indicated he spoke only


  English and minimal French.


  “Don‟t believe anything he says,” he said to Dudek.


  If Kael could get Dudek to see him as valuable and willing to work for him, it


  might be his chance at freedom. “Give me my clothes back. I‟m freezing.”


  Dudek laughed. He stepped forward and grabbed Kael‟s ball sac, squeezing


  hard. Pain shot through his groin. “If you lie to me, I‟ll cut your nuts off.”


  “I speak English, Polish, French, Russian, Spanish, Dutch, bits of Latvian, and


  I‟ve been picking up Czech. I could be very useful to you.” Being useful was his only


  chance at staying alive.


  “Let‟s see how useful you are after a couple of weeks down here.” He nodded at


  the men holding Kael and they let him go, laughing as he crashed to the filthy


  concrete floor. “He tried to steal from me. Teach him a lesson.” The last thing Kael


  saw of Dudek was his feet retreating through the door as the men, Denbigh primary


  among them, set upon him.
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  Chapter Fourteen


  


  The only time Angel had visited Mr. Conran‟s gracious Victorian town house in


  Holland Park was for the New Year‟s party he‟d attended with Daddy and Sharon a


  few months ago. And then he had entered through the front door. He stood now in


  the big rear garden beside the swings and seesaw, looking at the house. The lights


  were all on upstairs, and the noise coming from a half-open window indicated that


  the children were up there getting ready for bed. The only light downstairs came


  from a tall, narrow window to the left of the French windows. From clandestinely


  exploring the house at the party, Angel knew the window was in Conran‟s study.


  Standing on the patio, he pulled out a shiv and opened the French doors very


  carefully. Once they were open, he checked the paintwork. Not a scratch. Excellent!


  Daddy would be proud. Inside he closed the door with great care and locked it again


  before walking out into the hall and along to the study. Without a sound, he opened


  the door and stepped inside. At his desk across the room, Conran looked up,


  obviously expecting his wife or children. When he saw Angel, he looked quickly


  about him as if expecting God knew what to happen. Confusion was replaced with


  panic and then confusion again.


  “Mr. Conran, calm down, sir. It‟s just me, Angel Button.”


  “I know who you are.” He looked up at the ceiling as if he could check that his


  wife was still up there unharmed. “The housekeeper left for the day. Who let you


  in?”


  “I came in through your French windows in the lounge.”


  “Through the drawing room?” he said stupidly. “How? Why?”


  “How?” Angel pulled out the shiv and held it up. “Don‟t worry, I didn‟t leave a


  mark. Daddy taught me how, and he‟s an expert.”


  Conran spread his hands, exasperated. “What is he training you to be? Some


  sort of modern-day Oliver Twist?”


  “Not sure what that means, sir,” Angel said.


  “Why didn‟t you knock on the door? No, don‟t tell me. Saunders never knocks


  on doors.”


  “I wasn‟t sure if your wife should know I was here in case she asks why.”


  “I‟m asking. Why are you here?”
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  “Sir, where‟s my daddy? He left nine days ago. He said he would only be gone


  three days, maybe a little longer, and he said if he was delayed, he would contact


  me to let me know he‟s okay. I haven‟t heard a word, and I‟m really worried.”


  “You could have knocked on the front door to ask that,” Conran pointed out.


  Angel shrugged and walked toward the desk. “Sorry, Mr. Conran, but I know


  you work for MI6 and so does Daddy. I thought I had to keep it secret.”


  Conran smiled slightly. “And what do you think he does for MI6?”


  Daddy had told him never to tell anyone what he knew, especially about the


  death of his stepfather, so he adopted the most innocent smile he could muster. “I


  think he‟s like James Bond. Look how he rescued me in Bosnia last year.”


  Conran smiled in response. “And where did you meet him?”


  Mr. Conran was trying to see exactly how much he knew, and Angel easily


  repeated the lie Daddy had told him to tell. “I met him on the beach outside the


  house in Cape Cod the night Sven was killed. It‟s a really good job he was there


  because those guys who killed Sven might have killed me too. Daddy saved my life


  that night.”


  “And what was Saunders doing in Cape Cod that night?”


  After a slight pause, he said, “He was on vacation.”


  “And you just went home with him?”


  “Yes. My mom left for France without me. My stepfather would have thrown


  me out the next day if he hadn‟t died.”


  Footsteps on the stairs made Conran rise quickly and go out into the hall,


  closing the door behind him. Angel listened. “Are the children in bed, dear? Are you


  off out now?”


  A few minutes later, Conran walked back in. “My wife has gone out to play


  bridge. Come into the kitchen.” Angel followed him along the hall into the large


  kitchen. A big table dominated the center of the room. It still bore the remains of


  the children‟s bedtime snack, and wax crayon drawings were scattered at one end.


  “Have you had dinner?”


  “Yes, sir. Daddy insists I have healthy meals, so I always make sure I eat


  properly when he‟s away. I‟m not perfect when he‟s home, but when he‟s away it


  would be wrong to disobey him, so I make extra effort.”


  Conran nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, it would. Would you like some apple pie?”


  “Yes, please,” Angel said at once. He wandered around the kitchen looking at


  the children‟s drawings stuck to the fridge with alphabet magnets. A row of colorful


  Wellington boots in little sizes were lined up by the back door. From being there


  before, he knew the rest of the house was beautiful and perfect, but the kitchen was


  plainly the family‟s hub of activity.


  “Here you are, Angel. Come and sit down.” Conran placed a big slice of apple


  pie and a glass of milk on the table and gave Angel a fork and a napkin. Angel sat


  down and began to eat while Conran sat across from him, watching.
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  “I was wondering if you got in touch with him after he left and told him to do


  something else and maybe there was no way for him to contact me. Could that be


  what happened?” Angel asked.


  “Where did he say he was going?”


  “He never tells me where he goes,” Angel said truthfully. “You know where he


  is, don‟t you?”


  “I know where he went, yes, but he may not be there now. Leave this with me.


  I‟ll see if I can locate him. Give me your mobile number.” Angel took a red wax


  crayon and a piece of paper and wrote down the number. “You‟re left-handed like


  Saunders,” Conran remarked.


  “Daddy says more gays than straights are left-handed,” Angel said. “He knows


  everything; he‟s so smart.”


  “Yes, he always was,” Conran agreed. “He‟s a brilliant man.”


  “Daddy said you were a snotty little fuck at school.” Angel forked up a


  mouthful of pie. “On second thought, I probably shouldn‟t have said that.” He met


  Conran‟s eyes. “Sorry.”


  The man did not seem to be offended. “He‟s right. I was. I‟m not nearly so


  insecure now. But Saunders was a bit of a prick himself. I don‟t suppose he told you


  that.”


  Angel laughed. “No, but I have no trouble believing it. Are you gay, Mr.


  Conran?”


  “No,” he said quickly. “I‟m a married man. I always wanted to be married.”


  “Then what is it with you and Daddy? I‟m not jealous or anything because I


  know he loves me best. And masters often have more than one slave. But I think


  you love him.”


  Conran blew out a long breath as if the whole subject was far too complicated


  to explain. “I have certain needs, and he fulfills them perfectly. It‟s harmless


  enough. And you‟re right. He loves you more than anything in world.”


  “Mr. Conran, I‟m really worried about him. I love him so much.”


  “Is he good to you?” Conran looked intently at him as if he desperately wanted


  to know.


  “Yes, sir. Daddy is the best thing that ever happened to me. No one ever gave a


  shit about me before him.”


  “Is he strict at home?”


  “Not like he is in the dungeon,” Angel said, and Conran‟s cheeks grew slightly


  pink. “He‟s strict, but no one ever cared about me enough before to be strict. No one


  made me go to school or do homework. No one made me brush and floss twice a day.


  No one taught me how to fire a gun or defend myself if I got attacked.” He finished


  his milk.


  “I hear you‟ve turned into a crack shot.”
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  “Yes, sir, and with my amazing night vision and my steady hand, I would


  make such a good sniper.” Despite Daddy wanting to keep him out of SIS, Angel


  wanted it so badly that it would do no harm to put in a few hints with Conran.


  “Would you indeed?”


  Angel nodded. “Mr. Conran, please find Daddy. I can‟t live without him.” He


  looked at his empty plate and stood up. “I‟d better go. I keep thinking he‟s going to


  be home any minute. Or at least I keep hoping he will.”


  “Let me call you a taxi,” Conran said. “I‟d drive you, but there‟s no one to stay


  with the children.”


  “No, it‟s okay,” Angel said, but Conran had already picked up the phone.


  They walked to the front door and waited. “Did Saunders leave you money for


  food and so on?” Conran asked.


  “Yes, sir. All the household bills are paid directly out of Daddy‟s bank account,


  and he set up an account for me. I get the same amount to spend every month, but if


  I go into overdraft or bounce a check, I have to pay the fees myself so I‟ll learn to be


  responsible.”


  “Very wise of him.”


  Angel was surprised when Conran placed his hand gently on Angel‟s shoulder.


  “Everything will be all right. I swear that man is indestructible. We‟ll find him.”


  A car horn sounded outside. Conran opened the door and walked with Angel


  down the steps to the street, where the taxi waited. “Go home and try to sleep. I‟ll


  phone you when I have news.” He handed money to the driver to pay Angel‟s fare.


  Suddenly overcome with worry and fear for Daddy and gratitude to this man


  who he knew would help him, Angel wrapped his arms around Conran‟s neck and


  pulled him close. After a brief hesitation, Conran held him for a second or two


  before releasing him. “Off you go now, Angel. Go directly home and try not to


  worry.”


  An hour later, Angel climbed into bed and turned out the lights. He pulled his


  blankie from under his pillow and held it to his chest. Mr. Conran would help find


  Daddy. He really cared about him even though they had had that falling out in the


  park last year. He rolled over onto Daddy‟s side of the bed. Then, unable to hold it


  back any longer, he curled up on his side and began to cry quietly. Daddy, please


  come home.


  


  * * *


  That bloody man! He’s been an utter bastard as long as I have known him, and


  


  now he’s taken to rescuing children. What the hell has got into him?


  Conran sat at his desk in Vauxhall Cross waiting for Thornton to arrive. It


  was part of an agent‟s job to take care of himself if he got into trouble. Conran‟s job


  as Saunders‟s handler was to wait for contact or, if a prolonged period had elapsed,


  send out feelers to locate him.
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  He had lost an operative a couple of years ago, Misha, but it was part of the job


  and he hadn‟t felt the sort of gut-twisting sickness he felt now. He had spent most of


  his adult life hating Saunders and yet could never suppress his attraction to him.


  The last few months, seeing him involved with Angel had made him realize


  Saunders was capable of love and willing to do anything at all to protect someone he


  loved. In Bosnia when Conran had thought he was going to die, his body never


  found, he had been at the horizon of despair. Then, as if he had come down from


  heaven in a chariot of fire, Saunders had appeared and saved him. The very thought


  of the man being dead made him feel sick and empty. Why Saunders would risk his


  life for a child he didn‟t know was unfathomable to Conran, given what he believed


  about Saunders. Perhaps he had misjudged him.


  A timid tap on the door brought Matilda Thornton into his office carrying two


  coffees. “Sir, I brought you a large with milk in deference to the hour.” She grinned.


  Conran waved the young woman to the armchair in front of his desk and


  accepted the coffee. “Thank you. Sorry to drag you out so early.”


  Thornton glanced at her watch. “Five past six. You said it was something to do


  with Mr. Saunders, sir?”


  “Yes. He appears to be missing. What happened when you went to France with


  him?”


  “I gave you my report, sir.”


  Conran popped the lid off his coffee. “What did you leave out? I know you left


  out the part where he beat ten bells out of the target. He admitted he did it.”


  “Sir, that man was molesting a little girl when Mr. Saunders dragged him out


  of there. That‟s why he beat him up. I felt like doing it myself when he told me.”


  “Did you see the child?”


  “No, sir. I drove, and he went in and brought the target out. He‟s an amazing


  man.” She smiled as she spoke as if just remembering Kael Saunders made her


  happy. “He said he would be twenty minutes, and he was, right down to the second.”


  “He‟s a homosexual, did you know?” Conran had no idea why he said that. A


  touch of jealousy perhaps. Fear that Thornton would be his new Misha. But that


  was unlikely now he had Angel.


  “Yes, sir. Doesn‟t mean I can‟t fancy him.” When he didn‟t smile, she


  straightened her face. “Sorry, sir. That was unprofessional. But I learned so much


  from him, just on that one job. I really admire him.”


  “Yes, everyone does. He went back to France to get the child out of there.”


  “I knew he‟d do that. He was so angry.”


  “You met Angel at Herstmonceux?”


  “Yes, sir. He‟s adorable, but I can honestly say Mr. Saunders didn‟t treat him


  any different than anyone else on that weekend. We were all starved, worked into


  the ground, and insulted equally.” She laughed. “Denbigh was the only one honored
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  to be thrown off the tower though.” She chuckled. “Bastard deserved it. No one liked


  him. And he was a coward.”


  Conran wasn‟t surprised. “The only reason Saunders wouldn‟t return to Angel


  is if he was dead, being held hostage, or lying injured somewhere. Something has


  happened to him, and I want you to find him. This is unofficial. He wasn‟t on official


  business. I‟ll send in the big boys only if you can‟t come up with anything. Can I


  trust you with this?”


  “Yes, sir.” She looked very eager. “You say he went back to France. When?”


  “Ten days ago. Talk to Angel. Get any details you can from him. I don‟t know


  what Saunders told him, if anything. Here‟s Angel‟s mobile number.” He pushed a


  piece of paper across the desk. “He might know something useful that he doesn‟t


  realize he knows.” She took the paper. Then, reluctantly, Conran handed her


  another one. “That‟s a list of addresses in Paris. They‟re all houses where sex slaves


  trafficked mostly from the Eastern Bloc are kept by a man named Dudek. A Pole.


  An operation is in progress to break up the ring that‟s trafficking them. The


  operation isn‟t ours, and it‟s vital that you don‟t interfere with it in any way.”


  “Yes, sir.” Thornton looked at the list.


  “Can you memorize the list?”


  “Err, I‟m not sure I‟m that good, sir.”


  “Then you must copy it in your own handwriting. Do it now, dispose of it as


  soon as you can, and don‟t tell anyone I gave it to you.” She took out a notepad and


  began to pencil the addresses down. Conran took back his list and put it through


  the paper shredder. “Don‟t get yourself killed, but do everything you can to find


  him. And stay in contact with me. I‟ll personally take care of any expenses, so


  submit them to me directly.”


  Thornton stood up. “Yes, sir. I‟ll find him.”
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  Chapter Fifteen


  


  The sky was bright blue over the River Thames, but the wind was sharp and


  cold. It was Saturday, and even in the first week in April, London was buzzing with


  tourists hanging around Traitor‟s Gate where Princess Elizabeth had been brought


  to the Tower of London in 1554.


  Angel sat on a bench beside the river at Tower Bridge wearing his Irlen lenses


  to protect his eyes. When Matilda Thornton had called him an hour ago, he was up


  and wandering around the apartment wondering what to do next. He had put fresh


  sheets on the bed, cleaned the bathroom, and washed the dishes after his breakfast.


  When she asked him if he wanted her to come to the apartment, he had said he


  would meet her somewhere else just to be out and moving around. Nervous energy


  was making him sick to his stomach.


  “Angel?” The voice came from beside him, and he turned to see an attractive


  young woman.


  “Oh my God. I didn‟t recognize you.” He stood up like Daddy would to greet a


  lady. “I expected you to be all roughed up like we were at the castle.” He laughed.


  She wore a pair of smart black pants and a knee-length black wool coat over a


  white blouse. Her blonde hair was fastened in a ponytail, and she had a little bit of


  makeup on, just enough to brighten her fair skin. “You‟re really pretty.”


  “When I‟m not covered in mud?” She laughed. “Thanks.”


  “Can we walk? I can‟t keep still. What‟s your first name? I forget.”


  “Matilda. Mattie. Come on, mate,” she said. “Start talking. Tell me everything


  you know about where Mr. Saunders went ten days ago.”


  Hands stuffed into the pockets of his leather jacket against the chill, Angel


  walked beside her. “That‟s just it. I don‟t know anything except he took his French


  passport with the name Louis-Philip Laurent.”


  “How do you know about his French passport?” Mattie asked.


  “I was snooping around when I first moved in with Daddy and I found a bunch


  of stuff I wasn‟t supposed to see. The box he keeps hidden was still in the same


  place. Since I already knew what was in it, I guess he thought there wasn‟t much


  point in moving it. The French passport is gone, and he took his GLOCK 26 but no


  scalpels. I guess he‟s gone to France, but who knows. Do you know where he is?”


  Mattie also had her hands stuffed into her pockets. She kept playing with


  something, and a couple of times she pulled out a small notebook to glance at it. “He


  did go to France, and I have a general idea of where he might be.”
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  “What are we waiting for?” Angel shrugged. “Let‟s go.”


  “Hang on a minute, mate.” Mattie stopped and looked at him. “You can‟t come


  with me.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because you could get killed.”


  “I don‟t care. I‟m coming.”


  Mattie looked into his eyes for a minute as if assessing his veracity. “I don‟t


  think Mr. Saunders would want that.”


  “I know him better than you do. I‟m going to help find him.”


  “That‟s true, you know him better, but I know my job better. You‟re not


  coming, Angel. I only met with you to find out what you might know.”


  Quietly he said, “I don‟t know anything.” He looked down at his boots, noticing


  that they needed a polishing. Daddy would have made him do them before he left


  the house. “I have to get Daddy back.” To get out of the busy pedestrian path, Angel


  moved over to the railing and leaned on it, looking down at the dark green water.


  Mattie leaned her elbows on the railing beside him, and Angel moved slightly


  closer to her. “That‟s an S and M kink, isn‟t it?” she asked. “Is that what you‟re into


  with him?”


  “What are you talking about?” Angel looked at her.


  “Calling your partner daddy.”


  Suddenly irritated, Angel snapped at her, “It‟s not a kink. It‟s a mark of


  respect. Daddy takes care of me. He teaches me things. He protects me. That‟s what


  a daddy is supposed to do.”


  “Sorry, dude,” Mattie said quickly.


  “What‟s your father like?” Angel asked more quietly.


  “My father? He‟s not that great. He‟s not a pervert or anything, just a self-


  obsessed fucker. He‟s forty-six, and he dresses like he‟s in a boy band. It‟s really


  embarrassing.” She laughed, but it was sharp and brittle. She stood up straight,


  and Angel followed suit.


  “Take me. I‟m a crack shot. Daddy taught me. I‟m fast on my feet, and no one


  wants to find Daddy as much as I do.”


  Mattie looked out across the river. “I want to find Mr. Saunders as much to


  impress the man himself as to show my worth to Mr. Conran.”


  “Are you in love with my daddy?”


  A little laugh softened the frown she had adopted when she spoke of


  impressing Daddy. “Don‟t worry. I know it will remain unrequited.” She looked into


  Angel‟s eyes again, and he saw that hers were blue like Daddy‟s. “I‟d better go. I‟ll


  keep in touch.”
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  She turned to walk away, and Angel took a moment to look at the notebook he


  had filched from her pocket while she leaned on the railing. “Hey, Mattie, you


  dropped this.”


  She turned round, biting her lip when she saw it. “Shit! Thanks.”


  


  * * *


  


  Paris, France


  


  The only things Angel stopped to do before leaving London were to have his


  boots polished at a shoeshine stand on the street, buy a map of Paris in English,


  and stuff some healthy snacks into his pockets. He alighted now from a bus near the


  Louvre and stood looking about him.


  The city of love.


  This wasn‟t quite how he had envisioned coming to Paris. He was supposed to


  be visiting Paris with Daddy, doing the sights, having fun, and here he was


  searching for him.


  The early-evening sun was playing hide-and-seek behind clouds as it declined.


  He put his Irlens lenses carefully into the case in his pocket and began to follow the


  map to the addresses he had memorized from Mattie‟s list. He‟d always had a great


  memory, which was why he had no trouble in college catching up with kids who had


  spent their whole lives going to school. But together with the memory techniques


  Daddy had taught him, he knew exactly where he was going. The problem was he


  had no idea who lived at the houses or why anyone would hurt Daddy. There had to


  be some MI6 involvement or Daddy would never have gone there.


  Angel stood across the street from the first house on the list, watching for a


  while. He wondered if he was being too obvious or if it even mattered. Nothing


  happened except that a few men wandered in and a few different ones came out. It


  wasn‟t until he was at the third address that he realized there was a pattern. Only


  men entered and they stayed no more than an hour, often less. It suddenly dawned


  on him that the houses were brothels. But why would Daddy be there? Maybe he


  wasn‟t and Mattie was supposed to meet someone who would tell her where Daddy


  was.


  It was close to eleven, and Angel was cold and tired. When a car window rolled


  down and an arm beckoned him, he thought he was being solicited and hurried on.


  The car crawled along the curb beside him, and then the passenger door opened.


  “Get in, you idiot! I should smack you for doing this.”


  He ducked his head through the door and saw Mattie‟s furious face. Relieved


  and ready for a verbal flogging, he jumped in and closed the door. “Go ahead. Give


  me shit, but if you honestly thought I could stay home now I have some idea where


  Daddy is, you don‟t know me.”
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  “How did you get here?” She was genuinely perplexed. “How did you know


  where to come?”


  He tried to look apologetic. “I stole the list from your pocket.”


  “You stole it? How did you even know I had it?”


  “You kept playing with something in your pocket, which made me suspect it


  was important, so I lifted it.”


  She blew out a breath, shaking her head, but Angel caught the admiration in


  her eyes. “Then you memorized it in the few seconds you held it?”


  “Daddy taught me how.”


  “You are so lucky to have a genius like him teaching you.”


  “Yeah, well that genius has got himself into trouble, and I‟m going to help you


  get him out.” Angel‟s stomach growled, sounding loud in the small car. “Can we get


  some food?”


  “Yeah, come on. There‟s a café on the main street.” She pointed. “I passed it on


  the way.”


  Twenty minutes later, with their food in front of them, they both ate like


  starving teenagers for several minutes before Angel said, “If Daddy was here, he‟d


  make us finish the job at hand first. He always tells me to put hunger and other


  bodily needs out of my mind until it‟s convenient.”


  Mattie bit into a thick beef sandwich and spoke with her mouth full. “He‟s


  twice our size. He can go longer without any grub. Eat up.”


  Having taken the edge off his hunger, Angel played with the fries on his plate,


  dipping one into the ketchup but not eating it. “What are we going to do, Mattie?


  How are we going to find him?”


  “I did a reccy of the houses. They all have fire escapes at the back. Our


  problem is finding out which one Mr. Saunders is in.”


  “How do we know he‟s in any of them?”


  “We don‟t. We‟re going to have to stake them out and keep in touch by mobile,


  me in the car and you on foot, so you‟ll have to be really careful you don‟t get seen.


  Can you run fast if you get into trouble?”


  “Yeah, no problem.” Angel yawned.


  Mattie finished the last bite of her sandwich and drained her Coke. “Have you


  finished? There‟s a cheap hotel over on avenue Ste-Marie. We‟ll get some sleep or


  neither of us will be able to help him. Do you have a gun?”


  “No. Daddy never lets me touch them except under his supervision. I brought


  one of his retractable scalpels.”


  “Come on. Let‟s go.”


  The hotel was very cheap and rather grubby, but Angel didn‟t care. Neither of


  them had brought anything with them except the clothes on their backs, and they
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  remained dressed and lay down on top of the two double beds. “Can I come over


  there with you?” Angel asked after a minute.


  “Yeah, come on,” Mattie invited. Angel crossed the foot of space between the


  beds. She stretched out her arm, and he laid his head on her shoulder and let her


  hug him like Daddy did.


  “Are you scared?” she asked.


  “Not for myself. For Daddy. I‟m scared he‟s dead,” he whispered.
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  Chapter Sixteen


  


  It had rained overnight, and the morning air was damp. Even with his leather


  jacket zipped up, Angel shivered standing out on rue Chappelle for so long. Using a


  parked car for cover, he remained across the road and several doors along from the


  house, watching while appearing not to. He fiddled with his cell phone as if


  checking messages. Mattie was at the house on rue Marceau, and since she had the


  car, she was going back and forth between that and the third house. They texted


  every thirty minutes or so to stay in touch.


  The smell of coffee from a small café at the end of the street had been driving


  him crazy for the last twenty minutes, and he decided to grab a takeout. He hadn‟t


  eaten anything yet, and coffee would warm him up. With a last look at the house, he


  went quickly along the street and into the café. Using careful French, he ordered a


  coffee, paid, and turned to leave.


  Shit, shit, shit! What the hell is he doing here? The man from Herstmonceux


  Castle walked in, Harry Denbigh, the dude Daddy had thrown over the wall.


  Panic gripping his belly, Angel turned quickly, looking for the washroom.


  TOILETTES was handwritten on a sign over a narrow passage at the back. He


  darted toward the passage and along it into a sour-smelling washroom with a


  couple of urinals attached to the wall and two cubicles with no doors. The lack of


  windows made the room a trap if Denbigh recognized him. The man had to be


  involved in Daddy‟s disappearance. It was too much of a coincidence for him to just


  be there. Angel stepped into a cubicle to wait, nearly pissing himself when Denbigh


  walked in, opening his fly. With his back to Denbigh, Angel thought he had better


  pee or lose it, and he took the opportunity to relieve himself.


  Denbigh stood at a wall-mounted urinal, concentrating on his cock. Listening


  carefully, Angel heard the stream of urine hissing into the urinal, then ceasing. He


  gave Denbigh a second to zip himself up. There was no sound of the man washing


  his hands. Daddy would smack the asshole just for being dirty. Angel looked over


  his shoulder to see Denbigh leave, washed his hands quickly, and followed,


  watching from the darkened passage as Denbigh ordered a drink and then walked


  out into the street. The man‟s leather jacket looked familiar. Soft black leather in a


  straight style falling just to the thighs.


  It was Daddy‟s!


  Angel was almost at the door when a voice behind the counter called, “Garçon!”


  Angel looked at the man. “Your coffee.”
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  “Merci.” He grabbed it and followed Denbigh out into the street. The man


  walked directly to number 43 and went in. Brimming with excitement, Angel pulled


  out his phone. “Mattie, I just saw Denbigh from Herstmonceux Castle.”


  “Christ! Harry „Scared Shitless of Heights‟ Denbigh?”


  “Yeah. And guess what he was wearing? Daddy‟s leather jacket. Daddy‟s in


  that house.”


  “Don‟t make a move. I‟ll be right over.”


  In minutes Mattie met him at the end of the street, and Angel slid into the car.


  “Can I have some of that?” she said when the smell of coffee filled the car.


  Angel handed her the cup. “He‟s in that house.”


  “Just because a bloke—correction—arsehole was wearing his jacket and


  walked into that house doesn‟t mean the man himself is in there.” She took a swig


  of coffee and gave it back.


  “Okay, I guess you‟re right.” Disappointment washed over him. It was a naive


  assumption and showed him just how much real training he needed before he would


  even be close to actually working for SIS. “But it increases the likelihood.”


  “Look.” Mattie pointed at a car pulling up outside the house. An expensive


  silver Lexus. A thin man, no more than five feet eight inches tall and balding, got


  out with two other men. He seemed to be in charge. Mattie held up her cell phone


  and snapped a picture. “It‟s kind of blurred.” She punched in a number and waited.


  “I‟m sending it to Mr. Conran to see if he knows who the bloke is.”


  The men disappeared into the house. Periodically others followed, walking up


  the street, looking nervously left and right before knocking on the door. “These are


  whorehouses, aren‟t they?” Angel asked to confirm his suspicion from last night.


  “No flies on you, dude.” Mattie grinned.


  “What does that mean?” Angel was confused.


  “My mum used to say that to me all the time because I did well in school. It


  means you‟re quick on the uptake.” Her phone beeped, and she looked at the screen.


  “Confirmed. The thin man is Jarogniew Dudek. He‟s Polish and he owns this


  operation. The three houses here and one in Provins belong to him, as well as loads


  of other houses all over Europe.”


  “So if it‟s just a whorehouse, why is the place alarmed and why do the women


  never come out?” Angel looked at Mattie.


  “How do you know they‟ve got alarms set up?” Mattie shifted about to scan the


  house.


  Angel pointed at the windows. “I can see them just inside the window frames.


  Look at the first floor window, top left.”


  Mattie squinted, then took out a very small pair of binoculars and checked


  again. “Bloody hell, mate. You‟re like a bat.”
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  Angel gave a little laugh. “I know. It makes up for being blind in bright


  sunlight. I can see in the dark too. So why don‟t the cops arrest this guy? Why can‟t


  we send them in there after Daddy?”


  “It‟s too big for that.” She maneuvered in her seat to look at him. “Look, you‟re


  not supposed to know any of this. I didn‟t even know it myself until Mr. Conran told


  me in his office yesterday morning. I went with Sir—your daddy—to pick up a man.


  That‟s not relevant to this, but the house we picked him up from belonged to a bloke


  who trafficks in sex slaves.”


  “Dudek?” Angel nodded at the house.


  “Yeah. While Sir was in the house getting the target out, he found a little girl.


  She was being used as a prostitute. Sir came back to rescue her. He wasn‟t


  supposed to, and he came in an unofficial capacity because the operation to close


  that bastard down is very delicate and is under the jurisdiction of the French police


  and Europol. They have to get all their shit in the same bag before they can move,


  but Sir didn‟t want to wait and he came back himself to get the kid.”


  “Isn‟t he great?” Angel‟s heart swelled with pride that his daddy would risk his


  life to save a child.


  “Yeah, he is.”


  “He pretends to be tough…well, he is tough. But he‟s a big pussycat too.”


  The door to the house opened, and Dudek walked out with a man behind him.


  At that moment, a woman was passing with a young boy of maybe fourteen. Dudek


  stopped to look at them, and when they passed, he turned to follow their progress.


  As if sensing his intent, the woman, without looking back, put her arm around her


  son, pulling him in to her side. “Did you see that?” Angel asked.


  “That dirty bastard eyeing that kid? Yes.”


  “That‟s how we get in,” Angel said, excitement lighting his eyes. “How I get in.


  I‟m usually taken for a bit younger, and if I act goofy, I could pass for fifteen. That


  should make him happy.” They watched the other man get into the driver‟s seat,


  and Dudek got in beside him.


  “Err, I‟m not sure that‟s a good idea. Even if he picked you up, he might not


  take you to that house. And he could do some horrible things to you, not to mention


  any other fuckers who might be around.”


  “At some point we just have to take a chance, Mattie. We have to get into that


  house.”


  With her eye on the silver Lexus, Mattie pulled out into the street and


  followed. Less than five minutes from the house, Dudek got out of the car alone and


  walked over to a sidewalk café. He sat down at an outside table, clearly waiting for


  someone. Angel grabbed the car door. “Let me out right here.”


  “Not so fast, mate.” Mattie pulled into the first space she saw.


  “I‟m going to make him think I‟m a street kid he can easily pick up and use,”


  Angel said. “He‟ll take me back to that house to do the nasty, and then I‟ll be able to


  search inside.”
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  “Not in that expensive leather jacket. He won‟t take the chance. You don‟t look


  like a street kid,” she pointed out.


  She was right. Angel pulled off the jacket and threw it in the backseat. He


  looked in the mirror and messed his hair, making it look as if he had slept rough.


  “My boots are expensive too, but I‟ve got to wear something.” He shouldn‟t have


  polished them before leaving London.


  “He‟ll probably be so busy looking into your lovely gray eyes he‟ll forget to look


  at your feet.” She grinned. “Your T-shirt and jeans look like you slept in them,


  which you did. That‟s good.”


  Angel grabbed the door handle again, but Mattie‟s hand on his arm restrained


  him. “He‟ll kill me for letting you do this.”


  “Mr. Conran?”


  “No. Sir will kill me. If anything happens to you, I might as well put a bullet in


  my head right now.”


  “Nothing will happen to me. I‟m going to get my daddy out of there. He must


  be hurt or he would have been home days ago.”


  “Do not do anything stupid. I‟ll be watching and following. Try not to get


  separated from your mobile. Phone me if you‟re in trouble, if you get locked in, or if


  you find Mr. Saunders. Do you have your scalpel in your jeans?”


  “Yep. In my pocket.”


  “Angel, be careful.”


  With a grin to make Mattie feel more secure and to prop up his own spirits,


  Angel got out and looked both ways before crossing the street.


  With his hands stuffed into his pockets and his shoulders hunched against the


  cool air, he walked past the café, making brief eye contact with Dudek. His pretty


  face and bright blond hair always drew attention. He stopped to lean against a


  lamppost and held out his hand to the next person who walked by. The woman


  fished some small change from her purse. Angel took it with a nod, keeping his head


  down in a way Daddy would hate because it made him look shy and embarrassed.


  Dudek‟s gaze was already on him.


  “Hey, kid, are you hungry?” The man‟s heavily accented French was very hard


  for Angel to understand. Head still down, Angel shuffled closer. Dudek pointed at


  the chair next to him, and Angel walked around the railing and sat down. This was


  too easy. The man‟s hand immediately found Angel‟s thighs under the table and slid


  between them, squeezing his crotch. The fingers dug painfully into his balls, and he


  winced, releasing a sharp breath. Dudek laughed. “Want some food, kid?”


  Angel nodded, still avoiding eye contact as if he had never done anything like


  this before and was apprehensive.


  “I‟ll take you to my place. You can eat there. Do you want to earn some


  money?”
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  “Oui, monsieur.” Angel shifted uncomfortably. The man‟s hand on his crotch


  made him feel sick.


  Another man joined them briefly, speaking to Dudek in what Angel assumed


  to be Polish.


  When he left, Dudek put his arm around Angel‟s shoulders and steered him


  very firmly across the street to the Lexus. “What‟s your name?”


  “Ange.” He translated Angel to the French. No point in changing his name to


  something else completely then forgetting to answer to it.


  “Get in, Ange.”


  Inside the beautifully clean, leather-upholstered car, Dudek shoved Angel onto


  his knees on the floor. Dudek opened his fly and pulled out his dick. Shit! He‟d


  hoped the man would at least wait until he got him into the house. Maybe there he


  could have managed to avoid sex with him somehow. But now he had no choice.


  “Drive,” Dudek told the man in the front.


  Grabbing him by a handful of his hair, Dudek forced Angel‟s face down into his


  groin. “Suck my cock, and do a good job.”


  Be brave. Do it for Daddy.


  Closing his eyes tight, Angel took the man‟s cock into his mouth, holding his


  breath to avoid smelling it. But he couldn‟t avoid the sour, unwashed taste. All the


  things he loved about Daddy made him retch about this man. He was disgusting.


  Angel sucked hard, trying to get it over with quickly. Sperm flooded his mouth,


  strangely cool and tasteless. Angel swallowed, and Dudek pushed his face away and


  fastened his trousers.


  While Angel was still trying to prevent himself from gagging, the car stopped


  outside the house on rue Chappelle. Again Dudek kept his arm tightly around


  Angel‟s shoulders in case he tried to run, steering him up the steps and into the


  house. The man had a new slave—or so he thought—and he wasn‟t going to let him


  go.


  Intense apprehension tightened his stomach muscles as Angel entered the


  house. Trying to keep his breathing steady so he wouldn‟t empty his stomach onto


  the floor, he stood in the hall watching as the door was bolted behind him and the


  alarm set. He was in there now, trapped. Daddy, please be here. Please be okay.


  “Come with me.” Dudek walked into an office in the back of the house beside


  the kitchen. Angel followed, taking in as much information as he could, scanning his


  environment as Daddy had taught him to do. The house was grubby. Dirt from


  shoes had gathered along the edges of the floor in the hall. Paint, once white, was


  gray and peeling. An odor of blocked drains and dirty, used condoms hung in the


  air.


  In the scruffy office, with its worn, old furniture, Dudek looked at him. “Okay,


  kid?”


  “Oui, monsieur.” The foulness of the man‟s cock lingered in his mouth.
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  Dudek sat behind a crowded desk and began making calls. Angel stood by the


  open door, listening intently. He couldn‟t understand what the man was saying, but


  he could hear men‟s voices in the room down the hall. They seemed to be playing


  cards or some other game, because there were moments of silence followed by


  raucous calling and laughter, then silence again. Water was running in the kitchen.


  The sound of heavy feet on the uncarpeted stairs was constant. He had to start


  searching the house. Angel looked back at Dudek and saw the man watching him.


  Dudek put the phone down and came around the desk.


  Angel nodded at the kitchen. “You said I could eat.”


  A hand shot out, slapping him hard across the ear. As much from surprise as


  pain, Angel cried out. Dudek grabbed him and, for a minute or more, beat him with


  his open hands, slapping him across the head and shoulders until he sank to his


  knees with his arms over his head, trying to protect himself. The beating stopped as


  abruptly as it had begun. Dudek grabbed him by the arms, pulling him to his feet,


  and slammed him into the wall, pinning him there with his hands on Angel‟s


  shoulders. When he smiled, his thin lips drew back from teeth that must have been


  fixed by an expensive Western European dentist. They looked too big for his thin


  face. “Do as you‟re told, and I won‟t have to hurt you again.”


  “Yes, sir.” Angel‟s French was better than Dudek‟s, so the man likely never


  detected his accent.


  “I‟m your boss now. I own you.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You service me and sometimes the customers, and maybe one day I‟ll give you


  a gun and you can guard the girls like the men in the other room.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  He pushed Angel out into the hall. “Go into the kitchen and get some food.”


  A sharp, thin pain squealed through Angel‟s head. He rubbed his ears as he


  walked into the kitchen, where two young women, both slender and pretty, cooked


  and chatted to each other in a language Angel didn‟t understand. They wore thin,


  silky robes with nothing underneath. One of them smiled at the other in response to


  something she said, and for a moment they were just young girls cooking together


  and not slaves held against their will. Looking closer, Angel saw the bruises on


  their arms, and the auburn-haired girl had a horrible deep purple bruise on her


  neck. Briefly they looked at him and then ignored him.


  Outside the kitchen door was another door under the stairwell, which must go


  down to the cellar. The hallway to the front door was long, and two more doors led


  off it. To his left was Dudek‟s office, its door now closed. Angel wandered along to


  the first room. The door was open, and it was empty. He carried on to the front


  room, which looked out onto the street. The door was slightly ajar. This was where


  the men were playing cards. They spoke French, and one of them spoke it with a


  heavy English accent. Denbigh. Shit! He’s still here.
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  Angel ran on tiptoe back to the kitchen. The girls had prepared plates of food


  and put them on a tray. One of them handed him a plate, which he took. Then she


  opened the cellar door. He was about to follow them down when Dudek came out of


  his office again. Angel met his eyes briefly. He kept his chin pressed into his chest,


  partly to look afraid and partly because he was afraid.


  “You‟ll sleep in the cellar with the girls unless I want you with me. Eat and


  then go upstairs to the front bedroom. I‟ll be up soon. Don‟t keep me waiting.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The cellar steps were narrow and dark. Angel negotiated them carefully,


  following the girls around a corner. What he found shocked and disgusted him.


  Small, dirty windows near the ceiling allowed a little light in. Aside from that, there


  was only one fluorescent strip light overhead, which gave the girls a strange pallor.


  There were at least eight girls sitting quietly. They looked up at him, only slightly


  surprised to see a boy. One of them spoke to him, but he had no idea what she said.


  Another repeated it in French. “Are you new? Did you just get here?”


  He nodded, and they went back to their food.


  Rows of bunks were closely packed together. A few chairs and a table around


  which the girls sat took up most of the space. The smell was worse than upstairs,


  though the girls looked clean and were trying to make the best of themselves by the


  looks of the toiletries scattered about. A small vase with some flowers stood in the


  middle of the table in an attempt to brighten the horror of their prison cell. A small


  bundle on one of the lower bunks moved a little. Angel‟s eyesight had adjusted


  quickly to the lowered light, as it always did, and he made out a sleeping child, her


  blonde hair tumbled over her small shoulders.


  He’s here somewhere.


  With a quick look at the girls, who paid no attention to him, Angel left his


  plate on the table untouched and walked quietly out of the makeshift bedroom.


  Another door stood closed just down the smelly, dim passage. With his hand on the


  door handle, he paused. Either Daddy was in there or he wasn‟t, and if he was, he


  could easily be dead.


  Center yourself. Breathe. That’s what Daddy says.


  The door opened with a creak. Angel stepped inside. It was a boiler room, and


  there was no window at all. In the darkness, Angel allowed his eyes to adjust. When


  he could see a little, he began to scan the room. A water heater wrapped in


  fiberglass insulation took up about a quarter of the space. A filthy sink was


  attached to the wall next to it. Against the far wall, a figure lay stretched out, and


  by the length and size of it, it had to be Daddy. Again Angel drew a calming breath


  and proceeded toward him. Something above brushed his head, and Angel looked


  up. It was a light bulb with a string hanging beside it. One tug on the string and the


  room settled about him with a dim light. The figure on the floor moved when the


  light came on.
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  A few steps and he knelt down and stroked the bruised, swollen, barely


  recognizable face and ran his hand over Daddy‟s side. Daddy had never had any


  body fat to lose, but he‟d lost muscle and looked much thinner. His body was a mass


  of bruises and contusions as if he had been beaten repeatedly. The room was chilly,


  and the concrete floor was damp as well as cold. Daddy felt very cold to the touch.


  His parched lips opened, and the word Ekaterina came from a dry throat and


  another word Angel didn‟t understand. “Daddy, it‟s me, Angel,” he whispered.


  He took out the scalpel, shot out the blade, and began to saw at the thick


  electrical tape that was bound repeatedly around Daddy‟s ankles, layer upon layer


  of it.


  “Angel?” His voice was hoarse and cracked. Yet despite the dryness of his


  throat, his incredulity was plain. “Boy?”


  “I‟m here, Daddy.” Angel crawled toward his face. “I‟m almost done with your


  ankles. It‟s a good job you keep your scalpels so sharp. There‟s at least eight layers


  of tape.” He finished the job and began to pull the tape.


  “No,” Daddy moaned. His skin was coming away with the tape, it had been on


  so long. Angel left it in place and began on his wrists. The tape would need to be


  soaked off.


  “Angel, get me water.”


  Angel looked about and saw a cracked cup on the floor. He filled it at the filthy


  sink and held it to Daddy‟s mouth while he drank quickly, gulping and spluttering.


  Then again Angel began to saw at the tape until Daddy‟s wrists were free. Instead


  of bringing his arms around to the front, Daddy remained in position as if he


  couldn‟t move them. “I‟m so stiff it will take me a minute.”


  “You can do it, Daddy. Be brave.”


  He began to work on the tape holding Daddy‟s knees together, sawing at it


  until his arm ached. At last it was done and Angel pulled the cell phone from his


  pocket. He opened it and called Mattie while he looked around for Daddy‟s clothes.


  They sat in a heap on the floor, but there was no sign of his black leather shoes. He


  picked up the clothes and brought them to where Daddy was still struggling to move


  his arms and sit up. “Mattie,” Angel whispered. “He‟s in the basement. You know,


  the cellar. Yes, he‟s alive but he‟s a mess. He can hardly move he‟s so beat-up. The


  windows and doors are all alarmed like I said.”


  “Boy! Ange!” Dudek‟s voice carried down the stairs. Angel snapped the phone


  shut and handed it to Daddy. “Try to get your clothes on. Your shoes aren‟t here. I‟m


  going back upstairs so Dudek isn‟t suspicious. The little girl is asleep in the next


  room.”


  “Boy!”


  Angel ran up the stairs. “Sorry. I lay down and almost fell asleep.”


  “Upstairs.”


  Dudek pushed him upstairs ahead of him and into a bedroom at the front of


  the house. The bed was unmade, and the room smelled of sex. A used condom had
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  been thrown on the floor by the last occupant, spilling its contents. Dudek pulled a


  tube of K-Y from his pocket and tossed it onto the bed. He began to remove his


  clothes. Angel watched, not knowing what to do and afraid to make a move without


  orders. He needed to form a plan, but his mind was blank. Daddy was alive but


  weak and beat-up, and he had no weapons. How the hell were they going to get out


  of this mess?


  Naked, his pale body bony and hairy, Dudek got on the bed on his hands and


  knees. “Drop your pants and fuck me. No condom.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Angel panicked. He‟d never fucked another man, and he knew he would never


  get an erection for this toad. From his pocket, he took the scalpel and positioned it


  in his hand. Shaking, he fiddled with the zipper on his jeans.


  “Come on. Now!” Dudek yelled. He spread his thighs, showing his hairy ball


  sac and erect cock.


  Finally managing to work the zipper, Angel lowered it and pulled his pants


  down to his knees. Awkwardly he shuffled onto the bed behind Dudek‟s ass,


  pressing his groin against the pale, pimply buttocks.


  “What are you doing? Get your cock in and fuck me hard.”


  “Yes, sir. Sorry. I‟ve never fucked a man before.” Angel gripped his cock with


  his right hand, applying some friction, but it remained small and limp. The


  atmosphere, the smell, and the ugly man before him all coalesced to make the


  consummation impossible. Taking a long breath to steady himself, Angel leaned


  down, pressing his belly onto the man‟s back.


  “Get your cock in.” Aroused and becoming frustrated at the delay, Dudek‟s


  voice was hoarse with anticipation.


  With his forefinger, Angel found the exterior jugular vein and, without pause


  to consider, pressed the release button on the scalpel. The blade shot out, cutting


  deep into the vein. Dudek let out a cry and began clutching at his neck and bucking


  in an attempt to throw Angel off his back. Angel threw his full weight on the man‟s


  back as he struggled, and pushed him down onto his belly. Only when Dudek


  stopped moving did Angel roll off, drawing the blade out. His hand was covered in


  Dudek‟s blood, yet he felt exhilarated. Panting, he scrambled off the bed, pumped


  with adrenaline.


  Daddy had warned him that sometimes you got such an adrenaline surge you


  thought you could do anything, and you had to slow down and run a checklist. He


  dropped his shoulders, closed his eyes, and breathed. Clean off the blood. Get the


  gun. Go carefully down the stairs.


  He opened his eyes and saw Dudek, his body turning white as it bled out, limp,


  naked, and no longer a danger to anyone. A job well done.


  Using the bedsheets, he wiped his hands and then carefully cleaned the


  scalpel. He pulled his pants up, checked himself in the mirror for blood, and saw for
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  the first time that his left eye was red and swollen from the blows he had received


  earlier.


  At the window, he pulled back the curtain, surprised to find it still broad


  daylight. The last few hours had felt like twenty-four, and he was sure it was night


  already. Mattie stood beside her car on the phone, talking. He caught her eye and


  waved. Then quickly he searched Dudek‟s clothes for a weapon. A small subcompact


  GLOCK had fallen from his trouser pocket. Angel picked it up, checked that it was


  loaded and the safety catch was off. At the door, he took a deep breath. Daddy


  always said to let the silence descend, but Angel wasn‟t exactly sure what that


  meant. He walked boldly down the stairs and into the front room. Two men sat at a


  table playing cards. Denbigh was no longer there. Angel shot them one after the


  other before they had time to reach for their weapons. His aim was perfect, his hand


  never wavering. He was on a roll.


  The gun had no silencer, and it brought the girls in the basement running up


  the stairs screaming. The narrow hall was suddenly congested with the girls—and


  in front of them was Harry Denbigh, who had come out of Dudek‟s office. For a


  moment he stopped short, stunned to see Angel there.


  “You! The Black Widow‟s bitch.” His face contorted with an angry sneer as he


  pulled out a GLOCK 26. “Shut up, you fucking tarts,” he screamed at the women


  behind him. Frightened and confused, they scurried into the empty office. “Drop the


  gun, you stupid little fuck. I‟ll kill you before you‟ll kill me.”


  


  Stiff from spending eleven days lying on a concrete floor with his wrists, knees,


  and ankles bound, Kael had just managed to struggle into his trousers and shirt


  when he heard the first gunshot. He couldn‟t find his shoes, and he knew Denbigh


  had taken his jacket. The only thing in the jacket pocket, aside from the charm


  Angel had given him for his birthday and some cash, was the secure-line phone. But


  Denbigh would never have been able to use that without the code and had probably


  tossed it by now.


  Without a sound, Kael climbed the stairs faster than he thought possible given


  how stiff his limbs were. At the top of the narrow stairs, he saw the girls, Ekaterina


  among them, crowded into a small room. He put his finger to his lips and turned


  into the hall, coming up behind Denbigh. He slid his left arm around Denbigh‟s


  neck, pressing on his windpipe and removing the gun from Denbigh‟s right hand in


  one smooth movement.


  “Get on your fucking knees, you piece of shit.”


  With the gun to the back of his head and Angel standing in front also pointing


  a gun at him, Denbigh complied without protest.


  “What‟s the code for the alarm?” Angel asked in English.


  Denbigh told him the number, and Angel punched it into the keypad and


  opened the door. Mattie came in, gun raised.
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  “Dyadya?” The little girl came out from the office door holding a rag doll in her


  arms, the same doll she had laid beside Kael several nights to “keep him company,”


  as she put it. The same doll that had caused him to be taken captive. Kael spoke to


  her in Russian, and she walked past him and took Mattie‟s hand. When she was


  outside in the street, he stepped away from Denbigh.


  “Turn around, you fucking little fart. Look what you did to my face. I look like


  a frigging cage fighter.”


  Still on his knees, Denbigh turned, looking up at Kael. “I‟m sorry, sir,” he said


  quietly. “Look, can we work this out? I didn‟t do any worse to you than you did to


  me.”


  “Yes, you did. You started working for a fucking pimp who kidnaps women and


  kids to be raped. Now get my jacket off.”


  Denbigh removed the jacket and handed it to Kael, who indicated with the gun


  for him to toss it on the floor. “I had to do something, sir. I had no job.”


  “You came back into the cellar and kicked the crap out of me every day when I


  was tied up. You stuck your frigging gun muzzle up my arse and threatened to fire.”


  “I‟m sorry. I‟m sorry. Please let me go,” Denbigh begged.


  “Stop whining.” Kael fired, and Denbigh fell backward with a bullet through


  his forehead, twisting awkwardly in his kneeling position.


  “Where‟s Dudek?” he asked Angel.


  Angel looked up at the ceiling. “I killed him with a scalpel.”


  “Good lad. Let‟s get out of here.”


  “What about the girls?” Angel asked, picking up the jacket.


  Kael called over his shoulder in Russian, “The guards are dead. The door is


  open. You can leave if you want.” He took Angel‟s hand and walked outside. Mattie


  had brought the car to the door and put Ekaterina in the front seat. Moving very


  stiffly, his body screaming with pain, Kael folded himself into the backseat of the


  small car, and Angel got in through the other door. Mattie started the engine,


  moving quickly into traffic.


  “Good to see you, sir.” She grinned at him in the mirror. “Though if I‟m honest,


  you‟ve looked better.”


  “Very funny.” He could hardly speak, his mouth was so swollen.


  Angel put his arms out to hug him but did it very gently.


  “Dyadya.” Ekaterina looked between the seats at him. “Are you all right?”


  “I‟ll be fine.” He tried to smile, but his face hurt.


  “Why is she calling you daddy?” Angel asked. “What did she say?”


  “Dyadya means uncle.” He sighed and closed his eyes. The sense of freedom


  was heady, but the pain made any celebration impossible.


  “You need to go to a hospital, Daddy,” Angel said.
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  “No. I‟ve got cracked ribs and I‟m beaten up and dehydrated, but that‟s all. I


  need fluids and paracetamol and I‟ll be fine.”


  “Let‟s get out of Paris and we‟ll stop for some Lucozade,” Mattie said. “That


  stuff works wonders for dehydration. It‟s the best energy drink you can get. Can you


  manage till then, sir?”


  “Just keep driving. Get me the hell out of Paris.”


  “Did they give you any food?” Angel asked.


  “No, I haven‟t eaten since I left home. But you know me. I‟m a boa constrictor.


  I can go weeks on one meal.”


  “That‟s not entirely true, Daddy. You‟ve lost a lot of your muscle mass. You‟re


  looking thin.”


  “I‟m free. I feel on top of the world. How the hell did the pair of you pull this


  off?”


  “It‟s a long story, sir, but it began with Angel going to Conran and telling him


  you were missing,” Mattie said.


  “I bet he was pissed.”


  “Daddy, he wasn‟t. He was really worried. He was so kind to me. He asked me


  if I had money, and he said he‟d take care of everything. Then he got hold of


  Mattie.”


  “He told me to come and find you, sir. He even said he‟d pay the expenses


  himself because you weren‟t on official business and he couldn‟t tell anyone you


  were missing.”


  Kael started to laugh, but his ribs hurt too much. Aside from that, it was


  probably a touch of hysteria. “Conran was willing to pay to get me back? There was


  a time he would have gladly paid to put a hit on me.”


  “Does the little girl speak English, sir?” Mattie asked.


  “No, just Russian. That kid kept me alive. She came in every day and gave me


  water. She‟d have been beaten if anyone had caught her. She was too afraid to do


  anything else to help, but she kept me alive. And then my brave boy came to get


  me.” He looked at Angel, whose face was swollen above his left eye. “Who did that to


  you?”


  “Doesn‟t matter, Daddy. The bad guys are dead.”


  “Sir, what are we going to do with the child?” Mattie asked.


  “She‟s not coming to live with us, is she?” Angel looked horrified, then quickly


  apologized. “Daddy, I‟m sorry. I didn‟t mean that. It‟s your choice.”


  Kael slid down in the seat and laid his head in Angel‟s lap. The feel of his boy‟s


  gentle hands stroking his head and shoulder made his eyes brim. “No, she can‟t live


  with us, but I‟ve got an idea. I‟ll sort it when we get back to London.”


  “Guess what happened while you were gone, Daddy? Mrs. Chalmers moved


  out.”
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  Kael gave a little chuckle despite his ribs. “Ding-dong, the witch is dead.” He


  took his jacket and felt in the pockets. Predictably the mobile was gone, but tucked


  into the inside breast pocket was the little pair of cuffs. He held it up. “My good-luck


  charm.”


  


  * * *


  It was three o‟clock in the morning when Kael stood barefoot in Freddie‟s front


  


  hall with Angel beside him and Ekaterina clinging to his waist. Half a dozen bottles


  of Lucozade and some food had helped him feel a bit better, but he was so tired and


  sore he could hardly stand up. He desperately needed his bed, and he wanted a


  shower more than he had ever wanted one in his life. He was filthy.


  Freddie and Adam, wearing matching dressing gowns, looked at the trio with


  obvious concern. “Come through.” Freddie led them into the living room. Kael sat


  down on the nearest chair. “What the hell has happened? Kael, you look like you‟ve


  had the shit beaten out of you.”


  “I have. And I can‟t tell you anything about it, Freddie. Maybe in a few


  months, but not at this moment.”


  “Who‟s this?” Adam asked gently, looking with soft, kind eyes at the little girl.


  “This is Ekaterina. You can call her Katya. She‟s Russian, and she can‟t speak


  English. Can you look after her for a while? You speak Russian pretty well,


  Freddie.”


  “Not too bad,” he agreed. “Who is she?”


  “I can‟t give you any details right now. To be honest, I don‟t know much about


  her, but she was trafficked.”


  “Good God. You mean, for sex?” Adam looked horrified. He reached out a hand


  in a small gesture of comfort, but Ekaterina shied away and wrapped her arms


  around Kael‟s neck. “She‟s attached to you, Kael.”


  “Daddy rescued her,” Angel said.


  “We all did.” Kael looked at his boy. Angel was also exhausted. God knows


  what he had been through, especially when he was alone with Dudek, but he


  seemed determined to give Kael all the credit. “I need a couple of weeks to recover.


  I‟m exhausted. Can you keep her, just for a while? I‟ll find out if she has any family


  she can return to. But right now she‟s got no one except me, and I‟m hopeless with


  kids.” He spread his hand. “Anyway, look at the state of me.”


  “Of course we can keep her.” Adam looked at his husband. “Freddie?”


  Freddie‟s furrowed brow showed his concern. “We‟ve got two kids already.


  They‟re such a handful, and you don‟t know what she‟s seen and been through.


  She‟ll need help.”


  Adam couldn‟t take his eyes off Ekaterina. He looked as if he wanted to snatch


  her up and hug her. He‟d shown himself very insightful and loving with his own


  daughters, and Kael knew Adam could give Ekaterina far more than he could, and
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  that Adam would give slowly and carefully. “Freddie, it‟s temporary. We can‟t turn


  her away. Poor little mite.”


  As if he was waiting only for Adam‟s encouragement, Freddie said, “No, of


  course we can‟t. And we have an extra bedroom.”


  It took twenty minutes of tears and gentle persuasion to convince Ekaterina to


  relinquish Kael and go with Adam upstairs. Kael promised over and over that he


  would come back to see her soon. At last, barely able to stand with exhaustion, he


  got back into the car with Angel, and Mattie drove them home.
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  Chapter Seventeen


  


  “Daddy, should I get the door?”


  “No, you get that crumble on the table because I‟m dying to taste it,” Kael said


  as he headed down the hall. There was nothing Angel loved more than praise for his


  cooking, and Kael knew his boy had a huge grin on his face at that moment. At the


  door, he looked at the CCTV. Conran. Kael pushed the button that released the


  lobby door and stepped outside to watch the lift doors open.


  It was Sunday, and Conran was wearing brown corduroy trousers and an


  argyle sweater over a denim shirt. He looked like a complete twit, but Kael couldn‟t


  hold back an odd surge of affection when he saw him. Familiar things and people


  meant a lot after captivity, even one as short as eleven days. “It‟s been four weeks


  since I got back, Stephen. I thought you‟d have come over with flowers before now.


  Come in.”


  “No, you didn‟t.” Conran followed him inside. “But you were always rather


  vain, so I thought I‟d let your face heal before I viewed it. According to Thornton,


  someone made a terrible mess of you.”


  “Harry fucking Denbigh and a few of his mates made me look like someone


  had taken a cricket bat to me, but it was mostly fists and feet.” Kael tapped his


  chin. “As you can see, I‟m back to my usual perfection.”


  “Vain as ever.” Conran gave a little laugh, which Kael had rarely seen, then


  added quietly, “I‟m very happy that you‟re better, Saunders. You look well. How are


  the ribs?”


  “Everything is good. I didn‟t want to, but I ended up going to the hospital for


  X-rays and treatment.”


  “Yes. I got the report.” All MI6 operatives attended a particular private


  hospital since a regular National Health Service hospital would have to report


  serious injuries or gunshot wounds to the police.


  “And now I‟m almost back to my old self. Come into the kitchen.”


  Angel was serving two helpings of blackberry and apple crumble with ice


  cream, but when he saw Conran, he put down the dishes and hurried toward him.


  “Mr. Conran!” Angel threw his arms around Conran‟s neck, hugging him tightly.


  Slightly pink in the cheeks, Conran hugged him back.


  Surprised, Kael watched. “What the hell did you do to make my boy like you so


  much?”
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  “Daddy, I told you how kind Mr. Conran was when you were missing. I was so


  worried about you, and he made me feel so much better.”


  Kael had been told the whole story by Mattie of Conran calling her in to search


  for him unofficially. “Right. Well, you‟d better give him some crumble then, hadn‟t


  you?”


  “I‟ve already had dinner,” Conran said as Angel went to the cupboard to fetch


  another bowl. The smile on Angel‟s face faltered slightly, and Conran amended,


  “But I‟d love to try it.” Kael poured him some coffee, and they sat around the


  kitchen table. Kael could hardly believe it: he and Conran doing something civilized


  together.


  “Goodness, Saunders, I had no idea you did ordinary things like eating


  dessert.”


  “You think I‟m some kind of robot? A Borg wandering through the universe


  assimilating everything in my path. I assure you I eat, sleep, and shit like you do.


  And as I found out recently, if „you prick me, do I not bleed?‟”


  “Oh don‟t be so dramatic.” Conran laughed. “Yes, I‟ve always seen you as some


  sort of superhuman. You did survive for ten days without eating and on only a


  cupful of water.”


  “Eleven,” Kael corrected. “But yes, you‟re right. I‟m superhuman.”


  “And he was naked lying on a freezing cold concrete floor.” Angel set the


  dessert in front of them and sat down.


  Kael spooned up a mouthful of crumble. Angel sat unmoving in his chair,


  watching, his face intent, expectant. He laid a hand on Conran‟s arm as if he needed


  support while the judgment came down. Kael knew all eyes were on him, and he


  made a great show of visually inspecting the offering before slowly putting it into


  his mouth. He paused and began to savor the tartness of the blackberries and the


  sweetness of the apples. He sank his teeth into the crunchy crumble topping. With


  his eyes closed, he sat back and finished the mouthful.


  At last he opened his eyes, looked at Angel, and said, “Superb.”


  Angel clapped his hands, his eyes sparkling. Even Conran was laughing at the


  spectacle. For several minutes, the only words spoken were excellent and delicious.


  “What‟s happening with Ekaterina?” Kael asked when they had finished. “I


  might have died without that kid. She was so good. I was lying in my own mess at


  one point, and she cleaned it up. The older girls wouldn‟t come near me, they were


  so afraid of the men.”


  “That‟s the other reason I dropped by, aside from wanting to see how you were


  recovering.” Conran put his spoon into his empty bowl. “I found Ekaterina‟s name


  and photograph on an international list of missing children. She was snatched right


  off the street in Moscow three years ago on her way to school. Broad daylight. There


  were several witnesses, but no one could do anything. She was dragged into a car


  and was gone in seconds. She was targeted because she‟s fair and so pretty. Within
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  weeks she was sold to Dudek and channeled into the sex trade in Europe.” He


  sighed. “Sadly her story is not rare.”


  “Right off the street? The traffickers are getting bold,” Kael said.


  “They are indeed,” Conran agreed. “Her mother and grandmother have been


  located and informed. There‟s no father in the picture. It seems the mother fell to


  her knees, completely overcome, when she was given the news.”


  Angel leaned his head on Kael‟s shoulder and hugged his arm. “Ekaterina


  loves Daddy. We visit her at least three times a week at Freddie‟s. She always runs


  to him.”


  Conran smiled every time he looked at Angel, seeming very fond of him. “I


  spoke to Freddie this morning. I‟ve arranged for the child to be escorted back to


  Russia tomorrow by a woman from children‟s services.” He looked at Kael. “After all


  you did for her, it would be nice if you could go with her, but there‟ll be a good deal


  of media attention when she arrives and you can‟t be part of it, I‟m afraid. You‟ll


  have to say good-bye to her quietly. But I applaud your persistence in rescuing her.”


  “You‟re not a bad bloke, are you, Stephen?” Kael said.


  “I try to be a good person, you know, to make up for being a snotty little fuck at


  school.” Kael laughed out loud and looked at Angel. “And you‟re more human than I


  ever assumed you were too, Saunders. Risking your life to save a child? Speaking of


  which, you killed Dudek. That wasn‟t supposed to happen. There are a lot of people


  very unhappy about it. They were ready to start the operation, and they wanted


  him on trial to make a big public spectacle and garner awareness of the whole


  human trafficking situation.”


  “Actually that was me. I killed him,” Angel said. He picked up his glass of milk


  and took a long drink.


  “How did that come about?” Conran asked, shock plain on his face. “You know


  the girls phoned the police as soon as you left the house? Dudek died from a precise


  cut to the jugular, according to the autopsy.” He looked at Kael. “I assumed that


  was you.”


  Angel put down his glass. “Mr. Conran, that house was rigged with alarms.


  The moment Dudek got me in there, he beat me up to show me who was boss. All


  the dudes guarding the place had guns. The only way out was to start killing people.


  I killed Dudek because it was the only way to get Daddy and the little girl out of


  there alive.”


  “With a scalpel in his jugular?” Conran looked at Kael again. “Who taught him


  that?”


  Kael shrugged. “He‟s my boy. I teach him my skills just as I assume you teach


  your boys things.”


  “Yes, golf and chess. That sort of thing.”


  Kael laughed. “We teach our boys what we know. What we‟re good at.”


  Conran crossed his legs. “Are you still adamant about keeping him out of the


  service? Still wanting him to have a respectable job as a diplomat or something?”
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  “Daddy, no!” Angel pouted childishly.


  Kael kissed the top of Angel‟s head, inhaling the fresh, delicate smell of the


  boy he loved. “I don‟t want him in harm‟s way, though he seems unable to avoid it.”


  “Angel, how did you feel about killing Dudek?” Conran asked.


  “He had it coming. The dude was a piece of shit.”


  “But how do you feel now, a few weeks later?”


  “I had no regrets about the guys in Bosnia, and I have no regrets about Dudek.


  I haven‟t lost a moment of sleep, and my appetite is great.”


  “That‟s my boy.” Kael grinned.


  Conran looked at him thoughtfully for half a minute, then stood up decisively.


  “I must go. The crumble was delicious. Thank you, Angel.”


  “You‟re welcome, sir.” Angel smiled.


  “Dishes.” Kael pointed at the table and walked Conran to the front door.


  In the privacy of the hall, Conran said, “You could be an amazing team. Plato‟s


  army of lovers and all that.”


  “I know,” Kael admitted. “We‟ll see how things go. I want him to finish school


  first.”


  Conran looked down at his feet while he said, “You know, we can provide


  psychological counseling. Hostage situations can have long-term effects.”


  “I‟m fine, mate. This is me you‟re talking to, Kael Saunders. Master of all I


  survey.” He chuckled.


  “What kept you going—psychologically, I mean? At some point you must have


  given up hope of getting out of there alive.”


  “No.” Kael shook his head. “I‟ll tell you exactly what kept me going. Thinking


  about my boy kept me going. Angel needs me.”


  “And you need him,” Conran said.


  ”Yes, I do. Thank you for being kind to him and for sending Mattie after me.”


  “Angel was not supposed to go. You do know that?”


  “I know everything. Angel and Mattie told me the whole story.”


  Conran put his hand on Kael‟s upper arm in a gesture of gentle affection. “I‟m


  very glad you‟re home and well again.”


  “Were you worried about me?” Kael teased.


  “Yes,” Conran said quietly. “I was. And by the way, Clement testified and has


  left the country. I doubt we will see him again.”


  After Conran was gone, Kael sat on the couch waiting for Angel. When the boy


  had finished his work in the kitchen, he joined Kael in the living room, his face


  breaking into a smile as it always did when his gaze met Kael‟s. Despite Angel‟s


  protests about wanting to look after him, Kael had sent him back to school after a


  few days. He had needed time to reflect and sort some things out. While lying on the


  floor in the cellar of the house in Paris, he had realized just how vulnerable Angel
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  was, still so young and with no one else who cared about him. He doubted


  Samantha St. Germaine would take care of him if Kael had died. So he had gone to


  see a solicitor that Freddie recommended.


  “Daddy, I‟m turning into such a great cook, don‟t you think? Wasn‟t that the


  best crumble ever?”


  “Yes, it was and you certainly are. Come here.”


  Angel had the habit of leaping up and landing on both knees on the couch


  beside him, just like his habit of leaping into bed. But he had been very solicitous of


  Kael since his captivity and got carefully onto the couch beside him. He slid his


  arms around Kael‟s neck and hugged him tight.


  “Daddy, I was thinking about the weekend in Paris you promised me. Can we


  go to Rome instead?”


  Kael laughed. “Rome it is. I don‟t ever want to see Paris again.”


  “Me neither. I love you, Daddy.”


  “I love you too. And when I was trapped in that cellar, all I could think of was


  what would happen to you if I died.”


  A cloud of fear passed over Angel‟s face. “Daddy, don‟t say that.”


  “Sweetheart, it was a possibility. That crack on the head I took could have


  killed an elephant, and then the beatings. Every time he had a moment off, Denbigh


  would come down to the cellar and give me another kicking. He nearly caught


  Ekaterina there one day after she had given me water.”


  Angel gritted his teeth. “Wish we could kill him all over again.” He climbed


  into Kael‟s lap.


  “I just want you to know I‟ve added you to my will in case anything happens to


  me. It‟s just you and my mum. I‟ve earned a lot of money over the years, and I‟ve


  invested a good deal of it. You‟ll be well taken care of.”


  Angel put his hands on Kael‟s cheeks. “No one ever looked after me like you,


  Daddy.”


  Kael took Angel‟s wrists and kissed his palms. “That‟s what daddies are


  supposed to do. So tell me exactly how you killed Dudek. I‟ve been wanting to ask,


  but I wanted to put a little distance between you and the moment. Are you really


  good with it, or did you just say that to Conran?”


  “Daddy, I shot the other guys too. The guards. They were playing cards. They


  didn‟t even hear me walk in. I did what you taught me. I walked like a ghost.” Kael


  smiled and patted Angel‟s thigh. “I killed one, and only then did the other one see


  me. He couldn‟t even reach for his gun before I shot him.”


  “Shooting someone from across the room or even at close range is different


  than a scalpel kill, because you have to have body contact with your hit. It‟s very


  intimate.”


  “Daddy, if you don‟t want me to follow in your footsteps, how come you‟ve been


  teaching me all this stuff? Do you think I‟m never going to use it?”
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  “You‟re so good at it, I just can‟t resist.” It was true. Angel was a natural, and


  Kael wanted to pass on his skills to his boy. “I want you to be able to take care of


  yourself. But tell me about the kill.”


  Angel looked thoughtful for a moment. “Dudek liked boys. That was how I got


  him to take me into the house. I acted like a street kid, and he picked me up in


  minutes.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Daddy, I had to suck his cock. He made


  me do it in his car. It was the only way I could get into that house.”


  “I‟d have sucked his cock to save you,” Kael said, and he meant it.


  Angel sighed with obvious relief at the response, as if he had wanted to


  disclose that for a long time but didn‟t dare. “It was disgusting, but I closed my eyes


  and sent my mind somewhere else like you taught me.”


  “Good lad.”


  “Dudek told me to fuck him, and I knew it was the perfect moment. He was on


  the bed on his hands and knees with his back to me. I got out the scalpel, and I was


  leaning over his back. I found the vein, and I pushed the button on the scalpel. My


  weight pushed him down even though I‟m not very heavy, but it got a bit messy. I


  got more blood on me than I should have.”


  “Never mind, boy. Practice makes perfect,” Kael said. “I‟m so proud of you.”


  Angel sighed and laid his head on Kael‟s shoulder. Kael kissed his boy‟s head. “Do


  you know what I‟ve missed while I‟ve been low on energy and recovering?”


  “Not my mouth on your cock, that‟s for sure, Daddy.” Angel giggled and kissed


  Kael‟s neck.


  “That‟s true. You have been very attentive to my cock since we got home.” Kael


  rubbed Angel‟s shoulder, incredibly happy and grateful that he was home and his


  boy was safe. “I have missed giving you a good spanking.”


  Angel sat up straight and looked into his eyes. A loud sigh erupted from his


  throat. “Daddy, I‟ve been wondering. How many boyfriends did you have before


  me?”


  “Why do you want to know?”


  “I never had a boyfriend. Of course I never wanted a boy. I wanted a man.”


  Angel grinned. “But I just wondered how many you had. You‟re so handsome I bet


  you had guys all over you.”


  “Yes, I had guys all over me,” he admitted.


  “But how many relationships did you have, Daddy?”


  Kael looked into Angel‟s beautiful eyes. “None.”


  “You must have had a boyfriend. You were thirty-two when we met,” Angel


  persisted.


  “I can‟t count how many men I‟ve had sex with. But I never had a relationship


  before you. I never lived with anyone, and I never saw a sub more than a few times.


  Most of them were one-nighters.”


  “Why did you pick me?” Angel asked. “Why me, Daddy?”
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  “You‟re special,” he said and watched a beautiful peace settle over his boy‟s


  face. “Now strip, shower, and into the dungeon with you. Let‟s do this properly.”


  Angel jumped up so quickly to obey that Kael was left sitting on the couch laughing


  as Angel legged it to the bedroom.


  


  * * *


  


  Naked, pink, and smiling from his shower, Angel walked into the dungeon and


  stopped short. “Daddy!”


  Kael had gone in ahead of him and lowered the lights to the perfect level. After


  the effect his leathers had had on Angel last time, he‟d decided to wear them again.


  A leather G-string and chaps with leather spur boots and his Muir cap always


  looked sexy and intimidating. He was standing in the middle of the room, hands on


  hips, when Angel entered. Without a word, he walked past Angel and locked the


  door, placing the key out of reach as always.


  “Stand to attention, boy.” He had decided to make this formal. No talk about


  the outside world. No mention of anything that was not in the immediate moment.


  No instruction or encouragement, just a good hard spanking. Angel obeyed, hands


  behind his back, shoulders back, and his chin slightly lowered.


  Kael strode across the room and got the straight-backed chair. Grabbing it in


  one hand, he carried it into the middle of the room and placed it with great care in


  the exact position he wanted, facing the mirror. He sat down with his knees wide


  apart.


  Angel fell to his knees and crawled toward him. He threw himself on Kael‟s


  boots, clinging to them and kissing them with more fervor than ever before. When


  he looked up at Kael, he had tears in his eyes and his chest heaved with emotion,


  but he didn‟t speak.


  “Come, boy, let me have you,” Kael said, unwilling to break the businesslike


  atmosphere by offering comfort. His boy was holding something back that needed to


  be released. Angel remained on his knees between Kael‟s thighs, his back straight,


  and dropped his chin.


  “I‟m ready, Sir.”


  “Do you want a spanking, boy?”


  Angel‟s response was loud and clear and very respectful. “Yes please, Sir.”


  “Stand.” Without being told, Angel seemed to understand that Kael wanted to


  make a formal scene of this, and he threw himself into it with immense gravity.


  Kael took him by the waist and drew him over his knees. Angel automatically


  placed his hands at his tailbone, rendering him more helpless. “Fold your arms


  farther up your back out of the way,” Kael ordered.


  Angel obeyed, folding his arms and drawing them up to his shoulder blades,


  his head dangling, his slender legs stretched out behind him. Kael loved his boy‟s


  arse. He loved the perfect roundness of the buttocks and how they went from cream
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  colored to bright pink and then scarlet under his hand. He loved the boy‟s narrow,


  slender hips and thighs. For a long minute, he looked at Angel‟s backside, caressing


  it gently with his big hand, covering both buttocks at once, enjoying the satiny


  smoothness of the skin. When he looked up at himself in the mirror, he saw Angel


  looking at him expectantly, anticipation and longing in his beautiful gray eyes and


  open mouth. Angel‟s cheeks were pink and hot from excitement and vulnerability.


  “I‟m going to enjoy this,” Kael said and watched every last bit of tension melt


  from Angel‟s body.


  Kael raised his hand and brought it down lightly across Angel‟s buttocks.


  Raised it again and landed a harder spank. Slowly and with measured strokes, he


  increased the intensity, watching the beautiful buttocks tense and redden beneath


  his hand. The room was completely silent except for the loud crack of his hand when


  it landed on his boy‟s backside, and Angel‟s increasingly labored breathing.


  “Good boy. This will make you stronger. This will make you a better boy.”


  “Thank you, Sir.” Angel‟s words came out on a long breath, high-pitched and


  followed by a gentle moan.


  “Let it out, boy.”


  Kael knew Angel was holding in his emotions, and that he had been holding


  them in ever since the moment he found his all-powerful daddy naked and half-dead


  in a filthy cellar. Since leaving Paris, he had been the most perfect, obedient boy. He


  had laughed and joked and been very flippant about the scalpel kill, about


  everything that had happened. If he didn‟t purge all the fear and anger and


  revulsion that had stuck in his throat over finding the man he admired bound and


  helpless, and over having to be intimate with one of the men responsible, then it


  would come back to bite him later. It was a huge burden of emotion for a teenager.


  “How do you feel, Angel?” He continued to spank at a steady, even pace.


  “Good, Daddy, good.”


  “Give me a word, boy.”


  Angel panted hard and then said, “Green.”


  “I can‟t hear you.” He had heard perfectly, but he wanted Angel to demand


  more.


  “Green!”


  Kael continued to spank at the same even, heavy pace.


  “Daddy! Green!” Angel said louder.


  Another minute passed and Kael didn‟t increase the level of intensity.


  Experienced at being spanked, Angel knew Kael wasn‟t exerting increased pressure.


  “Sir?” he questioned.


  “Tell me what you need, boy. Be loud and be clear. Tell me.”


  “Sir, green! Green! Green!” Angel screamed.


  Yes, that’s it, boy. Demand what you need from your master.
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  With every ounce of his strength and will, Kael let fly with his hand. Faster


  and harder than he had ever spanked any sub, he belabored Angel‟s buttocks and


  then began to work his way down the thighs almost to the knees, reddening first


  one leg, then the other before working his way back to the buttocks again. Even,


  hard as a leather strap, Kael spanked. Had he not allowed momentum to assist and


  guide his arm, he would have exhausted himself within minutes. But the careful


  pacing and strategic placement of his hand allowed him to continue until his boy‟s


  buttocks were scarlet and swollen.


  And at last Angel started screaming.


  Long, piercing shrieks burst from his throat. His body jerked with pain and


  pleasure commingling to create a catharsis of emotion. His legs had been dangling,


  his toes touching the floor. Now they stiffened behind him, rising and stretching


  straight out. His head and shoulders rose up until his body was stiff and straight


  across Kael‟s legs. For one surreal moment, Kael thought Angel would levitate off


  his knees. But he had the boy grounded, tethered to his body with the unrelenting


  pressure of his hand.


  The screaming reached a pitch that hurt Kael‟s ears, and still he did not stop


  spanking. Angel was approaching a crisis, a doorway he needed to pass through,


  just as a fever needs to break in order for the patient to recover. His own cock had


  hardened as the spanking progressed. It had stretched the front of his jockstrap


  when Angel started to react. His boy‟s body stretched out straight and he knew


  Angel‟s orgasm was close, and that knowledge brought his own to the very edge of


  realization and over the precipice.


  Angel‟s orgasm was of such explosive power that Kael felt it reverberate


  through him. Kael‟s climax took his breath away. He faltered as he spanked even


  though Angel‟s crisis was still passing and he wanted to wring every last bit of


  pleasure and pain from his boy. He had to keep working and slow the spanking


  gradually. He couldn‟t just stop or they both might fall. He cried out his pleasure as


  Angel cried out his pain—and the communion was perfect.


  Kael slowed his hand and stopped. His boy‟s screams—his sweet, beautiful,


  faithful boy‟s screams—turned into sobs. His body curled around Kael‟s legs. The


  cries came from his throat in ragged, hollow, painful rasps. He sounded as if he was


  having difficulty breathing.


  Kael gripped Angel‟s waist and flipped him onto his back. He slid one arm


  around Angel‟s shoulders and the other under his knees and lifted him against his


  chest, pressing him close. “My sweetheart, don‟t hold anything back. It takes a


  brave boy to make himself vulnerable, and you are the bravest boy in the world. I


  love you so much. Daddy‟s amazing boy.”


  Kael stood up and walked to the couch and sank down, cradling Angel.


  For a long time, Angel cried, his tears cleansing him of his fear and anger and


  pain. Very slowly he became still, his face resting against Kael‟s chest, red with


  exertion. His chest continued to heave long after he was silent. “Daddy.” Angel‟s


  voice was so hoarse from screaming that it broke when he tried to speak. “I didn‟t
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  realize how scared I was for you. I knew I was scared, but it‟s the size of the fear I


  didn‟t understand. And I have been so angry at what Denbigh did to you. Those


  things you said to him before you killed him. Did he really do those things to you?”


  “Yes, he did.”


  “Aren‟t you angry about it?”


  “I was. Anger kept me alive. It gave me the will to go on. Three things stuck in


  my mind when I was trapped and helpless in that cellar. The first one was staying


  alive so I could come home to my Angel. The second was staying alive so I could free


  Ekaterina just as I promised her. The third was staying alive so I could kill


  Denbigh. I achieved all those things, so I‟m not angry anymore. I feel at peace, and I


  want you to feel at peace with everything you did in Paris. Because everything you


  did was right. Are you bothered about the scalpel kill?”


  Angel released a long sigh. “I can‟t deny it was a big scary thing to do. I felt a


  bit numb at the time, but so much was happening. I‟ve got no regrets. He was a


  piece of shit.”


  “Good boy,” Kael said. “How do you feel now? How does your body feel?”


  “Empty, like I just had an enema.” He smiled. “Daddy. I love you.”


  Kael stood up and carried Angel to the door. He set him on his feet and


  unlocked the door. They went to the bedroom, and Angel crawled into bed,


  snuggling under the duvet while Kael stripped off his leather. Within minutes they


  lay in the cocoon of their bed in the comforting darkness.


  “Daddy, can I ask you something private?”


  “You already know far more about my work than is safe for you. If I tell you


  anything else, I‟ll have to kill you.” Kael chuckled.


  “Daddy, Denbigh called me the Black Widow‟s bitch. A black widow is a spider


  that has sex, then kills her mate.”


  “I know.” Kael looked at him.


  “What did he mean?” Angel asked.


  The time to hold back secrets was long past. “There was a rumor about an


  operative who had sex with his hits before he killed them. Some of the other


  operatives thought it was me. But they were just guessing because nobody tells


  anybody anything. People I have known for years at Legoland don‟t know what I


  do.”


  “Was Denbigh‟s guess right?” Angel‟s eyes were wide as he looked at Kael.


  “Yes, he was right. I didn‟t rape anyone. But if the man was willing, I did it. Is


  that all you wanted to know?”


  Cautiously Angel asked, “Daddy, who‟s Misha? Is it a girl or a boy?”


  Kael‟s expression hardened. He didn‟t want to think about her right now. “Did


  you find my diary again?”


  “No, Sir. I only found it the first time because you left it in a drawer.”
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  “How do you know about Misha then?”


  “You said the name Misha in your sleep so many times over the last couple of


  weeks, but especially when you first got home and you were sleeping twenty-four-


  seven, and you weren‟t yourself yet.”


  Kael rolled onto his back, and Angel curled into his side with his head on


  Kael‟s shoulder. “She was my best mate. She taught me so much, just like I teach


  you.” He grinned into the darkness. “The day I met her, she knocked me to the


  ground. I never stood a chance.”


  “If she could knock down a big dude like you, she must have been strong,


  Daddy.”


  “No, she wasn‟t especially strong, but she compensated by being quick and


  learning people‟s weaknesses. She spotted me right off as vain and bullheaded.” He


  chuckled. “She was great. She had everyone pegged, and she‟d give me a head start


  by telling me things about people. She was the only person I knew back then who


  could make me laugh.”


  “Where is she?”


  For a long moment, Kael didn‟t speak. His throat began to hurt. “One day she


  left on an assignment. I didn‟t know where because she couldn‟t tell anyone. It‟s


  part of the job.” He stopped speaking to gather himself, taking long breaths in an


  attempt to steady his emotions.


  “I didn‟t see her or have any communication with her for the next five years,


  and I missed her every day. I missed her so much it hurt, but I got on with my job,


  believing she‟d be back eventually. One day Conran called me into his office and


  told me everything. All that time she‟d been deep undercover in China. Then about


  a year before, a spy from our side tipped off his government contact and she was


  arrested. Misha was a tough little bugger, like I said. Not strong, but determined. I


  bet she gave them a run for their money. Conran said they tortured her for months


  and she gave them nothing, not a fucking thing. A prisoner exchange was arranged,


  and I was to go to Beijing to collect her and bring her home.”


  “You must have been very excited, Daddy,” Angel said quietly.


  “I was. I was sick over her being tortured, but I was going to go and get her


  and keep her safe. I was going to bring her home, and she‟d recover.”


  Angel leaned up on his elbow, looking into Kael‟s face. Kael almost turned


  away, but he felt protected by the darkness and he couldn‟t demand more of Angel


  than of himself. It was time he faced his demon.


  “What happened, Daddy?”


  “The exchange was to be made on the Yangtze River. I arrived with a group


  from the British Embassy who had brought the Chinese man we were exchanging


  Misha for. We were in three cars, and we waited and waited. The Chinese were


  hours late, and I was terrified they wouldn‟t come. A big speedboat went by several


  times, and then it pulled into the dock where the exchange was supposed to happen.


  The Chinese man was brought out of the car and got into position to do the walk
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  along the dock and onto the boat. Then I saw Misha.” He swallowed hard. “She


  never weighed much. Seven and a half stone soaking wet. But she was like a


  skeleton. Her eyes were so sunk in her head. Her hair had grown longer. She always


  had it short, but it was long and thin, like she was ill. She got off the boat and


  started to come toward the shore, but she could hardly walk at all. The Chinese


  man walked toward her. They passed in the middle of the dock, which was about


  twenty feet long. He was in good condition, and he was in the boat quickly. The boat


  began to move back out into the water, and I started running toward Misha.”


  Kael stopped speaking. His chest ached it was so tight. His throat felt as if it


  had been punched.


  “It‟s okay, Daddy.” Angel gently patted his shoulder.


  “They shot her. Someone on the fucking boat shot her. They were gone down


  the river so fast no one could do anything. I couldn‟t believe they‟d done it. She


  stopped and began to waver, and then she fell off the side of the dock into the water.


  I dove right in, but even before I got to her, the water was red around her and her


  hair was floating. I got her out, but she was already dead. The bullet had got her


  through the heart, and she was so weakened from torture that she never stood a


  chance.”


  Again he paused, his throat so tight he could hardly breathe.


  “Did you love her, Daddy?” Angel whispered.


  “Yes.” Kael started shaking, and tears flowed down his face. Angel wrapped


  his arms tightly around him.


  “Let it out, Daddy. Scream if you need to.”


  But he didn‟t scream. He cried quietly for a long time while Angel held him.
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  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Bangkok, Thailand


  


  The smell was noxious to Kael‟s sensitive nose, but it didn‟t distract him. The


  humidity, the noise, and the crowds in the busy market faded to the periphery of his


  landscape. The assassin was on the hunt, and nothing mattered but the hit. “Killing


  brings me close to God,” he had joked to Conran. But Kael didn‟t believe in God. He


  believed in himself, and he knew what he was doing was right.


  This is who I am. This is what I do.


  Every cell in his body was calm. He was in the zone, always scanning his


  environment, yet completely focused on the man whom he allowed to be no more


  than twenty feet ahead of him at any given time.


  Darkness fell quickly in Bangkok, despite the city lights. The alleys, the


  narrow passageways, the darkened entrances to crowded, dirty buildings in this


  shabby part of the city hid a million secrets and gave cover to a million vices. Kael


  knew exactly where the man was headed: a restaurant that looked respectable on


  the outside. But every man who liked sex with children knew what could be bought


  in the rooms behind.


  The front of the restaurant was open to the evening air, like many Bangkok


  restaurants. The man walked in and up to the bar, where he ordered a beer and


  chatted like a jocular, regular patron with the barman. Kael stood across the street


  in a doorway with a clear view, but there were simply too many innocent people


  enjoying their evening to risk firing through the crowd. He crossed the street and


  walked through the restaurant, reaching the bar just as the target walked


  confidently through the beaded curtain covering a door in the back.


  Now.


  The passage was narrow, very dark, and at that second, empty. “Stop and drop


  to your knees. Hands behind your head.”


  Five feet ahead of him, the man halted and began to turn.


  “Don‟t turn. Drop.”


  The man obeyed.


  “Now you can turn.”


  Shuffling around on his knees, the man said, “You again. You can‟t take me


  back to England. They‟re done with me. I‟ve been paid off. I‟m free.”
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  “I‟m not here in an official capacity, and you‟re not going to England ever


  again. This is just for me. Every now and then, I get the urge to sweep the streets,


  and you‟re a piece of shit that needs sweeping away.” Without taking his eyes off


  Graham Clement or lowering his gun, Kael said, “Do it now, exactly as I told you.”


  Angel pulled his GLOCK subcompact from the shoulder holster concealed


  under his lightweight jacket. His hands perfectly steady, he aimed and fired.


  Graham Clement crumpled to the ground with a bullet in the exact center of the


  forehead. Third eye is how Kael had described it to him. “Good lad! Go!”


  He followed Angel out into the restaurant, running all the way, and into the


  alley exactly as they had planned. They ran until they reached the rented car and


  were on the main road out of Bangkok before either spoke. “Has your heart slowed


  down yet?” he asked Angel.


  “I‟m good, Daddy,” Angel said calmly. “That was my first hit. Not my first kill,


  but my first hit.”


  “It wasn‟t official. No one but us knows what we did.”


  “I know. But it was the right thing to do, wasn‟t it, Daddy?”


  “Yes, it was, and you are growing into a man I am proud of.”


  “I feel really good,” Angel said. “I feel peaceful.”


  Kael took his hand and squeezed it. “That‟s my boy.”
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