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🔥 A Taste of What’s Inside…

I spin her hard, slam her against the wall, and drag her dress up around her hips. My palm cracks across her ass, the sound echoing. “Bad. Fucking. Girl.” Each word drives another slap into her skin, sharp and stinging, until she’s gasping, tits pressed to the wall, ass red under my hand.

Her breath breaks, tangled between sobs and moans. and I don’t let up.

This is only the beginning. Inside these pages, three brutal obsessions ignite—

ruthless protectors, dangerous bodyguards, and the kind of dark surrender that drags you to your knees and leaves you aching for more.
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The Favor


Ivy Marston yanked the blackout curtains closed for the third time that hour, fingers shaking as shouts rose from the street below. Protestors had been out there all morning—signs with her father’s name in block red letters, photos of her in last year’s bikini spread, blown up and graffitied with words like whore, cover-up, and corrupt little princess.

They were getting louder. Closer.

The air in her penthouse felt stale, suffocating. Her father hadn’t called in almost two days—not since he’d dumped a burner phone on her doorstep with one message: Don’t leave. Don’t speak. A favor’s been called in. Trust him.

Trust who?

She hadn’t been allowed to use her real phone. She hadn’t posted. Hadn’t called anyone. All she had was silence, headlines, and the dull gnawing sense that her father was never going to crawl back out from whatever hole he’d vanished into.

She glanced down at herself. Her silk robe might as well have been tissue paper for all the protection it offered, clinging damply to her skin.

She hadn’t eaten. Her legs were sore from pacing. Her father's parting gift—a matte black pistol that weighed like a brick of guilt—waited on the kitchen counter, untouched since he'd placed it there with trembling hands.

The sound of the elevator arriving cut through the silence.

Her body went rigid.

No keycode. No alert. Just that sound—one she’d heard a thousand times before and now wished she never had to hear again.

Her first instinct was to run. Second was to grab the gun. Third—what stopped her—was the man who stepped into the entryway.

His body was a weapon held in check by nothing but his own restraint.

Combat boots. Fitted black shirt. His hands were loose at his sides, but the tension was unmistakable. Ex-military, or something worse. His hair was military-short but not polished. Face unshaven. Eyes cold.

His gaze locked onto hers, and her pulse stuttered to a halt between beats.

“Miss Marston?”

His voice was a low tremor that moved through her bones without warmth.

She blinked. “Who the fuck are you?”

“Cain Mercer. Here to protect you.”

“No ID? No password? You think I’m just going to believe that?”

“If you were worth kidnapping, you’d already be in a van.”

He walked in uninvited, his eyes sweeping from corner to corner in methodical arcs. When he turned to her, his gaze locked onto hers and held—unblinking, unflinching—until something cold slithered down her spine and settled in her stomach.

“I work with Ethan Payne. He was briefed by Alex Cross. Your father didn’t give me a lot of information—just a file and a warning.”

“What kind of warning?”

“That if you were anything like your father, you’d be a spoiled, sharp-mouthed liability.”

Ivy stepped forward, her fingers curled. “Then why are you here?”

He tilted his head, voice flat. “Because even liabilities can be protected—for a price.”

His gaze cut through her like a market appraiser's, cataloguing value beneath her skin. Her cheeks burned, her silk robe suddenly too tight across her chest as she inhaled sharply, fingers curling against her thigh to stop their trembling.

God help her.

Something in his eyes told her that men like him collected debts in flesh, not dollars. The certainty of it settled in her bones like a chill.

Cain Mercer nodded toward the hallway. “Pack what you need. You’ve got five minutes.”

“And if I don’t?”

He turned, already walking away. “Then you’re not worth saving.”

***

Five minutes was generous. Too generous, really.

Cain stood near the elevator and counted the seconds in silence, eyes fixed on the city skyline bleeding orange through the sheer glass windows. Downtown’s energy had shifted—what used to buzz with Marston’s power now simmered with bloodlust.

Ivy Marston was a walking liability wrapped in soft silk and legacy perfume. And now she was his problem.

He didn’t work favors. Not anymore.

But when Ethan called, there wasn’t an option.

“She’s high-risk. No backup. No support. Her father cashed in a chip with Alex Cross. Just get her out.”

Cain had expected a brat with fake tits and a TikTok addiction. What he got was something worse. Smarter. Sharper. Dangerous in a completely different way.

That look she gave him? That flash of recognition, like she knew what kind of man he was?

She was either braver than she should be—or reckless enough to get herself killed.

The soft tap of heels against the floor announced her return.

She’d packed fast. Good.

Cain turned as Ivy reappeared, dragging a designer duffel bag and a grim expression.

“No makeup? No jewelry? Impressive.”

She rolled her eyes. “You think I want to be recognized?”

He gave a short nod and moved toward the door. When he brushed past her, her perfume hit him—something rich and floral that probably cost more than most people's rent. Beneath it lay the sharp, metallic edge of fear she was trying desperately to hide behind that straight spine.

“Where are we going?” she asked, stepping into the elevator behind him.

“Safehouse. Undisclosed location. No phone. No contact.”

“So… prison with room service?”

Cain's gaze dropped to where the silk robe clung to her thighs. She hadn't changed—just wrapped herself in expensive fabric that concealed nothing and protected less.

“If you’re lucky, Marston, I’m the worst man you’ll have to deal with in the next few days.”

She swallowed hard but didn’t flinch. “You planning to collect on that favor personally?”

He pressed the elevator button and turned just enough to let her see the threat in his eyes. “If I wanted something from you, sweetheart, you wouldn’t be asking.”

The elevator hummed between them, filling the space where her reply should have been. She fixed her gaze on the polished floor, watching their distorted reflections slide downward with each passing second.

Good. Maybe she understood the stakes now.

Cain didn’t fuck his clients. He didn’t want their gratitude, or their tears, or their secrets.

He wanted compliance. Silence. And no drama.

But Ivy Marston was already too much.

Too close. Too clever. Too tempting.

And that was a problem he’d need to solve fast.

***

The SUV was silent. No music, no chatter, not even the sound of Cain Mercer breathing. Just the purr of the engine and the distant hum of the city she used to rule.

Ivy hugged her knees to her chest, one hand clutching silk against bare skin, her face a mask of indifference that slipped with every mile.

He hadn't offered her a change of clothes. He hadn’t offered anything. Just opened the passenger door like she was cargo and drove off into the night without another word.

She hated how fast her body had adjusted to his presence—how it recognized him before her mind did. Her pulse had calmed when she saw him. That wasn’t normal. That was instinct. Animal-level shit. And it scared her more than the protestors had.

She glanced over.

Cain’s hands were on the wheel—large, tanned, veined. His forearms were exposed, sleeves rolled up. His jaw flexed as if he were chewing on things he wouldn’t say. Every so often, his eyes flicked to the rearview. Calculating.

Definitely military. Or ex-special forces. Or one of those alphabet-agency ghosts her father used to whisper about when he thought she was asleep.

And now she was at his mercy. Every mile taking her further from safety into his domain. Every time she glanced at his hands on the wheel, her body responded with a treacherous warmth—strong hands that could protect or punish with equal skill.

She hated herself for being turned on.

But she was.

“So what exactly do I need protection from?” she asked, needing to fill the air with anything but her own thoughts.

Cain didn’t glance at her. “Your father made enemies. Dangerous ones.”

“My father was the enemy,” she muttered.

Cain’s hand twitched on the wheel.

“Does Alex Cross really owe him that much?”

“I don’t know the details,” he said.

“And you?”

“I don’t owe anyone. But I was asked. And I said yes.”

“Why?”

That made him pause. Just long enough to send a ripple down her spine.

"Because I don't forget who owes me," he said, his voice rough enough to scrape the skin from her nerves.

Ivy turned toward the window, pressing her lips together to trap the words rising in her throat. The glass reflected her face, pale against the darkness outside. Behind her, his profile remained sharp, unreadable. He didn't need to remember debts.

He was the debt others paid.

After a few miles, he spoke again. “You’re not under house arrest, Ivy. But if you want my protection, you follow my rules. You break them, and I walk.”

“That’s your price?”

“No,” he said simply. “You couldn’t afford my price.”

The air in the car shifted. Thickened.

The truth settled in her like a weight settling at the bottom of a deep well. She'd never reclaim what was taken—not her name, not her future, not her safety. What remained was simpler: flesh and bone, the ability to surrender, and a desperate need to hand over the reins of a life spiraling beyond her grasp.

Her pulse kicked harder. Her voice came out softer than she expected.

“What if I offer myself instead?”

Cain’s head didn’t move. His gaze cut sideways, cold enough to freeze her blood.

“What did you say?”

She licked her lips. “You said I can’t pay you. So what if I don’t try to? What if I trade obedience instead? You protect me. I obey you. In everything.”

The silence between them pulled like a tide, dragging them both under.

He didn’t answer.

But he didn’t say no.

***

She’d meant it.

Cain knew the difference between bluffing and surrender. Knew how to read a flicker in someone’s eyes, the shallow rise of breath when submission wasn’t fear—it was desire.

And Ivy Marston had just laid herself at his feet—a surrender disguised as an offering.

Obedience. Complete.

No money. No contract.

Just a body and a promise.

He didn’t respond right away. He let the silence stretch as he drove, let her squirm in that robe, legs crossed tight, gaze flicking nervously to his profile

like she couldn’t believe what she’d just said. But she didn’t take it back. That mattered.

She wanted to give up control.

And he wanted to take it.

Cain flexed his grip on the wheel. There were rules. Even for him. Especially after the last time.

He’d fucked a client once. Just once. It ended with a bullet wound, two broken ribs, and a three-million-dollar payout. He’d promised Ethan he wouldn’t do it again.

But Ivy wasn’t just a client.

She was a transaction.

And she was the one who named the currency.

They hit the outskirts of the city, leaving streetlights behind. The safehouse was twenty minutes out—wooded, remote, fenced, private. Exactly what he needed. What she needed, even if she didn’t know it yet.

He killed the headlights as they hit the gravel road. The SUV rolled to a stop outside the gates. He keyed in the code, then turned to face her.

“You’re serious,” he said.

She nodded once, but her voice was firm. “Yes.”

“You don’t get to take it back once it starts.”

“I know.”

“You don’t get to decide which rules apply.”

“I want all of them,” she said, too quickly.

His jaw flexed. “That’s not how this works.”

Her expression flickered.

Cain leaned toward her just slightly, voice low. “This isn’t a fantasy. You offer obedience? You’ll live it. I’ll give the orders. You’ll follow. I don’t do safe little games. I don’t tolerate negotiation once the deal’s made.”

“I’m not playing,” she whispered, heat rising in her face.

He studied her. Every inch of her face. The high cheekbones. The proud tilt of her chin. The robe slipped just enough to reveal bare collarbone, soft skin, the hint of the vulnerable places she didn’t know she was offering yet.

She wasn’t bluffing.

But she didn’t know what she was walking into either.

He opened the door and stepped out into the darkness. Cold air sliced against his skin, carrying the scent of pine and the weight of absolute stillness.

“Get out,” he said.

She followed, heels crunching gravel.

Cain rounded the SUV, came up behind her, and leaned down to her ear.

“I’ll give you one night to sleep on it. One. No touching. No orders. But if you come to my door tomorrow and repeat what you just said—”

He let the words trail off, then added,

“—then you’re mine.”

Ivy swallowed. She drew a sharp, uneven breath

. But she nodded.

And he knew then.

Tomorrow, she would come.

And when she did, he wasn’t going to go easy.


The Contract


The bed was too soft. Or maybe the silence was too loud.

Ivy lay there staring at the ceiling of a bedroom that didn’t belong to her, in a house that felt like it belonged to no one. The sheets smelled faintly of cedar, and the wall-mounted security panel blinked red every few seconds, like it was keeping time for a war she didn’t understand.

She hadn’t slept.

Every time she closed her eyes, she saw him. Cain Mercer.

Big, brutal, beautiful in a way that made her body feel wrong and right all at once.

He had to be at least fifteen years older than her. Maybe more. Late thirties, easy. Not just older—seasoned. Hard. There was no boy in that man. He was carved from bad decisions and worse memories. Whatever softness he’d started life with had been scraped off in layers, probably overseas with a gun in his hand and no flag on his shoulder. He wasn't just the kind of man who looked dangerous. He was the kind who had already done the things others only threatened. That was what terrified her.

And she’d offered herself to him like a fucking idiot. A naked deal, wrapped in obedience and desperation.

I’ll obey. In everything.

Jesus.

What had she been thinking?

She sat up, brushing hair from her face, heartbeat fluttering.

He hadn’t touched her. Hadn’t even looked at her like he wanted to. His indifference cut deeper than desire ever could. The restraint. The way he held himself back like she wasn’t ready yet, like he knew what it would look like when she was.

The robe had twisted up around her hips in the night. She pushed it down and swung her legs over the side of the bed, feet hitting cool hardwood. No carpet. No mirrors.Minimalist and unforgiving—a space designed for function, not comfort. He didn’t decorate. He didn’t live here. He hid here.

She checked the door—unlocked.

Her mouth was dry, stomach hollow. But there was no way she was eating before she saw him. Before she followed through.

Ivy padded through the hallway, barefoot and flushed, nerves spiking harder with each step. This was either the most reckless decision of her life… or the only honest one she’d ever made.

Cain’s bedroom door was open.

He was awake. Sitting at the edge of the bed, wearing a black T-shirt and black pants, with his forearms resting on his thighs. The shirt was clinging to the shoulders that looked like they could carry a corpse and still win a fight.

He didn’t move when he saw her. Just waited.

Ivy’s voice trembled, but her words were clear.

“I haven’t changed my mind.”

His head tilted slightly. “Say it.”

She swallowed. “I want the deal. I want to obey. Your rules. Your terms.”

Cain stood slowly. Not menacing. Just… deliberate.

“Then take off the robe,” he said. “And follow me.”

***

She was trembling, but she didn’t hesitate.

The silk robe slipped off her shoulders in one slow sweep, pooling at her feet with a whisper of surrender. Cain studied her body with the cold precision of a man appraising property, not pleasure.

She had the kind of body that didn’t know how to lie. Pink around the nipples from tension. Skin flushed between the thighs. Goosebumps over her arms, despite the heat.

Not scared.

Ready.

This wasn’t coercion.

This was consent weaponized.

Cain turned without a word and walked toward the living room. He didn’t check to see if she followed.

She did.

He pulled a leather folder from a drawer and laid it on the table. Two sheets inside. One blank. One not.

“Sit.”

She obeyed. She sat with the stiff posture of someone who'd never been naked in front of a stranger before, knees locked together, shoulders drawn back in defiance of her vulnerability.

Good.

Cain placed the filled sheet in front of her.

“I made you a contract.”

Ivy blinked. “That fast?”

“I’ve written a lot of them.”

Her eyes flicked over the page. The contents were simple. Stark.

Obedience Protocol

The submissive (Ivy Marston) agrees to follow the dominant’s (Cain Mercer) rules within the space of protection.

All commands must be followed unless safeworded.

The submissive may use the word “glass” as a hard limit halt.

The dominant retains full control over access, pleasure, and behavior.

Duration: Indefinite.

No physical harm beyond bruises or consensual restraint.

No external contact unless approved.

The submissive accepts discipline.

The submissive accepts praise.

The submissive understands she is not free.

At the bottom:

Signature lines

She looked up. “No lawyer?”

Cain met her gaze. “No out-clause either.”

Ivy’s lips parted. “You’re serious.”

“I am. Are you?”

Her fingers hesitated. Then she picked up the pen and signed.

Cain flipped to the blank sheet and slid it toward her. “Now write your own version. In your own words. What you’re offering.”

She looked like she was about to argue, then changed her mind. Smart.

She wrote. Slowly. Carefully.

I agree to obey Cain Mercer’s rules.

I agree to submit to his commands.

I want this because I feel safe when I’m not in charge.

I trust that he won’t hurt me.

I will let him teach me how to behave.

I will try not to talk back.

I will not run.

I will listen.

I want to be owned.

She handed it back to him, fingers shaking.

Cain folded both sheets and tucked them back in the folder.

Then he knelt in front of her, took her ankles in his hands, and parted her thighs.

“You’ve got one rule right now,” he said, voice low.

Ivy stared at him, pupils dilated. “What?”

He leaned in. Close enough to breathe against her skin, but not touch it.

“Don’t cum until I say.”

Her breath caught. “You’re not even touching me.”

Cain smiled, dark and slow.

“Yet.”

***

She was wet before he even touched her.

Cain knelt between her thighs, close enough that the heat of his breath made her body clench in anticipation. His words still sparked through her nervous system, electric and inescapable: Don’t cum until I say.

It wasn’t the kind of rule she could obey easily. That was part of the thrill.

He hadn’t laid a finger on her, and yet she already felt the edge sharpening.

Cain's palms claimed her knees, heavy and deliberate. His grip was possessive, not gentle. Not cruel either. Like he was claiming her with touch alone.

“You offered obedience,” he said, voice rough and hot. “That means you don’t get to decide when you’re finished.”

Ivy swallowed hard. “I understand.”

“Do you?”

He dragged one hand up the inside of her thigh. Not fast. Not teasing. Commanding. Her hips flinched.

“I don’t think you’ve ever had to hold back a single thing in your life,” he said, gaze flicking to hers. “You’ve never had to wait. Or beg. Or earn.”

“I can learn,” she whispered.

Cain's thumb traced where she was already wet—not dipping in, just pressing lightly. Her lungs forgot how to work. He was testing her already.

One stroke. Two. His thumb circled in slow, deliberate movements—a calculated restraint that made her body arch for more while forcing her mind to surrender to his pace.

Her hips rocked forward without permission.

He froze. “Did I tell you to move?”

She blinked. “No…”

“Then don’t.”

Ivy stilled herself by sheer force of will. Her thighs trembled. Her skin burned. And when he slid a single finger inside her, slow and deep, she almost came right then.

His eyes tracked each flutter of her eyelids, each tremor beneath her skin, each bitten-back sound that never quite made it past her throat. This wasn't about his pleasure. This was reconnaissance.

“Let it build,” he murmured. “I want to see you surrender.”

She clenched around his finger, desperate for friction, for rhythm, for something more. But Cain gave her nothing but control and tension. It was maddening. Perfect.

Another finger joined the first.

Her nails dug into the edge of the chair. Her breathing got louder. Her back arched.

“I’m close,” she choked out. “Please—”

“No.”

That single syllable cut through her like steel.

Her whole body shuddered, but she held. Just barely.

“Good girl,” he whispered. “But you’re not done.”

He pressed his thumb to her clit again, fingers still moving inside her, slower now. Deeper. Her jaw went slack.

“I—Cain—please—”

“No.”

She whimpered. Loud. Humiliated and needful.

His hand left her entirely.

A ragged sound tore from Ivy's throat as she collapsed against the chair, legs splayed helplessly, every nerve ending screaming for a release he wouldn't allow.

Cain stood.

“You’ll cum when I say,” he said, voice quiet but final. “And not a second before.”

He turned to walk away like nothing had happened.

“Wait,” she gasped.

He paused in the doorway, not looking back.

“Am I allowed to touch myself?”

He paused briefly.

“No. Not even then.”

***

He didn’t get far.

As soon as he stepped out of the room, Cain braced one hand against the wall, let his eyes close, and exhaled through his nose like a man trying to hold back a fucking storm.

His cock was rock hard. Painfully so.

Hearing her beg. Watching her fall apart trying not to cum. The way her voice broke when she whispered his name. It went straight to the part of him he usually kept buried.

He was supposed to be the wall. The control. The shield between chaos and consequence.

Instead, Ivy Marston had him fighting the urge to unzip and take his cock in hand like a fucking teenager.

Cain hadn’t let himself react during the scene—not visibly. Not verbally. But inside, it was war.

And he was losing.

He’d planned to start slow. Gradual introduction. Build trust. Test limits. That was what responsible Doms did, especially with someone untrained. But Ivy hadn’t asked for soft edges. She’d offered herself with the kind of desperation that didn’t come from games—it came from need.

Need to obey.

Need to be broken.

Need to be protected by something stronger than herself.

And fuck, it had turned him on.

He adjusted his pants, breathing sharply as he ran a hand down his face.

The image of her—bare thighs trembling, pussy glistening, voice cracking on the word please—was going to haunt him. He hadn’t even tasted her yet, and he already wanted to ruin her.

That voice. That whimper. That look when he said no.

He knew what came next. He’d seen it a hundred times before.

The denial would crawl under her skin. The lack of release would keep her raw and sensitive. One hard look, one small touch, and she'd fall apart for him without effort.

He’d made her his.

And that scared the hell out of him more than whatever enemies were trying to get to her.

Cain forced himself away from the wall, pacing the hallway once before heading to the gear room. If he stayed in her presence, he’d do something reckless. And right now, recklessness wasn’t an option.

He keyed into the secure cabinet and pulled up the surveillance monitors. Four cameras, all green. No movement near the perimeter. No alerts from the drones. Just thick woods, heavy silence, and Ivy’s desperate breathing still echoing in his head.

Tomorrow, he’d start rechecking the perimeter. Running her through safe routes. Updating protocols.

They weren’t safe yet. And if whoever wanted her dead figured out where she was…

Cain's jaw hardened to granite and flicked back to the screen showing her still seated in the chair, thighs clenched, eyes wide with frustration.

He exhaled, low and ragged.

She was offering more than obedience.

She was offering belonging.

And if he wasn’t careful, he was going to take it.


The Perimeter


The next morning, Cain was all business.

No touching. No dirty words. No hints of the night before.

He handed her a protein bar and a black hoodie, then pointed to a pair of combat boots by the door. “Wear these.”

Ivy tugged at the hoodie's hem. "Where are we going?"

“Perimeter check. You need to know the land in case we get breached.”

“Oh. You mean like, action movie breached? Or just a squirrel triggering a motion sensor?”

He gave her a look. The kind that said he wasn’t in the mood for sarcasm.

Ivy shut up. Slipped into the hoodie, still braless, and laced the boots while watching him load a sidearm into a holster under his jacket. The way he moved—efficient, confident, like violence was a second language—sent a fresh pulse of heat between her thighs.

Which pissed her off, honestly.

She should not be getting turned on while preparing for potential death.

Ten minutes later they were out in the woods, dirt crunching beneath her boots, air crisp and clean in a way that didn’t feel real. The property was massive—fenced with hidden sensors, a drone network, and cameras she’d never spot on her own.

He didn’t speak much. Just walked ahead, checking motion-activated tripwires, clearing blind spots, pointing at which trees marked the outer range. Ivy followed, pretending not to notice how often his gaze slid back to her legs, or how his hand never strayed far from his weapon.

“This place feels like a prison,” she muttered.

“It’s protection.”

“Same difference.”

“No,” he said, stopping. “One keeps you in. The other keeps them out.”

“Who’s them, exactly?”

He looked at her. “People your father stole from. People who don’t give warnings.”

Ivy’s mouth went dry. “Are they really trying to kill me?”

Cain didn’t answer. Which said everything.

Their footsteps fell in rhythm, neither speaking. The silence between them stretched like a tripwire—not yet broken, but ready to snap.

By the time they reached the northeast corner of the perimeter, Ivy was sweating. Her thighs ached. And Cain still hadn’t let the tension between them break.

“I thought obedience came with rewards,” she said, huffing. “You’ve given me nothing but cardio and cold stares.”

He didn’t turn around. “Obedience is the reward.”

“Oh, fuck off.”

He did turn at that—slow, deliberate, and dark.

“You want praise?” he asked, stepping toward her. “Want me to pat your head and finger you against the fence line for doing the bare minimum?”

Ivy's breath snagged. “Maybe.”

Cain’s hand landed on her throat. Not tight. Just present.

"Then don't smart-mouth me in the middle of a blind zone," he said, voice dropping to a rough whisper against her ear.. “Or next time, I’ll bend you over one of these cameras and make you say thank you while I’m still inside you.”

Her legs went weak. Her pulse pounded between them.

He released her.

“You want a reward, princess?” he said, voice cold again. “Then start acting like you’ve earned it.”

***

The moment he spotted the tripped line, Cain’s pulse dropped into combat rhythm.

It wasn’t obvious—just a single thread of monofilament broken near the base of a tree—but it was deliberate. Precise. Whoever did it knew what they were doing.

Too low for a deer. Too clean to be wind.

Human.

And recent.

He held up a hand.

Ivy almost collided with his back. “What is it?”

He didn’t answer. Just turned, gripped her arm, and moved them fast off-path toward a cover spot marked in his mental map. Dense foliage. Zero line-of-sight from the northeast approach.

“Stay behind me,” he ordered, voice low.

Her mouth opened, but the tone shut her up before she spoke.

Good girl.

Cain crouched, eyes scanning tree lines. His mind ran the calculations—there’d been no alert from the drone, which meant either the camera had been tampered with or the intruder knew the layout.

Both options were bad.

He pulled his sidearm, thumbed the safety. Held it low, but ready. Every muscle in his body clicked into place. Hyperaware. Focused.

Behind him, Ivy was too quiet. He glanced back. She was trembling—but not crying. Her hands were clenched into fists, like she was holding herself together by pure defiance.

He respected the hell out of that.

“Are we going to die?”

“No.”

She released her breath like someone letting go of their last hope.

They held there for ten minutes. Long enough for the tension to go from razor-sharp to nearly unbearable.

Nothing moved. No footsteps. No retreat. Just the oppressive weight of potential.

Cain knew better than to relax.

He pulled out the secured walkie on his belt and pinged the silent alarm to the drone network. A soft click confirmed the trigger had been acknowledged. The system would initiate a patrol pattern sweep and run heat-signature scans over the next thirty minutes.

Until then, they were on lockdown.

He stood and turned to Ivy. “We’re going back to the house.”

She didn’t argue this time. Good.

He kept her close on the way back, hand grazing the small of her back more than once. Not for comfort—for control. If something jumped out, he needed to be able to throw her behind him without hesitation.

And if she noticed that his hand lingered a little too long?

That was his problem.

Back at the house, he locked every point of entry. Checked the security logs. Activated night-mode on every camera.

No sign of forced entry. No new heat signatures yet. But the tripwire wasn’t accidental.

Someone was close.

And someone knew where Ivy Marston had been stashed.

Cain holstered his weapon and turned toward the woman who was now pacing his living room in nothing but his oversized hoodie and boots.

She was breathing hard, skin flushed from adrenaline.

He watched her move—tight, angry, alive.

And knew, right then, this wasn’t just a job anymore.

***

Her heart still hadn’t slowed.

The woods had been too quiet. The tension in Cain’s voice, the way he moved like a loaded weapon—it made everything feel real. Not just scary-real. Dangerous. Life-on-the-line real.

But now?

Now she was back in the house, locked inside, caged—again—and it felt like suffocating all over again.

Ivy stood in the kitchen, breathing hard, arms crossed, brain rattling.

He wouldn’t tell her what the threat was.

He wouldn’t even let her ask questions.

And that silence? That was worse than the gun on his hip.

She needed some kind of control back. Something small. Something she could do.

Her bag was in the laundry room, tucked in the cabinet where he’d dumped it the day they arrived. She moved fast, quiet, pulse pounding in her ears.

Through the window, she could see Cain on the porch, his shoulders rigid as he monitored the property—a predator surveying his territory, every movement economical and lethal.

He wouldn’t check her bag again. He thought he’d stripped it already.

But he hadn’t found the burner.

Ivy had tucked it inside a tampon wrapper. Just in case.

And now, she needed it. Not to call her father—fuck him—but to call anyone. Anyone who could remind her of who she was before all this.

She closed the laundry door softly. Unzipped the lining. Fingers shaking.

There it was. Cool plastic. Fully charged.

She powered it on, immediately muted the volume. The signal bar was weak—but there. She tapped into encrypted chat, heart pounding in her throat.

Her finger hovered over a contact. Nova. Old assistant. Still loyal? Maybe.

But the screen lit up before she could even type.

New Message: UNKNOWN.

“RUN WHILE YOU STILL CAN.”

She froze.

The phone slipped from her hands, clattering to the floor.

The message blinked back at her like a curse. It wasn’t random. It wasn’t spam.

Someone knew she was here.

Someone had access.

Someone was watching.

The door slammed open.

Cain.

He crossed the room in two strides and grabbed the phone off the floor before she could speak.

“You brought this in?” he asked, voice low, dangerous.

“I—”

His eyes hardened into something unreadable.

“You turned it on?”

“It was just for a second—”

“You broke the only rule that matters.”

“I didn’t know—”

“You didn’t ask.”

He stepped forward. Ivy instinctively backed up, hitting the dryer behind her.

“You could’ve pinged our location,” he snapped. “You could’ve exposed the entire perimeter. We might already be compromised.”

“I got a message,” she said quickly, panicked. “It said to run. I didn’t send anything—I swear!”

Cain didn’t blink. Didn’t breathe. He looked at the phone, saw the message, and pocketed it.

Then he stared down at her as if she were no longer a person.

She was a problem to be corrected.

“Strip,” he said. “Now.”

“What?”

“You disobeyed. You put both of us at risk. That means punishment.”

She hesitated.

“Or,” he added, voice ice, “you can leave. Now. Alone. No protection. No rules. No me.”

Ivy’s breath shook.

She took off the hoodie.

***

She stood there naked in the laundry room, chest rising and falling in ragged beats, her hoodie and underwear forgotten on the floor. The faint imprint of his belt still wrapped her wrists behind her back, and yet she hadn’t tried to move, hadn’t run. She was waiting.

Good.

The rigid outline of his hard cock strained visibly against his jeans, impossible to conceal. He made no effort to hide it. She needed to see what she did to him. What disobedience costs.

“Face the washer,” he ordered.

Ivy turned, wrists still bound, her back arched slightly as she tried to maintain her dignity in the most undignified position imaginable.

He grabbed another belt from the utility shelf, looped it around her elbows, and drew it tight, forcing her shoulders back, chest forward. Her gasp was soft, but sharp. A sound of surrender.

“You will not touch me. You will not move. You will not speak unless I tell you to,” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

He paused at that.

The sir wasn't rehearsed.

Cain stepped close behind her, one hand gripping her bound arms to hold her steady. The other came down in a slow, testing stroke along her back, then down to her ass. He spread her cheeks slightly, exposing her dripping center.

“Still wet,” he murmured. “Even after the breach. Even after you broke the one rule I told you mattered.”

She whimpered, head hanging. “I’m sorry.”

“No, you’re not. Not yet.”

His hand came down hard. The sound cracked through the room, her body jolting from the impact.

“One.”

Another.

“Two—fuck.”

He alternated hands, changing angles, never giving her time to anticipate. He watched her skin flush and darken, listened for the difference between pain and arousal. She was moaning now—raw, desperate, needy.

By the time she hit twelve, her knees had started to wobble.

Cain dropped to one knee behind her, reached under, and dragged his fingers through her wetness.

"I didn't give you permission to enjoy this," he breathed, the words hot against her ear.

“I can’t help it,” she whispered, voice wrecked.

“I know.”

He circled her clit with the tip of his index finger, slow and deliberate, while curling two fingers inside her, pumping with precision. She rocked into his touch instinctively, hips chasing friction.

Cain stopped.

“No.”

“Please—Cain, please.”

“You think begging earns mercy?” he murmured, standing and adjusting himself inside his jeans. “It earns use.”

He unzipped his pants slowly, letting the sound echo. His cock emerged—thick, hard, pulsing with need. He ran the head along her entrance, coated it in her juice, but didn’t push in yet.

“Do you want to cum?” he asked.

“Yes. God, yes.”

“Then earn it.”

He slid in just an inch. She moaned.

He pulled out.

Then again—just deeper. Pulled out.

He set the rhythm slow, fucking her in tight, measured strokes that gave her just enough to drive her insane, never enough to tip her over.

Her moans turned desperate. She was panting now.

“I’m gonna—Cain—please, I can’t—”

“Hold it.”

He gripped her hips and slammed into her hard. Deep. She cried out.

“Do. Not. Cum.”

He edged her cruelly—let her rise, then paused. Let her tremble on the edge, then withdrew completely. Her body shook, whimpering, soaking, begging without words.

He leaned down and bit the back of her neck.

"Cum now," he commanded, his voice a dark current against her skin.

She unraveled.

Her orgasm tore through her with a wail—legs trembling, arms straining against the belts, body convulsing as he kept fucking her, now rough, now his.

Cain chased his own release a moment later, slamming in deep and coming with a low, guttural groan. His grip bruised her hips. His breath caught in her ear.

They stayed like that for a long moment. Skin to skin. Silence except for the aftermath of breathing.

He pulled out slowly, carefully, then began unbuckling the straps binding her. Her body sagged forward, exhausted, spent, glowing.

Cain caught her before she dropped, lifting her into his arms.

She didn't resist. She melted into him.

“You’re safe now,” he murmured.

“I know,” she whispered back.


Fractures


He carried her.

Not like a prize, or a conquest. But like she mattered. Like she wasn’t just another girl broken across a belt and bent over steel.

Ivy should’ve felt humiliated. She’d begged. Been tied up. Spanked until her legs shook. Fucked until she screamed for permission to cum—and did.

But all she felt was… safe. Sore, yes. Tender, yes. But wrapped in something bigger than comfort.

Cain Mercer wasn’t gentle. He didn’t do gentle.

But the way he laid her down on the bed, and covered her with the soft throw blanket, his touch held more worship than shame.

She watched him as he straightened. He didn’t speak. Just walked to the bathroom, grabbed a warm cloth, and came back to clean her. He moved like a man who'd done this a thousand times before—each motion precise, deliberate, without wasted effort.

She didn’t speak either. Her throat still felt raw from screaming his name.

Only when he tossed the cloth aside and sat beside her did she risk a whisper.

“Is this still part of the deal?”

Cain didn’t look at her right away.

“No,” he said. “This part’s mine.”

Ivy’s stomach twisted. That shouldn't have made her feel so warm. But it did.

She rolled onto her side, watching him through half-lidded eyes.

“Do you always tie your clients to dryers and fuck them senseless?”

He arched a brow. “You’re not a client. You’re a favor.”

“Right,” she muttered. “The lowest form of payment.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Then what did you mean?”

He didn’t answer. Typical.

She turned back onto her back, staring up at the ceiling fan spinning lazy circles above them. Her thighs still trembled from how close she’d been to the edge before he gave her permission.

She didn’t know if she wanted to slap him… or beg him to do it again.

The silence stretched.

Then Cain stood and walked to the corner of the room, where a wall-mounted security panel blinked in a slow, measured rhythm. She watched his posture stiffen.

“What is it?”

He didn’t answer.

He tapped something on the touchscreen. His posture transformed in an instant—not the wild tension of panic, but the lethal stillness of a predator sensing intrusion. Every muscle locked into place, jaw clenched like a vise.

Ivy sat up, the blanket sliding off her chest.

“Cain—what?”

He turned toward her. “The northeast drone feed is corrupted.”

Her stomach dropped. “You mean—”

“Somebody looped the camera. We didn’t see the tripwire in real time because the system thought everything was clear.”

Her pulse went cold.

“How do you know?”

“Because the timecode is wrong by twelve minutes.” He paused. “And the backup feed is gone.”

She was already scrambling for her clothes.

“What do we do?”

He walked over, grabbed her by the chin, and tilted her face up to his.

“You do exactly what I say. No improvising. No wandering. No more favors.”

Her breath stalled.

Then she nodded.

This wasn’t a game anymore.

***

Cain sat in front of the surveillance console, jaw locked, heart thrashing in a way that had nothing to do with Ivy

—and everything to do with the twelve-minute blackout on the feed.

It wasn’t just corruption. It was insertion. A looped visual, recorded earlier and played back to mask real-time movement. That was military-grade knowledge.

Whoever came looking for Ivy wasn’t just pissed.

They were trained.

And they were close.

Too close.

Cain tapped into the secondary drone net—dead. Primary motion sensors are still online, but that wouldn’t hold for long. Once someone knew your software, it was over.

This house was compromised. So was the land. Maybe the power. Maybe the water.

He needed to get her out. Now.

Cain moved fast, sweeping the room, collecting pre-packed bags. He had fallback protocols, and fallback to those protocols. One destination in particular had never failed him.

No signal. No wireless.

No fucking distractions.

Ivy walked into the room fully dressed—tight leggings, hoodie zipped high, her hair in a messy braid, expression serious.

He nodded once. “Get in the SUV. Five minutes. No questions.”

She didn’t argue.

Good.

Ten minutes later, they were on the road. Cain drove fast, off the grid, cutting through backroads and silent switchbacks as the sun dipped behind black pines.

Ivy was quiet for most of the drive. Until the second hour, when the silence started to buzz.

“Where are we going?”

“A safe location. Remote. Disconnected.”

“Like… off the grid?”

“Completely.”

“What about security?”

“There is none.”

She froze. “Then how is it safe?”

He looked at her. “Because no one knows it exists.”

Ivy swallowed and went quiet again.

Good.

He didn't need questions. He needed obedience.

Once they reached the entrance—hidden beneath what looked like a rusted-out hunting shed—Cain keyed in a physical lock code. No electronics. Just steel and silence. They descended into a dim, reinforced cabin built into the mountain, the kind used by ghosts who never wanted to be found.

Two rooms. One bed. One generator. One weapon locker. No signal.

He shut the steel door behind them and locked three different mechanisms.

Then turned to Ivy.

“New rules,” he said.

She straightened, eyes wide, adrenaline still fresh on her skin.

“While we’re here, you don’t leave the cabin without asking. You don’t speak unless I speak first. You don’t cum unless I make you.”

She nodded slowly. Her voice was barely a whisper. “Okay.”

“No. You say, yes, sir.”

Ivy’s eyes flashed.

Then she dropped her gaze.

“Yes, sir.”

Cain stepped closer, his body already responding to her voice again.

This place was raw. Quiet. The kind of space where he could be raw, too.

He gripped her chin, tilted her face up.

“We’re off the grid now, Ivy. That means no rules but mine.”

Her breath faultered.

“Are you ready for that?”

“Yes, sir.”

He smiled.

“Good.”

***

The mountain cabin smelled like cedar and old stone, the air still and clean in a way that felt unreal—like time didn’t pass here.

Cain didn’t speak much after they arrived.

He checked the weapons, reset the generator, swept the perimeter on foot with the kind of silent, violent grace that reminded her: this was not a man who hoped things would go well.

This was a man who planned for the worst and made it bleed if it got too close.

Ivy didn’t ask questions. She just watched. Waited.

And when he finally looked at her, standing in the middle of the fire-warmed room with his shirt half-unbuttoned and his eyes dark, she knew.

The tension wasn’t just survival.

It was control. Hunger. Restraint.

"On your knees," he said, voice low and calm.

Ivy dropped.

No hesitation.

He stepped closer, then reached for the drawer near the small cast iron stove. He pulled something out. A black silk blindfold. A long taper candle. She shivered.

"Open your mouth."

She obeyed. He slid the blindfold over her eyes. Darkness closed in, and every breath sharpened.

“Tonight is not punishment,” he murmured, standing above her. “This is practice. You’ll learn to serve when you’re afraid. To crave obedience even when you can’t see.”

She moaned softly.

Cain stepped forward, unzipped his pants, and let the metallic whisper of his zipper linger in the silence. Something warm pressed against her lips, sending a current through her blindfolded body. Her breath caught as it traced the seam of her mouth, leaving behind a hint of salt.

“Don’t move,” he said.

He took his time.

Let her feel the anticipation stretch out like wire. Then he pushed forward slowly, guiding himself past her lips, into her mouth with a low exhale.

She wrapped her lips around him obediently, tongue flattening beneath the shaft as he filled her throat inch by inch. The angle forced her to hold still. To submit.

He groaned.

“Ivy…” It wasn’t her name. It was a claim.

Then came the heat.

The first drop of wax landed just below her collarbone—hot, sharp, shocking.

She gasped around him but didn’t pull back.

“Good girl,” he whispered.

Another drop. Lower this time. Near her sternum. It stung, but it lit something in her blood. A fire that had nothing to do with fear.

He rocked his hips forward, sliding deeper down her throat as more wax dripped slowly over her chest.

His voice tightened. “You look fucking perfect like this. Kneeling. Blind. Serving.”

She moaned around him, desperate for approval.

He pulled back just enough to let her breathe, then shoved in deep again—throat-fucking her now, slow and firm.

Outside the cabin, the world hunted her. Inside, she belonged.

When he came, he ground her name between his teeth and held her there, shaking, spent.

Only after she swallowed did he lift the blindfold, trace the pad of his thumb across her parted mouth,and murmur—

"Someone leaked the signal path. Ethan’s team is on it. We’ll end this soon.”

***

The sun hadn’t broken yet. Just a pale gray bruising the horizon as Cain moved through the pine-thick brush, silent as a ghost.

He didn’t need light. He’d made this trip a dozen times in the past year—one of three off-grid dead drop points he maintained for operations just like this. No signal. No trackers. Just a weatherproof lockbox buried beneath a marked stone about three miles from the cabin.

Ivy was still asleep, her body curled beneath the wool blanket, faint traces of wax still clinging to her skin.

Cain hadn’t planned to leave her even for an hour.

But the looped drone footage had changed everything. He needed intel. Now.

He reached the stone. Kneeled. Dug six inches down.

Gloved fingers found the steel case exactly where it should be.

He popped the seal. Inside: a USB, a heat-map printout, and a folded black envelope with red wax stamped on the back—Ethan’s mark. Private network encryption.

Cain opened the envelope first.

The note was short. Ethan's handwriting, sharp and merciless.

Leak confirmed. Inner circle.

Source: Lucien Roth.

Suspect terminated 21:40.

One unknown asset unaccounted.

Assume exposure.

Tier 3 clearance if contact made.

Burn the bridge.

Cain’s jaw flexed.

Lucien fucking Roth. Doug Marston’s former advisor. PR cleanup man. The same slick bastard who smiled through press conferences while hiding offshore assets and laundering reputation.

Cain knew him and always hated him.

Apparently, Ethan had too. Long enough to watch. Long enough to pull the trigger when the confirmation hit.

Cain flipped to the next page: a series of photos—satellite captures of a private airstrip in Idaho, timestamps from three days ago, a blurred license plate traced to a burner SUV seen two counties over.

They were close.

He snapped the folder shut and reburied the cache, burning the paper note with a match and scattering the ashes. No trail.

By the time he returned to the cabin, the sun had started to crest, throwing long shadows through the frost-laced trees.

Ivy was sitting at the table, still bare-legged in one of his shirts, sipping from a chipped mug.

She looked up, eyes immediately narrowing.

“Where did you go?”

Cain dropped the folder on the table.

“Picked up a message.”

“You said we were off-grid.”

“I am. But I’ve got friends who aren’t.”

She opened the folder, skimmed the top line. Her face paled.

“Lucien?”

“Yeah.”

“But—he used to come to the house. He brought me jewelry for my birthdays. He called me princess.”

“He also sold you out.”

She said nothing for a long time.

Then: “What now?”

Cain reached out, brushed his fingers down her cheek.

“Now we prepare for the last one.”

She shivered.

“Is he coming?”

“Whoever’s left won’t come quietly,” Cain said. “But if they come at all, they’ll find out exactly what happens when someone tries to take what’s mine.”

He paused.

Then added:

“And Ivy—make no mistake. You are mine.”


The Watchers


The morning after Cain told her Lucien Roth had betrayed them, Ivy had expected a strategy meeting.

What she got was a challenge.

“You freeze every time a branch cracks,” he said, laying a small steel object on the bed between them. “So today, we test your focus.”

She stared down at it.

A butt plug. Slim. Weighted. Nothing like anything she'd ever used—hell, she hadn’t used anything. Not there.

Her throat went dry. “You’re serious.”

“You said you wanted to learn obedience under pressure,” Cain said. “So learn.”

His fingers caught her jaw, gently. “This isn’t punishment. This is discipline.”

“Why now?” she asked.

His eyes held hers, unrelenting. “Because the man who sold you out is dead. And someone else is coming. You need to prove you can stay composed. Calm. Useful.”

She swallowed hard. “You want me to wear it while you plan a murder?”

“I want you to wear it while you learn what restraint feels like.”

Ivy didn’t say yes out loud.

She just rolled over and pulled her knees to her chest.

Cain worked slowly, applying lube, coaxing her to breathe, pushing past the instinct to clench. She tensed at the pressure—sharp, unnatural. But his voice was calm.

“You’re doing fine. Let it in.”

And when it slid into place, fully seated, she gasped.

Now—an hour later—she sat on a camp chair just outside the cabin, a thick blanket around her shoulders and binoculars in her lap. Cain had gone to scout a ridge above the trail. Left her here with a map, a radio, and strict orders.

Don’t make noise. Don’t move suddenly.

And above all—don’t let the plug slip.

Her body pulsed with every tiny shift. The pressure was constant. The sensation invasive. Not painful—just so deeply wrong it almost felt right.

And the worst part?

She liked it.

She liked the tension. The secret heat. The way her pussy throbbed every time she adjusted in the chair.

A gust of wind rolled over her. She flinched—plug shifting inside her—and nearly moaned.

God, she wanted him to check. She wanted him to slide his hand between her thighs and press just hard enough to make her beg again.

But Cain had said: If you flinch, you’ll earn worse.

So she stayed still.

Eyes forward.

Ass full.

Obeying, and aching.

***

He didn’t mean to lose control.

He’d told himself all day that obedience didn’t need a reward. That Ivy could spend the afternoon plugged and aching with no release and no comfort.

But the way she sat there, so perfectly still, not whining, not complaining, just doing as she was told—while stuffed full with the plug he’d personally slid inside her tight little asshole—

It broke him.

By the time he reached her, her lips were parted in breathless anticipation. Her eyes found his immediately, desperate and submissive.

“I followed every rule,” she said quietly.

Cain didn’t answer.

He bent, swept her into his arms, and carried her into the cabin.

Inside, he didn’t speak. Didn’t ask.

He tossed her onto the mattress with a possessive force that left no question about who was in control.

Her legs spread automatically, thighs already moist, pussy dripping wet from the pressure inside her.

And there it was—her cunt flushed and puffy, glistening. But lower?

Her asshole stretched wide around the glint of steel.

Cain’s cock twitched violently at the sight.

“Fucking hell,” he muttered.

Ivy whimpered. “Please—”

“You’ve been walking around all day with your sweet little hole stretched open for me,” he said, dropping to his knees between her thighs. “And now look at you. Soaked. You’re filthy, Ivy. Obscene.”

“Yes, sir.”

His hand gripped her thigh hard as he leaned in and licked a deliberate path between her folds, tasting the evidence of how much she'd been craving him.

She cried out.

Cain growled low in his throat and licked her again, slower this time. Then again. And again. Letting each stroke draw a sharper sound from her mouth. He slid two fingers inside her without warning—soaked, hot, ready.

She arched hard, head thrown back.

He sucked her clit into his mouth and flicked the tip with his tongue until she trembled, hips rolling up to chase more friction.

He stopped instantly.

“Don’t move,” he said, lips still wet with her.

“I—sorry, I—”

He bit her inner thigh, sharp enough to sting.

“That’s your warning.”

Then he lowered again, but this time slower, lazier—savoring her, dragging his tongue in slow figure-eights while his fingers curved inside her.

She was gasping now, whimpering like she was already close.

Cain smirked against her skin.

“Already that desperate?” he murmured. “You’ve been plugged for a day, and all it takes is my tongue to break you?”

She moaned in response.

He pressed a palm to her belly and held her down.

Then he slid up her body and pulled her shirt over her head. Her nipples were hard already.

He took one between his lips and bit down, just enough to make her cry out.

“Pain or pleasure?” he asked.

“Both,” she whispered, eyes wide.

He bit the other. Harder.

Then he shoved her shirt under her hips and lined himself up.

Cain looked down—her pussy soaked and gaping around his fingers, her ass still stretched wide by the plug. She was ruined already and he hadn’t even taken her yet.

His cock pulsed uncontrollably at the sight.

"Next time," he rasped, voice rough, “I’m going to replace that plug with my cock. I’ll stretch your ass slow. Deep. Fill every inch of you and make you scream while you come on both holes.”

Ivy’s mouth dropped open.

But tonight?

Tonight, he would claim the one place he already knew could take him whole.

Cain gripped his cock and rubbed the head along her soaked slit, teasing her entrance without pushing in.

She whimpered.

He nudged in an inch.

She gasped.

“Feel that pressure?” he said, voice low. “That’s your ass gripping my cock through the wall. You’re so fucking tight I can feel everything.”

Another inch.

She shook under him.

“Tell me you want it.”

“I want it—I need it—”

“Louder.”

“Please, Cain, fuck me. Fuck me with your cock while I’m full of your plug.”

He shoved in deep with one brutal thrust, and she screamed.

Her scream wasn't pain—it was surrender. The impossible fullness, the dual pressure, the way he'd claimed every inch of her body as his territory.

He fucked her with hard, controlled strokes—deep, slow, grinding. Every time he bottomed out, the plug shifted in her ass, adding more pressure, more fullness.

“Good little slut,” he panted. “You’re going to come for me like this. Stuffed. Owned. Perfect.”

A broken sound escaped her throat as she jerked her chin in desperate agreement.

He pressed his fingers to her clit and whispered, “Now.”

She came so hard her whole body locked up—back arched, mouth open, cunt spasming around his cock.

Cain drove into her three more times before his release tore through him, the words "you’re mine now" ripping from his throat against the shell of her ear.

***

She couldn’t move.

Her body felt heavy, boneless, like the bed had swallowed her whole. Every muscle in her thighs, her stomach, even her throat — quivering from the overload.

Her heartbeat still hadn’t slowed.

Cain was beside her, silent but solid. One arm braced behind his head, as if he hadn’t just lost control. Like he hadn’t just taken her hard with the plug still in her ass.

She shifted slightly and felt it — still inside her.

Still keeping her stretched and aching, like a reminder.

A claim.

Ivy closed her eyes and tried to catch her breath, but her brain wouldn’t stop replaying it.

The way he’d dropped to his knees like he’d waited all day to taste her. The bite marks on her nipples are still tingling. His filthy voice whispering that he’d replace the plug with his cock next time.

The threat of it. The promise.

Her whole body fluttered at the thought.

She’d never been stretched back there before and never used toys. Never even let a guy ask. But Cain didn’t ask. He didn’t need to.

The most terrifying truth? The one that sent tingles between her legs even now?

She craved it.

She wanted to feel him there. Wanted to be taken further, ruined harder.

Used until she had nothing left to give.

She turned her head toward him, eyes trailing the cut of his abs, the V of muscle leading down to where his perfect cock still lay wet and heavy between his legs.

“I liked that,” she whispered, surprising even herself.

Cain looked over at her, unreadable.

“I know, me too,” he said.

She blushed. “Not just the fucking. The way you made me… wait. The plug. Being out there all day and thinking about it.”

His gaze darkened instantly.

“Good,” he said. “You’ll wear it again.”

“Yeah?” she asked softly.

He rolled to face her, one hand sliding up her bare stomach.

“You think I’m done with you, Ivy?”

Her breath snagged.

“I think you’ve only just started,” she said.

He nodded once. “Smart girl.”

They lay in silence a moment. The cabin was quiet. Too quiet.

“What now?” she asked finally.

Cain’s hand tensed slightly on her skin.

“We need to move soon,” he said. “The perimeter’s still clear, but we’re not staying long.”

She frowned. “Because of me?”

“No.” His voice was firm. “Because of them.”

There was a long pause between them.

Then Cain leaned in close, his lips brushing her ear.

“Someone’s getting desperate,” he murmured. “And I think they’re about to make a mistake.”


Dangerous Roads


“Legs apart.”

The order came without preamble.

Ivy froze, heart jumping. "What?"

Cain didn’t look at her. Hands on the wheel. Eyes on the road. Calm, controlled. But his voice was commanding.

“You heard me. Spread them. Right now.”

Heat punched through her. Not fear — arousal. And shame. Delicious, electric shame.

She glanced out the window. Empty highway, forest on either side, no one behind them. Still, her cheeks warmed.

He knew it would humiliate her.

And he wanted that.

Ivy inhaled shakily, then pulled her knees apart, stretching the leggings tight over her thighs.

“Wider.”

She obeyed.

The plug shifted deep inside her as her hips opened. Her clit throbbed. The seat felt impossibly wet.

Cain still didn’t look. But his knuckles were white on the steering wheel now.

“Good girl,” he said.

Her stomach fluttered at the praise.

“Now touch yourself.”

“C-Cain—”

“That wasn’t a suggestion.”

Her hand trembled as it slid between her legs, pressing over the damp cotton seam. She moaned softly.

“Under.”

Oh God.

With a shaking breath, Ivy slipped her fingers past the waistband and dipped into the heat of her wet folds. Her pussy clenched around the plug immediately. Every nerve ending fired.

“Tell me how it feels,” he ordered.

She whimpered, hips rocking.

“Full,” she whispered. “So full… like I’m being opened from the inside.”

Cain exhaled through his nose.

She dared to glance over — and felt her whole body clench.

He was hard. Visibly hard. His cock strained against the front of his jeans, thick and rigid, twitching with every bump of the road.

“You’re turned on,” she breathed.

"Of course I am," he rasped, voice rough with restraint. "You're spread open in my passenger seat with that plug inside you, following every command, practically begging for release. What man wouldn't be hard looking at that?"

The words made her wetter.

“I can smell you from here,” he added, voice low. “Dripping through your leggings like you want me to pull over and fuck you in the open.”

“I do,” she whispered.

His eyes cut to her, dark with hunger that wasn't entirely human.

“You don’t get to want things,” he said. “You get what I give you.”

Her breath stuttered.

“Rub your clit. Slow.”

She obeyed. And as the plug shifted inside her again, her head fell back with a moan.

She was close. So close.

“Don’t cum.”

Her body froze.

“You cum without permission,” Cain said, “I’ll edge you every hour for a week and not let you finish once.”

Ivy whimpered, legs trembling.

But her fingers didn’t stop.

Cain kept driving.

His jaw clenched as he shifted in his seat, reaching down to give his rock-hard cock a rough squeeze and barely suppressing a groan that rose from deep in his chest.

“I should pull over,” he muttered.

Ivy’s heart skipped. “Yes. Please.”

“No.” His voice was strained. “Because if I stop, I’ll fuck you through the hood of this car, and I don’t want an audience. Yet.”

She came with a strangled sob.

And he let her.

Just once.

***

Cain paced the dingy motel room, scanning every corner like the walls could sprout bullets. The place was a dump, but it was clean enough, quiet enough, and—most importantly—off the map. He’d ditched the phone hours ago. The SUV had been swapped for a rusted-out rental. No one should’ve been able to track them here.

But his instincts were still screaming.

Ivy sat on the edge of the bed, freshly showered, towel wrapped around her, hair damp and clinging to her neck. She watched him as if she no longer knew who he was.

“You’re jumpy,” she said quietly.

“I’m alive,” he corrected.

Cain flicked the blinds open just a crack. The parking lot was empty. A gas station blinked neon a block down. No movement.

He still didn’t like it.

“What do you think’s coming?” Ivy asked.

Cain turned. Her voice was steady, but her grip on the towel was tight. She was shaken—whether from what he’d done to her or what she knew was coming, he wasn’t sure.

“They moved too fast,” he said. “They knew we were in the cabin before they should’ve. Lucius being dirty explains part of that, but this was coordinated. There might be another leak—someone even closer to your father. Or someone who’s been watching longer than we realized.”

“You think it’s Carla?” Ivy asked. “Or Greg?”

Cain didn’t answer immediately. “Could be.

Ivy swallowed hard.

“My dad wouldn’t—”

“He’s not the one I’m worried about.” Cain crossed the room and squatted in front of her. “You ever see anything strange in his office? Anyone who didn’t belong? Patterns that didn’t make sense?”

She shook her head slowly. “No. Just the usual three: Greg, Carla, and Everett—his lawyer. All old-school, all loyal. Or so I thought.”

Cain made a mental note. Loyalty meant nothing if someone bought them out or threatened them the right way.

I need to contact someone,” he said. “Off the grid. Secure line.”

She straightened. “You said we were staying dark.”

“We are. But I trust Ethan.”

“Ethan?”

“Works security for Alex Cross. Billionaire, tech empire, private army kind of guy. Ethan’s one of the best, and he owes me. He might already have chatter on what’s going down.”

Ivy didn’t argue. She just watched him. Thoughtful. Too quiet.

“What?” he asked.

“I thought you were just muscle,” she said. “But you’re more than that, aren’t you?”

Cain gave her a tight smile. “I’m whatever keeps you alive.”

She didn’t respond.

But her eyes said everything.

For the first time, Cain wondered if she wasn’t just scared anymore—she was starting to trust him.

He stood and crossed to his duffel. Pulled out a burner phone from a hidden side pouch.

“I’m going to make a call,” he said. “You stay in this room. Don’t open the door. Don’t answer the phone. Don’t even fucking look out the window.”

Ivy nodded.

Cain opened the door, then looked back.

“And put something on,” he muttered. “You’re too fucking distracting.”

Then he left.

Outside, the night air was sharp. His gut told him this wasn’t over.

But at least now, he had a lead.

And maybe… someone worth protecting.

***

The door clicked shut behind him, and Ivy was alone again.

The silence crashed over her like a wave. No hum of traffic. No distant city noise. Just the soft buzz of the cheap overhead light and the pounding of her heart. She hadn’t realized how much she’d started to rely on Cain’s presence until it was gone — even just for a moment.

He’d walked out like he owned the air around him. Like the world would wait while he made a call.

And he’d told her to put something on.

A flush rose in her cheeks.

Not because she was embarrassed. Because part of her wanted to test that. Wanted to stay wrapped in nothing but a towel, just to see what he’d do if he came back and she hadn’t listened.

She shut that thought down fast.

This wasn’t a game.

She crossed the room and grabbed the clothes Cain had set aside for her — plain leggings, a black long-sleeved tee. Nothing flashy. Nothing that said “target.” She pulled them on with mechanical movements, trying to ignore the way her skin still tingled from earlier. From his mouth. His hands. The heat in his eyes when he’d looked at her like she was something to be devoured.

But the adrenaline was fading now. And in its place, cold logic returned.

Someone had tried to kill her.

That cabin had been secure. Hidden. A place no one should’ve found. And yet they had. Fast. Precise. Like they’d been tipped off.

Lucius.

She’d trusted him her entire life. He’d walked her to school when her dad was too busy. He’d held her hand when her mother died. And he’d sold her out.

She sat back on the edge of the bed, arms wrapped around herself.

Cain had said there might be another one.

Greg? Carla? Even Everett?

It made her stomach turn.

And her father… God, he had to be panicking. She wasn’t sure if he had even known the depth of the betrayal before sending her away with Cain. But Cain had said something earlier—something about stolen funds. And now Ethan had confirmed it.

Her dad hadn’t just made enemies. He’d made himself a target.

The door opened, and Cain stepped back inside.

He didn’t speak at first. He just closed the door behind him, checked the lock, and scanned the room again with those predator eyes of his.

Then he looked at her.

“You good?” he asked.

Ivy nodded.

He didn’t seem convinced. But he let it go.

“I talked to Ethan,” he said. “He’s digging. There’s confirmation now—your dad funneled money from at least two major offshore accounts. Someone’s pissed. Really pissed. Ethan thinks this isn’t just about revenge. Someone might be cleaning house. Lucius was just step one.”

Ivy swallowed. “So I’m next.”

Cain didn’t correct her.

Instead, he crossed the room and sat in the chair across from her. His movements were slow, controlled, but she could see it — the tension in his jaw, the way his fingers curled against the arms of the chair.

He was trying not to lose control.

“You’re doing better than I expected,” he said finally.

She looked up. “You expected me to fall apart?”

He shook his head. “I expected you to scream when I spanked you.”

Ivy paused for a moment.

“I didn’t want to,” she whispered. “Not really.”

Cain’s eyes darkened, but he didn’t move.

Good.

She wasn’t ready for heat again. Not yet.

But it lingered between them anyway, dense and twisting. Inescapable.

***

The motel was a dead end. Cain knew it before they’d even pulled in. Rooms like this were easy to find, but even easier to burn. One careless signal sweep, one compromised clerk, and they’d be boxed in like rats.

They needed unpredictability.

And that meant disappearing in plain sight.

Cain’s mind was already working through the angles as he sat across from Ivy. She was perched on the bed, hugging her knees, watching him like he held the world in his hands. Maybe he did.

“You’re not safe here,” he said finally. “If they traced us to the cabin, they’ll find this place in half the time.”

Her throat worked. “So where do we go? Another cabin?”

“No,” Cain said sharply. “That’s what they’ll expect. They’ll look for off-grid holes, survivalist shit. We’re not going dark this time.”

She frowned. “Then what?”

“We go in.” He leaned forward, elbows braced on his knees. “City center. Industrial district. Noise, chaos, bodies everywhere. Easier to vanish in a crowd than on an empty mountain road.”

Ivy’s eyes widened. “The city? That sounds… reckless.”

“Controlled risk,” he corrected. “An old friend of mine runs a gym downtown. His loft’s above it. No paper trail. No lease in his name. Just four concrete walls and a lock I trust.”

She hugged herself tighter. “So we’ll be hiding in the middle of everything.”

Cain gave a single nod. “Exactly.”

He stood and crossed to the duffel, pulling out fresh magazines and sliding one into his sidearm. The click echoed through the room, and Ivy flinched. Not from fear, Cain realized, but from the reminder of what was still out there. Of how fragile her survival really was.

“They’ll expect us to be on the run,” Cain said. “Constant motion. Instead, we stay still, buried under their noses. We’ll use the noise to cover us.”

She studied him, brows drawn. “Do you really think they won’t find us there?”

Cain’s jaw flexed. “They’ll look. But they won’t expect us to walk straight into the fire. That’s what keeps us alive.”

Silence stretched between them. He could see it in her face — the mix of fear and reluctant trust. She didn’t want to follow him into danger. But she would.

She already had.

“Ethan agrees,” Cain added. “This goes deeper than Lucius. Someone close to your father is still feeding them intel. Could be Greg. Could be Carla. Could be all of them. And if they get to you, Ivy…” He shook his head. “That’s checkmate.”

Her lips parted, trembling. “So I’m not just in danger. I’m the prize.”

Cain’s gaze hardened. “Not theirs. Mine.”

The words came out rougher than he intended. More personal. Her breath caught, and for a heartbeat too long, Cain let it hang there.

Then he stood, breaking the moment. “Pack your things. We leave in ten.”

She didn’t move at first. She just sat there, staring at him as if she wanted to say something that might shatter both of them.

But then she nodded and rose to her feet.

Cain turned back to the window, scanning the empty parking lot again. Every shadow looked suspicious. Every flicker of neon screamed trap. But the plan was set.

Noise. Chaos. Crowds.

If the enemy wanted to hunt them?

They’d have to sift through a city to do it.

And Cain was betting his life — and hers — they’d fail.


Into The Fire


The city swallowed them whole.

Ivy had expected safety in the shadows — another cabin, another nowhere road where the silence pressed down heavy. Instead, Cain drove them straight into the chaos. Highways that pulsed with light. Buildings stacked on buildings. A skyline that felt like it could crush her if she stared too long.

Her chest tightened as the rental car turned down a narrow street lined with brick warehouses and chain-link fences. The thud of bass from a passing car rattled her bones. A stray cat darted across their headlights.

“This doesn’t look safe,” she whispered.

Cain didn’t answer. His eyes were sharp, scanning every shadow. He didn’t slow until he reached a squat brick building with faded paint and a flickering bulb above the side door. The stenciled sign read: Ironworks Gym.

He killed the engine. The silence inside the car was worse than the city noise.

“Get your bag,” he said, voice flat. “And keep your head down.”

Ivy obeyed.

He led her through a steel door, down a stairwell that smelled of sweat and leather, then back up another set that opened into a cavernous loft. It was nothing like the motels and cabins. Raw concrete floors. Exposed beams. A wall of grimy windows overlooking the industrial district. The faint, rhythmic thud of fists hitting a heavy bag echoed from the gym below.

And in the center of it all — a mattress on a platform, bare except for gray sheets. No curtains. No furniture. Just the basics.

Ivy hugged herself, shivering though the air was warm. “This is it?”

Cain dropped his duffel on the floor with a thud. “Four walls, one entrance, one exit, no paper trail. I trust this place more than the Ritz.”

Her mouth fell open, a small, silent "oh" of realization.“You’ve stayed here before.”

He glanced at her. “Years ago. Different life.”

That shouldn’t have made her curious. But it did. She tried to picture him younger, maybe with the same hard lines in his jaw, but without the weight in his eyes. She couldn’t.

Cain crossed the loft in long strides, checking the windows, testing the locks. Every movement was precise, methodical. Professional.

She realized suddenly that this was the first time she’d seen him in his element. Not just reacting to threats. Not punishing her for disobedience. But planning. Controlling the space around them.

It was… terrifying. And comforting.

Her father had always lived in glass towers and marble halls. Men in suits had flanked him, polished and smiling, promising safety. But none of them had ever made her feel like Cain did, standing in a concrete box with nothing but his shadow covering her.

Like she was untouchable.

Still, she couldn’t quiet the question in her head.

“How long do we stay here?”

“As long as it takes,” he said.

She exhaled, sinking onto the mattress. The springs creaked, and for the first time, she realized this might be home — for however long her life remained worth protecting.

***

Cain moved through the loft like he was dismantling it piece by piece. Every corner, every angle. He checked the windows again, tested the hinges, and crouched low to peer under the platform bed. He mapped the space in his head, cataloging sightlines, blind spots, escape routes. By the time he finished, he knew this loft better than most men knew their own homes.

He set the duffel on the mattress and pulled out his kit—ammo, burner, combat knife, and a slim flashlight. He laid them out in neat lines, muscle memory from years in the service. Ivy watched him from the far side of the room, her legs pulled up under her, eyes wide. She was trying to look calm, but he could see the way her fingers gripped the sheet.

“First rule,” he said without looking up. “You don’t leave this room unless I say so.”

Her brows pulled together. “Even for—”

“Anything,” he cut in. “Food, bathroom, doesn’t matter. You move when I tell you.”

She swallowed hard, nodded once.

“Second rule. The windows stay shut. Curtains drawn. If someone looks up here, they see nothing.”

Her voice was quiet. “And the third?”

Cain met her eyes then, his own flat. “You don’t argue with me. Not once. Not about where we go, not about what we do, not about how I keep you alive. You don’t hesitate, you don’t test me, and you don’t run. Because if you do?” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “You’ll be dead before you realize how stupid it was.”

The silence after that landed heavily. She didn’t flinch, though. He had to give her credit for that.

“I understand,” she said softly.

Cain studied her. Too young. Too vulnerable. And yet… she was adapting. He’d seen CEOs twice her age fall apart under less pressure. Ivy was holding steady. Or maybe she was just burying her fear deep where no one could see it.

He almost respected her for that.

Almost.

He stood, crossing to the windows again. The city glowed beyond the glass—orange sodium lamps, flickering neon, the occasional pair of headlights sweeping past. It was chaos out there, but the noise worked in his favor. Easier to disappear here than in silence.

Behind him, Ivy shifted on the bed. The springs squeaked. He forced himself not to look. Not yet.

She’d asked him earlier what happened after this was over. He hadn’t answered. He couldn’t, because he wasn’t sure if there was an after, not for her father, maybe not for her either. If the wrong people wanted her dead, she might never walk free again.

And if Cain kept giving in to the pull between them? He wasn’t sure he wanted to let her go.

He turned back finally, catching her watching him with those wide, uncertain eyes.

“Get some sleep,” he said, voice rough. “Tomorrow we plan our next move.”

She nodded, lying back on the mattress. But her gaze never left him until her eyes finally drifted shut.

Cain sat in the chair, gun resting across his lap, and kept watch.

***

The night was too quiet. Cain had been sitting in the chair by the window, gun across his lap, when Ivy stirred on the mattress.

“I need the bathroom,” she whispered.

He checked his watch. After midnight. He could’ve told her to wait, but the truth was, he didn’t want her uncomfortable. Not when she was already stretched to her breaking point.

“Come on,” he said, rising.

She wrapped herself in a thin blanket and followed him down the back stairwell. The gym below was deserted now, lights humming above the ring, punching bags swaying faintly in the stale air as if ghosts of fighters lingered. The bathroom was tucked past the locker rooms. Cain leaned against the wall outside while she slipped inside.

He kept his ears sharp, listening to the silence, scanning the shadows. When she came out, barefoot and blinking under the fluorescent light, something in his chest tightened. She looked so small here — in a place built for men to tear each other apart.

“All clear?” she asked.

“Clear,” Cain said.

She started toward the stairs, but then paused. Turned back. Her eyes flicked to his, wide and uncertain.

“Cain,” she whispered. “Stay close.”

Before he could answer, she reached up and kissed him. Soft. Desperate. Trembling.

Something inside him broke loose.

Cain gripped her chin, deepened the kiss, pressing her back against the cold cinderblock wall. She moaned into his mouth, her body pliant under his. Heat surged through him, hard and demanding.

“Careful what you start, Ivy,” he muttered against her lips.

“I don’t care,” she whispered. “I need you.”

That was all it took.

Cain grabbed her wrist and pulled her toward the weight benches near the edge of the ring. The smell of sweat and iron clung to the air. Mirrors lined the wall, reflecting their shadows under the harsh lights.

“Clothes off,” he ordered, voice steady and commanding.

Her blanket dropped instantly. She peeled off her shirt and leggings, skin flushed and glowing in the cold light.

Cain sat back on the bench, unzipping his jeans,his cock jutting free — hard, swollen, leaking already from the pressure.

“Climb on,” he said. “Ride me.”

Her breath faltered, but she obeyed. She straddled him, thighs trembling, positioning herself above him, her body already wet with need. Slowly, painfully, she sank down until his cock filled her completely.

Cain’s head tipped back with a groan. “Christ. Tight little cunt wrapped around me like a fist.”

She gasped, hips rocking, tits bouncing with every shallow thrust. The sight alone nearly finished him — her pussy stretched wide around his cock, her nipples brushing his chest, her reflection in the mirror behind her.

He slid a hand down, palm pressing to her clit. She cried out, back arching.

“That’s it,” he said. “Grind on me. Show me how bad you need it.”

Her pace quickened, desperate. Cain rubbed her clit in circles, felt her walls flutter, her body tensing toward release. And then he stopped.

Her whimper echoed off the gym walls. “Please, Cain—”

“Not yet,” he rasped. “You’ll cum when I let you. Not before.”

He started again, tormenting her clit while she rode him, stopping every time she climbed to the edge. Each denial made her wetter, tighter, more frantic.

Cain’s cock throbbed inside her, his control slipping with every bounce of her hips, every cry of frustration.

“You’re mine,” he gasped. “My hole. My little fucktoy. You’ll beg me to let you cum on my cock.”

Her eyes glazed with tears, lips trembling. “I’m begging. Please. Please let me—”

Cain smirked, pulling her nipple into his mouth, biting down until she screamed.

Not yet.

He wasn’t done breaking her down.

***

Her thighs burned. Her pussy ached. She was trembling, sweat sliding down her back, her cunt fluttering helplessly around Cain’s cock.

He wouldn’t let her come.

Every time she’d climbed to the peak, his fingers had vanished from her clit, leaving her gasping, whimpering, desperate. She wanted to scream, to cry, to fight. But the truth was worse.

She loved it.

Loved being forced to ride him until her body shook, loved the way his cock split her open, loved the groan in his voice when he told her she was nothing but his toy.

Her pussy clenched tight, begging for release.

“Cain, I need—”

“Enough.”

His command sliced through her desperation, final as a guillotine. He grabbed her waist, lifted her off his cock, and shoved her to the side of the bench. Her legs gave out, collapsing under her, and she landed on her hands and knees on the rubber floor.

Her pussy gaped, dripping down her thighs.

Her shame burned hotter than her desire.

Cain’s boots scraped the floor as he stood. She heard the rattle of something pulled from the wall. When she turned her head, she saw it: a skipping rope, coiled tight in his hands.

“Up,” he ordered.

She scrambled to obey, heart pounding. He pressed her chest against the cool steel frame of the weight rack and wrapped the rope around her wrists, binding them high above her head. The fibers dug into her skin, rough and unyielding.

“Too many men have wasted their time training here,” Cain said, his voice low against her ear. “None of them got a chance to use you like this.”

Heat flooded her face, spreading down her neck.

“Look at you,” he commanded, yanking her ass back toward him. “Tits pressed against the bar, pussy dripping down your thighs, begging for more cock.”

Her breath stuttered. “I am… I’m begging, Cain.”

“Good girl.”

His hand spread her ass cheeks wide, and she gasped as his spit landed hot and wet on her asshole. A moment later, the head of his cock pressed against her tight ring.

“Cain—oh God—”

“Relax,” he said roughly. “You’re going to take it. Every inch.”

He pushed forward, slow and relentless. The burn made her whimper, eyes squeezing shut. The stretch felt impossible, obscene. And then, with a sharp thrust of his hips, he was buried deep in her ass.

Ivy screamed.

Not from pain. From how full she felt. From how raw and utterly owned she was.

Cain groaned behind her. “Fuck, Ivy. Your ass is gripping me like a vice. So tight I can barely move.”

He started to thrust, each stroke deeper, harder, driving her into the bar she was tied against. The sound of his hips slapping her ass echoed through the empty gym.

And then his hand was between her legs again, fingers rough against her clit.

“Cum for me while I fuck your ass,” he ordered. “Cum knowing this is what you’re good for — bent over and filled like a slut.”

Her whole body shook, straining against the rope. The double sensation — his cock stretching her ass, his fingers grinding her clit — pushed her higher and higher.

“Cain, I—oh God, I can’t—”

“Yes you can. You’ll cum when I tell you. You’ll cum for me, Ivy.”

He pinched her clit, slammed deep one last time—

And she shattered into a thousand brilliant pieces.

Her orgasm tore through her, violent and uncontrollable. She screamed his name as her pussy gushed and spasmed, clenching around nothing while her ass squeezed tight around his cock.

Cain groaned, thrusting hard, and then he came too — flooding her depths with hot, throbbing release, holding her tight to his body as he filled her completely.

Ivy collapsed against the bar, trembling, wrists straining in the rope.

And she realized she’d never felt more ruined. Or more alive.


No More Running


Her arms still tingled where the rope had bitten into her skin.

Ivy lay curled on the thin gym mat Cain had pulled under her after untying her, her cheek pressed against his chest. Every muscle in her body ached — her thighs from riding him, her ass from being stretched and filled, her wrists raw from the binds. But none of it felt unbearable.

The marks on her skin were evidence.

A physical record of his possession and her surrender.

She hadn’t even thought it possible to come like that, writhing helplessly while he used her ass, crying out his name like he owned her. And maybe he did. Maybe she had handed herself over the first time she begged him to take her body as payment.

Now, lying against him in the quiet gym, she didn’t feel ruined. She felt safe.

Cain hadn’t spoken since. He wasn’t the kind of man who filled silence with words. His arm just stayed locked around her waist, his body solid beneath hers, the steady rhythm of his heart grounding her in a way nothing else had.

“You’re always so quiet,” she whispered finally.

His chest rumbled under her cheek. “I’m thinking.”

“About what?”

He hesitated. “Whether I can keep you alive if we keep running.”

Her breathing stopped momentarily. “You think they’ll find us here?”

“I think they’ll find us anywhere.” His hand slid slowly through her damp hair. “Doesn’t matter how far off the map I take you. They’re getting fed information from someone close to your dad. Until that leak is gone, you’ll never stop being a target.”

Her stomach twisted. Lucius had already betrayed her once. How many more men her father trusted were willing to sell her out?

“Then what do we do?” she asked softly.

Cain’s answer was simple. “We stop hiding. We take the fight to them.”

His words jolted through her body like electricity, setting every nerve ending alight.

He pulled away, then stood, already reaching for his jeans. Ivy sat up, tugging the blanket around her bare body, staring at him in the dim light. He moved with purpose — zipping his duffel shut, sliding a magazine into his weapon. The soldier in him had snapped back into place, his soldier's mask sliding into place with lethal precision

.

“What changed?” she asked.

“Ethan,” he said. “He’s digging deep. If he finds the name I think he will, then we’ll know exactly who’s behind this. And when we do…” His jaw tightened. “I’m not running anymore. I’m ending this.”

vy hugged the blanket tighter, her pulse racing. The thought of Cain hunting down whoever had put a target on her back was terrifying. But the thought of him walking away? Of leaving her vulnerable again?

That was worse.

She stood slowly, crossing the space between them, placing her hand on his chest. His heart was still pounding, but steadier now, like his decision had already been made.

“Then I’m with you,” she whispered.

Cain’s eyes locked on hers. Hard. Searching. And then he nodded once.

“Good girl.”

***

Cain sat on the edge of the bed, burner phone pressed to his ear, gun balanced across his thigh. Ivy lingered nearby, wrapped in a blanket, pretending not to listen. But he knew every word would carve itself into her.

The line clicked, then Ethan's crushed-stone voice

came through. “I’ve got it.”

Cain’s grip tightened on the phone. “Talk.”

“Lucius wasn’t working alone,” Ethan said. “That much we knew. I followed the offshore transfers your girl’s father set up. One pattern kept showing up. A cut going to someone who shouldn’t even be on payroll.”

Cain’s jaw flexed. “Who.”

“Greg Markham. CFO.” Ethan’s voice was clipped, certain. “The numbers don’t lie. He’s been feeding intel to whoever wants her dead. Probably cut himself a deal — protection in exchange for access.”

Cain’s stomach went cold. Markham. Ivy had mentioned him in passing, called him boring, dependable. A man no one looked at twice. Exactly the type who could slit a throat in silence and walk away unnoticed.

“Where is he?” Cain asked.

“Downtown. Keeps an office in one of the old towers your girl’s dad still technically owns. Security’s light. He thinks he’s untouchable.”

The corner of Cain's mouth twitched upward, a predator's tell. “Then he’s wrong.”

On the other end, Ethan hesitated. “Cain. Be smart. You’re good at defense. Offense gets messy. You’ve got a girl in tow who’s more liability than asset right now.”

Cain’s eyes flicked to Ivy. She was watching him, wide-eyed, clutching the blanket tighter. She looked small, fragile. But she’d also ridden him like she needed to break apart, screamed his name while tied up in the same gym where men came to fight.

She wasn’t weak. Not anymore.

“I’ll handle her,” Cain said flatly. “Just give me the layout.”

Ethan exhaled, resigned. “I’ll send a schematic. Markham keeps two rent-a-cops on staff, both lazy. If you move fast, you can get in and out before anyone raises the alarm.”

“She’s not leverage,” Cain said, his voice dark as midnight.

“She’s mine. And anyone who tries to use her dies.”

The silence on the other end stretched. Then Ethan said quietly, “Careful, old friend. Lines blur fast when you get personal.”

Cain ended the call without replying.

He set the phone down and stood, sliding the gun into his holster. His decision was already made. No more running. No more waiting. The man who had put a price on Ivy’s head was going to pay.

Ivy’s voice broke the silence. “It’s Greg?”

Cain nodded once. “Your father’s CFO. He sold you out.”

Her face paled, but her chin lifted. “Then let’s end it.”

For a moment, Cain just stared at her — this girl who’d gone from soft billionaire’s daughter to something harder, sharper, under fire. He felt the pull again, stronger than ever.

And he knew then it wasn’t just about ending a job.

It was about ending anyone who thought they could take her from him.

***

The name Greg Markham still echoed in her ears.

Her father’s CFO. The man who’d been in their house more times than she could count. Who’d handed her birthday cards signed with neat pen strokes, who’d smiled politely across dinner tables. The man who’d sold her life for money.

Cain holstered his weapon and moved to the door without hesitation. His movements were all soldier — mechanical, measured, lethal.

“You’re staying here,” he said.

Ivy’s pulse spiked. “What?”

“You heard me.” His voice was flat. “This isn’t a negotiation. I’ll deal with Markham. You’ll be safe here until I get back.”

Her stomach knotted. The thought of him walking out that door alone — of maybe never coming back — sent panic flooding her chest.

“No.”

Cain’s head snapped toward her. “What did you just say?”

“I said no.” She swallowed hard, but she held his gaze. “You don’t get to lock me away while you put yourself in the line of fire. Not after everything. Not after—” Her voice quivered. “Not after you made me need you.”

His jaw flexed. He looked like he wanted to snap, to drag her back to the mattress and tie her down until she obeyed. And part of her wanted that too. But this wasn’t about kink. This was about survival.

“You promised obedience,” he said quietly. A dangerous calm.

She nodded, throat tight. “I did. And I meant it. But this is different. I’m not disobeying because I want to test you. I’m disobeying because I need to be with you. If something happens—if you don’t come back—” Her voice cracked. “Then I’m already dead.”

The silence between them was suffocating. His eyes burned into hers, fury and something else warring in their depths.

Finally, he stepped closer, crowding her back against the cinderblock wall. His hand braced beside her head, his breath hot on her cheek.

“You think you can handle this?” he asked.

“No,” she admitted. “But I can handle you. And I’d rather die at your side than live without you.”

Cain cursed under his breath, turning away, running a hand through his hair. For a long moment, she thought he’d refuse. Thought he’d shove her back onto the mattress and walk out without looking back.

Then he pivoted, grabbing her wrist, pulling her toward the duffel. He tossed her a black hoodie, a ball cap, and plain sneakers.

“Fine,” he said roughly. “You come. But you stay two steps behind me. You don’t speak unless I say. And if I tell you to run, you run. No questions. No hesitation.”

Relief surged through her, hot and dizzying. She nodded quickly. “Yes. I swear.”

He caught her chin, forcing her to look at him. “This isn’t love, Ivy. This is war. You do exactly as I say or I’ll put a bullet in Markham and drag you back here myself.”

She opened her mouth, the words a challenge.“Then I guess you’ll just have to trust me.”

For the first time since she’d known him, Cain let out a humorless laugh. “God help me, I do.”

***

The city looked different when you were hunting in it.

Cain steered the rusted sedan through the streets like he’d been born in this sprawl, eyes scanning every alley, every rooftop. He didn’t care about traffic lights or speed limits — only the rhythm of threat. The flow of predators versus prey.

Beside him, Ivy was silent under the cap and hoodie he’d shoved at her. Her hands were clenched tight in her lap, but she didn’t complain, didn’t fidget. She knew this wasn’t the time.

The tower came into view two blocks later. Once it had been a jewel of the skyline, polished glass and steel bearing her father’s name. Now it was half-empty, leased piecemeal to whoever still wanted the prestige of an old name without paying for the upkeep.

Greg Markham’s floor was lit, just a faint glow in the otherwise dark shaft of glass. A perfect beacon.

Cain pulled into an alley and killed the engine. He reached into the duffel, checking his weapon, sliding a fresh magazine home with a quiet click.

“This is it,” he said.

Ivy looked at the building, then back at him. “He’s really in there?”

“He’s really in there,” Cain confirmed. “And he’s going to answer for what he’s done.”

She bit her lip, but her chin stayed high. That spark in her — fear and defiance braided together —

made something in his chest tighten dangerously.

Cain leaned closer, his voice low. “Last chance to back out. You stay here, lock the doors, and I handle this alone.”

Her answer was immediate. “No.”

He should’ve been furious. Should’ve hauled her out of the car and left her shaking in the backseat. But instead, pride flared in his chest—pride, and a heat that had nothing to do with the mission.

“Fine,” he said. “But you stick to me like a shadow. I go left, you go left. I go down, you get the fuck out. Understand?”

“Yes.”

He studied her one more time, memorizing the shape of her face under the dim streetlight. Then he shoved open the door and moved.

The tower loomed above them, glass black against the night sky. Cain led her across the street, his body a shield between hers and the open expanse of sidewalk. They slipped inside through a side entrance — one Ethan had flagged as barely monitored.

The lobby was dark, and only a single guard slouched behind the desk, his eyes on a glowing phone screen. Cain didn’t bother with subtlety. He crossed the floor like a predator, pressed the barrel of his gun against the man’s neck, and whispered, “Take a nap.”

The guard’s eyes went wide before Cain’s fist cracked against his temple. The body slumped, phone clattering to the tile. Ivy flinched but didn’t scream.

Cain dragged the man behind the desk and turned back to her.

“Elevator’s too exposed,” he murmured. “We take the stairs.”

Her breath faltered slightly, but she nodded.

They moved together into the stairwell, each step a drumbeat in Cain’s chest. He could feel Ivy behind him, close, her breaths quick and shallow. The tension ratcheted higher with every floor they climbed.

Greg Markham was waiting above.

And Cain Mercer was ready to end this.


Into The Lions Den


Rust and concrete dust hung in the air of the stairwell

Every step echoed, bouncing up and down the concrete shaft until Ivy thought the whole city must be listening.

Her legs trembled, not just from the climb but from the adrenaline coursing through her veins. She had no idea how many flights they’d already climbed. Ten? Twelve? It felt endless, each landing a blur of gray walls and red EXIT signs.

Cain was just ahead, moving like he’d been built for this — silent, controlled, every muscle tight with purpose. His hand rested on the gun at his hip, his head tilting every few steps to listen. He was all soldier, and she followed because there was no other choice.

Still, fear chewed at her.

Her father’s CFO. Greg Markham. A man who had smiled across her family’s dinner table, who had talked taxes and forecasts like he was untouchable. The thought that he’d traded her life for money made her stomach turn.

And now she was climbing toward him. Not hiding, not running. Climbing straight into danger.

Her breath came quicker, louder. She winced at the sound.

“Quiet,” Cain murmured without looking back.

She bit her lip and forced herself to slow her breathing, focusing on placing her feet carefully, mimicking his deliberate pace. It helped, but only a little. Her pulse was still a drumbeat in her ears.

Halfway up the next flight, she dared to whisper, “What if he’s not there?”

Cain’s voice was low, steady. “He’s there.”

She swallowed. “And if he’s not?”

“Then we find him,” Cain said flatly. “And we end this another way.”

The certainty in his tone made something inside her loosen, even as terror curled tighter around her ribs. He wasn’t bluffing. He’d burn the whole city to ash if that’s what it took to keep her safe.

They reached another landing. Cain paused, holding up a hand. Ivy froze instantly. He leaned against the door, listening. A faint hum bled through — electricity, maybe voices. Cain’s shoulders tensed.

“This is it,” he whispered. “Markham’s floor.”

Ivy’s stomach dropped. She looked at the door like it might open on its own, spilling enemies into the stairwell. Her knees wanted to buckle.

Cain turned, his eyes locking onto hers. Even in the dim light, she could see the warning there. The command.

“You stay behind me,” he said. “No matter what happens, you don’t run, you don’t speak, you don’t breathe unless I say.”

Her throat went dry. “I understand.”

But her heart screamed with something else. She wasn’t just afraid. She wanted to see Greg’s face. She wanted to look him in the eye when he realized she was still alive. She wanted him to know he hadn’t won.

Cain must have read it in her expression, because his jaw tightened. For a moment, it looked like he’d order her back down the stairs. But then he just gave a single sharp nod.

“Good girl.”

He turned back to the door, weapon raised, his body a loaded weapon, ready to fire.

Ivy pressed her back to the wall, breath caught in her chest, as Cain slowly pushed the door open.

The lion’s den waited.

***

Metal hinges protested with a long, low whine as Cain eased it open. He stilled instantly, waiting for the sound to fade before moving. Years of training had drilled patience into his muscles; the urge to rush had killed better men than him.

He slipped through first, gun raised, body angled to cover both directions of the hallway. Ivy was a shadow at his back, her breath quick against his neck.

The floor wasn’t what he’d expected. He’d pictured opulence — glass walls, polished desks, leather chairs — Greg’s ego made manifest. Instead, the space was stripped down. A few scattered workstations, cables snaking along the carpet, security cameras perched in corners like silent vultures. It had the feel of a staging ground, not an office.

Cain’s jaw flexed. Greg wasn’t just hiding. He was planning.

He motioned for Ivy to stay low as he padded forward, his boots silent on the worn carpet. Every nerve was lit, his hearing tuned to the faintest shift in air.

A door halfway down the hall stood ajar. Cain halted, lifting two fingers in warning. He crouched, leaned just enough to angle a look inside.

Empty. An office, papers strewn across a desk, a half-drunk glass of whiskey glinting in the light. But no bodies.

He moved on.

The next door was locked. Cain tested the handle lightly, then let it go. Breaking it would make too much noise. Later.

Behind him, Ivy was doing her best to mimic his movements, crouched, quiet. Still, he could feel her nerves like static electricity — every creak of the building made her flinch. He wanted to tell her to go back downstairs, but it was too late for that. She was in it now, whether he liked it or not.

Another corner. Another silent signal for her to wait. Cain pivoted fast, weapon sweeping the corridor. Empty again.

He listened. Faint voices drifted from somewhere ahead, muffled by distance and walls. Male, maybe two of them. Not Greg. Guards.

Cain’s pulse stayed steady, trained. Two men meant two fewer between him and the target. He checked the magazine by feel, then guided Ivy against the wall, his lips brushing her ear.

“Stay put.”

She gave a single, tight nod, fear dilating her pupils, clutching the fabric of his jacket for half a second before letting go.

Cain ghosted down the hall toward the sound.

The voices grew clearer — joking, careless. They weren’t expecting trouble.

Cain smiled grimly. Their mistake.

He waited until he saw shadows under the door, then moved fast. He kicked the door wide, stepped in low.

The first guard's face froze in recognition—that split-second when survival instinct meets the certainty of defeat as Cain's knuckles connected with the soft spot where jaw meets ear. Something crunched. A tooth skittered across linoleum. The second guard's fingers had barely brushed his holster when Cain's forearm pressed against his windpipe, pinning him to the wall. The man's face purpled as Cain's elbow found the space between his ribs—once, twice—until the man's breath escaped in a ragged wheeze, his body going slack.

Both down. Both silent.

Cain hauled them into the room, shoved them out of sight. He stripped one of his comms, pressing it to his ear. A faint buzz, but no chatter. Good.

He stepped back into the hall and motioned Ivy forward. Her face was pale but determined, her eyes darting between the unconscious men and Cain’s calm control.

“Still want to be here?” he murmured.

Her throat worked, but her eyes never left his. "I'm staying."

A ghost of approval flickered across Cain's face, there and gone in an instant.

“Then stay sharp. Markham’s close.”

***

Cain moved like a shadow, Ivy glued to his side. The floor had the feel of a nest — quiet, but not empty. He could sense eyes, even if he hadn’t seen them yet.

Every door they passed told its own story. One room stacked with crates, unmarked. Another set up with folding chairs facing a whiteboard scribbled with numbers and arrows. A war room. Cain’s jaw tightened. Greg wasn’t just running from his ruined empire — he was trying to build a new one.

At the end of the corridor, a heavy door bore a biometric scanner. Cain eyed it, then the faint scuff marks on the carpet where a rug had been hastily pulled aside. Someone had gone through there often — too often.

He didn’t like it.

He glanced back at Ivy. Her lips were pressed tight, but her chin was lifted, defiant. Brave. Stubborn. She didn’t belong here, and yet she insisted on being here.

Cain raised a hand to keep her still, then bent close enough for his words to be a growl against her ear.

“Every step we take is closer to the fire. Stay focused.”

She gave a jerky nod.

They moved on.

A junction loomed ahead — two hallways branching left and right, one faintly lit, the other swallowed in darkness. Cain tilted his head, listening. Voices again. One steady, commanding. The kind of tone a man used when he was giving orders.

Greg.

Cain’s grip tightened around his weapon.

He motioned Ivy down, pressing her against the wall. His body angled protectively in front of hers. He leaned just far enough to glimpse down the lit corridor.

Two guards, standing at attention outside a door. Not relaxed, not talking. Professionals. Which meant the man inside was worth protecting.

Cain’s heart thumped once, hard. The net was closing.

He pulled back, eyes narrowing as he thought through the angles. Two guards meant noise if he took them out wrong. Noise meant Greg had time to react, maybe slip away.

His hand closed on Ivy’s wrist before she could fidget. Her pulse was racing under his fingers, her body wound tight.

Then she made her mistake.

A shift of weight, the scuff of her sneaker on the carpet. The sound wasn’t loud, but in a place like this, it was enough.

Cain moved fast, dragging her flush against him, his palm covering her mouth before the startled sound escaped her throat. He held her tight against the wall, his body a shield as footsteps echoed down the other branch of the hall.

A guard turned the corner, gaze sweeping. Cain froze, muscles locked. Ivy trembled against him, her breath hot and fast against his hand.

The guard’s eyes lingered, then moved on. He passed without raising alarm.

Only when the sound of footsteps had faded did Cain ease his hand from Ivy’s mouth. His voice was angry in her ear.

“One slip like that and you’re dead. I’m dead. Understand?”

Her eyes shone in the dim light, guilt and fear warring with defiance. She nodded, lips parting as if to speak. Cain silenced her with a glare.

Not now.

He took one more breath, steadying himself. Then he looked back at the guarded door. The last barrier.

Greg Markham was right there.

And Cain was done running.

Cain raised his fist. Ivy stilled instantly, wide eyes locked on him. He gave her one last look — stay back, stay silent — before pivoting toward the guarded door.

The two sentries never had a chance. Cain was a blade in motion, silent and swift. One guard dropped with a knife across his throat, the other folded with a bullet clean through the skull before his weapon cleared the holster. Both bodies were eased to the floor without a sound.

Cain’s breath was steady, but his blood thrummed hot. He pressed his palm to the door, feeling the vibration of voices inside.

Greg.

With a flick of his wrist, Cain shouldered through. The door banged open.

Inside, Greg Markham sat behind a sleek glass desk, tie loosened, sleeves rolled. A decanter of whiskey glimmered at his elbow. He looked up, startled, then forced a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

***

Cain raised his fist. Ivy stilled instantly, wide eyes locked on him. He gave her one last look — stay back, stay silent — before pivoting toward the guarded door.

The two sentries never had a chance. Cain was a blade in motion, silent and swift. One guard dropped with a knife across his throat, the other folded with a bullet clean through the skull before his weapon cleared the holster. Both bodies were eased to the floor without a sound.

Cain’s breath was steady, but his blood thrummed hot. He pressed his palm to the door, feeling the vibration of voices inside.

Greg.

With a flick of his wrist, Cain shouldered through. The door banged open.

Inside, Greg Markham sat behind a sleek glass desk, tie loosened, sleeves rolled. A decanter of whiskey glimmered at his elbow. He looked up, startled, then forced a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

“Well,” Greg drawled, leaning back like this was a negotiation. “I should have known Alex would send someone. You Mercer?”

Cain kept his gun level. “Stand up.”

Greg didn’t move. Instead, he spread his hands, palms open. “Let’s be rational. I’m not your enemy. I never wanted the girl hurt. Business went sideways, the vultures closed in, and I had to make choices. You understand that, don’t you? Choices?”

From the corner of his vision, Cain saw Ivy stiffen. Her face was pale, lips pressed tight.

Greg’s smile sharpened. “Her father stole millions. Do you think that money disappeared? No. It went through me. It bought my survival. It bought… opportunities.” He leaned forward, voice dropping. “You can have your payday too, Mercer. Walk away. Leave her here. I’ll triple whatever Alex pays you.”

Cain felt his jaw lock. He didn’t answer.

Greg’s eyes gleamed, mistaking silence for hesitation. “Don’t waste yourself playing hero for a spoiled brat. She’s currency. Nothing more. And you—” he pointed a finger at Cain, oily and sure of himself—“you’re a man who knows value when he sees it.”

A soft sound cut the room — Ivy. A gasp, a strangled half-sob. Greg’s head snapped toward her, and he laughed.

“You brought her here?” he sneered. “Christ, Mercer, maybe you’re dumber than I thought. She’s poison. Her blood is a debt no one can pay. You think you’re saving her? You’re just—”

The words ended in a crack.

Cain’s gun smoked.

Greg’s body slumped back in the chair, red blooming across his chest. His eyes went wide with disbelief, then glassy as his head lolled to the side.

Silence swallowed the room.

Ivy’s hand flew to her mouth, trembling. She stared at Greg’s corpse, then at Cain.

Cain lowered the weapon slowly, the weight of what he’d done heavy but clean. No hesitation, no regret. The threat was ended.

He turned to Ivy, voice even. “It’s over.”

Her eyes filled, relief and shock tangling together. For a moment, she looked like she might collapse. Cain crossed to her in two strides, his free hand catching her elbow, steadying her.

“Breathe,” he commanded softly. “Look at me, not him.”

Her gaze locked on his, wide and desperate, and she nodded.

Cain didn’t let go. Not yet.

The lion’s den was silent now. The fight was over.

But Cain knew one thing for certain. This wasn’t the end. It was only the start of something he could no longer walk away from.


Epilogue


The city looked different now. Ivy pressed her forehead against the cool glass of the hotel window, watching headlights drift across the wet streets far below. After everything—the cabin, the chase, Greg’s office—this quiet felt unnatural. Wrong, almost.

Behind her, the muted murmur of men’s voices carried. Cain and Ethan were talking low in the sitting area, their words clipped, purposeful. She only caught fragments: offshore accounts… Zurich… immunity deal.

Her father’s name threaded through it all like poison.

When she finally turned, Ethan was tucking his phone into his pocket. He looked tired, the kind of tired that settled in a man’s bones. Cain stood beside him, arms folded, shoulders broad and unyielding as stone.

“It’s done,” Ethan said, his gaze landing on her. “Greg was the immediate threat. That part’s over.”

Ivy’s throat tightened. “And my father?”

Ethan hesitated just long enough for the answer to sting. “He’s alive. Switzerland. He ran the second the walls started closing in. He’s not coming back—not with the indictments waiting for him here.”

The words cut deeper than she expected. Alive. Gone. Coward. She wrapped her arms around herself, staring at the carpet until it blurred.

“So he left me,” she whispered. “Sold me out without a second thought.”

Neither man rushed to contradict her. That silence told her everything.

Cain closed the distance between them, his movements deliberate and unhurried.His palm found her chin, tilting her face upward until their gazes locked. His eyes held hers captive—unwavering, intense, a blue flame burning behind glass.

“You’re not him,” Cain said. “His sins aren’t yours. He ran because he was weak. You stood and fought when you didn’t have to.”

Her lips trembled. “I was terrified.”

“You were still there.” His thumb brushed her jaw,

the callused pressure anchoring her to the present.

“That’s what matters.”

Ethan cleared his throat, adjusting his jacket. “Interpol will keep him under watch. He’s disgraced, broke, and cut off from his networks. Whatever power he had is gone. He’s no threat to you now.”

The knot in Ivy’s chest loosened, but only a little. A hollow ache replaced it—the last frayed tie to the man she’d once called father snapping clean.

She nodded, voice steadier than she felt. “Thank you for telling me.”

Ethan gave her a faint nod before turning back to Cain. “I’ll handle the cleanup. You… do what you do.”

His eyes darted from Cain to Ivy and back again, taking their measure, unreadable. Then he left, the click of the door sealing the room in silence.

For a long moment, Ivy just stood there, Cain’s hand still warm on her skin. Then she exhaled and leaned into him, letting his solid chest absorb her weight.

Her father was gone. Greg was dead.

And yet, for the first time in months, she felt safe.

***

The ride to Cain’s house was silent. Not tense, not cold—just the kind of silence that thrummed with unspoken things. Ivy sat beside him in the SUV Ethan had arranged, her hands folded tightly in her lap, watching the city lights give way to quieter streets, then to a long stretch of wooded road.

When the tires crunched over gravel, she glanced up. The house was nothing like she’d expected. Modern lines, dark wood, and glass that gleamed even in the low light. Remote. Isolated. The kind of place that kept the world out and secrets in.

Cain didn’t say a word as he unlocked the door and ushered her inside. Cedar and leather scented the air—a masculine signature as unmistakable as a fingerprint.

At first glance, the main floor looked almost ordinary—masculine furniture, clean surfaces, shelves lined with books, and a few military keepsakes. Minimalist, efficient. But when he led her down a narrow hallway and opened the heavy door at the end, her breathing stopped altogether.

The room beyond wasn’t ordinary at all.

Her first thought was This looks like a dungeon.

Rows of restraints gleamed on the wall: handcuffs in steel and leather, padded shackles, lengths of chain. Whips and floggers hung neatly from hooks, their handles polished from use. Wooden paddles, leather straps, and canes stood in a rack like weapons waiting for their owner.

And the furniture—

A sturdy frame stood at the center of the room, tall enough for someone to be tied spread-eagled against it. To one side, a padded bench with thick straps buckled at its corners. On a shelf, a row of vibrators, dildos, plugs in every size and shape—each one clean, organized, waiting.

A molten wave crashed through her body, turning her limbs to water and her breath to smoke. She swayed where she stood, steadying herself against the doorframe.

She turned slowly, taking it in, every detail painting a clearer picture of who Cain Mercer really was. Not just a bodyguard. Not just a soldier. A man who lived and breathed control.

Her gaze flicked to him. He stood in the doorway, watching her reaction, his face unreadable. Only his eyes gave him away—dark, intense, hungry.

“You were expecting something else,” he said at last, voice low, almost amused.

Ivy swallowed hard. “I don’t… I don’t know what I was expecting.”

He stepped into the room, his presence filling it, and trailed a hand over a length of chain. “This is me. No secrets, no apologies. If you’re here, it’s because you choose to be.”

A flush of warmth spread through her body like wildfire catching dry brush, leaving her light-headed and unsteady on her feet.

“I should be scared,” she whispered.

“You are.” He closed the distance between them,

his fingers lifting her face to meet his gaze. “And you’re aroused anyway.”

Cain’s thumb brushed her lower lip, his gaze locked on hers. “Good. Because you’re going to learn what belonging to me really means.”

Her breathing faltered. Somewhere deep down, she knew she was already his.

The way he looked at her—like she was prey that had already given up running—made her thighs tremble. She wanted to move, wanted to speak, but his presence alone made resistance impossible.

“Strip for me,” he said.

Her fingers shook as she obeyed, sliding her shirt over her head, unbuttoning her jeans until they

slipped to her ankles. The air prickled across her bare skin, raising goosebumps. Cain didn’t move, just watched, his gaze like a starless midnight.

When she stood naked, he reached to the nearby shelf and plucked a strip of black fabric—a blindfold.

“Trust me,” he murmured.

“I do,” she whispered back.

The world went dark when he tied it over her eyes.

Her breath stuttered. Without sight, every sound sharpened—the rasp of his belt, the whisper of rope sliding through his hands.

“Wrists.”

She lifted her arms. Rope wrapped around each wrist, snug and unyielding, and a moment later her arms were pulled up and apart, secured to the posts at the head of his bed. Her ankles followed, spread wide. She was open, vulnerable, exposed.

“Perfect,” Cain said, satisfaction rumbling through the word.

Cold metal kissed her nipples. She gasped as the clamps pinched, fierce and unforgiving, sending a line of fire straight down her belly. The chain connecting them jingled faintly as he gave it a playful tug.

“Listen to how your body reacts,” he said. “Every sound you make tells me exactly what you need.”

She moaned, trembling against the ropes.

***

God, she was beautiful like this. Blindfolded, bound, nipples clamped, her chest rising and falling in shallow, desperate breaths. Cain’s cock throbbed so hard it hurt, but he forced himself to stay slow. This was about teaching her what it meant to belong.

He picked up the wand, thumbed the switch, and let the low hum fill the air. He touched it to the inside of her knee first, just to watch her jerk. Then her thigh. Then the soft crease near her hip. Every time she gasped, every time she tried to shift away, his cock twitched harder.

Finally, he pressed the toy lightly to her clit. Her entire body jolted. She let out a broken cry, hips straining against the ropes.

“Yes,” she begged. “Fuck yes”

He gave her a steady pulse, just enough to send her racing toward the edge—then pulled it away.

“No!”

“Yes,” Cain said firmly. “Never until I say so.”

Again, he circled her clit, again, he pulled away at the last second. Her moans grew wilder, her thighs trembling violently, nipples aching under the clamps. By the third denial, she was whimpering nonstop, her voice gone ragged.

He leaned down, lips brushing her ear. “You’re learning patience, Ivy. Every second you hold out makes your release mine, not yours.”

***

She thought she might lose her mind. Every time the toy touched her, pleasure exploded through her body—but he always took it away just as the wave crested. Her skin burned, her nipples throbbed under the clamps, and the ropes made her feel like she might cum from helplessness alone.

“Cain, please,” she sobbed. “Please, I’ll do anything.”

The hum vanished. She thought for a second he was finished, but then the mattress dipped near her chest.

“Open your mouth,” he ordered.

She opened to him without hesitation. The head of his cock pressed against her tongue, heavy, hard, tasting of salt and musk.

Cain thrust into her mouth, his hips advancing with deliberate control. Her throat constricted around him as she struggled to accommodate his size, tears gathering at the corners of her eyes. His fingers wound through her hair, tightening as he established a rhythm, each movement drawing a deep, primal sound from his chest.

She gagged around him, throat stretching, tears seeping under the blindfold. He slowed just enough to let her breathe, then pushed deeper again, groaning.

“Good little slut,” he rasped. “Taking me so well. You’ll swallow if I tell you.”

Her pussy clenched at the words, even though he wasn’t touching her there. She wanted to cum just from the sound of his voice.

He withdrew from her mouth with a slick pop, smearing his cock across her lips before leaning down to kiss her. She gasped into his mouth, tasting himself on her tongue, and the mix of humiliation and trust made his chest ache in the best way.

Cain shifted lower, positioning himself between her thighs. He teased her with the head of his cock, sliding it through her wet folds, groaning when he felt how soaked she was.

“Feel that?” he said. “You’re dripping for me. Begging even when you don’t speak.”

Then he pushed inside.

The thick length of him filled her completely, stretching her until she gasped. The ropes strained against the bedposts as she arched beneath him, her cries of pleasure echoing against the walls.

Her heat gripped him so tight he almost lost control. He braced above her, thrusting slow at first, savoring every inch, then harder, deeper, until the bed shook. Her blindfolded head tossed, chains jingling, her cries growing louder.

He reached down, teasing her clit with his thumb as he pounded into her. Her body seized, orgasm rushing—he pulled back just in time.

“No!” she screamed.

“Not yet,” he groaned. “You’ll cum when I say. Because you’re mine.”

***

Her body was on fire. Every thrust sent shocks through her, every tug of the clamps made her arch. She wanted release more than she wished to breath.

“Please,” she begged. “Please, Cain, I need to—”

His hand tightened around her throat, not choking, just reminding her of the collar he had yet to fasten. “You can take everything I give you.”

He fucked her harder, the sound of his hips slamming into her echoing through the room. Her world was heat, pain, pleasure, humiliation—all of it bound up in him.

Suddenly, the toy buzzed back against her clit. She screamed, body convulsing, desperate to cum.

“Say it,” he demanded. “Say whose you are.”

“I’m yours!” she cried. “Yours, Cain—please!”

“Now.”

Pleasure detonated through her body like a chain of explosions, each one triggering the next. She convulsed against her restraints, her cries echoing off the walls as waves of sensation crashed over her. Cain's rhythm faltered as her body clenched around him. With a guttural sound torn from deep in his chest, he drove into her one final time, his entire frame shuddering as he found his own release.

His release shuddered through him as he buried himself to the hilt, his face pressed against her neck, breath hot and ragged against her skin. Their bodies trembled together, locked in that final, perfect moment of surrender.

The blindfold slipped as she melted into the sheets, every muscle surrendering.

Cain unbuckled the clamps, easing the ache from her nipples with gentle fingers. He loosened the ropes, massaging her wrists and ankles.

And then—leather kissed her throat. The collar buckled tight. A leash clipped into place with a metallic snap.

Cain pulled the leash once, just enough to make her meet his eyes.

“You’re mine now,” he said softly.

Tears slipped down her cheeks as she whispered, “Always.”

***

The buzz of his phone on the nightstand broke the quiet. He reached for it, careful not to disturb her, and glanced at the screen—a message from Ethan.

Need a name. Europe. Dangerous job. Client can’t afford mistakes. Do you know anyone?

Cain stared at it for a moment. Months ago, he’d have taken the contract himself. But now Ivy was asleep on his chest, collar warm against his palm, his vow already given. He typed a reply.

Rafe Calder. Former SBS. London/Marseille. He’s solid.

He hit send and set the phone face down.

The house was silent again, save for the rain tapping against the windows. Cain looked down at Ivy—sleeping, claimed, bound to him in every way that mattered. He rested his palm flat over her back, an anchor and a brand.

“Mine,” he whispered, just for him.

She smiled faintly in her sleep, as if she’d heard.

Cain closed his eyes. For tonight, the fight was over. Tomorrow, another battle would begin—for someone else.

But Ivy Marston was his. And nothing would take her away.
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Rules of Survival


The train station in Marseille was loud and frantic, but none of it mattered once I spotted him.

Rafe Calden.

Even if I hadn’t seen the photo in the briefing packet, I would’ve known. He didn’t blend in like the rest of the travelers and commuters. He stood beside a black SUV at the curb, arms crossed over his chest, the kind of man who looked like he could stop traffic without raising his voice. Broad shoulders stretched his dark shirt, veins visible down his forearms, his expression giving nothing away, eyes assessing everything.

And he was here for me.

Because my father had finally pissed off the wrong people, Senator Roberts was about to testify in Paris, and the names he’d agreed to put on record belonged to men who didn’t forgive. They wanted silence. If they couldn’t get it from him, they’d go after me. Which was why I’d been plucked out of my normal life and dropped into this nightmare.

Now I had Rafe Calden. Ex-Foreign Legion. Rumored to be ruthless. Apparently, the best.

I dragged my suitcase toward him, nerves tightening in my stomach. He didn’t wave, didn’t smile, didn’t do anything to acknowledge me until I stopped in front of him. His eyes scanned me once, head to toe and back again. Not the polite kind of look a stranger might give, but a methodical inspection, as if he were cataloging every detail of me for future reference.

“You’re late,” he said.

His voice startled me more than his words. Deep, rough, carrying an edge like he was already irritated.

“It was the train,” I said quickly. “Not my fault.”

He didn’t respond; instead, he took the handle of my suitcase without asking and slid it into the back of the SUV. Then he opened the passenger door and looked at me with a patience that wasn’t really patience at all—it was command. Move. Now.

I climbed in, suddenly hyperaware of how fast my heart was beating.

I reached for the seatbelt, but before I could click it, he leaned across me.

The size of him filled the space, his chest brushing my arm, his scent surrounding me. Clean skin and worn leather, with an edge underneath like gunmetal and woodsmoke. Air stalled in my throat, and I prayed he hadn’t noticed. His hand brushed my thigh as he tugged the belt across me, fastening it in one swift motion.

He straightened, closed the door, and circled to the driver’s seat. His movements were prompt, practiced. Not a wasted second. I turned my head toward the window, my skin prickling with warmth, trying to convince myself the tension knotted deep in my core was just adrenaline.

But the truth was harder to ignore. My nipples tingled, tight against the lace of my bra, and a slow pulse had started between my thighs.

He hadn’t touched me in any way that mattered. He hadn’t even smiled. And still my body reacted like he’d whispered something filthy in my ear.

Which was insane.

I clenched my hands in my lap, reminding myself: this was protection. Nothing more. He wasn’t here for me. He was here because my father had enemies, and right now, I was the weakest link.

So why did I already feel like I was in over my head?

***

I’d been in Marseille less than twenty-four hours, but I already hated the job.

Not because of her. Because of what she represented.

Camille Rogers. Senator’s daughter. Twenty-two. Barely out of college. The kind of young woman who should’ve been worrying about exams or boyfriends, not men with silencers on their pistols. But her father had cut a deal in Paris, and the people he’d turned on wanted blood. If they couldn’t get to him, they’d take her instead.

That was why I was here. To keep her alive. To follow the protocol. Nothing more.

Except when she stepped off the platform and spotted me, the heat that licked down my spine told me this wasn’t going to be simple.

The file photo hadn’t done her justice. Too grainy, too flat. The real Camille was all dark hair, wide eyes, and lips that made me forget my training. She walked fast, pulling her suitcase, her head held high like she wanted the world to know she wasn’t scared. But I saw the nerves in her fingers, the way she gripped that suitcase like it was her only anchor.

She bristled when I told her she was late. Good. I’d rather deal with fire than fear. Fire could be managed. Fear got people killed.

Still, when I leaned across to buckle her seat belt and felt her go rigid under my arm, I knew she wasn’t used to men like me. Her breath froze, her cheeks flushed. My hand brushed the inside of her thigh for half a second, and I felt her shift in the seat like she couldn’t get comfortable.

I knew better. I’d been around enough women to read the signs. She was turned on.

I gripped the steering wheel harder, veins standing out in my forearms. My cock thickened in my jeans, a slow, heavy ache. Christ. She was too young. Too tied to the job. And I hadn’t even had her in my care for an hour.

“Do you always look at people like you’re about to interrogate them?” she asked after a few minutes of silence.

Her voice carried that mix of defiance and curiosity I already suspected would drive me insane.

“I wasn’t interrogating,” I said, eyes still on the road. “I was reading you.”

“Reading me?”

I cut my eyes toward her. Her lips were parted, shiny from where she’d just run her tongue across them. My cock twitched. “You scanned for cameras twice before you saw me. You fiddled with your sleeve when you got nervous. You bite your lip when you’re thinking too hard.”

She bit her lip right then, like she couldn’t help it. I clenched my teeth until I felt the muscle in my cheek twitch.

She shifted in her seat, searching for friction, trying to hide it. But I knew what that meant. I knew the smell of arousal, faint but sharp in the close air of the SUV.

Focus, Calden.

I forced my eyes back to the street, scanning for tails, for threats. That was what mattered. Not the young woman fidgeting in my passenger seat, not the way my body responded to every subtle shift of hers in the passenger seat. This was the job. Keep her safe. Keep her alive.

But Christ, it was going to be a long assignment.

***

The drive through Marseille blurred past in a mix of narrow streets, laundry flapping from balconies, and the bright glint of the Mediterranean in the distance. I tried to focus on anything other than the man beside me, but it was impossible. His presence filled the SUV as much as the engine noise did.

When we finally pulled up to a townhouse tucked away on a quiet street, I felt a strange jolt of disappointment. It wasn’t what I’d expected at all. No grand safehouse with iron gates and a panic room. Just pale stone walls, heavy shutters, and a plain door that looked like it could belong to any middle-class family.

“This is it?” I asked as Rafe hauled my suitcase out of the trunk.

“It’s secure,” he said flatly, leading the way inside.

The interior was spare—plain furniture, neutral colors, nothing personal. He moved through the rooms quickly, checking locks, drawing curtains, opening and shutting doors with a methodical precision that told me he’d done this a hundred times before. His boots thudded on the hardwood floors, each sound oddly reassuring, like the house came alive under his weight.

I hovered in the living room, watching him. The muscles across his back bunched and shifted as he leaned to test a window latch. The scar along his forearm caught the light when he reached up to pull a curtain. His every movement was a precision instrument, like he'd calculated the exact force needed for each action and wouldn't waste an ounce more.

“This is where you’ll stay,” he said when he returned to the room. His tone was even, but his eyes pinned me in place. “You don’t leave without me. You don’t open the door for anyone. You follow my lead, no questions.”

I let out a sharp laugh before I could stop myself. “So basically, I’m grounded?”

His expression didn’t flicker. “If that’s what you want to call it.”

I crossed my arms. “I’m not used to taking orders.”

His gaze darted down, then back up to my face. Not inappropriate, not lingering, but enough to make me wonder what he saw. “Get used to it. That’s how you’ll stay alive.”

The way he said it—low, steady, absolute—should have made me want to fight back. Instead, something in my chest tightened. His words carried more weight than my father's entire Senate career.

I turned away, pretending to study the plain sofa in the corner. My skin burned, my pulse loud in my ears. Maybe it was the adrenaline, or maybe it was just him—his size, his voice, his eyes. Every detail about him pressed against my nerves, making me aware of my own body in a way I hadn’t been in months.

“You’ll sleep upstairs,” he said, already heading for the staircase. “Second door on the left. I’ll be in the first room if you need me.”

I nodded, though he didn’t wait to see it. His boots echoed up the stairs, unfaltering and intentional, and then the house went quiet.

I stood alone in the middle of the living room, arms wrapped around myself, trying to convince my body that I was only nervous. That it was fear, not something else making me warm all over.

But when I finally sat down on the sofa, I realized my hands were trembling. Not just from danger. From him.

***

The safehouse was standard issue. Neutral furniture. Reinforced doors. A security system was patched into my phone. Nothing luxurious, nothing comfortable, but that was the point. Hide in plain sight. Blend.

I moved through the rooms again after bringing her upstairs, checking every window lock, every exit. Old habits. The Legion had taught me to never trust four walls until I’d inspected them myself. Twice.

From upstairs, I heard a door shut—hers. Light. Careful. She was trying not to make noise. That told me something. For all her defiance in the car, she wasn’t careless. Good.

I walked into the kitchen, set my phone on the counter, and scanned the security feed. Empty street outside. Neighbors going about their evening. No tails. No signs of surveillance. For now, we were ghosts.

Still, I couldn’t relax.

Because of her.

Camille Rogers wasn’t what I expected. I’d pictured some pampered senator’s daughter, spoiled and demanding, the kind of girl who’d whine about takeout instead of room service. Instead, she’d walked into this house with her head high, her eyes sharp. Nervous, yes—I’d read that in the way she fiddled with her sleeves at the station. But there was fire underneath.

And that fire had already gotten under my skin.

The way her breath froze when I leaned across her in the SUV. The flush that spread over her neck when I told her to follow my lead. She thought she was hiding it, but I’d seen too much not to know. Attraction. Plain and simple.

My jaw clenched as I remembered the moment her nipples tightened against her shirt in the living room. She’d crossed her arms like she was covering herself, but it had only drawn my eyes more.

Fuck.

I sat at the table, elbows braced, forcing myself to focus on the job. She was young. Twenty-two. I was here to keep her alive, not think about what her lips would feel like on mine, or how soft her skin would be under my hands.

Distraction got people killed.

My phone buzzed with an update from Paris. The threats against her father were escalating. Which meant mine would, too. The men we were hiding from weren’t amateurs—they’d dig, they’d watch, and eventually they’d find a crack.

I had to make sure Camille wasn’t that crack.

That was the problem, though. She pushed against rules instinctively, as if obedience were foreign to her. If she slipped, even once, it could cost her everything. And me, too.

I rubbed a hand over my face, the stubble on my jaw scratching my palm. It had been a long time since a job felt personal. Too long.

From upstairs, faint floorboards creaked. She was moving around, restless. I pictured her pacing, pulling off her jacket, shaking out her hair, trying to settle into a bed that wasn’t hers. A twitch ran through my cock at the thought before I shoved the image away.

No. Not now. Not here.

I pulled the pistol from my holster, checked the chamber, and set it on the table beside my phone. That was what mattered: staying sharp, staying alive, staying detached.

But when I finally leaned back in the chair and closed my eyes for a moment, the only thing I could see was her face—haunted, hungry, human.

And I knew this job was going to test me in ways I hadn’t been tested in years.


Walls and Windows


The safehouse was quiet when I woke. Too quiet. No city traffic, no clatter of morning routines, no chatter from the street below. Just the faint hum of the refrigerator downstairs and the memory of Rafe’s heavy footsteps echoing through the house last night.

I showered quickly, tugged on jeans and a loose shirt, and padded downstairs barefoot. He was already there, of course.

Rafe sat at the kitchen table with a mug of coffee and his phone laid flat beside him. He wasn’t scrolling, wasn’t typing. Just watching the screen as if waiting for something to change. A gun lay holstered on the table within easy reach, like an extension of his hand.

He looked up when I entered. “You should wear shoes. If we need to move fast, you’ll regret it.”

“Good morning to you too,” I muttered, pulling out a chair across from him.

One corner of his lips lifted, just enough to suggest the possibility of a smile without committing to it. He slid a second mug across the table. “Made coffee.”

I blinked. “You drink it black, don’t you?”

“Of course.”

I tasted it and tried not to grimace. “Figures.”

He leaned back in his chair, eyes narrowing as he studied me. Not in the way he had yesterday, all assessment and rules. This time it was quieter, more thoughtful. “How old are you again?”

“Twenty-two.”

“Still in school?”

“Graduated last year.”

“And now?”

I hesitated, suddenly aware of how small my life must sound to a man like him. “I was supposed to start a position at a museum in Lyon. Art history. It… didn’t happen.”

His gaze stayed steady. “Because of this.”

“Because of my father,” I corrected, sharper than I intended.

He didn’t flinch. He just nodded once, as if he’d expected the bite. “You blame him?”

I folded my arms. “Wouldn’t you?”

Silence stretched. The only sound was the tick of the old clock on the wall. Finally, he said, “Doesn’t matter if you do. He’s still your father. And he’s the reason men want you dead.”

The bluntness should’ve stung, but it didn’t. It was almost refreshing. No sugarcoating, no false promises. Just truth.

I sipped the bitter coffee again, pretending to like it. “What about you?”

“What about me?”

“You always this cheerful in the mornings?”

He gave me that almost-smile again. “Always.”

It was the closest thing to banter we’d had, and I realized I was smiling too. That was dangerous. Smiling at him felt like crossing a line.

I looked away, tracing the grain in the wooden table. My nipples brushed the inside of my shirt, still sensitive from how tightly I’d crossed my arms the night before. The memory made me arch slightly, chasing the ache.

His eyes darted down for the briefest second, like he’d caught it. My pulse jumped.

I cleared my throat. “So… what happens now? What’s the plan for today?”

“You stay here. I handle the outside.”

“That sounds boring.”

“That sounds alive.”

I rolled my eyes, but a slow grin edged its way in. Not much, but enough to send another pulse of warmth through me.

God, he was impossible. Gruff, blunt, stubborn—and I couldn’t stop wanting to pick at his armor just to see what was underneath.

***

She didn’t belong here, and it showed in everything she did.

Camille padded into the kitchen barefoot, hair damp from the shower, shirt clinging faintly at the collar where the steam had left it damp. She looked like she’d been dropped into the wrong movie—too soft, too bright, too alive for the world I lived in.

But she was my job. My responsibility. My burden.

And the reason I couldn’t let my guard down.

I told her to wear shoes, because I couldn’t help it. It wasn’t criticism—it was instinct. If we had to move, she needed to be ready. Bare feet slowed you down. Bare feet got you caught.

She just muttered a sarcastic good morning and sat across from me like she had all the time in the world.

I slid her the coffee. Watched her grimace at the taste. She didn’t say thank you, but the way her lips twitched around the rim of the mug told me she knew I’d noticed.

This was the dangerous part. The little things. Sharing a table, sharing silence, sharing eye contact that lingered too long. Protection details blurred lines if you weren’t careful, and this one had already blurred before we’d even reached the safehouse.

I asked her age, her background, trying to remind myself she was a file, not a woman. Twenty-two. Fresh out of school. A future that had been ripped away because her father couldn’t keep his hands clean.

She said she blamed him. I asked if it mattered. She fired back that it did.

I respected that. Fire was better than fear. Fire kept people sharp.

Still, I saw the flicker of something else when I pushed. Her arms folded under her chest, pressing her tits tighter against the thin shirt. She didn’t notice at first, but when my eyes dropped, she shifted in her seat, unable to sit still.

My cock went hard instantly, pressing against my zipper with a will of its own.

I forced myself to glance back at my phone, scrolling through updates from the surveillance team, pretending not to notice. But my body knew. Every nerve was tuned to her, to the heat in her cheeks, the way she licked her lips before asking me what the plan was.

I told her the truth: she stays here, I handle the outside. Alive was better than bored.

She rolled her eyes, and the sound of it—the small huff of frustration—hit lower in my body than I liked.

This was supposed to be easy. Lock down the safehouse, run the drills, keep her in line until the trial was over. Nothing personal. But she was already under my skin.

And worse, she was smiling at me.

Not a polite smile, not a forced one. A real smile.

It reminded me that under all the rules and danger, she was still just a young woman trying to pretend she wasn’t terrified. And that smile made me want things I had no business wanting.

I clenched my jaw, picked up my mug, and swallowed the rest of the coffee like it could burn the thoughts out of me.

It didn’t.

When I looked back, she was still watching me, curiosity bright in her eyes.

And I knew I was already in trouble.

***

By mid afternoon, I was losing my mind.

The safehouse was too quiet, the walls too plain, the curtains too heavy. No television, no books, nothing but the steady tick of the clock and the occasional buzz of Rafe’s phone. I paced the living room until I was dizzy, then dropped onto the sofa with a groan loud enough to make him glance up from the table.

“You’re restless,” he said.

“No kidding.” I flopped onto my back, staring at the ceiling. “You can’t expect me to sit here for days doing nothing. I’ll go insane.”

“That’s the idea,” he said dryly. "Restless means you're still breathing."

I sat up, narrowing my eyes at him. “You’re impossible.”

He didn’t argue. Just went back to his phone, shoulders hunched, his expression unreadable. It only made me more determined to break through that wall.

“Fine,” I said, standing. “If I can’t go outside, then at least teach me something.”

He looked up. “Teach you what?”

“Something useful. Bodyguard stuff. Self-defense. Whatever it is you do besides scowling and checking locks.”

The corner of his lips quirked upward for a split second before he forced them back into a hard line. “It’s not a game.”

“I didn’t say it was. But I don’t want to be dead weight.”

That caught him. His eyes sharpened, studying me as if weighing whether I was serious. Finally, he pushed back from the table and stood. His size filled the room instantly.

“Fine. Come here.”

My heart thudded as I stepped toward him. Up close, he seemed even larger, his chest broad, his arms corded with muscle beneath the dark shirt. He reached out suddenly, catching my wrist, turning it in his grip.

“If someone grabs you like this,” he said, the rumble of his words vibrating against my spine, “you don’t try to pull away. You turn into it.”

He guided my body, spinning me under his arm until I was facing him, my back pressed against his chest. Heat radiated from him, his breath warm against my ear. My pulse raced.

“Now drive your elbow back,” he murmured.

I tried, but the movement was clumsy, awkward. His hand slid across my chest to correct me, palm flat just above my breastbone. The contact stole the air from my lungs. His fingers were so close to my nipple that it tightened instantly, straining against my shirt.

“Better,” he said, his voice rougher now.

I froze, because in that stillness I felt it—the hard press against my lower back. His cock. Hard as steel against the curve of my back.

A tremor ran through my core. I couldn't breathe. Couldn't think. My hips moved of their own accord, pressing back against his hardness, a tiny, damning movement that neither of us could pretend was accidental.

He released me a second later, stepping back, his expression unreadable again. “Enough for now.”

I turned to face him, my cheeks burning, my body buzzing. I wanted to ask if he’d felt it too—if he’d noticed how wet I was just from that one touch. But the answer was obvious in the tight line of his jaw, the way he avoided my eyes.

We didn’t say anything more, but the air between us was charged, heavy with everything we hadn’t admitted.

And I knew then that it was only a matter of time before one of us broke.

***

She was too damn close to making me cross a line.

One training drill, one moment with my hand across her chest, and I’d felt her whole body go still. Her breath stilled, her nipples tightening under that thin shirt, her ass brushing against my cock when I adjusted her stance.

I’d stepped back immediately, forcing distance, but it was too late. I was hard, throbbing, and the image of her blushing cheeks was burned into my mind.

Now it was evening, and the two of us were sitting in the living room. I’d ordered food delivered—contactless drop, already cleared by the security team. She picked at her plate half-heartedly, her gaze wandering to me every few minutes like she was waiting for me to crack a joke or give her more rules.

“You don’t talk much,” she said finally.

I shrugged. “Not much to say.”

“Everyone has something to say.”

I leaned back on the sofa, watching her across the coffee table. Her legs were tucked under her, bare feet pale against the dark fabric. She looked younger than ever, curled up like that, reminding me just how wide the gap was between us.

“Forty-three,” I said suddenly.

She blinked. “What?”

“That’s how old I am. You’ve been trying to guess.”

She tilted her head, lips twitching. “I thought maybe late thirties. You wear it well.”

I grunted, though my cock stirred at the thought of her comparing my age to hers. Twenty-two. The file had said it, and I hadn’t stopped thinking about it since. I was almost old enough to be her father. Too old for her innocence, too young to be dead inside enough not to want her.

“You’re staring again,” she said softly.

I looked away, jaw tightening. She wasn’t wrong. I had been staring. Not at her face, though. At the line of her throat. At the rise of her chest when she breathed. At the soft curve of her hips under those jeans.

In my head, it wasn’t just staring. In my head, I had her bent over the arm of that sofa, wrists bound behind her back with my belt. I could almost hear the sound of her moaning into the cushion as I took her from behind, slow and merciless, reminding her what obedience really meant.

Jesus.

I scrubbed a hand down my face, trying to exorcise the thought. I wasn’t supposed to think like that. But I did.

Because that was what I craved—not just sex. Control. Restraint. Discipline. I wanted to feel her struggling beneath me, only to give in when she realized resistance was useless. I wanted to show her what it meant to surrender completely, not because she was weak, but because she was strong enough to trust me with everything.

The thought made my cock ache against my zipper.

“You okay?” she asked, her voice tentative now.

I dragged my gaze back to her face. She looked curious, not scared. Curious was dangerous. Curious meant she wanted to push further.

“I’m fine,” I said gruffly.

She smiled faintly, settling back against the cushions like she didn’t believe me.

And maybe she was right.

Because the truth was, I wasn’t fine.

I was one long night away from losing the discipline that had carried me through two decades of war and blood and broken men.

And when I lost it, it was going to be on her.


Fractured Trust


The safehouse felt smaller at night.

The windows were covered, the lamps low, every sound from outside amplified against the silence within. Somewhere in the street below, a dog barked. A scooter rattled past. I sat at the edge of the sofa, restless, while Rafe checked the locks for the third time.

“You already did that,” I said, the words coming out like broken glass.

He didn’t look at me. “You don’t survive this long by trusting once.”

I hugged my knees to my chest, watching him move. His body seemed to fill the space—broad shoulders brushing the frame as he leaned to check a window, thick thighs stretching the fabric of his jeans when he crouched near the door. He was a machine, built for vigilance, but underneath that discipline was heat. I’d felt it when he’d touched me earlier, when his hand pressed against my chest during the drill.

And I couldn’t stop wondering what it would feel like if he ever let himself go.

“Do you ever stop?” I asked.

He turned, brow furrowed. “Stop what?”

“Being… this.” I gestured vaguely at him, at the rigid way he stood, at the tension vibrating through his frame. “Being all soldier. All control. Don’t you ever—relax?”

His expression darkened, and for a moment I thought he’d shut me down. But instead, he exhaled slowly and sat opposite me, his elbows braced on his knees.

“Relaxing gets people killed,” he said finally.

I tilted my head. “That’s not an answer.”

His eyes locked on mine, blue and piercing, and for a moment, the air seemed to thicken between us. I felt it again—that hollow hunger spreading through me, the sudden tightness beneath my shirt, the molten ache I couldn't control.

I shifted, trying to hide it, but the movement only made the urges worse.

“You don’t have to be on guard with me,” I said softly.

"Yes, I do," he replied, voice raw. His eyes flickered to my lips for just a heartbeat too long, undoing his words even as he spoke them.

My heartbeat thundered. I wanted him to kiss me. I wanted him to lose control, to prove he wasn’t made of stone.

I stood, crossing the small space between us. He tensed immediately, like every muscle in his body resisted the nearness.

“You don’t scare me, Rafe,” I whispered.

His jaw clenched, his nostrils flaring.

“Maybe you should be,” he said.

But he didn’t move when I leaned down, close enough to feel his breath against my cheek.

The line between danger and desire blurred completely, and I knew—if he touched me now, I wouldn’t stop him.

Not tonight.

***

I should’ve pushed her away.

When Camille leaned in close enough that I could feel her breath on my cheek, every rule I’d lived by screamed at me to stand up, to put distance between us, to remind her why we were here.

But I didn’t move.

Because the truth was, I’d been fighting this since the moment she stepped off the train. Her wide eyes, her smart mouth, her fire—it had all burrowed under my skin. And when she whispered that I didn’t scare her, something inside me snapped.

I caught her wrist before she could move any closer. My grip was firm, iron around soft flesh. I felt her heartbeat racing against my grip, saw her mouth open slightly, yet she remained there—challenging, waiting.

“You should be scared,” I said, my voice low and rough. “Because I don’t play gentle, Camille. Not in this, not in anything.”

Her eyes darkened to black pools, a shaky breath catching in her throat. "Show me what that looks like," she whispered.

Christ. She wanted this. She wanted me.

I yanked her down onto my lap, her body colliding with mine, her knees straddling my thighs. My cock was rock-hard, pressing up against the seam of her jeans, and the way she gasped told me she felt every inch of it.

My hand slid up the back of her neck, fisting gently in her damp hair, holding her head still as I looked at her. “If you want me, you don’t get to call the shots. You obey. You give me control. Do you understand?”

Her chest rose and fell against mine, her nipples hard beneath the thin fabric of her shirt. She licked her lips, trembling but steady enough to whisper, “Yes.”

That single word hit me harder than any firefight ever had.

I tightened my grip on her hair, angled her head back, and claimed her mouth with mine. The kiss was rough, hungry, everything I’d been denying myself. She moaned into it, hips grinding down against me, desperate.

My other hand slid under her shirt, up the smooth line of her stomach until I palmed her breast. Her nipple was pebble-hard against my thumb, and when I pinched it lightly, she gasped into my mouth.

I broke the kiss, pressing my forehead to hers, breathing hard. "I can feel how much you want this," I said, my voice a low rumble against her skin.

Her blush gave her away even before she nodded.

“Say it,” I rasped.

“I’m wet,” she whispered. “For you.”

"Fuck," I groaned, the word ripping from somewhere deep and primal. I slid my hand down, tearing open her jeans with practiced precision. She squirmed as I shoved them down just enough to slide my fingers between her thighs. Liquid silk greeted my fingers, her body's undeniable confession.

"Christ," I muttered, feeling the evidence of her desire coat my fingers. "You want this that badly."

I pushed two fingers inside her without warning, and she cried out, clutching my shoulders. Her pussy clenched tight around me, greedy, hungry, and I bit back a groan.

"Your body belongs to me tonight," I said, twisting my fingers deeper, drawing another gasp from her lips. “You understand? Your pussy, your pleasure—mine to control.”

“Yes,” she gasped, riding my hand shamelessly, her hair falling into her flushed face.

I forced myself to stop, withdrawing my fingers as she made a small, desperate sound of protest. I raised my hand between us, her wetness gleaming on my fingers, then pressed them against her lips until she parted them.

“Suck,” I ordered.

Her eyes widened, then darkened as she obeyed, lips closing around my fingers, tongue swirling over the taste of herself.

My erection strained against the denim, an ache bordering on pain, but I didn’t let myself lose it completely. Not yet. This was just the beginning.

When she released my fingers with an obscene wet sound, I leaned close, my voice rumbled in her ear.

“You think you know what you want,” I told her. “But you have no idea what I’ll take from you.”

Her shiver told me she wanted me to prove it.

And I would.

***

The moment he pulled his fingers from my mouth, I thought he’d shove them right back between my legs. Instead, he grabbed the hem of my shirt and peeled it up over my head in one smooth motion.

The air was cool against my skin, my nipples hard points beneath my bra. His eyes dropped, hungry, and a sharp thrill shot through me.

“Off,” he commanded, dark and low.

I fumbled with the clasp, my hands shaking, until it came free and the straps slid down my arms. My breasts spilled bare into the open, my nipples aching for his touch.

“Fuck,” he muttered, his eyes burning with a hunger that made me feel both terrified and thrillingly caught.

Then his hands were on me—big, rough palms cupping my tits, thumbs circling over the hard peaks until I cried out. I ground against him, my body surrendering to pleasure in ways my pride never would.

“Jeans,” he rasped.

I scrambled to shove them down, panties with them, until I was completely naked in his lap, straddling his thighs. My skin burned, flushed all over. I’d never been so exposed, so vulnerable.

And yet, I’d never felt so alive.

I reached for the hem of his shirt, desperate to even the playing field. He didn’t stop me—just raised his arms as I pulled it up and off.

Oh My God.

His chest was all muscle and scars, a canvas of battles I’d never know. Dark hair dusted the hard planes of his pecs, trailing down over his stomach to where his jeans strained against the bulge of his cock.

“Take them off,” I whispered before I could stop myself.

His eyes narrowed, but he stood, lifting me like I weighed nothing, and dropped me onto the sofa. My breath rushed out as I sprawled against the cushions, naked and trembling.

Then he stripped.

The denim slid down his hips, revealing a thin line of dark hair that disappeared beneath his boxers. When he hooked his thumbs into the elastic and pulled, I stopped breathing. The fabric caught for a moment on the ridge before giving way. I swallowed hard as he stood before me, the muscles in his thighs tensing, a vein running the length of him pulsing with each heartbeat.

His cock jutted forward like a weapon, thick veins mapping its length. My inner walls clenched at the sight, already imagining the stretch, the fullness, the delicious invasion.

“You wanted to see,” he said, stroking himself slowly as he loomed over me. “Now you’ll take it.”

My knees fell open without thought, the cool air meeting the heat between my legs, making me shiver as wetness gathered between my thighs. Every nerve ending throbbed with need. "Please," I whispered, past caring how desperate I sounded.

He dropped to his knees between my legs, his breath hot against my inner thigh. The first touch of his tongue sent electricity up my spine. My fingers clutched at the cushions as he traced slow circles, each one closer to where I needed him most. When his hands pressed my thighs wider, the cool air hit places only he could see. I couldn't look away from the top of his dark head, moving deliberately between my trembling legs.

“Rafe—oh god—”

He moaned against me, sucking my clit until I shook, then slid two fingers inside me again. His fingers found that perfect spot inside me, and suddenly I was climbing toward the edge. "Rafe," I cried out, my voice breaking as I begged him not to stop.

When he finally pulled back, I was panting, desperate, my body begging for release.

“Up,” he ordered, and before I could process, he grabbed my wrist and yanked me to my feet.

I stumbled, bare and trembling, until he spun me around and bent me over the arm of the sofa. My palms hit the cushion, my breasts pressed against the fabric, and the position forced my ass high in the air.

“Stay,” he commanded behind me.

Heat seared down my spine. The word wasn’t a request—it was law.

“Rafe—”

The sharp crack of his palm against my ass cut me off. I yelped, the sting making me jolt, but the shock melted into heat almost instantly. My pussy clenched around nothing, desperate.

“That was for interrupting,” he said calmly. “You speak when I allow it.”

Humiliation and desire twisted through me like twin snakes, and I nodded into the cushion. “Yes.”

Another smack landed on the opposite cheek, harder this time, and I whimpered, my pussy throbbing with desire. The sound echoed in the room, raw and intimate. He smoothed a hand over the tender skin, almost soothing, before delivering another, sharper blow that made my whole body tremble.

“Spread,” he commanded.

I obeyed without hesitation, widening my stance until the cool air kissed the moistness between my legs.

His cock pressed against me from behind, hard as iron and relentless. “Feel that?” he murmured, rubbing the blunt head against my soaked entrance. “That’s what you’ve been begging for.”

“Yes,” I gasped, voice shaking.

He slammed into me in one brutal thrust, forcing a cry from my lips as he filled me completely. My body struggled to accommodate him, the sweet burn of invasion making my fingers claw into the upholstery.

“Fuck—”

Another slap landed across my ass, the heat radiating across my skin. “Language,” he warned.

I moaned into the cushion, my pussy clenching tight around his cock as he drove into me again. Every thrust made my breasts bounce against the arm of the sofa, my body arching with the force of it. His hands gripped my hips like he owned me, driving me back onto him again and again.

The rhythm was merciless—deep, punishing, addictive. Each smack of his palm against my ass only made me wetter, the sting mixing with the ache of his cock pounding me open.

“You take it so fucking well,” he rasped, voice rough in my ear as he leaned over me. One big hand wrapped around both my wrists, pinning them to the small of my back, restraining me completely. “This is where you belong—bound, fucked, begging.”

And fuck me, I loved it.

My body shook, every nerve alive, every thrust dragging me closer to the edge. I moaned his name, barely able to hold myself together, feeling the pressure building inside me like a dam about to burst.

***

Her body writhed beneath me, every muscle straining as she tried to keep up with the brutal pace I set. Bent over the arm of the sofa, her wrists pinned tight in one of my hands, she was mine. Every cry, every shiver, every desperate clench of her pussy around my cock—mine.

I’d told myself I wouldn’t cross this line, that she was just a job. But the second I felt her obey me, spread for me, take the sting of my hand and still beg for more, I knew there was no going back.

“Hold still,” I ordered, tightening my grip on her wrists. My free hand smoothed over the curve of her ass, the skin hot and marked from the spanking. “You come when I tell you. Not before.”

Her moan was muffled against the cushion, but she nodded, her body trembling.

Christ, she was perfect like this. Young, unbroken, burning with fire she didn’t even know how to control. And I was going to be the one to mold it. To take that raw hunger and shape it into obedience.

I drove into her harder, deeper, the sound of skin slapping against skin filling the room. Her juices coated my cock, each thrust sliding in with addictive resistance. She was so tight, so wet, every stroke pushing me closer to the edge.

“Can you feel it?” I rasped against her ear, bending low, my chest pressing into her back. “That’s me owning every inch of your body. That’s me reminding you who’s in control.”

“Please,” she gasped, twisting beneath me, her pussy clenching hard around me. “Rafe, let me—”

I smacked her ass again, sharp and punishing. “Not until I say.”

She whimpered, but the sound only spurred me on. Her restraint, her desperation, the way her body bucked against mine—it was intoxicating.

My own control was fraying, the need to finish inside her clawing at me. But I held back, waiting, pushing her to the brink. I wanted her to know who gave her permission to fall apart.

“Now,” I finally commanded, voice rough and absolute.

Her release crashed through her like a tidal wave, her pussy spasming around my cock as she cried out, shaking against the sofa. The sound of her climax—raw, broken, pleading—ripped through me. I thrust deep, driving deep until I could go no further, surrendering to the release.

“Holy Fuck,” I groaned, spilling inside her, my release pounding out in sharp, hot waves. I held her pinned as I emptied myself, every drop claimed, every thrust a brand.

For a long moment, the only sounds were our ragged breaths and the creak of the sofa beneath us. My hand loosened on her wrists, but I didn’t let her go completely. I needed her to know I wasn’t finished with her—not tonight, not ever.

When I finally pulled free, I looked down at the mess between her thighs, the way my cum smeared her skin, the way her body still quivered with aftershocks.

“You’re such a good girl,” I said, my voice rough with satisfaction.

Her head turned, her flushed face half-buried in the cushion, and the look in her eyes told me everything.

She wasn’t scared. She wasn’t broken.

She was hungry for more.

And so was I.


Veins Of Control


Morning light leaks through the cracks in the heavy shutters, slicing the safehouse into golden stripes. My body aches in places I didn’t know could ache. A good ache, a sharp reminder of what we did last night—the sting across my ass, the dull throb between my thighs, the soreness in my wrists where he held me down. Every time I shift beneath the sheets, I feel him inside me all over again.

I shouldn’t be thinking about that.

He’s standing by the kitchen counter, already dressed in black jeans and a fitted T-shirt, pouring coffee like the night never happened. His hands move with the controlled economy of a man who's killed before, calm. Military calm. Rafe Calden, my hired bodyguard and protector, tasked with keeping me alive. Not Rafe Calden, the man who spanked me until I screamed and fucked me until I lost every piece of control.

“Sleep at all?” he asks, voice gravelly, like he’s been awake for hours.

“Barely.” I sit up, pulling the sheet tight around me even though he’s already seen everything.

The silence between us is thick, almost heavier than the sex itself. I can still feel him inside me when I look at him. But I’m unsure whether I should say something, apologize, or pretend it didn’t happen. My chest feels tight, not from shame, but from the certainty that he’s already regretting it.

He doesn’t mention last night. Doesn’t even glance at me when he slides a mug across the counter.

“What’s the plan today?” I ask, because I can’t stand the weight of the silence any longer.

He finally meets my eyes, and that calm precision shifts into something harder. “Plan is you don’t leave this apartment.”

I frown. “You said that yesterday. I’m not a prisoner here.”

“No,” he says evenly, “you’re a target. There’s a difference.”

I grip the mug tighter. Each word lands like a bullet hitting a target—clean, precise, without malice but without mercy. The truth, stripped of comfort.

“What kind of target?” I press. “You keep saying danger, but I don’t even know who the hell I’m supposed to be hiding from.”

His jaw ticks. He takes a slow sip of his coffee before answering. “Your father owed the wrong people money—the kind of people who don’t forgive debts. Marseille isn’t neutral ground anymore, not for you. Someone tipped them off that you’re here.”

My heart lurches. “So, what—you think they’ll kill me to get to him?”

“Yes.” No hesitation. Just that one word, heavy and cold.

I swallow hard, the bitterness of the coffee sticking in my throat. For a moment, I almost forget the memory of his body inside mine. Almost.

He steps closer, his presence filling the room like a shadow. “That’s why you don’t step outside. Not for a walk, not for air, not for anything. Understand?”

I nod, even though my chest feels like it might burst.

His eyes hold mine, unreadable. And for a moment, I wonder if he’s warning me about the world outside—or about him.

***

I’ve learned to trust my instincts. They’ve kept me alive through war zones, cartel jobs, and a decade of private security work. This morning, they’re screaming.

Camille sits on the couch, legs pulled up under the oversized shirt she borrowed, sipping her coffee like she doesn’t notice the way my gaze keeps sweeping the windows, the doors, the hall beyond the reinforced lock. She probably thinks I’m overreacting.

I’m not.

The phone buzzes in my pocket—an encrypted line, only a handful of people have the number. Ethan Payne is one of them. I step into the kitchen, but I know Camille is watching me from the corner of her eye. She’s smarter than she lets on.

“Rafe,” Ethan’s voice is tight, clipped, East Coast steel. “You need to move her. Now.”

“Talk to me.”

“Your safehouse in the 8th arrondissement was compromised last night. We’ve got chatter from one of our Marseille contacts—men asking questions, flashing pictures of Camille’s father, her, too. The debt trail led straight back to her.”

I glance toward her, the soft curve of her body on the couch, hair tumbling down her shoulders. Fuck.

“How clean’s the chatter?” I ask.

“Clean enough I’m calling you direct instead of feeding it through channels. They know she’s in Marseille. Maybe not exact coordinates, but it’s only a matter of time.” Ethan exhales like he’s already running his own damage control. “Cain’s got his hands full with another client, but I can spare you a car and an interim location. You move her within the hour.”

I press my palm into the counter, jaw tight. “Copy that.”

We disconnect, and I let the silence stretch, the hum of the refrigerator filling the room. When I turn back, Camille’s standing, mug forgotten, eyes sharp. She knows.

“What did he say?”

I step toward her, slow, controlled. “We’re leaving.”

Her brows knit. “Leaving? What do you mean by leaving? You said this place was safe.”

“It was,” I admit. “Not anymore.”

Her mouth opens slightly, her breathing quick and shallow. I recognize that look—panic edged with something softer. She's scared, but she's looking to me for answers, for direction. For safety.

“Pack your things,” I order. “One bag. Essentials only. We don’t have time for anything else.”

She hesitates, but when I fix her with that look, the same one I gave her last night when I bent her over the table, she moves.

As she disappears into the bedroom, I scan the windows again. My instincts are pounding now, sharper than the hard-on still threatening to push against my zipper every time I think about her gasping under me. It’s not the sex that keeps me wired—it’s the fact that she makes me want to protect her harder.

When she comes back with the bag, I take it from her and sling it over my shoulder. “We’re going dark for a few days. New location, new routines. No questions, no mistakes.”

She bites her lip, and for a second her gaze flicks to my hands gripping the strap, to my chest under the black shirt, to the gun at my side.

She nods. “Okay.”

Good girl.

But I know the danger isn’t hypothetical anymore. Someone is hunting her. And for the first time in years, I’m not sure if I can separate the job from the woman.

***

The car moves fast, too fast for the twisting Marseille streets. Rafe’s hands grip the wheel, steady, controlled, like nothing can shake him. But the tight line of his jaw says otherwise.

I sit pressed into the passenger seat, heart pounding as the city thins around us. My entire life—clothes, phone, makeup, everything—is stuffed into one bag at my feet. It doesn’t feel real. It feels like running.

“Where are we going?” I finally ask.

He doesn’t look at me, eyes locked on the dark road ahead. “Somewhere safer.”

“That’s not an answer.”

His hand shifts gears, forearm flexing under his rolled sleeve. My gaze lingers before I drag it back up. “You’re not the only one with friends, Camille. I’ve got a man outside the city. A vineyard. Private land, no surveillance cameras, no eyes but ours. We’ll be ghosts there.”

A vineyard. It sounds… almost romantic. Except nothing about the way my stomach twists feels romantic.

“And this friend?” I press.

“Luc Durand,” he says. “Old unit buddy. Trust him with my life.”

I swallow, trying to read between the lines. Rafe doesn’t give trust easily. If he’s taking me to this Luc, it means the situation’s worse than he’s letting on.

The road narrows into cliffs, the sea stretching black and endless to our right. Every bump jolts me closer to him. The air between us is thick, heavy—not just with fear, but with the heat that flares between us whenever our eyes meet. Last night’s touch still burns on my skin.

I can’t stop myself. My hand drifts to my thigh, nails grazing bare skin under the hem of my dress. My nipples ache against the thin fabric, traitors to the danger surrounding us. And I wonder—when he said Luc could be trusted with his life, does that mean he’d trust him with me?

The thought makes me shiver.

We crest a hill and the landscape changes. Rows of vines stretch like dark soldiers across rolling fields. At the center rises a sprawling stone villa, lights glowing warm against the night. A tall figure waits near the front steps, cigarette ember flickering.

“That’s him,” Rafe mutters, pulling the car to a stop.

I step out into the cool night air, heart racing as Luc approaches. He’s broad, with a heavy scar across one cheek, but there’s a certain French charm in the way he kisses both my cheeks in greeting.

“So this is the girl,” Luc says, accent thick, eyes flicking over me in a way that makes me want to cross my arms. “Beautiful. No wonder you’ve been hiding her.”

Rafe stiffens beside me, and I see it—the faintest flare of possessiveness in his eyes.

“We’re not here for commentary,” Rafe snaps. “We’re here for cover.”

Luc just smiles, a slow curl of lips, before leading us toward the villa.

And as I walk between them—one man who makes my body ache with need, and another who makes Rafe’s jaw tighten—I realize something: danger isn’t only outside these walls.

It’s standing beside me, hand brushing mine every few steps, fighting not to claim me again.

***

Luc always was a smooth bastard.

The bastard’s grin widens as he ushers us into the villa, heavy doors closing behind with a solid echo. “Bien sûr, come in, come in. You must be tired from the drive.” His eyes dart to Camille. “Especially you, mademoiselle. Marseille traffic is no place for someone so delicate.”

She laughs, soft and nervous, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. A muscle clenches along my jawline..

Delicate? If only he knew what I’d done to her body just last night. How she’d taken every command, every thrust, and begged for more. There’s nothing delicate about Camille, not when she’s under me.

I stay silent, following them through a long hall lined with old family portraits. Luc keeps talking—mostly to her.

“You must forgive the dust,” he says, voice low, smooth. “It is an old house. But the vines make up for it. When the sun rises, you will see. They go on forever, like rivers of green. I will show you myself tomorrow, if you like.”

Camille blushes. Actually blushes. “That sounds… beautiful.”

“Oui.” His gaze lingers on her lips. “So are you.”

My fists curl, itching to put him through one of his own walls. But I don’t. Not yet. I watch. I measure.

Camille doesn’t even notice what she’s doing to me. She’s too busy being polite, giving him little smiles, laughing softly when he makes another joke about “protecting such a treasure.”

I see the way Luc looks at her. It’s the same way every man looks at her. And it makes me want to carve a warning into his skull.

“Where are the rooms?” I snap, cutting through his bullshit.

One of Luc's eyebrows inches upward, a calculated movement that says he knows exactly what he's doing. “Always so serious. Come, I will show you. The master suite is free. Unless, of course…” His smirk tilts at me, then Camille. “…you prefer separate beds.”

Camille shifts, biting her lip.

“Together,” I huff.

Her cheeks turn bright red, and Luc just chuckles, leading us up the staircase. He doesn’t miss the way my hand drifts to Camille’s back, guiding her firmly up the steps, my touch claiming her in front of him.

Inside the room, Luc lingers too long, asking if Camille needs anything. A drink, perhaps? A nightcap? His eyes glint when he says it, like he’s daring me.

I step closer to her, close enough that my chest brushes her shoulder. “We’re fine,” I tell him flatly.

Luc finally leaves, shutting the door with a smug little click.

Silence falls.

Camille exhales, setting her bag down. “He’s… nice.”

Nice. Jealousy claws through me like a fever I can't sweat out.

“You think so?” I speak through clenched teeth, each word measured like a dose of poison.

Her eyes widen with innocent confusion. “What? I was just being polite.”

“Polite?” I close the distance, boxing her in against the wall before she realizes I’ve moved—my hand braces beside her head. “You were smiling at him. Laughing at his lines. Letting him think he had a chance.”

She gasps, a soft sound trapped between us. “Rafe, I—”

“Tomorrow,” I cut in, voice a throaty groan. “We’ll deal with this tomorrow.”

Her eyes widen. She doesn’t know yet what that means. But she will.

I step back, forcing myself to calm down. The punishment will come. Tonight, I’ll let her rest. Tomorrow, she’ll learn what happens when she teases another man in front of me.

And when I’m finished, she’ll never laugh at Luc Durand again.


Punishment and Pretenses


Istirred awake to the sound of boots on wood, my stomach tightening even before I opened my eyes. Rafe was already in my room, standing like a wall of dark authority at the foot of my bed.

“Morning,” I whispered, stretching a little, still groggy.

“Get up,” he said, his voice a controlled stillness that sent warning signals through my body.

I sat upright, clutching the sheet to my chest. “What’s happening?”

He didn’t move, didn’t blink. “We need to set something straight, Camille. What happened with Luc yesterday—that little game of yours? Laughing, leaning in, letting him think he had a chance? That ends. If you want to keep anything physical between us, you’re going to learn discipline first.”

The sheet slipped in my hands. His words sent heat surging through me, equal parts defiance and desire. “And if I say no?”

His eyes locked on mine, unforgiving and absolute. “Then we stop. No more touches. No more orgasms. No more me inside you. I’ll protect you because it’s my job. But that’s all it will be.”

My throat tightened. The thought of him going cold, shutting down everything between us—it gutted me more than I expected.

He stepped closer, voice dropping. “So this is your choice. You walk away, or you accept my rules. You take my punishment. Right here. Right now.”

Electricity seemed to crackle between us, invisible but undeniable. My heart fluttered as if it already knew my answer. “If I say yes…” I swallowed hard, heat radiating through my face. “What happens?”

“You’ll be restrained,” he said, blunt as always. “Helpless. I’ll keep you on edge all day, denying you until you’re half-mad with it. You’ll stay like that until I decide you’ve earned release. And you won’t touch yourself. Not once.”

A shiver raced down my spine. He was giving me every chance to walk away, but every cell in my body told me I didn’t want to.

I heard myself speak, the words barely a whisper against the tension between us. “And after?”

His jaw flexed. “After, we don’t hold back anymore.”

The words punched straight to my core.

I took a breath, steadying myself, then lifted my head high. “Yes. I want it. I’ll take your punishment.”

For the first time that morning, the corner of his mouth shifted—something between approval and hunger. “Good girl.”

He moved with purpose now, guiding me to the headboard. “Wrists,” he ordered.

My hands trembled as I offered them, the cuffs snug and cool against my skin. Each leather strap tightened with a finality that sent shivers down my spine. My chest rose and fell faster with each sound.

When he fixed a spreader bar between my ankles, forcing me open, I gasped softly. Humiliation and arousal crashed together until I couldn’t tell them apart.

Rafe crouched in front of me, close enough that his breath grazed my cheek. “You chose this,” he said quietly. “Don’t forget that when you’re begging later.”

His hand slid once between my thighs, feeling the moist evidence of how badly I already wanted it. He shook his head. “Proves my point.”

Then he brushed a kiss against my temple—soft, almost tender—and left me tied, aching, and throbbing with anticipation.

***

Luc was already waiting in the vineyard kitchen when I came down, a mug of coffee in his hand and that ever-present smirk on his face. The man's comfort here grated on me.

“Morning,” he said, raising the mug in lazy salute. “No Camille?”

“She’s resting,” I said smoothly, pulling my jacket on. “Didn’t sleep well. She’ll stay put today.”

Luc arched an eyebrow. “Convenient. You're keeping her hidden away from me now?”

I met his gaze head-on. “I’m keeping her safe. That’s my job.”

He didn’t push further, but his smirk lingered. He had no idea that just a floor above us, Camille was spread open and cuffed to her bed, learning exactly what it meant to play games with me. That thought should’ve been distracting, but it only sharpened my focus. I needed her frustration to build, to simmer, while I dealt with bigger problems.

Because the truth was, the threat against her wasn’t going away.

I pulled out my phone and scrolled through the latest intel packet forwarded from Ethan. He’d tapped some contacts in London, and a new name kept surfacing: Mathis Duval. Small-time arms dealer, climbing fast. He had ties to a syndicate that thrived on laundering money through Marseille’s docks. More importantly, there were whispers he’d been hired to collect leverage on powerful families—leverage like Camille.

My fingers slid the phone into my pocket as my teeth ground together. Duval wasn’t just some shadow. He was a man with resources, reach, and nothing to lose. If Camille’s family had crossed the wrong people, she wasn’t safe anywhere, not even behind locked doors.

Luc leaned against the counter, watching me too closely. “You look tense, boss. Something I should know about?”

“Need-to-know,” I said flatly.

“Fair enough.” He shrugged, sipping his coffee. “But you do realize people notice when you’re this protective. Makes it obvious she’s… important to you.”

Something cold slid down my spine. The bastard had read me like an open file, and now he was enjoying every second of my discomfort.

“Camille’s protection is my assignment,” I stated, my tone leaving no room for debate. “Nothing more.”

Luc smirked again, unconvinced. “Sure. Whatever you say.”

I let it go—no sense wasting energy on him. My priority was Duval. If I wanted Camille safe, I couldn’t just hide her. I had to eliminate the threat.

That meant building a plan.

Step one: confirm Duval’s network. I needed proof of his men operating in Marseille. Step two: cut off his access to Camille by controlling her movements—tight leash, no exceptions. Step three: When the time was right, take him off the board permanently.

Calculated. Methodical. Unavoidable.

The idea of blood on my hands didn’t bother me. I’d done worse. What gnawed at me was Camille—her soft voice, the way her body responded to mine even when she fought it. She had no idea that her orgasms and her survival were balanced on the same blade edge, both in my control.

I finished my coffee, grabbed my keys, and gave Luc one last look. “Hold down the fort. Don’t bother Camille.”

He grinned like a man who knew too much. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

Liar.

I left before I did something rash, like put him through the wall. There was work to do, and a man named Duval who didn’t realize yet that he’d just signed his death warrant.

***

In the first few minutes, I’d tried to be calm. Rational. Tell myself that Rafe wasn’t serious, that maybe he’d just tied me up to prove a point and would come back any second to let me loose.

But he hadn’t.

Instead, I’d been left alone in his room, naked and spread wide, wrists cuffed above my head to the metal bar he’d locked into place. His scent lingered in the sheets—sandalwood and worn leather—wrapping around me like invisible restraints, and every shift of my body against the sheets only made me more aware of how swollen and wet I already was.

I heard voices downstairs—Luc’s laugh, low and cocky. And Rafe’s deeper grumble in reply. I couldn’t make out the words, but the fact that they were just… living life down there while I was tied up, aching, made my pulse skitter.

Every breath of cool air sent goosebumps racing across my chest, each tiny peak tightening until I bit my lip to stifle a whimper. I tried to clench my thighs together, then apart, then together again, searching for relief that wouldn't come. Between my legs, a steady pulse beat in time with my racing heart. I twisted my wrists against leather, feeling the bite of the edge, that sweet threshold between restraint and pain. The metal bar above me clinked softly against the headboard—tick, tick, tick—counting seconds, minutes, hours. When the hinges finally groaned, my entire body jerked toward the sound like a puppet yanked by invisible strings.

Rafe stepped in like he owned the air itself, his broad shoulders filling the doorway. His gaze raked down my body, slow and merciless, until my cheeks burned and my pussy clenched hard.

No greeting passed his lips. No check of my well-being. The door clicked shut, lock turning with finality, as he moved toward me—each step measured, slow, his eyes holding the quiet confidence of someone who understood precisely what my body craved and precisely how long he intended to make me wait for it.

“Are you okay?” he asked softly, crouching by the bed.

I licked my dry lips. “Yes.” My voice cracked.

He smiled faintly. Approval. Then his fingers traced the inside of my thigh, feather-light, making me shiver and arch against the sheets.

“Good girl.”

I gasped when he pressed two fingers against my pussy. No warning, no preamble. Just sudden, hot pressure on my wet folds.

“Rafe—”

“Shh.” He slid his fingers inside me, purposeful and pitiless, crooking upward until electricity shot through me. I bucked against his touch, wild with need, but his free hand pressed down on my hipbone, holding me captive against the mattress.

“You want to cum, don’t you?” he murmured.

“Yes, please,” I whimpered, already on the edge. He moved just right, thumb grazing my clit, and heat built so fast it stole my breath.

For one blinding second, I thought he’d let me. That he’d give me the release I’d been aching for since he’d strapped me down.

And then—nothing. He pulled his hand away.

“Fuck!” I gasped, arching off the bed, grinding against air.

He brought his wet fingers to his mouth, licked them clean while staring down at me with dark, hungry eyes. “You taste desperate.”

“Rafe, please—”

“Not yet.” He leaned close, lips brushing my ear. “You’re going to stay like this, needy and aching, until I decide you’ve earned more.”

I shook my head in frustration, tears prickling the corners of my eyes—not from sadness, but sheer unbearable denial.

He stood, adjusting the gun at his hip, already shifting back into the bodyguard. “Stay put. Don’t make a sound for Luc. I’ll be back when I’m finished.”

And just like that, he was gone.

I lay there panting, wrists straining at the cuffs, body screaming for him. But all I could do was wait, helpless and burning, knowing he’d edge me again later, push me higher, and still not let me fall.

***

The streets of Marseille were damp from a morning drizzle, slick stone reflecting the neon glow of the cafés. I pulled my collar up, eyes scanning the crowd. Even off-duty, I was never off. Every stranger was a potential threat. Every shadow, a risk.

Luc thought I’d gone to check in with one of my surveillance points. Let him think that. The fewer questions he asked, the better. He’d never understand that sometimes the most effective way to protect someone wasn’t hovering at their side—it was cutting out the cancer before it had the chance to grow.

I spotted my contact at the end of the block. Sylvain looked like any other dock worker in his greasy jacket and patched boots, but the man knew everything that moved through Marseille’s port. Information was his business, and he sold it to the highest bidder. Tonight, that was me.

“You’re late,” Sylvain muttered, lighting a cigarette with trembling fingers.

“You’re alive,” I said, leaning against the wall beside him. “That’s what matters. Tell me what you’ve got.”

He took a drag, eyes darting. “Duval’s been busy. Meeting with Spanish buyers. Moving crates in and out of the warehouses on Rue du Commerce. Word is, he’s looking for leverage.”

My jaw clenched. “Leverage like a senator’s daughter?”

Sylvain nodded once. “He knows her name. Camille Rogers. He’s bragging he’ll have her wrapped up before the end of the month.”

The cigarette burned to ash between his fingers, forgotten. My hand shot to my holster, fingers curling around cold metal as my vision narrowed to a red-tinged tunnel. Every muscle in my body twisted tight, primal and lethal. Duval wouldn't just die if he touched Camille—I'd dismantle him piece by fucking piece, make him beg for the mercy of a bullet. I'd paint the streets with whatever remained.

I moved closer, my words cutting through the damp air between us. “You’ll give me everything. Warehouse schedules. Shipment routes. Who’s guarding him, who’s feeding him intel. You fuck me on this, Sylvain, and I’ll know. Understand?”

His Adam’s apple bobbed. “I’ll send what I can.”

I straightened, tugging my jacket tighter. “Send it fast. Before Duval makes his move.”

I left him in the alley, chain-smoking against the wet wall, and headed back to the car. The city pressed close around me—horns blaring, mopeds whining, scents of diesel and frying meat thick in the air. But under it all was the phantom sound of Camille’s breathy whimpers, her body writhing under my hand as I’d denied her release.

Leaving her cuffed had been calculated. She needed to learn obedience, needed to understand that her pleasure wasn’t hers to control. But the truth? It wasn’t just punishment for her. It was torture for me too. Every second I wasn’t inside her, every time I had to put the mission above the craving, it burned.

Still, I’d made my choice. The threat came first. Always.

I slid behind the wheel and gripped it hard, knuckles pale. Soon, Duval would learn what it meant to target someone under my protection. And when I came back to Camille, she’d still be waiting—her skin burning, her body begging, her will broken.

The thought hardened me instantly, a cruel reminder of what was waiting at the vineyard. But I wouldn’t reward her yet. Not until I had a plan to gut the piece of shit trying to take her.

One enemy at a time.

***

The vineyard was still when I came back, that heavy, expectant kind of silence that told me she hadn’t stopped thinking about me for a single second.

I opened the door to find her just as I’d left her: wrists bound above her head, cheeks blazing with color, lungs working overtime beneath skin slick with sweat. Her body told the story her mouth couldn't—she was drowning in want.

“Please,” she whispered, the sound ragged.

I shut the door, tossed my tie aside, and sat on the edge of the bed. My knuckles traced her trembling thigh. “You’ve been patient. Mostly.”

Her hips shifted toward me. “I can’t take it anymore, Rafe—”

I lowered my mouth to her center, teasing her clit with a slow, deliberate stroke of my tongue. Her back arched off the sheets, a strangled gasp escaping. Her arousal flooded my tongue, the evidence of hours spent on the edge—a desperate, honeyed slickness I'd never drawn from her before.
Her thighs quivered against my shoulders, breath breaking apart. She was right there.

And then I pulled away.

She cried out, her voice filled with frustration and ruin.

“You asshole,” she panted.

I smirked, tasting her off my fingers. “No. I’m your master.”

Before she could reply, I freed my cock and pressed it against her lips. “Open.”

Her mouth wrapped around me instantly, eager, sloppy, drool sliding down her chin. The sound of her gagging softly when I pushed deeper made my balls tighten. Her eyes rolled back, wrists straining against the cuffs.

“Holy shit, Good girl,” I moaned, pulling free before I gave in too soon. My shaft glistened wet from her mouth, catching the dim lamplight.

I dragged the head of my cock across her swollen clit, dipping inside her just barely, just to make her sob. Her body tensed like a bowstring, every muscle tightening as she teetered at the precipice of release.

And again, I stopped.

Her cry echoed off the walls.

“You’re going to remember,” I murmured darkly, leaning close, “that your pleasure isn’t yours. It’s mine.”

Her eyes brimmed with tears of pure frustration. “Please, Rafe. I’ll do anything.”

“Not tonight.” I tucked myself away, fighting my own pulse pounding in my cock. “Tonight, you sleep wanting.”

A tremor ran through her, and she made a sound like a wounded animal caught in a trap. I unfastened her cuffs, then helped her sit up, guiding her stiff arms down.

“Bathroom,” I ordered, steering her toward the door. She staggered on weak legs, and I steadied her with a hand at her back. I stayed close, watching as she relieved herself, making sure her hands never drifted to her aching pussy. Her eyes met mine in the mirror, a storm of rage and hunger colliding.

Back in the kitchen, I set a plate in front of her—bread, cheese, and a glass of water. She ate quickly, every bite punctuated by desperate glances at me. I sat across from her, calm, sipping water like I hadn’t just broken her apart and left her begging.

When she finished, I wiped a crumb from her lip with my thumb, then walked her back upstairs.

This time, I tied her wrists loosely, just enough to remind her who owned her pleasure, but loose enough she could shift comfortably.

I brushed a hand over her hair, gentling. “Sleep, Camille. Tomorrow, maybe I’ll let you cum.”

Her eyes fluttered closed, a soft whimper leaving her throat as I turned out the light.

And I lay there beside her, my own need still pulsing, mind already sharpening around the threat of Duval.

Tomorrow. She’d get release. But only on my terms.


Shadows Over Mareseille


The first thing I felt when I woke was the ache. Not the stiffness in my wrists, though the rope still looped them loosely above my head, but the deep, pulsing throb between my thighs. Hours of denial had left me swollen and restless, every nerve raw.

The second thing I felt was his gaze.

Rafe was in the chair across the room, boots braced wide, arms folded. He wasn’t sleeping. His eyes never left me, the way a man watches a flame he's both drawn to and afraid might burn down his home.

My throat went dry. “You’ve been staring all night?”

His face lit with a crooked grin. “I told you—tomorrow. It’s tomorrow.”

My abdomen buzzed with restless fire. Tomorrow had been the word I’d clung to through every edge, every cruel pause. Now it was here.

He stood, moved to the bed, and tugged the ties from my wrists. My arms flopped down, sore but free. Before I could rub them, he caught my chin in his hand and tilted my face up.

“Still want this?” His voice was low, rumbling.

“Yes,” I whispered, no hesitation.

His eyes darkened with satisfaction. “Then do as I say.”

He helped me sit up, steadying me when my weak legs wobbled. The oversized shirt I’d slept in slid off one shoulder, baring my breast. He didn’t look away.

“Take it off.”

I pulled the shirt over my head, heart thundering, leaving me bare in front of him. His gaze traveled slowly over my body, lingering on every place he’d denied me.

On your knees,” he ordered.

My thighs trembled as I shifted to my knees, the mattress dipping beneath me. The rasp of his zipper cut through the silence, followed by the rustle of fabric. When he freed himself, my mouth watered at the sight—veins tracing the length, the head flushed dark against his palm as he gripped himself at the base.

“You begged to taste me again last night,” he said. “Do it.”

I leaned forward, my jaw stretching as he filled me. His skin pulsed against my lips, my tongue recoiling then relaxing at the first tang of salt. Above me, his breath faltered, then released in a low sound that vibrated through the fingers now twisted in my hair, his grip tightening when I swallowed and felt him brush the back of my throat.

Spit ran down my chin, tears pricked my eyes, but the sound of his growl when I gagged softly only made me wetter.

“That’s it. You’re such a good girl.”

I worked him with my mouth and hand, desperate for approval, desperate for more. My pussy clenched with every thrust of his cock against my throat.

Then, just as my jaw ached and his cock throbbed against my throat with each heartbeat, he pulled free. A string of saliva stretched from my lips to the head of his cock.

“On your back.”

I scrambled into position, spreading for him. He knelt between my thighs, lowered his mouth, and devoured me.

His tongue licked, sucked, and plunged, circling my clit until I was thrashing and crying out. Just as I was about to break, he stopped.

"Please, don't stop," I begged, my voice breaking as tears threatened to spill.

“You’ll only cum when I say,” he rasped, sliding one finger deep inside me while his other hand crept lower, pressing against my ass until he eased one finger in, pumping slowly. My back arched at the invasion as his tongue returned to my clit, the triple sensation making me writhe against his relentless mouth.

This time, he didn’t stop. The world dissolved into bright static around me. "Rafe—" The word shattered into vowels as my hips bucked against his mouth. Every muscle seized, my thighs clamping around his ears, toes curling until they cramped. Wave after wave rippled through me, each one stealing my breath until I couldn't remember how to inhale.
When he finally lifted his head, a silver thread clung to his bottom lip. His pupils had swallowed the blue of his eyes. "That's what waiting gets you, Camille. That's what belongs to me."

My limbs gave out beneath me, a marionette with cut strings, as aftershocks rippled through my body. The hollow emptiness that had haunted me for so many torturous hours was finally filled with sweet relief.

***

Her body was wrecked beneath me, trembling from the orgasm I’d finally given her, but her eyes—those wide, desperate eyes—were still hungry.

She thought it was over. She thought release meant mercy.

She should’ve known better.

My fingers dug into the soft flesh of her inner thighs, spreading her wider until I felt the resistance in her muscles. The slick warmth between her thighs beckoned as I positioned myself, the sensitive tip of my cock sliding through her swollen, glistening lips. Her chest heaved once, her mouth opening in a silent gasp, but I surged forward before she could fill her lungs—watching her eyes widen and lips part in wordless surrender as I claimed every inch of her in a single, unforgiving stroke.

“Rafe—oh God—” Her voice cracked as her tender flesh yielded to my invasion, still quivering from her first release.

“Quiet,” I muttered, clamping a hand over her mouth. “You’ve been begging since yesterday. Take it.”

Her muffled whimper vibrated against my palm. Her pussy clenched like a fist around my cock, hot and soaked, making restraint impossible. I thrust again, harder, watching her tits bounce with the movement.

Every stroke dragged me deeper into her core, and every time I bottomed out, she clawed at the sheets, desperate to hold on.

“You’re so fucking tight,” I groaned, spanking her thigh when she tried to squirm away. “Stay still for me.”

Her muffled cry shot straight through me. I shifted, pressing her knees toward her chest, folding her in half so I could slam into her harder. Her body took it greedily, like she was made for it.

When she started to shake again, her pussy fluttering around me, I pulled out suddenly, leaving her empty and gasping.

“No,” she begged when I let her breathe again, tears wetting her cheeks. “Please, don’t stop—”

I flipped her onto her stomach, yanking her hips up, and spanked her ass until her flesh flushed crimson under my hand. She moaned into the mattress, writhing.

“You’re mine to use,” I said, lining myself up again. “Every hole, every inch. You understand?”

“Yes,” she sobbed, voice muffled in the sheets.

I pressed against her tight entrance, easing into her tight little asshole from behind, one hand gripping her hip to steady her as she gasped. My other hand gathered her hair, pulling just enough to arch her spine as I worked deeper, each careful thrust making her body shudder and tense around me.

Her tight ring clenched around me, the forbidden pressure threatening to pull me under. I reached around, circling her swollen clit with fingers coated in her juices while buried deep in her ass, and felt her body seize from both sensations at once.

“Cum for me,” I ordered, voice rough. “Now.”

Her body convulsed in surrender, screaming my name, her body convulsing around my fingers and clenching impossibly tight around my cock. The sight of her unraveling was too much for me. I gritted my teeth and buried myself deep, spilling inside her perfect asshole, every muscle straining as pleasure crashed over me in violent waves.

For a long moment, the room was filled with nothing but our ragged breathing, the slap of skin still echoing in my ears.

I released her hair, stroked down her spine, then gently pulled out. My cum leaked from her, trickling down the insides of her legs.

Her body melted into the mattress like candle wax, but my hunger remained unsatisfied.

I pressed my lips against the shell of her ear, my words a dark promise against her flushed skin. "We're just getting started, Camille. Every inch of you belongs to me now. And I intend to prove it... again and again."

Her body shivered under me, and this time it wasn’t from fear.

***

I didn’t think my body could move again.

Every muscle felt like it had been rung out, every nerve frayed. My thighs trembled even as I tried to close them, sticky and aching. My wrists, though free, still bore faint red marks where the cuffs had been. And deep inside me, I throbbed with the sharp memory of Rafe filling me, of the orgasm he’d finally allowed.

It had only been 1 day, but it felt like forever. Edging, denial, teasing, so cruel I thought I’d lose my mind. I’d begged, sobbed, whispered promises I couldn’t even remember now. And when he finally let go of the leash, I came so hard I thought I’d break in two.

Now I lay sprawled on the mattress, cheek pressed to the sheets, chest heaving.

Rafe shifted beside me, tugging the blanket up over my body. His weight dipped the mattress as he leaned close, his breath warm at my ear.

“You did well,” he murmured, voice still rough with the aftermath of his climax.

Tears pricked my eyes, but not from sadness. Relief. Gratitude. Release. I swallowed hard, staring at the faint cracks in the ceiling as my voice scraped out. “That was… I can’t even—”

His palm traced my spine, an anchor in the aftermath. Gentle now, where before there had been only demand and possession.

“That was only the beginning,” he said, his voice a dark echo of the promise he'd made while buried inside me.

My body clenched at the memory, the way he’d spanked me, held me down, used me like I was his possession. And the worst part? The part that should’ve terrified me? I loved it. The loss of control. The certainty that he’d never let me decide when or how. That he’d always take it from me, and I’d always give it.

“Do you hate me for it?” he asked suddenly, breaking through my daze. His voice gave nothing away, but the sudden stillness of his palm against my skin told me everything.

I turned my head, found his eyes watching me. Older, darker, filled with questions he’d never ask anyone else.

“No,” I whispered. “I hate that I love it so much.”

His expression softened for just a heartbeat—the corner of his mouth lifting, eyes warming—before his features settled back into careful neutrality.

He stood, tugging on his pants, then offered me his hand. “Shower. You need to wash up.”

My legs almost gave out when I tried to stand, and he caught me, one strong arm around my waist. I leaned against him as he walked me to the small bathroom, every step making me wince at the soreness between my thighs.

The water ran warm as he guided me in, staying close but not crowding. He washed my hair, rinsed my skin, hands firm but careful over every bruise, every mark he’d left. When he knelt to scrub between my legs, I thought I’d melt all over again—not from arousal this time, but from the tenderness in his touch.

“You’re mine now,” he said, like it was a fact.

And damn me to hell, I didn't argue.

When he tucked me back into bed, clean and warm, I realized I wasn’t just physically spent. I was ruined for anyone else.

***

Camille was finally asleep, her breathing soft and steady. She’d curled instinctively toward the warm spot I’d left on the mattress, body loose for the first time since I’d tied her up yesterday. Her lips were still puffy, her skin flushed with the marks of my hands.

I stood by the window, phone in hand, staring out at the Marseille streets below. This city never really slept—there was always traffic, noise, the faint smell of the sea drifting up through the air. But the world felt sharper now, like every sound carried a threat.

Sylvain’s packet had come through while Camille was in the shower. I hadn’t opened it then—I’d been too busy rinsing my cum off her thighs, running my hands down her soft skin while she leaned against me, trembling but obedient. But now, with her finally still, I scrolled through the files.

Mathis Duval.

The scumbag’s face stared up at me from a grainy surveillance photo. Late thirties, sharp cheekbones, cold smile. He didn’t look like much—lean, wiry, forgettable in a crowd. But the report made it clear he was building power fast.

Shipments through the docks. Payoffs to half the city’s inspectors. A growing crew of men loyal only to him. And then the note I’d been dreading:

Confirmed intelligence: Duval has inquired specifically about Camille Rogers. He believes her to be a viable target to pressure her family.

My grip on the phone tightened until the plastic creaked.

Camille’s father had enemies—of course he did. A senator in the middle of high-stakes political maneuvering always pissed someone off. But this wasn’t about politics. Duval wasn’t looking for leverage in a vote. He was looking for currency. And Camille, soft and beautiful and young, was worth a fortune on the black market.

My fingers released the phone onto the nightstand, muscles in my jaw bunching like steel cables. The plan was forming in my head, as clear and inevitable as the way Camille had clenched around me when I finally let her cum.

Step one: confirm Duval’s exact base of operations.

Step two: dismantle his network. Quietly. Permanently.

Step three: eliminate him.

It wouldn’t be clean. Marseille was crawling with eyes and ears, and Duval’s crew wouldn’t go down without a fight. But I’d been in worse. I’d cut through worse.

Behind me, Camille shifted in her sleep, a soft whimper slipping from her lips. My cock stirred at the sound, even after everything we’d just done. Christ, she was wrecking me.

I dragged a hand down my face, exhaling slowly.

This wasn’t just about her body anymore, though God knew that was addictive enough. This was about the fire in her eyes when she disobeyed, the way she gave in only when I forced it, the way she looked at me like she knew I was the only thing standing between her and oblivion.

She trusted me to keep her safe. That trust was heavier than any chain.

I looked back at the phone, at Duval’s smirking face.

“You’re already dead,” I muttered, low and certain.

Then I turned off the light, slid back into bed beside Camille, and wrapped an arm around her waist. She sighed in her sleep, pressing back into me like she knew exactly where she belonged.

Later, I’d start the hunt.

Right now, I’d keep her close.


Blood In The Water


Iwoke to the smell of coffee and the scrape of boots on hardwood.

Rafe was already dressed—black shirt, jeans, jacket zipped up tight, the gun at his hip a silent promise of violence. His face was carved in lines of focus I hadn’t seen before, harder, colder than the man whose hands had mapped every inch of me just hours before.

For one disorienting second, I wondered if earlier had been a dream. My wrists were sore, my thighs marked with his fingerprints, my skin still tingling from where he'd touched me. No dream.

“You’re tense,” I said, pushing up against the pillows.

His eyes caught mine in the mirror—cold steel softening just enough to remind me who had been in my bed. “We’ve got movement. Duval’s been spotted near the docks.”

My stomach clenched. The name I’d only heard in whispers suddenly had weight. “And you’re going after him.”

“I’m going to confirm his network first. Where he sleeps, who protects him. Then I cut him off at the knees.” His voice was calm, certain, like it was just another day at work.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed. “Then I’m coming with you.”

The silence that followed was thick enough to choke on.

“No,” he said finally, like a door slamming shut.

“Yes.” The word snapped from my mouth with an edge I hadn't intended. “You’re not leaving me behind like some helpless child. I’ve been locked up for days, Rafe. Tied down, hidden away. If Duval’s really after me, then hiding clearly isn’t working. I want to see this through.”

He closed the distance between us in two strides, towering over me. “You think this is a fucking game? If you’re with me, you follow orders. No hesitation, no backtalk. Do you understand?”

I met his gaze, my spine straightening. “I understand.”

Something in his expression shifted—part fury, part reluctant admiration. He exhaled through his nose and muttered a curse. “Fine. But you don’t leave my side. Not for a second.”

Movement at the door made me glance up. Luc leaned against the frame, coffee mug in hand, smirk firmly in place.

“Well, this is cozy,” he drawled. “Taking the girl out for a field trip, Rafe?”

A muscle jumped along Rafe's jawline. “She stays with me.”

Luc’s eyes darted to me, lingering too long. “Shame. I was looking forward to the company.”

A flash of heat surged through me, turning my blood to acid. The way he looked at me made my skin crawl. I almost snapped back, but Rafe cut him off first.

“You’ve got the safehouse,” Rafe said coldly. “Don’t fuck it up.”

Luc raised his hands in mock surrender, smirk widening. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

Rafe turned back to me, ignoring him completely. His hand closed around mine, strong and certain. “Get dressed. We’re leaving in ten.”

I felt Luc’s eyes burn into my back as I pulled on my clothes. For once, though, I didn’t feel like prey. Rafe’s grip was a tether, and as long as he held it, I wasn’t afraid.

We were stepping into danger, but this time, I wasn’t going to be left behind.

***

Luc stood in the doorway as Camille and I passed, sipping his coffee like he had all the time in the world. I didn’t like the way his eyes tracked her, lazy and suggestive, like he thought he had a shot.

If I weren’t already hauling Camille out into a city crawling with Duval’s men, I’d have put Luc flat on his ass for it. Instead, I gave him the kind of look that promised we’d have words later.

Camille walked close beside me, shoulders squared like a soldier going to war. I recognized that defiant tilt of her chin—the same one I saw in the mirror when things got ugly. She'd walk into hell before admitting she was afraid.

The SUV was parked where I’d left it, tucked half out of sight near the back of the safehouse. I opened the passenger door and gestured for her to get in. She climbed inside without hesitation, glancing up at me as I rounded to the driver’s side.

“You really don’t trust him,” she said.

“I trust him with my life,” I replied, slamming the door shut and starting the engine. “But he’s a distraction I don’t need. And I sure as hell won’t leave you alone with him.”

She didn’t argue. Maybe she saw what I did—the way Luc looked at her wasn’t protective. It was opportunistic.

We pulled out onto the narrow street, the engine humming low, tires spitting gravel until we merged into the morning traffic. Marseille was waking up around us: mopeds darting between cars, shopkeepers rolling up steel shutters, the smell of bread and diesel thick in the air.

Camille’s hand rested on her lap, fingers twitching. She wanted to ask questions. I could feel it.

“Say it,” I muttered, eyes scanning the mirrors.

“What’s the plan?”

“Find Duval,” I said simply. “I’ve got a lead on his warehouses by the docks. He runs most of his business out of them—arms shipments, payoffs, the usual. We sit, we watch, we confirm. Once I know his pattern, I cut him off at the knees.”

Her throat bobbed. “And then?”

“Then I put him in the ground.”

She went quiet, staring out the window, but I didn’t miss the shiver that ran through her. Maybe fear. Maybe excitement. With her, it was always both.

My knuckles tightened on the wheel. Bringing her along was reckless. If she were taken, if anything happened to her, I’d never forgive myself. But the alternative—leaving her back with Luc—wasn’t safer. And the truth I couldn’t admit aloud was that I didn’t want her out of my sight.

She shifted in her seat, her thigh brushing mine, and I caught her watching me. “You don’t think I can handle it.”

“It’s not about what you can handle,” I said. “It’s about who’s hunting you.”

Her jaw set stubbornly, but she didn’t push it further.

My hand found her thigh, a brief touch—firm enough to anchor her to the moment, light enough to withdraw in an instant. “Stay close. Follow my lead. And don’t run, no matter what happens.”

She nodded once, serious now.

Good.

I eased the SUV into the flow of traffic toward the docks, my mind already cycling through contingencies. Surveillance first. Eliminate his lieutenants. And when the time came, Duval himself.

No mistakes. No mercy.

***

The docks were louder than I expected. Forklifts beeped, chains clattered, and men shouted over the groan of container cranes lifting steel boxes the size of houses. The whole place smelled like salt and rust, oily water lapping against wood pilings.

Rafe parked the SUV two blocks back, in front of a row of warehouses that looked abandoned but probably weren’t. He killed the engine and sat still, eyes scanning every shadow, every passing truck.

I sat quietly beside him, nerves churning. I wasn’t supposed to be here. A week ago, I was worried about final exams and whether I’d ever get out from under my father’s thumb. Now I was parked in a stolen moment of calm, waiting for a man I’d only heard of in whispers.

“Stay sharp,” Rafe murmured, leaning forward slightly to get a better view.

“I am,” I said, though my hands were clenched in my lap.

He glanced at me, reading me the way he always did, then reached across the console and pried one of my fists open. His palm was warm, his grip steady, and just like that, some of the tension bled out of me.

“You’ll be fine,” he said quietly. “Because I won’t let anything happen to you.”

My throat tightened. “You sound so sure.”

“I am sure.” His gaze went back to the street, hard again, but his thumb brushed once against the inside of my wrist.

We sat like that for a while, silent, watching trucks roll in and out of a fenced yard up ahead. Men with rifles slung over their shoulders loitered near the gate. Not dock security. Duval’s men.

“See them?” Rafe asked.

I nodded. “They don’t look subtle.”

“They don’t have to be. They’re not worried about the police. Duval pays half of them.”

The casual way he said it made my stomach knot. Corruption wasn’t new to me—I’d grown up in politics, after all—but seeing it bleed into the streets like this was different. Dirtier.

One of the guards laughed at something, head thrown back in laughter, rifle swinging carelessly from his fingertips. A chill crawled up my spine. I leaned closer to Rafe without meaning to, my shoulder brushing his.

“Do you ever get used to it?” I asked.

He didn’t look at me. “No. You just get better at cutting it out.”

The words were brutal, but the way he said them made my heart race in my chest.

Minutes ticked by without words, filled only by the distant clang of metal and the low hum of a ship’s horn out in the harbor. I felt his body beside mine—big, solid, radiating heat. Every time he shifted, my heart stuttered.

I squeezed my legs together beneath my jeans, trying to still the restless energy coursing through me. My body revealed every secret I was trying to hide with every passing second—the proximity of death outside somehow magnifying the electricity between us until I could barely breathe.

Rafe's gaze dropped to my thighs, catching the movement. He didn’t say anything, but his eyes darkened for a fraction of a second, and I knew I wasn't hiding anything.

Heat curled up my neck and settled in my face.

“Stay focused,” he murmured, the words barely audible above the distant machinery.

But when his hand slid back over mine, squeezing once in reassurance, I knew he was just as restless as I was.

***

Movement at the gate caught my eye. Not the lazy swagger of the guards we’d been watching for an hour, but sharper, purposeful. A black sedan pulled up, tinted windows, engine too clean for this part of town.

The men at the gate straightened, rifles no longer casual props. Whoever was inside had authority.

The driver got out first, scanning the street. Then the rear door opened, and a man stepped out. Even at a distance, I recognized the face from Sylvain’s file. Mathis Duval.

He wasn’t tall, but he carried himself like a man who owned the ground he walked on. Crisp jacket, hair slicked back, sunglasses even though the sun was already fading behind the cranes. He shook hands with one of the guards, then lit a cigarette with slow precision.

Camille shifted beside me. “That’s him?”

“Yeah.” My jaw clenched. “Stay down.”

She ducked lower in the seat, but I could feel her eyes on me, wide and unsteady. She wanted to see. She wanted to understand the man who’d put her life in danger.

I forced myself to breathe evenly. This was the opening I needed. Surveillance was one thing—confirmation was better. I had eyes on the bastard now, and that meant I could start dismantling his empire piece by piece.

But the longer I watched, the more my instincts itched. Something was wrong.

The guards weren’t just watching Duval. They were scanning the street, murmuring into radios, checking blind corners like they were expecting company.

“Shit,” I muttered.

Camille’s head jerked up. “What?”

"This isn't protection," I said, barely above a whisper. "It's a trap."

“They’re setting up for something.”

A truck rumbled by, blocking my line of sight for half a second. When it passed, I caught the glint of another vehicle pulling in behind Duval’s sedan—another black car, same tinted windows.

This wasn’t a routine meeting. It was a net tightening.

I started the SUV, heart thudding hard. “We’re moving.”

Camille’s hand shot to the dash. “Rafe—”

“No arguments. If they’re looking, they’ll sweep the side streets next. I’m not letting them catch us sitting here.”

I pulled out slowly, trying not to draw attention, but my mind was already running scenarios. We needed distance, fast. I’d circle, get her somewhere safer, then come back with firepower.

But as we merged into traffic, Camille glanced back over her shoulder. Her face went pale.

“Rafe.”

I didn’t need her to say it. I’d already seen the SUV three cars back. Too clean. Too deliberate.

They’d made us.

I slammed the accelerator to the floor, teeth grinding so hard my jaw ached. "Don't. Move." The words left my throat hard and cold. "They're on us."
Camille's breath came in shallow gasps beside me, her fingernails digging crescents into the leather seat until I heard the material crack.

“Eyes forward,” I ordered. “I’ll get us clear.”

But even as I said it, I knew. This city was a maze of alleys and dead ends, and Duval had men everywhere.

If I wasn’t careful, I was going to lose her.


The Snare


The SUV's headlights burned into our rearview like twin searchlights hunting prey, closing the gap with every hairpin turn Rafe took. My pulse jack hammered against my windpipe, choking me. Every glance in the side mirror showed the black SUV gaining ground, its chrome grille catching the streetlights like oil slicks spreading across midnight pavement.

“Stay calm,” Rafe said, his voice low and steady, but his grip on the wheel was iron-tight. “Eyes forward. Don’t give them the satisfaction.”

Easy for him to say. The black SUV loomed closer, headlights glaring, intentionally slowing down to prolong our fear.

“They’re gaining,” I whispered.

“I see them.” A muscle twitched along the edge of his clenched jaw. “We’ll shake them.”

He cut left sharply, then again, weaving through narrow side streets lined with rusting fences and stacked shipping containers. For a moment, the road opened. Empty. My chest loosened. Maybe we’d lost them.

Then another car slid out of a side alley ahead of us, blocking the road.

My blood went cold. “Rafe—”

“Hold on!”

He swerved, tires screaming like wounded animals, but the car behind slammed into us with the force of a battering ram. My skull whiplashed forward, the seat belt cutting a burning line across my chest that stole my breath.


Another hit—metal tearing into metal—sent us spinning wildly. The world outside blurred into streaks of light as we careened sideways, slamming into stacked crates with a thunderous crash that made my teeth rattle in my skull. My vision strobed black, then white, the taste of copper flooding my mouth.

Before I could catch my breath, there was a deafening crack.

The passenger-side window shattered in an explosion of glass. A gloved arm reached in, shards spraying across my lap, cutting into my skin. A scream tore from my throat as calloused fingers dug into my flesh, yanking me toward the shattered window.

“Get off me!” I thrashed, but another fist smashed the driver’s-side window. Rafe roared, shoving back against the men reaching through, but they were too many.

My world fractured like the glass around me—shards of sound cutting through the night: men's voices barking commands, fists connecting with flesh, my own ragged gasps for air.

One of them yanked the seat belt release, dragging me across broken glass, cutting my shoulder. I kicked wildly, connected with someone’s shin, but he only grunted, hauling me harder.

“Rafe!” I reached for him, my fingers grasping at empty air between us.

“Camille!” His voice tore through the night, stripped of everything human, a sound born of pure desperation. He elbowed one attacker in the face, blood splattering across the shattered window, but another man slammed the butt of a gun into his temple. He staggered, went down to one knee.

Fingers dug into my flesh as they hauled me through the shattered window frame. Glass teeth bit into my thighs, drawing ribbons of warmth that ran down to my knees. I thrashed and howled until my throat burned raw, but they only tightened their grip, my heels dragging helplessly across pavement as the black SUV loomed closer.

“No! Let me go!”

They wrenched the SUV door open and hurled me across the leather seat, a calloused palm sealing my lips mid-scream. Metal slammed behind me, locks thunking into place as the engine roared to life.

Through the cracked glass, I saw Rafe push himself up again, eyes blazing, blood running down his face.

I pressed my palms to the window, screaming his name against the hand muffling me, but the vehicle surged forward. The dockside blurred, and then he was gone, swallowed by distance.

Tears had carved hot trails down my cheeks. Terror pounded through me like a second heartbeat.

The only thing that kept me from breaking was the way his eyes had locked on mine in those last seconds, a vow etched into my soul with fire:

I will find you.

***

Glass crunched under my boots as I staggered to my feet, blood hot and sticky down the side of my face. My vision blurred for half a second, but I forced it clear. I didn’t have the luxury of weakness.

The SUV with Camille inside fishtailed out of the alley, taillights glowing red before disappearing into the maze of shipping containers.

“Fuck!” A sound ripped from my throat that barely sounded human.

Two of Duval's men lunged at me, thinking they could keep me down. The first one caught my skull against his face—cartilage giving way with a wet crunch that sprayed hot blood across my forehead. His scream died in his throat as he dropped. The second grabbed my jacket; I drove my knee up with enough force to splinter ribs. As he doubled over, gasping, my boot found his windpipe. Something collapsed beneath my heel—a sickening pop followed by desperate, fish-like gaping as he clawed at his throat and crumpled to the pavement.

But it was too late. The car was gone, swallowed by the city.

I leaned against the crumpled hood of my SUV, chest heaving, brain already shifting into overdrive. Every instinct screamed at me to charge after them, to hunt them down with my bare hands. But rage without precision was a death sentence.

Camille didn’t need rage. She needed me sharp.

I forced a slow breath, scanning the damage. My vehicle was finished—engine hissing, radiator leaking onto the pavement. Glass everywhere, tires shredded from the impact. I pulled my phone, cursed at the signal. Spotty, but enough to get a message out.

Luc.

Target has her. Track comms. I need Duval’s location NOW.

Blood trickled into my eye, and I wiped it away, already replaying every detail. Duval himself had been at the docks. He hadn’t risked showing up just to rattle me. He wanted leverage, and leverage meant Camille alive. For now.

That gave me a window.

I scanned the street, ears straining. The cars hadn’t headed back toward the city center—they’d gone east, toward the industrial yards. Warehouses. Abandoned storage. Too many places to stash a hostage.

I pulled up Sylvain’s intel file again, scrolling through the grainy photos and maps he’d sent me. Three warehouse clusters on Rue du Commerce. Two controlled by small-time players. One flagged with Duval’s name.

That had to be it.

My hands shook as I reloaded my weapon, rage barely contained beneath the surface. I could still see her face, pressed against the glass, wide with terror. Still hear her scream my name as they dragged her away.

I hadn’t been fast enough. Not this time.

But Duval had made the biggest mistake of his life. He’d touched what was mine.

I grabbed a duffel from the back of the wrecked SUV, slinging it over my shoulder. Ammo, knives, spare clips—enough to start a war.

My phone buzzed. Luc.

Picking up chatter. Movement toward Rue du Commerce. Big warehouse with red doors. That’s your mark.

I typed back a single word: Stay put.

Then I started running.

Every step pounded with a single thought, relentless and certain.

I was going to kill Mathis Duval. And I was going to take Camille back.

***

The car ride was a blur of panic and fists. Every time I tried to move, the man beside me shoved me back into the seat, his palm clamped against my lips. The city blurred past the tinted glass—alleys, warehouses, the flicker of neon signs. Each turn took me farther from Rafe, from safety.

When the car finally lurched to a stop, they dragged me out by the arms. Gravel cut into my bare feet as I stumbled forward, shoved toward a looming warehouse with paint peeling off the red steel doors. My heart thundered so hard I thought I’d faint.

Inside, a wet metallic stench hung in the air, like blood mixed with machine parts. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting everything in sickly white. I was pushed down into a metal chair, wrists wrenched behind me and bound tight with coarse rope. The fibers bit into my skin as I struggled uselessly.

Then he appeared.

Mathis Duval.

He didn’t look like the kind of man who needed to get his hands dirty. He was slim, almost forgettable in his dark jacket and pressed slacks, but his eyes—flat, cold, calculating—made my blood run cold. He strolled toward me, cigarette dangling from his fingers like he had all the time in the world.

“So,” he said, his French accent smooth, mocking. “The senator’s daughter. Pretty, like they said.”

I met his gaze and held it, my voice steadier than my hands. "Let me go! You're making a mistake."

Duval chuckled, exhaling a curl of smoke. “So American. So entitled. You think you command here?” He crouched in front of me, close enough that the smoke burned my throat. “No. You are leverage.”

My stomach twisted. “My father won’t—”

“Your father will do whatever I tell him,” he cut in sharply, eyes narrowing. “Because you are his weakness. And weaknesses make men stupid.”

Ash scattered at my feet as he tapped his cigarette, his eyes examining me like a specimen under glass. My lungs fought for steady rhythm while panic surged beneath my ribs. All I could think was how far away Rafe was, how maybe he wouldn’t find me in time.

Duval’s gaze dropped, slow and deliberate, lingering on the neckline of my shirt. He leaned closer, lips brushing my ear. “And perhaps you are not only leverage. Perhaps you can be entertainment too.”

Revulsion crept through me. I jerked my head away, heart pounding.

He laughed, standing. “Do not worry. Not yet. You are too valuable. For now.” He turned to one of the masked men. “Watch her. If she tries anything, break her.”

The guard shifted his weight, muscles bunching beneath his jacket as he took up position by the door.

Duval glanced back at me one last time, that cold smile fixed in place. “Your bodyguard will come. Men like him always do. And when he does, I will make him bleed for every second he makes me wait.”

The steel doors slammed shut behind him, the echo ringing in my skull.

The guard's eyes never left me while my skin chafed raw against the rope. My heart wasn't just racing—it was trying to claw its way out of my chest and run for help without me.

Instead, I shut my eyes and whispered to myself the only thing keeping me from breaking apart:

Rafe will come for me.

***

My legs are fire, but I don’t stop. Every second Camille is in his hands is another second she’s terrified, another second Mathias has the upper ground. I can’t allow that. I won’t.

Rue du Commerce. Big warehouse. Red doors. I repeat the words like a mantra, driving my body forward, forcing air into my lungs.

This route cuts through the forgotten edges of the city—all empty storefronts and blind alleys. Each footfall echoes off brick and concrete, too loud in the stillness. Sweat plasters my shirt to my back, lungs screaming for mercy, but physical discomfort barely registers. All I can see, playing on endless loop behind my eyes, is the moment the glass exploded inward and strange hands tore her away from me.

I should’ve been faster. Should’ve killed the first man through the window before he laid a hand on her. That thought claws at me, but I shove it down. I can’t afford self-pity. Not now.

I keep my eyes up, scanning, training instincts kicking in. Shadows shift at the edges of alleys. A motorbike growls a block over. The city is alive, but I tune it all out. My focus narrows to the building I know is waiting for me.

When I turn the corner, there it is.

The warehouse looms over the street like a beast asleep, corrugated metal walls weathered by salt air and time. The red doors stand out even in the dark, bold and brazen. He wanted me to find this place.

I slow my pace, not to rest, but to sharpen. Heart rate steady. Breathing controlled. Gun loose at my side. My knife’s there too, hidden but close. I’ve done this a thousand times—entries, takedowns, rescues—but this one is different. This one is her.

I press into the wall across the street, crouch low, study the perimeter. One light over the side entrance flickers, throwing off just enough glow to mark the shadows. No posted guards. Either arrogance or a trap. Knowing him, both.

I shift closer, hugging the wall, every sense stretched to breaking. The air smells of rust, oil, faint brine from the docks. A rat scurries across the gutter, claws scratching metal.

My hand brushes the red-painted steel of the main doors. Cold. Solid. I test the handle—locked, but the chain’s old. Rusted. Could be broken with the right leverage, but noise isn’t my friend tonight.

There’s a smaller side door tucked half-hidden behind stacked pallets. I creep toward it, boots silent, gun up. I listen. Nothing but the hum of distant traffic and the faint creak of settling metal.

Camille’s in there. I can feel it.

Blood thunders in my ears, but my thoughts crystallize, sharp and clear. I run through the plan, what little there is. Go in fast, silent if possible, lethal if not. Clear the ground floor, move up if needed. Get her out. Everything else is secondary.

I rest my hand on the doorframe, feel the faint vibration of machinery inside. He’s working. Preparing.

I lean in close, take one last breath, and whisper to myself, low and deadly: “I’m coming, Camille.”

Then I ease the door open, the darkness of the warehouse yawning wide in front of me.


Debt Of Silence


The door gives under my hand with a faint groan, loud enough to make me wince. I slip inside and let it close behind me, pressing into the shadows.

Stale air hits my lungs—rust and concrete dust layered over something caustic that burns the back of my throat with each breath. A smell that whispers violence—chemicals and neglect, the scent of a place built for suffering. My eyes adjust quickly; rows of shelving stretch up into darkness, stacked with crates and tarps. A catwalk cuts across the far end, and above it I hear the faint hum of a generator.

I move low, gun forward, every muscle alive with tension. My boots make almost no sound on the concrete, but to me, each step feels deafening. My ears are tuned for everything: the faint shuffle of feet, a cough, the metallic click of a weapon being set down.

Nothing.

Mathias isn’t careless. He knows I’d come for her. Which means this quiet isn’t safety—it’s bait.

I keep my pace steady, calculated, cutting through the shadows between tall racks. I sweep corners with the gun, quick and precise. I know she’s in here. My chest tightens with the thought—Camille bound, scared, listening for me. Maybe thinking I wouldn’t find her. That thought alone makes me grip the Glock tighter.

A sound.

Faint. A muffled whimper, then silence.

I freeze, spine flush against cold steel. The sudden rush of adrenaline nearly gives me away, but I control it—one deliberate breath, then another, until I'm barely stirring the air around me. Seconds tick by.

There it is again. Softer. A small, choked cry that vanishes into the cavernous space.

Camille.

The cry echoes from overhead—the catwalk or second level. My throat closes, dry as sandpaper. For a heartbeat, knowing she's alive floods me with something dangerous: hope. I suffocate it immediately. Mathias left that sound like a trail of breadcrumbs, knowing I'd follow it straight into his sights.

I scan upward. The catwalk runs the length of the wall, half-hidden in shadow. I see no movement, no silhouettes against the light bleeding in from high windows. But I know he’s up there, waiting.

I ghost toward the metal staircase, each movement deliberate. Blood pounds against my temples, but the Glock stays rock-steady in my hands. Each stair creaks beneath me, a brittle symphony of rust and neglect, each one sending electricity down my spine. I distribute my weight to the edges of each step, keeping my gaze locked on the shadowed railings overhead.

Halfway up, I stop. The sound comes again, clearer now. A sob muffled by fabric. Then a muffled voice—hers, broken and weak.

I want to run, to charge, to cut through the steel and the shadows and pull her into my arms. But that’s how I die. How she dies. So I slow myself, force control back into my body.

Almost there.

I ease up the last few steps, gun sweeping. The catwalk groans under my weight, steel shifting with the years. I move along it, close to the wall, eyes darting to every corner.

And then I see her.

Far down the line, tied to a chair under a hanging light. Wrists bound, ankles strapped, a gag silencing her cries. Head bowed, chest rising and falling too fast.

Camille.

Every cell in me screams to sprint to her side, to rip apart whatever stands between us. But I force myself to freeze, to assess. Mathias wouldn't leave such perfect bait unguarded.

Which means he’s here. Somewhere in the dark, watching.

And I’m coming for him.

***

The sight of her tied to that chair almost rips the control straight out of me. My first instinct is to sprint, to tear the gag from her mouth and crush her against me until I know she’s real and breathing. But instincts get men killed. And if I rush this, she won’t be the only one gagged in here—she’ll be in a body bag beside me.

I become stone, a part of the darkness itself. Air slides through my lungs in measured sips, my trigger finger alive with tension as I sink deeper into my haunches and let my eyes hunt through the gloom.

The light above her is deliberate—bright enough to blind her, bright enough to make her visible bait. Around that cone of light, darkness stretches thick. Perfect cover for the men Mathias has scattered around like wolves waiting on a deer.

I let my ears work. A cough, far right. Boots scuffing concrete, just beneath the catwalk. The faint scrape of a lighter flicking open. A bitter smile tugs at my lips. Sloppy. They’re waiting, but they’re not disciplined soldiers—they’re thugs. That makes them dangerous, but predictable.

I move low, slow. A shadow among shadows.

The first one I take down doesn’t even see me. He’s leaning against a beam, rifle dangling loose at his side, cigarette smoke drifting lazily upward. I’m on him in three steps, arm around his throat, silencer pressed to his skull. One squeeze and he goes limp, a dead weight, dragging silently to the floor.

I don’t stop to think. I strip his weapon, leave the body in the dark, and keep moving.

The second hears something—maybe the faint scrape of the corpse settling—but not soon enough. I catch him in a corner, knife sliding quick and clean across his throat. His blood warms my hand as I lower him gently to the ground. Two down. My heart is steady, movements precise. Camille’s muffled sob carries faintly across the space, spurring me on.

I move along the catwalk, ears sharp, every sense screaming alive. Another shadow moves below—his weapon swinging in a careless arc beneath him. He pauses under a hanging tarp. I don’t hesitate. I drop low, silence my landing, and drive my blade into the back of his neck. His weapon clatters, but I catch it mid-air, easing him down before the sound can carry. Three.

Still too quiet. Mathias is here. He’s too smart not to be.

I circle wide, scanning for higher ground. On the far wall, a makeshift office overlooks the floor, windows smeared with grime. Light flickers inside. I’d bet anything he’s in there, watching his trap play out.

But he doesn’t know the trap’s sprung.

I clear methodically. Each thug falls silent—one by one—until the warehouse grows still again. My shirt clings to my back with sweat, but my breathing never falters. When the last man hits the ground, I pause in the shadows, counting bodies in my head.

All quiet.

Now it’s just me. Mathias. And Camille.

I return to the catwalk, approaching from behind her chair. Something twists inside me seeing her like this—head hanging forward, shoulders shaking against her restraints. She hasn't sensed me yet. I secure my weapon and drop into a crouch, then reach out. My fingertips graze her skin—a touch calculated to reassure, not startle.

Her body jolts against the restraints, a strangled sound escaping past the cloth between her teeth. When she whips her head around, her eyes find mine—wild, wet, disbelieving.

“It’s me,” I whisper, voice rough with restraint. “I’ve got you.”

Relief floods her face, tears carving wet paths through the grime on her skin.

I force myself to wait, to check the shadows one final time before cutting her loose. This isn't over. Mathias is too calculating to leave her unguarded, too obsessed to surrender her without blood.

And I’m ready to finish this.

***

The warehouse is too quiet. Bodies are down on the floor—three men I took out clean. My pulse is steady, but I don’t let myself relax. Not until I’ve got Camille in my arms and Mathias’s heart stopped.

She’s still tied to the chair in the middle of the floor, gagged, chest heaving, eyes locked on me. I press a finger to my lips and motion for her to stay silent. Her frantic nod makes my chest tighten, but I don’t cut her loose yet. Not until Mathias is handled.

Across the far wall, a heavy steel door stands ajar, bleeding yellow light onto the concrete. I know he's in there. Mathias always did prefer to watch from behind something bulletproof while others did his bleeding.

I move slowly, pistol raised, every step measured. My boots make no sound on the concrete. The closer I get, the clearer his voice becomes—low, smug, muffled like he’s talking on a phone.

“…don’t worry. She’s leverage. If he wants her back, he’ll crawl. And if not, I’ll—”

I shove the door wide and level the silencer at his chest.

Mathias freezes mid-sentence, phone slipping from his hand to clatter on the desk. He’s not watching from above; he’s hunched over a laptop, feeds from security cameras flickering across the screen. He didn’t see me coming.

“Calden.” He sneers, though sweat beads instantly along his temple. “Of course.”

"Game over, Mathias," I say, each word a cold promise of violence.

His fingers creep toward the pistol lying next to his laptop. Too slow. I close the distance in one fluid stride and drive his face into the desk with a sickening crack, my silencer digging into the soft spot where his skull meets his spine.

“Try it,” I whisper, each syllable a promise of death.

“You think killing me fixes anything?” His laugh is bitter, ragged. “There’ll be others. Men richer, meaner, hungrier. She’ll never be safe.”

“Then I’ll kill them too.”

My answer is the pressure of metal against flesh, the whisper of a suppressed round. His body crumples forward, blood pooling across the keyboard that showed him nothing when it mattered most.

It’s over.

I leave his body slumped across the keyboard and stride back to her. The ropes part under my blade with three quick slices. She lurches forward the instant the last fiber snaps, her weight crashing against my chest, fingernails carving crescents into my neck as she presses her face into my collar, her whole body trembling against mine.

“I’ve got you,” I murmur, holding her tight against my chest. Her scent, her warmth, the frantic thud of her heartbeat—it all crashes into me at once, almost overwhelming.

Her lips find mine, desperate and raw, salt from her tears mingling with the copper taste of adrenaline. My body responds instantly, a primal surge of need rushing through me, urging me to claim her against the nearest surface, to transform terror into something else entirely.

“I thought—” she chokes out when we break apart, “I thought I’d never—”

“You’re safe.” I press my forehead to hers, breathing her in. “I promise, Camille. You’re safe.”

But when her hand slides down, palm finding the hard outline beneath denim, I know safety isn’t all she wants.

And fuck, neither do I.


The Breaking Edge


My wrists sting where the rope cut into my skin, raw and tender as Rafe rubs his thumb over the angry red marks. Every inch of me throbs—my thighs scraped, my chest aching where the seatbelt dug in when they yanked me from the car. But none of it matters. Not when he’s here, alive, his arm wrapped tight around me, his eyes still blazing with the kind of feral intensity I’ve never seen before.

He killed for me. He hunted them all down without hesitation, and now my body burns with a hunger so raw I can barely draw breath.

“We need to move,” he mutters against my hair, his hand braced protectively at the small of my back as if shielding me from everything in this empty warehouse. “You’re bleeding. Luc has supplies. We’ll patch you up there.”

I should nod. I should obey. But instead, I tilt my face up and press my lips to his jaw, tasting the salt of his skin, feeling the tension roll through him.

“Camille.” His voice cuts through the air, a clear warning. But his grip on me doesn’t loosen.

I fist the front of his shirt, pulling him closer, the hard planes of his body solid against mine. My cuts sting, my muscles ache, but the fire between my legs roars louder than any pain. “I don’t care about bandages,” I whisper, my voice rough, needy. “I need you, Rafe. Right now.”

His eyelids slam shut, muscles flexing along his jawline like he's waging a war inside his skull. “You’re hurt. You need rest.”

“I need you,” I repeat, firmer this time, nails digging into his chest through the thin cotton. My body trembles, not from fear anymore but from the pounding hunger I can’t contain. “Don’t you see? I thought I was going to die. I thought I’d never touch you again. And now I can’t wait. I won’t.”

I slide my thigh between his, pressing myself against the bulge straining in his pants. He curses under his breath, head dropping forward until his forehead touches mine.

“You drive me fucking insane,” he groans. “You don’t even know what you’re asking for.”

“Yes, I do.” My voice breaks, but I don’t stop. My hand slides lower, palming him through the fabric, savoring the way his cock jerks against my palm. “I want all of it. I want you rough. I want you now.”

For a long moment, he’s silent, just breathing hard, torn between restraint and the same brutal hunger I feel tearing me apart. Then his fingers catch my chin, forcing my face up until I'm drowning in those storm-dark eyes.

“You think you can handle that after what you’ve been through today?”

“I can handle you,” I whisper. “I want to.”

His nostrils flare, and I know I’ve won. Not because he’s weak, but because he’s just as ruined for me as I am for him.

His mouth devours mine with a hunger that steals my breath. Each kiss leaves my lips tender, his teeth grazing my skin as if he's trying to mark every moment we were separated, erase every second I spent in Mathias’s hands. And even as my cuts sting and my body protests, all I can think is that I’ve never wanted anything this badly in my life.

My back hits the cold concrete wall of the warehouse, and I gasp, the sting from my cuts mixing with the flood of arousal pulsing through me like an electric current.

“Rafe—” I breathe, but I don’t get further than his name before his hand fists in my hair, jerking my head back so he can trail his mouth down my throat.

“You have no idea what you do to me,” he rasps against my skin, his voice ragged with hunger. His teeth scrape my collarbone, and I moan, arching into him even as the rough wall bites into my shoulder blades. “I should be getting you out of here. I should be thinking about your safety. But all I can think about is fucking you.”

My pulse pounds so hard I feel dizzy. “Then fuck me,” I whisper.

Those two syllables snap the last thread of his control. His hands are everywhere at once—yanking my ruined blouse open, exposing my bra, my breasts spilling over as he drags the cups down with impatient fingers. His mouth closes around one nipple, sucking hard, while his other hand works the button of my jeans.

“Rafe—oh God,” I cry, clutching his shoulders as his fingers sink deep into my core, wet with desperation from the moment he severed my restraints.

"Dripping wet," he rasps, his fingers curling inside me as his thumb traces relentless patterns that make my knees buckle. "All those hours captive, and this is what you were thinking about. Say it."

“Yes!” The word tears from my throat, raw and desperate, hovering between pleasure and pain.“I was going crazy, thinking about you, needing you—please don’t stop.”

But he does stop, just long enough to shove my jeans and panties down to my knees. Then he spins me, pressing my front into the wall, his hand shoving between my shoulder blades to hold me there.

“You want it rough?” His voice drops to a guttural whisper that makes my skin prickle. “You’re going to take me like this. Standing. Now.”

The rasp of his zipper is the only warning I get before his cock slides against me, rigid and hot, dripping with my desire. Then he slams inside, sinking into me completely in one brutal thrust that knocks the breath out of me.

“Rafe! Fuck yes,” My cry echoes off the empty walls, muffled as his palm clamps over my mouth.

"Quiet," he rasps against my ear. "You want the men outside to hear what I'm doing to you? How completely you've surrendered to the man hired to protect you?"

The shame, the filth of his words, makes my climax hover dangerously close. He pounds into me, each thrust driving me harder against the concrete, his free hand gripping my hip so tight I’ll bruise. His cock stretches me wide, raw pleasure tearing through me with every stroke.

I can’t hold back the muffled cries, my body shuddering as I grind back against him. His hand drops from my mouth only long enough for me to pant, “Harder. Don’t stop. Please.”

And he obeys. The concrete scrapes my palms raw as he drives into me, each thrust harder than the last. Fireworks explode through my body, radiating from my core to my fingertips. My mouth falls open in a silent gasp, then breaks into a wail that tears from somewhere deep inside me. "Oh god, Rafe!" His name echoes off the walls as my body convulses around him, my knees buckling, my spine arching so sharply it might snap.

With one final thrust that drives him impossibly deep, he shudders against me, his groan vibrating through my skin as warmth floods my core. The weight of him pins me to the wall, his heartbeat pounding against my spine, each ragged breath hot against the curve of my neck.

For a moment, we just stand there, trembling, locked together in the aftermath. His cum seeps down my thighs, mingling with the sting of my cuts, the sweat cooling on my skin.

Then he pulls back just enough to press a kiss to the back of my neck, softer than anything he’s done since this started. “We need to get you out of here before I lose control all over again.”

And I know from the way his cock twitches inside me that he means it.

***

The adrenaline has burned off by the time I guide her through Luc’s door. Now it’s just exhaustion and the heavy weight of what almost happened.

Luc looks up from the kitchen table, phone still in hand. His gaze sweeps over Camille—her disheveled hair, the blood smeared across her arms, the way her blouse hangs in tatters. For once, he doesn’t try his charm. He just nods grimly. “I’ll give you two space.”

I don’t thank him. I just steer her down the hall into the guest room. The door shuts behind us with a soft click, and the silence feels deafening after the chaos of the warehouse.

She perches on the edge of the bed, trembling, trying to play it off as nothing. My chest aches at the sight. She’s too pale, too fragile. But her eyes—God, her eyes burn with the same fire as when I kicked that door in.

“Let me see,” I murmur, kneeling in front of her.

She flinches when I touch her arm, her wince born of pain, not fear. Her jeans are streaked with dried blood. Her blouse is shredded from where Mathias grabbed her.

"Goddammit," I mutter, grabbing the metal first aid box Luc had placed on the dresser earlier. The antiseptic stings, and she bites her lip, watching me as though it’s more intimate than the way I had her against the wall earlier.

“You don’t have to be gentle,” she says softly.

“I should have gotten there faster,” I rasp, ignoring her words, dabbing carefully along the thin line of a cut on her forearm. “I should’ve put a bullet in that bastard before he touched you.”

Her hand covers mine, steady despite her trembling. “You came for me, Rafe. That’s all that matters.”

I stare at her, my throat tight. After everything she's been through, she should be falling apart. She should be screaming at me to take her home, to end this nightmare. Instead, her eyes hold mine with a steadiness that strips me bare, as if I'm her anchor in a storm that should have drowned us both.

The truth is, she’s the only thing keeping me from the darkness that’s always nipping at my heels.

“You’re reckless,” I mutter, wrapping gauze around her wrist. “Stubborn. You don’t listen when I tell you to stay safe.”

“And you love it,” she fires back, her mouth twisting into the faintest smile.

Damn her, she’s right. I do.

I tape down the bandage, then lift her chin so she can’t look anywhere but at me. “You’re mine, Camille. That’s the only reason you’re still breathing. I won’t let anyone take you from me.”

Her pupils flare, her lips parting with invitation. I lower my mouth—not to hers, but to her bruised knuckles. The kiss I press there is gentle, deliberate. Tonight she doesn't need another conquest. She needs to know that even when the world falls apart, I'll still be standing between her and the darkness.

And yet, even as I tuck the blanket around her shoulders, I know safety will never be enough for either of us.

***

I don’t sleep. Not really. Every time I close my eyes, I see Mathias’ face, twisted with rage, his hand gripping my arm. Then I remember Rafe’s voice cutting through it all—low, steady, lethal—and I’m safe again.

When dawn filters through Luc’s curtains, Rafe is already awake, seated at the small desk in the corner. He’s cleaned himself up, his shirt rolled at the sleeves, his pistol on the table in front of him. Always ready. Always watching.

My chest tightens. He saved me. And not just with bullets and fists. He saved me from myself—the reckless, spoiled girl who thought she could run from everything and never pay the price.

He notices me staring and stands. “Your father’s been updated.” He delivers the news like a report, all sharp consonants and military precision, but when our eyes meet, something in his gaze thaws. “He knows you’re safe. He’s arranging a jet to get you back to Paris today.”

I swallow hard. Of course. This had to end sometime.

“And you?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

“I don’t take orders from senators,” Rafe says, moving closer. “I take contracts. And this one isn’t over until I say it’s over.” His hand brushes my hair back from my face, careful of the bandage at my temple. “Your father can breathe easier, but I’m not letting you walk out of my sight yet.”

Luc knocks once before sticking his head in. He looks irritatingly fresh, holding two mugs of coffee. “Well, I’ll miss the entertainment. But I suppose it’s time for the senator’s little princess to go back to her palace.”

“Careful,” Rafe warns, his tone flat enough to wipe the smirk right off Luc’s face.

Luc shrugs and sets the mugs down. “What? I’m just saying she’s lucky. You don’t let anyone in, Rafe. And now look at you—bleeding for her.”

I sip the coffee, ignoring them both. My heart’s a storm inside me. Luc is right. I am lucky.

Rafe grips Luc’s shoulder as he passes. “You never saw her. You never heard her name. Forget it all.”

Luc smirks again, but there’s respect in his eyes. “Already forgotten.”

When we’re finally alone, Rafe leans down, his lips brushing my ear. "That plane doesn't change what happened between us. What's still happening." His voice drops lower, rougher. "Tell me you know that."

My pulse quickens against my will with a familiar warmth that spreads from my core to my fingertips.“Yes.”

He studies me, searching for doubt, and when he doesn’t find any, he nods once. “Good. Because I’m coming with you. Your father doesn’t get the final say in this. You do. And you’ve already given me your answer.”

I exhale, relief flooding me. For once, the path ahead doesn’t feel terrifying. It feels inevitable.

The car Luc arranged is waiting outside. Rafe’s hand never leaves the small of my back as he guides me in. And as we pull away from the safehouse, I realize it’s not just danger that makes me feel alive anymore.

It’s him.


Epilogue


Paris feels different now. I walk the same streets, sip the same overpriced coffee, even hear my father’s booming voice in the same hallways of our house—but nothing is the same.

Because Rafe is always there. A shadow at my back. A wall of muscle between me and everything that could touch me. My protector. My captor. My addiction.

And right now, my tormentor.

The ropes bite into my wrists where he’s tied them to the headboard. The silk blindfold blocks out the chandelier above me, the bedroom melting into darkness. Every sound is sharper in the absence of sight—Rafe’s low breathing, the hiss of the candle as he tilts it, the faint drip before the wax falls.

Hot pain kisses my stomach, and I gasp, jerking against the restraints.

“Still?” His voice wraps around me like a silk noose, right by my ear. “You’d think by now your body would crave it as much as I do.”

He’s wrong. Or maybe he’s right. Because every drop of fire only pulls another moan from my lips, desire coiling inside me like a serpent. My nipples are so hard they ache against the cool air, my ass stretched by the plug he eased into me with cruel deliberation. I never imagined this would be my normal—but I can’t imagine living without it anymore.

“Open.”

I part my lips, trembling, as the blunt head of his cock presses against my tongue. He doesn’t thrust, not yet. Just holds himself there, letting me taste him while my chest heaves, while the wax keeps dripping across my breasts, my ribs, my thighs.

I moan around him, throat humming with need.

“You love this,” he murmurs, pushing in deeper, his hand braced at the crown of my head. “You love being used like this. Say it.”

“I love it,” I choke when he lets me breathe, drool slicking my chin. “God, Rafe—I love it.”

And it’s the truth.

The girl I was before—spoiled, reckless, craving freedom—would never have understood this hunger. But now I know: surrender isn’t weakness. It’s power, wielded by him, felt by me. Every time he binds me, every time he breaks me down, I’m more his than before.

He pulls out, cock wet with my spit, and drags the tip across my lips. “Good girl. My girl.”

My heart races so hard I almost miss it—the buzz of his phone on the nightstand. Rafe curses under his breath, but he doesn’t stop dripping wax across my belly, doesn’t stop teasing me with his cock.

“Answer it,” I whisper, blindfold tugging against my lashes.

He chuckles darkly. “You’ll stay just like this until I’m finished.”

But he picks it up anyway, his voice transforming into that steel-edged tone that makes even powerful men go silent. “Calden.”

The silence stretches, and goosebumps rise across my wax-spattered skin.

“I’ll take a look,” he says at last, hanging up as abruptly as he answered.

“What is it?” I ask, breathless, though the ropes still hold me down.

“Cain,” Rafe says, sliding back between my lips. “Something’s gone wrong in Prague. Another girl. Another mess that needs fixing.”

His cock fills my mouth again, cutting off any reply. But in my chest, my pulse races—not with fear, but with anticipation.

Because if I’ve learned anything, it’s this: wherever there’s danger, there’s desire. And the Obedience Protocol never ends.
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The Heiress In Hiding


Prague doesn’t care who I am. That’s the first thing I notice as I wind through the narrow cobblestone streets, pulling my coat tighter around me. No one glances twice at me, no one bows or whispers or even notices. It’s freedom.

Or at least it’s supposed to be.

My name is Elena Varga. Twenty-two years old, daughter of one of the most ruthless crime bosses in Central Europe. And for the first time in my life, I’ve slipped away from the bodyguards, the marble halls, the suffocating rules that made me feel like a gilded prisoner.

I should feel untouchable here. Invisible. But my skin prickles like someone’s watching.

The café I duck into is dim, with golden lights glinting off the brass fixtures. It smells like coffee and cinnamon, like safety. I sit tucked in the corner, pretending to scroll through my phone while my heart pounds. My father’s men can’t possibly know I’m here yet. They’ll be searching Paris, Vienna—anywhere but here.

Still, I can’t shake the feeling of eyes on me.

That’s when I see him.

Tall. Also wider than everybody else is in any café. Black coat draped across shoulders that appear to have been cast for war. He slinks across the stage like a wild animal, something coiled but calm, his eyes cutting through the space until they find me.


I freeze.


He doesn’t look away. Doesn’t even blink. Just walking up straight at me, boots echoing off the floor. The nearer he comes, the hotter it feels under my skin.

"Miss Varga." The words rumble from somewhere deep in his chest, each syllable heavy with an accent that makes my stomach clench. My own name sounds foreign in his mouth, as if he's already claimed it.

I stiffen. “Do I know you?”

“You will.” He slides into the chair across from me without asking. His eyes are dark, hard, scanning me like he’s memorizing every inch of my body. “Nikolai Durov. I’ve been assigned to keep you alive.”

My heart lurches. Assigned. That means someone knows. My uncle, most likely. He always tried to play the reasonable one.

“I didn’t ask for a babysitter,” I snap, clutching my phone tighter.

“And yet here I am.” He leans forward, forearms braced on the table, voice dropping even lower. “Your father has men looking for you already. They’ll find you sooner than you think. If you want to survive, you’ll stay with me.”

Every rational part of me wants to tell him to get lost. I should. I almost do. But there’s a pull low in my gut, maddening in its persistence. His size, his command, the way he doesn’t bother to ask—it grates, and it drags at me all the same.

I look away, pretending to check my phone again. “And if I don’t stay with you?”

A grin cuts across his face, but there’s nothing soft in it. “Then you’ll be dead before the week is out.”

And the most terrifying thing is that I know, with absolute certainty, he's telling the truth.

***

The girl doesn’t understand the danger she’s in. That much is clear the moment I step into the café and see her sitting by the window, scrolling her phone like she’s just another student on break. She might as well have a target painted across her chest.

I was told Elena Varga had a rebellious streak, that she wouldn’t take well to being guarded. The reports were accurate. There’s defiance in her eyes, and the kind of arrogance only someone raised in wealth and shadowed power can carry. It makes her careless. Carelessness will get her killed.

I slide into the seat across from her without asking. Control is easier when you establish it immediately. She stiffens, clutching her phone tighter, and I take the chance to study the room.

There are two exits in front: one through the kitchen and one through the alley. That alley is a problem. Two men have been idling there since I tracked her from the metro station. They’re watching the café windows too closely, shifting their weight like they’re waiting for a signal. I know their type—low-level muscle, not skilled, but armed and desperate.

If she walks out alone, they’ll have her in under a minute.

Her voice cuts through my thoughts. “Do I know you?”

“No,” I answer flatly. “But I know you. And I know who’s looking for you.”

I lean forward, forearms braced on the table. My presence fills the space between us, not because I want to intimidate her but because it’s necessary. She needs to understand: this isn’t a request.

“Your uncle hired me,” I say. “My job is to keep you alive. That’s it.”

Her eyes flash, quick anger rising. “I didn’t ask for a babysitter.”

“That’s true. And yet here I am.”

I let the silence sit, watching her try to decide whether to argue. She’s young—too young for this world of power and blood she was born into—but she has her father’s stubbornness, I’ll give her that.

“Tell me,” I say finally, tilting my head toward the café doors. “How many exits are there in this room?”

Her mouth opens slightly. She glances around, caught off guard.

“Four,” I supply before she can guess. “And two men are already waiting in the alley. They’ll take you the second you step outside without me.”

Her knuckles whiten around her phone. Fear. Good. Fear sharpens the edges of defiance.

“You think you’re free because you slipped out from under your father’s roof,” I continue, keeping my voice low. “But freedom doesn’t mean walking blind into a city full of enemies. Freedom without discipline is a death sentence.”

She swallows hard. She tilts her head back defiantly, as if pride alone can shield her.

I’ve seen this before. Arrogance, fear, stubbornness—all bundled into someone who thinks they’re untouchable until the bullet finds them. My job is to ensure the bullet never comes.

I lean back in my chair, scanning the café again. The men in the alley haven’t moved yet. But they will.

“From this moment on,” I say, locking eyes with her, “you don’t leave my sight. You don’t argue, you don’t run, you don’t test me. You do exactly what I tell you, when I tell you. That’s the only way you survive.”

Her lips press into a thin line, but she doesn’t argue. That’s something.

She doesn’t have to like me. She doesn’t have to trust me. She just has to obey.

Because as long as I’m breathing, no one lays a hand on her.

***

I hate him already.

The way he slid into the chair without asking. The way he talks like he’s the only adult in the room, like I’m just some spoiled brat who doesn’t know which way is up.

But what I hate most is that he’s right.

The words echo in my skull—two men waiting in the alley. I hadn’t even noticed them. I was too busy breathing in the smell of cinnamon, pretending I was just another girl. The normal life I wanted was shattered in a single glance from a stranger with shoulders like a wall and eyes that never flinch.

And now here he is, laying out rules like he owns me. Don’t argue. Don’t run. Don’t test me.

I shift in my chair, already wet and throbbing, the ache harder to hide with every second. God, what is wrong with me? A man barks orders and my body acts like it’s the sexiest thing in the world.

“I don’t need you,” I mutter, more for myself than him.

Nikolai’s eyes narrow. He doesn’t raise his voice, doesn’t even shift in his chair. “Need is irrelevant. You’ll stay with me because the alternative is a grave.”

Calm. Unshaken. As if he’s discussing tomorrow’s forecast. My heartbeat doesn’t get the memo.

I look at his hands braced on the table. Big, veined, scarred in places. Hands that have broken bones. Hands that could break me. And suddenly I can’t stop imagining those same hands closing around my wrists, pinning me down, holding me in place until I can’t do anything but succumb.

Heat shoots through me and I have to bite the inside of my cheek.

Focus, Elena.

“You act like I’m some kind of prisoner,” I snap, lifting my chin.

He doesn’t even blink. “Call it whatever you like. Guarding. Babysitting. Captivity. It doesn’t change the reality—you’re not free until the men hunting you are dead or gone.”

The word captivity catches in my chest. It should scare me. It doesn’t. Heat flares low, sharp, and undeniable.

I drag my gaze away from his hands, from the steady set of his jaw. I should hate everything about him—his arrogance, his bluntness, the way he looks at me like I’m a liability instead of a person.

But all I can think about is what it would feel like if that look turned into something else. If he ever lost control and decided to take what he wanted from me.

The thought makes me squeeze down until my legs ache with the strain.

I hide behind my phone again, scrolling through nothing. I can’t let him see how rattled I am. If he knew where my mind was going, he’d probably smirk and remind me he’s not here for that. He’s here for business, not pleasure.

Still, when his chair scrapes back and he stands, towering over me, my breath falters. He scans the room again like it’s second nature, then nods once at me.

“Time to move. Stay close.”

I push back my chair, standing on unsteady legs. He doesn’t touch me, but his presence looms like a hand already on my back, guiding me.

And all I can think is that if this is captivity, maybe I don’t hate it as much as I should.

***

The alley men make their move as soon as we step out.

I clock them before she does—one leaning too casually against the wall, the other pretending to light a cigarette but never taking a drag. They’ve been waiting. If I weren’t here, they’d already have her shoved into a van.

“Stay close,” I say under my breath.

She stiffens at the order, offence written all over her—but she obeys. Good.

The edge of fear in her eyes is enough to override her pride for now.

I shift my body so I’m between her and the two men. They see me and hesitate. Professionals would’ve tried anyway, trusting their speed or their numbers. These two aren’t professionals. Just hired muscle sent to grab the girl and deliver her like a package.

I make sure they see the knife at my belt when I adjust my coat. They look away first. Cowards.

We move down the street without incident, but I don’t relax. Never relax.

“Was that them?” Elena asks after a few blocks, her voice lower now, stripped of some of that earlier bite.

“Yes.” I don’t sugarcoat. “And there will be more.”

Her steps falter, but only for a second. She’s stubborn. I’ll give her that.

“Where are we going?”

“Back to wherever you’re staying. You’ll gather what you need, and then you’ll stay with me.”

That earns me a sharp look.

“With you?”

“Yes.” I don’t give her space to argue. “Safehouses are compromised too easily. Hotels are worse. With me, I control every variable.”

She doesn’t answer right away. I don’t miss the flush in her cheeks, though. She doesn’t like being told what to do, but the idea of staying with me rattles her more than the men in the alley.

We reach the building she’s been hiding in—a cheap rental apartment in Žižkov. Predictable. She probably thought anonymity was protection.

Inside, I sweep the stairwell first. No shadows were there where they shouldn’t be, and no unusual sounds. The lock on her door hasn’t been tampered with. For now, we’re clear.

I let her go in first. She gathers clothes, toiletries, and a laptop, tossing them into a duffel with hurried movements. She’s tense, her shoulders tight, but she keeps glancing at me like she’s waiting for me to approve what she’s doing. She doesn’t realize it yet, but the shift has already started. She’s looking to me for direction.

When she zips the bag, I take it from her without asking. She starts to protest, then bites it back.

Good girl.

The walk to my place is quiet. I keep her close, one step behind and to my side. She doesn’t wander. She doesn’t test. Not yet.

My apartment is in a stone building near the river, the kind that looks old on the outside but has been stripped down inside—functional, not cozy. Weapons locked away, exits mapped, cameras where I need them.

“This is home?” she asks, stepping inside, eyes wide at the bare walls and steel fixtures.

“This is where I work. Where I live is irrelevant.”

She stands in the center of the room, arms folded tight, glaring at me like she’s not sure if she’s safer here or in that café.

But she’s here. And until the threat is gone, she won’t be anywhere else.


Boundaries


The first thing I notice is how empty it feels.

Nikolai’s apartment looks less like a home and more like a bunker. Bare walls, furniture stripped down to the essentials. No pictures. No mementos. No softness anywhere. The air carries a bitter tang, sharp enough to sting the back of my throat.

I drop onto the edge of the couch, hugging myself while he checks the locks and the windows like it’s second nature. He moves with precision, no wasted steps, every muscle under tight control. He doesn’t ask me if I’m comfortable, doesn’t offer me a drink, and doesn’t say a single word.

It’s unnerving. And oddly… grounding.

No one has ever looked at me the way he does. Like a mission. Like a problem to be solved. My father’s men bowed, simpered, and treated me like porcelain. Nikolai looks at me like porcelain can crack, and he won’t hesitate to stop me if I try to run.

I shift in my seat, need pressing hard and uninvited. God, what is wrong with me?

“Are you always this quiet?” I ask finally, to break the tension.

“Talking wastes focus,” he says without looking at me. His accent makes the words rough, clipped.

“So you don’t talk? Ever?”

“When necessary.”

I roll my eyes, leaning back into the cushions. “You sound fun at parties.”

His head snaps toward me, eyes narrowing. “I don’t go to parties.”

I should be irritated. And I am. But beneath that irritation is something hotter, sharper. Every time he shuts me down, every time he keeps his voice calm while mine goes sharp, my body reacts in ways I don’t want to think about.

I study him while he works—broad shoulders under his black shirt, veins ridging his forearms as he checks the bolts, the scar running from his temple to his jaw. He’s not polished like the men my father paraded in front of me. He’s something else. Something raw.

And I can’t stop wondering what that rawness feels like pressed against me.

My stomach knots, and I force my gaze away, pretending to scan the apartment. That’s when I notice a metal case half-tucked under the table. It’s different from the weapons cabinet he already locked. Smaller. Less obvious.

Something in my chest tightens. I shouldn’t care. I shouldn’t even think about it. But the curiosity claws at me anyway.

I lick my lips, trying to ignore it, but the question won’t go away. What does a man like him keep in a case like that?

When he finally steps away from the window, his eyes cut back to me. I sit up straighter, my pulse thundering.

“What?” he asks.

“Nothing,” I blurt, too quickly.

He narrows his gaze, then shakes his head and walks into the kitchen. No food in the cupboards. Just protein bars and bottled water. It’s so… him. Functional. Efficient. Devoid of warmth.

I keep finding my gaze drawn back to that case under the table. In this bare-bones space, even a coffee mug seems deliberate. In that tone, it lands like the truth.

When he returns, I pretend to study my fingernails, but my neck burns all the same. Whatever's inside isn't meant for combat—at least not the battlefield kind.

My imagination runs wild with possibilities that steal my breath and leave me aching in ways I can’t control.

***

She’s restless already. I can feel it radiating off her as she sits on the couch, fidgeting with the sleeve of her coat, eyes darting toward places she shouldn’t be looking. The duffel bag she packed is slouched against the wall. Half her life crammed into it, and she acts like this is some inconvenience instead of survival.

That’s the problem with the young. They don’t understand how fragile life really is.

She’s twenty-two. Barely older than my daughter would have been, if I’d ever had children. I’m forty-eight. The gap is more than years—it’s worlds. I’ve buried friends, lost jobs, watched governments rise and fall, and bled in places she’s only ever seen on the news. And she thinks she can outwit men like Marek with stubborn pride and a fake ID.

Marek. Even the name makes my jaw clench. He’s not just another hired thug. He was once close to her father, close enough to know how the family operates. When the split came, he took soldiers with him. Men loyal to money, not blood. Now he’s building his own empire, and Elena is leverage against her father, against her uncle, against anyone who would pay to see her back.

If Marek gets his hands on her, she won’t be kept safe. She’ll be paraded, sold, and used until she’s broken. He doesn’t leave his pawns standing.

I settle against the wall, arms crossed, scanning the apartment. It’s quiet now, but quiet never lasts.

“Are you going to stand there all night?” Elena’s voice cuts through the silence, sharp and impatient. “You’re making me nervous.”

Good. She should be nervous.

“Better nervous than dead,” I say flatly.

Her eyes roll, a childish gesture that makes her look even younger. She has no idea how many things can go wrong in a single heartbeat.

“You’re what—forty?” she pushes.

“Forty-eight.”

Her expression flickers, caught between a laugh and a wince.

“That’s… older than my father.”

I don’t answer. It’s not worth correcting her. The comparison doesn’t matter. What matters is keeping her alive.

I study her face instead. Too smooth, untouched by the kind of life I’ve seen. Too quick to sneer, to talk back, to challenge. It’s her shield, the bratty act. Underneath, I see the flicker of fear she tries to hide.

She shifts in her seat, glancing again toward the metal case half-hidden under the table. I don’t need to guess what she’s thinking. I know curiosity when I see it, and curiosity gets people killed just as quickly as fear.

“You’ll stay away from my things,” I tell her.

Her head snaps toward me, caught in the act. “I wasn’t—”

“You were,” I cut in. “You don’t touch what isn’t yours. Not in here, not out there. Understood?”

Her cheeks flush, though I can’t tell if it’s anger or embarrassment. Probably both.

I push off the wall, rechecking the lock even though I know it’s secure. Habits like these save lives.

“I’ll explain once.” My voice stays low, each word deliberate. “Your father has enemies. Men like Marek. They want you because you’re valuable. Some will ransom you. Some will use you to hurt your family. None will treat you gently. Do you understand?”

Her bravado falters for a heartbeat. She nods once, small, almost reluctant.

Good. Fear will do what pride can’t.

Still, she glares at me like she wants to claw through my armor. That’s fine. She can hate me all she wants.

Because whether she realizes it or not, I’m the only reason she’ll see tomorrow.

***

The silence in his apartment is unbearable. No TV. No music. Just the hum of the radiator and the steady sound of Nikolai’s pacing as he checks everything for the fifth time.

I can’t stop glancing at that case under the table. Sleek, black, metal. It doesn’t match the rest of the place—too discreet, too purposeful. Every time my eyes stray toward it, I feel his gaze like a weight on my skin, daring me to look away.

Finally, he heads down the short hall toward the bathroom. The moment the door clicks shut, I move.

My heart pounds with anticipation as I crouch and tug the case out. It’s heavier than I expected. My palms sweat as I flip the latches. Inside isn’t a gun or knife or anything I’d recognize as a weapon.

It’s worse.

Polished metal clamps, sleek wires, and a small device featuring a dial. I stare at it, baffled. It doesn’t radiate danger, not the way I expect. It feels intimate instead. The clamps look like they’d pinch flesh, the device buzzing faintly when I twist the dial. A sharp snap jolts me, and I realize it delivers a charge.

What the hell is this?

I can’t stop the heat creeping into my cheeks. A case like this doesn’t belong to a man who only fights wars. It belongs to someone who fights battles in the bedroom.

The bathroom door creaks open. I snap the lid closed and shove the case away, my heart stuttering like I've been caught with my hand in a jewelry box. Nikolai fills the doorframe, his silhouette cutting off the hallway light. His gaze locks onto the case, then rises to my face.

"Return it. Now." Every word lands with a chill finality.

“ I just”—

“I said, put it back.”

I shove it under the table, my hands trembling. “What is it?”

“Not for you to touch.” He crosses the room in three strides, towering over me, his presence suffocating. “You disobeyed me. You don’t do that again.”

I swallow, my throat dry, but something inside me refuses to let it go. “It’s not a weapon.”

“No.” His jaw flexes.

“Then what is it?”

His glare hardens, but I hold my ground. Curiosity is a fever now, burning through my chest. I need to know.

“Answer me,” I push. “You talk about rules, about boundaries—fine. But if you expect me to follow them, I deserve to know what I’m following.”

He exhales sharply through his nose, muttering something in Russian I don’t understand. Then he crouches so we’re eye to eye, his voice dropping.

“It’s a punishment device. Electroshock clamps. They’re designed to hurt. To condition. To teach obedience.”

The words hit, and my body responds before I can think. My nipples harden under my shirt, something electric igniting between my legs.

“Punishment,” I echo, my voice barely a whisper.

His eyes narrow. “That’s all you need to know.”

But I can’t stop. The curiosity gnaws too deeply.

“Show me.”

His expression goes stone still, like I’ve crossed another line, one even sharper than the first.

“Elena.” His voice drags slow, low, edged with danger. “You don’t play with things like this. They’re not games.”

“I’m not playing.” My pulse races, my hands trembling, but I force the words out anyway. “Show me how it works.”

His silence stretches so long it makes my skin tingle. When he finally speaks, it’s through clenched teeth.

“Then you’ll learn quickly why we need boundaries.”

***

She doesn’t flinch when I pick up the clamps again. Her breathing comes fast, chest unsteady, her mouth slightly open in a mix of shock and want.

"These aren't meant for pleasure,” I tell her. My voice is low, rougher than I’d like. “They’re meant to hurt. To discipline.”

“Show me,” she whispers.

Damn her.

I step close, the faint hum of the dial filling the silence between us. My shadow falls over her as I stop in front of the couch. She’s smaller than me, delicate in ways she probably hates to hear, and I can feel the heat radiating off her skin.

“Lift your shirt,” I order.

The fabric rises, revealing her skin inch by inch. I suck in a sharp breath. She makes no move to shield herself from my gaze, holds there—exposed, vulnerable, her body's response to the tension between us visible in the hardened peaks of her breasts.

I snap the first clamp into place. She gasps, her body jerking hard against the jolt. Her sound—caught between pain and pleasure—hits me like a current through water, spreading heat to every nerve ending I possess.

“Hurts,” she breathes, voice trembling, “but… oh God…”

I add the second clamp, dialing it just high enough to sting. She strains closer, hungry for more. Her moans aren’t restrained this time. They’re shameless, raw, and unmistakably aroused.

“This is discipline,” My tone stays even, edged with warning. Fighting my own reaction. “Not pleasure. Discipline.”

Her head tips back, her hair falling loose across her shoulders. “Turn it up,” she whispers, panting. “Please… harder.”

My gut twists. She doesn’t even understand what she’s asking for. Or maybe she does, and that’s worse.

“No.”

“Yes,” she insists, her voice high, desperate. Her knees squeeze tight, her body writhing against the couch cushions. The air changes between us—thickens with something primal that hits the back of my throat when I breathe.

Before I can stop her, her hand drifts downward, slipping beneath her waistband. Her hips rise to meet her own touch, and the sound that rips from her is raw, shameless, dripping with need—like she’s already begging to be fucked.

“Enough.” My voice is harsh as I snap the dial off and unclamp her, pulling the metal away from her flushed nipples.

A whimper escapes her throat as the sensation vanishes, her fingers still working frantically between her thighs. Her pupils flare, black and hungry.

“Stop.” I catch her wrist, yanking her hand away from her own body. She’s a mess, cunt juice smearing across my fingers, leaking like she can’t control herself.

For a moment, the room pulses with nothing but the sound of her ragged breathing and my own heartbeat pounding in my ears. I’m already stiff, heavy, pressing hard at the fabric, and her gaze darts down.

She knows.

The faintest smile cuts across her face, dangerous in its restraint. “You’re hard.”

My jaw clenches. “You don’t speak about it.”

She tilts her head, still panting, her breasts bare and tender from the clamps. “But it’s true.”

I force myself to release her wrist, stepping back to put distance between us before I do something I can’t take back. “The demonstration is over.”

Her brows knit, frustration flashing across her face.

“But I—”

“No.” I slam the case shut, snapping the latches tight. “You wanted to know. Now you do. This is not for your entertainment. It’s not for you to play with when you’re bored. It’s for punishment, and if you test me again, you’ll understand that more clearly.”

She bites her lip, eyes still darting down to my cock, her own chest heaving like she’s seconds from begging.

I turn away, fists clenched at my sides, cock aching, voice rough with the weight of restraint. “Get dressed. And get control of yourself. We set rules tomorrow.”


Lines In The Sand


Idon’t sleep that night. Not properly.

Every time I close my eyes, I see her—Elena, stretched out in front of me, her breasts clamped and quivering, her voice raw with moans she couldn’t contain. I hear her whispering, turn it up, see her hand sliding down, desperate to touch herself, so wet she glistened. And what’s worse is I can still feel the evidence of her desire clinging to my fingers after I yanked her wrist away.

It’s been years since I’ve lost control like that. It's been years since I’ve let a client get under my skin.

I tell myself it was just because she’s young, untrained, reckless. She doesn’t really understand what she was asking for. Pain and pleasure—people romanticize it, but most don’t understand the line until they’re screaming past it. I should have stopped earlier. Should have never touched her in the first place.

But my cock doesn’t care about should. It still aches, full and unrelenting. A reminder of how close I came to throwing her against the wall and fucking her until she couldn’t walk.

I push to my feet and stalk into the kitchen. The apartment is silent, the city outside muted in the early morning haze. I fill a glass with water, drink it down, then brace my palms against the counter, staring at the dark window.

I’m too old for this. Forty-eight. I should know better.

She’s twenty-two, spoiled, naïve, and entirely too curious for her own good. A distraction I cannot afford. My job is simple: keep her breathing, keep her out of the hands of men who’d use her father’s wealth as leverage. Nothing else.

I repeat it to myself like a mantra until the throbbing in my cock dulls enough for me to breathe.

By the time the sun lifts over Prague’s rooftops, I’ve convinced myself of the plan: today, we go out. Quietly. Supplies, cash, burner phones—these are the things we’ll need to stay two steps ahead of the men looking for her. I’ll keep her close, keep her silent, and remind her this isn’t a vacation.

When I hear her footsteps in the hall, I straighten, mask sliding back into place.

She pads in, hair mussed, shirt hanging off one shoulder. Her eyes find me instantly, a spark of defiance glinting in them. She knows exactly what she did last night, exactly how far she pushed me. And from the flicker of her expression, she’s not sorry.

“Morning,” she says, casual as anything, though her gaze wanders down my body just once, quick, hungry.

“Eat something,” I order, my tone is curt, stripped down.

She raises her brows but doesn’t argue, rummaging for bread. The kitchen fills with the smell of toast, and for a fleeting moment, it feels almost normal. Except it’s not. Nothing about this situation is normal.

I watch her from the corner of my eye, cataloguing her every move, every glance. She thinks this is a game. She doesn’t understand that people will kill to get to her.

And if she keeps testing me—keeps pushing the way she did last night—she might discover exactly how dangerous I can be.

***

The streets of Prague are alive around us—trams rattling past, chatter in Czech, the smell of roasted chestnuts and diesel mixing in the air. It should feel normal, like I’m just another girl running errands with a man twice my age. But nothing about this is normal.

Nikolai moves beside me like a shadow, tall, broad, always scanning. His hand hovers close to my elbow without ever quite touching, a silent tether. Anyone looking would think he’s just a bodyguard. But I know better.

I know what his hands feel like when they pin me down. I know the sharp bite of clamps, the rush of electricity that makes my knees give out. I know the sound of his breath when he’s aroused, even if he tries to bury it under that granite exterior.

I want it again.

I shift, pussy already wet, the ache between my legs impossible to ignore.

He’d turned it off too soon, pulled away when I needed more. And I saw him—the way his chest rose, the stiffness in his jaw. He’s not immune. He wants it too.

But he’ll never admit it unless I force his hand.

We slip into a small shop—one of those corner markets stacked high with everything from bread to SIM cards. Nikolai does his thing, all business, loading up supplies with quick, expeditious movements. I trail behind, pretending to look at candy, plotting how to push him.

“Stay close,” he says without looking back. His voice is low, a warning.

I smirk. “What, afraid I’ll get lost between the cereal boxes?”

His head turns, eyes narrowing, and for a second I catch a flash of something darker there—control, dominance, that edge I crave. But then it’s gone, replaced with his usual stoicism.

Fine. If he won’t rise to bait that small, I’ll go bigger.

I drift toward the front, fingers brushing over postcards and cheap trinkets. The door jingles as someone enters, and I slip a step further, just enough to make him notice.

Elena.” His tone cuts through the shop, low and commanding.

I glance over my shoulder, feigning innocence. “I’m right here.”

He strides over, crowding me back against a rack of magazines. His presence is overwhelming—close enough that I can feel the heat radiating off his body, smell the clean leather and faint spice clinging to him.

“You do not wander,” He mutters under his breath. “Not here. Not ever.”

A shiver runs down my spine, delicious and defiant all at once. “Maybe I like testing boundaries.”

His jaw ticks. His hand brushes the small of my back, firm, possessive, steering me toward the counter. “You’re begging for consequences,” he murmurs so low only I can hear.

And that’s exactly what I want.

I lean in, a slow grin spreading as I do, whispering back, “Maybe that’s the point.”

His eyes flash, a storm contained. For a heartbeat, I think he’ll drag me out right then and there, but he restrains himself, finishing the purchase in tense silence.

As we step back into the street, my pulse quickens. I know I’ve pushed him too far to ignore me this time. Tonight, he won’t hold back. Tonight, I’ll get the punishment I’ve been craving.

***

She wanted consequences. Fine. I’ll give her consequences.

The second we’re inside, I slam the door shut and throw the lock. She’s halfway to some smart remark when I seize her wrist and haul her across the room. She stumbles, a flash of protest on her lips, but I don’t give her the space to finish—pressing her hard into the wall, close enough to feel her breath tremble against mine.

“You think this is a game?” My words spill hot at her ear. “Testing me in public, ignoring orders—do you even understand what could’ve happened?”

Her eyes are dark, locked on mine. Her mouth starts to open, but I cut her off, catching her jaw and forcing her chin up until she has no choice but to meet my stare.

“You wanted punishment,” I continue, I keep my tone flat, under control.“You’re going to get it. On my terms.”

I release her only long enough to cross the room and pull the black case from the shelf. The clamps gleam under the dim light, the thin leads curling like snakes. She squirms on her feet, cunt already dripping for me before I’ve even touched her.

“Strip,” I order.

Her inhale breaks, but she obeys. Every layer peels away measured and taunting, like she’s daring me to change my mind. I don’t. I wait until she’s bare, hands at her sides, nipples already tight from anticipation.

I set the clamps in my palm, hold them up where she can see. You know exactly what’s coming—and you’ll open yourself for it anyway.

“I know,” she whispers. “I want it.”

That’s all I need. I push her down into the chair in the center of the room, binding her wrists to the arms with the leather cuffs built into the frame. She opens for me, and I fasten her ankles in place. She’s trapped, open, mine to use.

I pinch her nipple, sharp enough to draw a flinch, then fasten the first clamp. She gasps, head tipping back, breath shuddering out. The second bites down a moment later, and a moan breaks loose—low, desperate—as she twists in the chair, torn between pain and want.

I flick the switch. Current hums through the wire, and she jerks, a broken sound spilling from her lips.

“Count,” I command.

“O-one—ahh—two—”

I twist the dial higher. Her cry rips through the air, pitched high, trembling on the edge of pain and hunger. She thrashes in the cuffs, body straining, every nerve lit and frantic. But the words that break out of her aren’t pleas to stop—they’re ragged, breathless demands for more.

Her hand jerks toward her pussy, but the restraints keep her from reaching. She groans in frustration, hips rocking. “Please—please, I can’t—”

“You can,” I cut her off sharply. “You’ll sit there and take what I give you. If you want to cum, you make it happen with nothing but pain holding you together.”

Her eyes go wide, wet and ruined, but she still nods. She grinds down against the chair like a slut desperate to get off, chasing friction she’ll never catch. Every time she gets close, I shock her harder, the clamps biting vicious until her screams twist into moans—ragged, filthy, begging for more.

And still she throws her head back and moans, thighs shaking. She’s a mess—cunt dripping down the edge of the chair, shameless and wrecked. The sight of it has my cock rock-hard, straining against my zipper, aching to be freed, but I don’t give in. Not yet.

I lean close, letting my breath brush her ear. “You want release? Take it. No begging. No permission. If you can push yourself past the pain, it’s yours.”

She whimpers, rocking harder, teeth sinking into her lip. Then—suddenly—she shudders, body convulsing, a scream ripping through the room as she cums hard, grinding against the clamps’ bite.

I don’t praise her. I don’t soften. I just flip the switch off and leave her panting, bound, flushed and used.

“This,” I say evenly, “is what defiance earns you.”

Her body is trembling, sweat-slicked, nipples still burning red from the clamps. I should leave her bound and walk away, let her stew in what I’ve already done. But I’m too far gone.

I crouch, unhooking the cuffs from the chair one by one. She slumps forward, arms shaky, eyes glassy but blazing with need.

Get up,” I order, my voice raw with command

She staggers to her feet. I grip her by the waist and spin her, pressing her palms flat against the table. She braces, ass high, breasts hanging, clamps tugging with every breath.

From the case, I draw out the small steel plug and hold it up for her to see. Her breath shudders, but she doesn’t pull back—she leans in, eyes hungry, body already offering itself up.

“Filthy slut,” I mutter, slicking it with lube. My fingers trail down, sliding between her soaked thighs. She’s dripping, messy, her cunt clenching around nothing as I tease her hole lower.

“Please,” she whispers. “I—need it.”

“Then you’ll take it.”

I press the plug to her ass, steady and merciless. Her moan rips out sharp and raw as she arches back, forcing herself onto it. The tip breaches, and I keep pushing, inch by inch, until the base locks tight against her hole. She cries out, knuckles white on the table’s edge, body shuddering, wrecked and wanting.

Her pussy clenches, dripping down her thighs. She’s turned on by the stretch, by the invasion. I can see it in the way her hips roll, desperate for more.

I reach up and flick the switch on the clamps. The jolt tears through her nipples, and she screams—high, broken—as her whole body jolts against the table. Her back bows, muscles seizing, breath ragged as pain and need rip her apart at once.

Her ass clenches hard around the plug, her pussy gushing down her thighs. She’s gone—mindless, undone—lost where pain and pleasure crash together and turn her into nothing but need.

I can’t hold back anymore. My cock throbs, aching and angry, straining for release. I drag the zipper down and pull free—hard, swollen, dripping pre-cum.

I line up and slam into her cunt in one brutal thrust. She screams, raw and guttural, clutching the table like it’s the only thing keeping her upright.

Her body is molten heat, clamping down around me with every shock, every stretch of the plug. I grip her hips and pound into her mercilessly, driving her forward with each thrust.

She moans, sobs, cries out my name — “Nikolai, Nikolai—fuck—” — but I don’t slow down.

This isn’t tender. This isn’t gentle. This is punishment.

The clamps spit electricity, the plug pries her open, and I drive into her like she’s nothing but mine to break. She explodes around my cock, pussy spasming, gush spilling down her thighs. No waiting, no asking—she cums like a slut starved for it, over and over, taking everything I give her and begging for more without words.

Her moans turn hoarse, her body trembling, but she’s still pushing back against me, begging for more without words.

I push in deep, grinding there as I let go. Cum floods her in hard, pulsing spurts until I’m drained, gasping against her back, spent and shaking.

I pull out, tug the clamps off roughly, then slide the plug free. She slumps against the table, drained, hair clinging to her damp back.

“That,” I rasp, tucking myself away, “is the price of disobedience.”


Shadows in Karlin


Every inch of me ached. My thighs, my ass, my nipples—even deep inside, where Nikolai had stretched me until I screamed. I shifted under the sheet and winced, but the soreness only made me smile to myself. He’d fucked me last night, finally, and it hadn’t been gentle.

It was exactly what I’d wanted.

My fingers brushed the tender spots at my hips where his grip had branded me. He’d held me down like I was nothing but his to use, and the memory had my pussy throbbing again even though he wasn’t in the bed beside me.

I tugged on one of his shirts, drowning in the size, and padded barefoot out into the living area. Nikolai was at the small table, phone in hand, broad shoulders hunched, face hard. He hadn’t shaved, and the dark stubble along his jaw only made him look rougher, meaner.

“You left me sore,” I teased, leaning against the doorway.

His eyes lifted, sharp and unreadable, then dropped back to the phone. “Good.”

That one word sent a pulse through me. My nipples pinched against the fabric of his shirt. But when I crossed to him and tried to peek at what had his attention, he tilted the screen away.

“What’s so important you’d rather look at it than me?”

“Information,” he said flatly. His accent was thicker this morning, his voice edged. “Your father’s enemies. They’re here. In Prague.”

The smugness drained out of me. I sat across from him, pulling my knees up to my chest like a child. “Here? You mean—watching me?”

“Yes. They’ll be looking for an opening.” He set the phone down and finally met my eyes. The weight of his stare made my stomach flip. “And you make it too easy when you wander, when you argue, when you think the rules don’t apply to you.”

I swallowed hard, my cheeks hot. He wasn’t wrong. Last night I’d provoked him on purpose, and it had ended with me tied, punished, and filled until I came.

But now, with danger so close, his words landed differently.

“So what happens?” I asked softly. “You lock me up again? Chain me to the bed for real this time?”

The look on his face had me wet before I could stop it. He leaned back in his chair, studying me like he already had me pinned there.

“If that’s what it takes to keep you breathing,” he said. “Yes.”

A sharp ache pulsed between my legs. I curled my toes, trying not to shift in the chair. “Do I get a choice?”

No.” Said with a stillness that left no space for defiance.

He stood, looming over me, and caught my chin, forcing my face up. His thumb dug into my jaw, a possessive grip that made my body jolt with heat. “Last night was a mistake,” he murmured, though his eyes told a different story. “I should have kept my hands off you.”

“Then why didn’t you?” My voice was barely a whisper.

A humorless grin cut across his face. “Because you wanted it too badly. And I wanted to teach you what happens when you push too far.” His gaze darkened. “Push again, and I’ll remind you. Harder.”

He released me and walked away to check the locks, leaving me trembling on the chair, sore, needy, and terrified that I might deliberately defy him again just to feel his punishment.

***

The night should never have happened.

I told myself that as I checked the locks for the third time, my hand brushing the cold steel bolt. The sheets had smelled like her, her body marked by my hands, my cock. I’d left bruises on her hips. Claimed her in every sense that mattered. And it had been a mistake.

Because now I wasn’t thinking clearly.

I forced myself to focus. There were more pressing matters than the memory of her tight cunt clenching around me. The intel that had just come in wasn’t vague rumour anymore—it was solid. Men loyal to her father’s rivals had been spotted in Prague, and not far from where I’d tracked her movements yesterday. They were here, sniffing around, waiting for her to slip.

And she would slip. She was too impulsive, too curious, too spoiled by a life where no one had ever told her no.

I sat at the small table again and opened the encrypted messages, scanning through the details. Sightings of unfamiliar men near Charles Bridge. A vehicle registered to a shell company tied to one of the rival families. Nothing blatant enough for the police to care, but enough for me to know we were running out of time.

I typed back instructions in Russian, my contacts in Prague feeding me more information by the hour. I wanted eyes on every possible exit route from the city. If someone tried to move her, I’d cut them off before they reached the highway.

But even as I sent the orders, her face distracted me. The way she’d looked at me this morning—Cheeks flushed, lips marked with heat, legs bare under my shirt. She wasn’t ashamed. She was proud of the bruises I’d left.

And that made her more dangerous than any man with a gun.

I shoved back from the table and started inventorying my weapons., full magazine. Backup knife strapped to my ankle. The shock clamps, locked back in the case, never should have come out in the first place. She wasn’t ready for them, and I wasn’t ready to admit how badly I’d wanted to watch her break under them again.

The phone buzzed, dragging me back. A message from Rafe Calden—Ethan Payne's man.

Keep your eyes on her. Prague isn’t safe. We’ve picked up chatter she’s the primary target now.

I ground my teeth. I didn’t need another reminder. If anything happened to her, it wouldn’t be her father’s empire that suffered—it would be me. Because I’d failed.

And because I’d fucked her.

I closed the message and slipped the phone into my pocket. Elena was humming in the other room, casual, unconcerned, probably tracing her fingers over the marks I’d left. She didn’t understand what kind of men were circling.

But I did. And if they tried to touch her, I’d put them in the ground.

Mistake or not, she was mine to protect.

And after last night, mine to punish if she forgot it.

***

The air outside felt sharper than it should have, laced with the grit of exhaust and damp stone. Prague at night looked like it belonged in another century—arched bridges, shadowed alleyways, the faint glow of cathedral spires. But to me it wasn’t beautiful. It was dangerous. Every step I took behind Nikolai screamed that we shouldn’t be out here.

He hadn’t explained much, just shoved a dark coat over my shoulders and said, “We’re moving. The flat isn’t safe.” Then he’d marched me down the back stairs like I was a package to be delivered instead of a woman with her own mind.

Now, hurrying across a half-lit square, I kept my head down like he ordered, but my thoughts refused to fall in line. Not safe. That meant someone had found us. Whoever my family’s enemies were, they were close enough to shake Nikolai out of that iron control he usually wore like armour.

“Keep up,” he muttered, not even turning his head.

I lengthened my stride, annoyed at the clipped command. He wasn’t even holding my hand, just striding a pace ahead as though dragging me along with an invisible leash. What I hated most was the way my body responded—an ache tightening low at the command in his voice. I despised myself for it.

We ducked into a narrow alley, boots splashing through a shallow puddle. “Where are we going?” I snapped.

“Meeting a contact,” he said. His eyes swept the rooftops, the doorways, never resting on me. “He has the papers we’ll need if things escalate.”

I swallowed. “So it’s that bad.”

He stopped suddenly, spinning to face me, his jaw set hard. “It’s worse than you think. And you’ll do exactly what I tell you, or we don’t make it out of here.”

The rough certainty in his tone set my heart racing. Fear was there, yes—but so was the heat that rushed low under my skirt. God help me, his control crawled under my skin in a way nothing else ever had.

We turned another corner and the square opened into a courtyard. A lone man waited by a darkened café, cigarette glowing between his fingers. Nikolai stalked closer, gaze never leaving him, his hand resting casually against his jacket where I knew he kept a weapon.

I hovered behind, listening to the fast exchange in Czech. The man handed over a slim envelope. Nikolai gave a curt nod, then motioned for me to stay close.

But something prickled at the edges of my awareness—the way the hairs on the back of my neck rose. I glanced over my shoulder. Two silhouettes had appeared at the far end of the street, moving slowly but deliberately in our direction.

My heart kicked. “Nikolai—”

“I see them.” His voice was calm, but his body went rigid. He pressed the envelope into his jacket, then grabbed my wrist, pulling me close enough that I could feel the heat of him through my coat. “Don’t look back again. We walk fast. If they follow—”

He didn’t finish, but I knew. If they followed, he’d kill them.

And all I could think, as fear and adrenaline blurred together in my veins, was how much I wanted to feel that brutal power focused entirely on me again—just like when he’d punished me earlier.

***

The instant Elena whispered my name, I already had eyes on the two shadows trailing us. Broad shoulders, quick stride. Not drunks stumbling home, not tourists lost in the dark. Hunters.

I tightened my grip on her wrist and felt the tremor in her pulse. “Keep moving,” I murmured, steering her down the narrow side street. She obeyed but glanced up at me, lips parted like she wanted to ask if we were about to die.

Not tonight.

We reached the mouth of the alley. I scanned left, right. One way opened toward the tram lines, lit too brightly, too exposed. The other curved toward the Vltava, darker, less crowded. I chose the dark.

My hand brushed the butt of my Glock beneath the jacket. If they followed us down here, it wouldn’t be words exchanged. It would be bullets.

“Are they still—?”

“Don’t talk,” I snapped, harsher than I meant. Her mouth snapped shut, but I could feel the heat of her glare even without looking. Good. Anger might keep her steady.

The echo of footsteps behind us confirmed it. They’d taken the bait.

I pivoted fast, slamming Elena against the brick, my hand sealing over her mouth. Her eyes flew wide, breath hot and frantic against my palm, but she didn’t fight me. I bent close, voice a harsh whisper. “Stay quiet. No matter what.”

She nodded, and I slipped away, leaving her in the shadows. Every instinct rebelled at abandoning her, but keeping her pinned there was safer than dragging her into the fight.

The first silhouette rounded the corner. I stepped out from behind a dumpster, gun raised. The look on his face lasted only a heartbeat before the muffled shot dropped him. The second man froze, then bolted.

“Fool,” I snap, sprinting after him. My boots pounded against the cobbles, lungs burning with cold night air. He darted left, then right. Too slow. I caught his collar, slammed him into the wall, and pressed cold steel beneath his chin.

“Who sent you?” I demanded in Czech.

He spat blood and laughed, defiant. “Varga money. Always worth killing for.”

Elena’s family name. My jaw tightened. They weren’t random tail men; they’d been paid.

I pressed harder, rage simmering low. “Names.”

He sneered, but his bravado faltered when I jammed my knee into his gut. “Warehouse,” he coughed finally. “Karlin district. Orders come from there.”

That was all I needed. I dropped him with a swift crack to the skull and left him crumpled.

When I returned, Elena was exactly where I’d left her, trembling but unharmed. Relief hit me fast, edged with danger. I yanked her close, too rough, too possessive. “I told you not to move.”

Her eyes searched mine, wide and shining. “Did you kill them?”

“One won’t be getting back up. The other won’t bother us tonight.” I scanned the street again, forcing my heartbeat back to normal. “We’re moving. Karlin. That’s where this trail leads.”

She swallowed hard, then whispered, “And you’ll keep me safe?”

My jaw clenched. She had no idea how much that question gutted me. Protecting her was my job. Wanting her was my weakness.

I released her wrist but kept her close as we slipped back into the shadows. The night wasn’t over.


Boundaries Blurred


The car rumbles over uneven cobblestones, every bump jolting through me as I sit pressed against Nikolai in the backseat. His jaw is clenched, one hand resting heavy on his thigh, the other on the butt of his gun. He’s still keyed up from the alley, eyes scanning every streetlamp, every shadow.

I should be terrified. A tail, a close call, the reminder that people want me gone. Instead, my pulse is racing for an entirely different reason. The way he moved back there — precise, brutal, like the violence didn’t rattle him at all — it did something to me. Something dangerous.

I shift, legs crossing, uncrossing, the hem of my dress riding higher each time. I catch his glance dart toward me, quick and irritated, like he knows exactly what I’m doing and disapproves.

“Stop fidgeting,” he mutters, tone low and edged.

I lean closer, pretending innocence, letting my lips nearly brush his ear. “I can’t help it.”

His eyes pin me in place. “Elena.” Warning in his tone. But I don’t back down.

Instead, I slide my hand onto his thigh. His muscles go hard under my palm. I don’t stop there — I inch higher, feeling the undeniable bulge pressing against the zipper of his jeans.

A rough inhale drags through his teeth. For once, the perfect soldier cracks.

“Do you have any idea how reckless this is?” he bites out, catching my wrist, squeezing just hard enough to sting.

“Yes,” I whisper, staring into his eyes, my own voice trembling but sure. “That’s why I can’t stop thinking about it.”

For a heartbeat I think he’s going to shove me away. Then, like a switch flips, he shoves me back against the seat instead, big hand braced around my throat. Not choking — just holding me still, controlling me completely.

“Keep your fucking dress down,” he snaps. But the words sound more like a plea than an order.

The driver takes a turn, tires squealing faintly on wet pavement. My head tips back against the leather, breath shallow. I push my knees apart anyway, just enough to make his restraint look useless.

He mutters a curse in Russian, voice rough and low, then drags his hand down my chest and under the neckline of my dress. My nipples are already stiff, aching, and his fingers find one, pinching hard enough to rip a gasp from me.

I bite back the sound, terrified the driver will hear — and even more turned on by the risk. I’m dripping through my panties, thighs smeared with arousal.

“Christ,” he mutters, the fight clearly leaving him. His hand slips lower, shoving the thin fabric aside. His fingers find me instantly, sliding over my swollen clit, and my body jolts so hard my knees slam against the car door.

I bury my face in his shoulder to muffle the whimper. He doesn’t stop. If anything, the fact that we’re moving through the city streets, headlights flashing past, makes him rougher.

***

The car jerks through another turn, and Elena’s hand is still on me, stroking, teasing, driving me insane. I should shove her away, keep my focus where it belongs, but when she freed my cock from my jeans, I lost the last shred of control.

Her fingers are wrapped around me now, soft but daring, stroking in rhythm with my own hand between her thighs. I can feel how wet she is, heat soaking through my fingers, and it makes my teeth grind.

“You have no discipline,” I mutter against her ear, my voice rough. “Touching me like this when we should be watching for a tail. Do you want to get us killed?”

She bites her lip, staring at my cock in her hand, and shakes her head. “No. I just… can’t help it.”

“Bad girl,” I snarl, dragging my thumb across her clit. Her body arches against my chest, a stifled moan caught in her throat. “Very bad girl.”

Her eyes flutter shut as she strokes me harder, her thumb grazing the head, spreading pre-cum down my shaft. My hips twitch up against her palm before I can stop myself. Fuck.

The driver clears his throat. He’s pretending he doesn’t notice, but I know better. That just makes it worse. Hotter. I grab Elena’s jaw and force her to look at me. “When this car stops, you’re going to get on your knees. Understand?”

Her whisper is shaky but certain. “Yes.”

The driver pulls into a narrow side street, brakes squealing as he rolls to a stop near the shadows of old stone buildings. I tuck myself back into my jeans enough to keep it discreet, but not all the way, my cock straining against the zipper.

I push the door open and drag her out by the wrist. The air is damp and cold, carrying the faint echo of voices from a nearby bar. Close enough that if anyone comes around the corner, they’ll see everything.

She obeys instantly, mouth open, gaze dark with hunger. I shove my cock between her lips, groaning as the wet heat of her mouth seals around me. Her tongue works fast, greedy, tracing every inch as I drive deeper. She gags when I push farther down her throat, but I just fist her hair and hold her steady, using her mouth like it’s mine to fuck. Saliva smears my shaft, dripping down her chin. Her throat tightens around me, choking soft and broken, and the sound rips through me, turning me feral. I drag her head back, then slam her down again, harder this time, making her throat stretch to take it. Her eyes water, tears spilling, but she doesn’t pull away—she opens wider, drooling messily, hungry for more.

“Goddamn it, Elena,” I bark, yanking her up by the hair. Her mouth glistens, chin smeared with spit. I spin her hard, slam her against the wall, and drag her dress up around her hips. My palm cracks across her ass, the sound echoing. “Bad. Fucking. Girl.” Each word drives another slap into her skin, sharp and stinging, until she’s gasping, tits pressed to the wall, ass red under my hand. Her breath breaks, tangled between sobs and moans. and I don’t let up.

I shove her panties aside and sink into her, hard and urgent. Her cunt clamps down so tight I nearly spill in the first thrust. I lock an arm around her waist, holding her in place as I drive into her, relentless, each slam forcing her higher against the wall.

Her hands slap the wall, struggling to hold herself up, every cry muffled by the night air. I spank her between thrusts, my palm stinging, her ass red beneath my hand.

“Too risky,” I rasp against her ear, fucking her harder. “We could be caught any second. And you love it, don’t you?”

“Yes,” she gasps, head falling back against my shoulder. “Fuck, yes—”

I squeeze her throat with one hand, hips hammering into her, every sound of her climax vibrating against my skin as she cums around me in the shadows.

I bare my teeth and keep driving into her, unrelenting until release tears through me. Cum floods her as a guttural curse rips free, my body grinding her into the wall like I could fuck every trace of defiance out of her.

When it’s over, I rest my forehead against hers, both of us panting, the world still spinning around us. We’re not safe. We’re not careful. And yet, I already know — I’ll let her be this reckless again, because I’m just as weak for her as she is for me.

***

My back is still pressed to the cold stone when Nikolai finally eases out of me. My legs tremble, my dress rucked up around my waist, panties shoved aside like they were nothing. My ass stings from his handprints, and the burn only makes the rush sharper.

For a second, neither of us moves. His hand is still at my throat, his chest pressed to my back, the sound of his rough breathing filling the alley. If someone came by now, we’d be caught red-handed. But the thought doesn’t terrify me the way it should. It thrills me.

I swallow, my voice shaky. “That was insane.”

His laugh rumbles out, humorless and hard. “That was reckless.” He tugs my dress down roughly, wipes himself against my thigh like he’s trying to erase the evidence, then zips his jeans. “And it doesn’t happen again.”

But the way he’s still hard against me, still gripping me tighter than necessary, tells me he’s lying — maybe to himself, maybe to me.

I turn in his arms, pushing his chest with both hands. He doesn’t budge. “You wanted it as much as I did.”

His eyes lock on mine, dark and stormy, jaw set like stone. “You don’t get it, Elena. This isn’t a game. Every second we waste makes you more vulnerable. And I can’t protect you if I’m busy fucking you against a wall.”

The filth in his mouth drags another rush of heat through me. He feels it, sees it in my face, and curses under his breath before stepping back.

I smooth my dress, still shaky on my heels. “So where are we even going? You drag me out here, risk both our lives, and don’t explain a damn thing.”

He checks the alley with a sweep of his eyes, His body tight with control, then nods for me to follow. The driver is gone — probably circling to avoid suspicion — so it’s just us, moving fast down the narrow street.

“The tail wasn’t random,” he says finally, His voice came short, hard-edged. “The men following us were Bratva muscle. They’re moving on Karlin hard. That’s where your family’s been moving money, and that’s where they’ll drag you if they catch you. So we’re going to Karlin before they regroup. We find out who’s pulling strings and cut them off before they get to you.”

His words are sharp, professional, but I catch the flicker in his eyes when he glances at me — the same hunger that had him pressing me into the wall minutes ago. He’s pretending it’s gone, but it’s not.

I bite my lip, quickening my pace to keep up. “And what if they catch us first?”

“Then I kill them,” he answers flatly, like he’s talking about tying his boots, not ending lives. He grabs my arm and pulls me into another side street, He moved with clean, practiced ease. “Stay close. Don’t speak unless I tell you to. And no more stunts like that.”

I almost laugh. No more stunts? After what we just did, the idea of obeying his rules feels impossible. Still, I nod, because the look in his eyes says he’ll drag me kicking and screaming if I don’t.

The city hums around us — footsteps on cobblestones, a tram rattling in the distance, faint laughter from bars still open. It all feels too normal for what’s happening, too alive for the danger I know is creeping closer.

I glance at him out of the corner of my eye. He’s scanning every shadow, every rooftop, his hand never far from the gun beneath his jacket. Cold, merciless. My protector.

And the man who just spanked me and fucked me raw in an alley while strangers walked by.

I don’t know which side of him I want more.

***

Karlin smells like diesel, smoke, and rot. The district’s been gutted piece by piece, warehouses stripped bare, left to crumble, and filled again with whatever business thrives in the dark. Perfect ground for Bratva scum.

I keep Elena tucked close to my side as we move through the broken streets. Her heels click against the cobblestones, too loud, too obvious. I want to tell her to take them off, but then I catch the challenge burning in her eyes., the way she refuses to look scared, and I bite my tongue. If I snap now, I’ll only push her to test me again, and I don’t have the patience for another scene like the one in the alley.

“Stay sharp,” I mutter instead, scanning the block.

Her hand brushes mine, deliberate. “I thought that was your job.”

I shoot her a look that makes her smirk disappear. “My job only works if you listen.”

We cut across to the tram line, past shuttered shops and graffiti-tagged walls. I clock three men leaning on a corner, their eyes following us too closely. They don’t move — not yet — but I mark their faces, their stance, the bulge under one jacket. Bratva, no question.

I steer Elena down a narrower street, pace quickening. She keeps up, but I feel her heartbeat racing through the pulse in her wrist where I hold her. She’s scared, even if she’s pretending not to be.

Good. Hold onto that fear—it’s what’ll keep you breathing.

We stop at a steel door half-covered in rust, padlock dangling loose. My contact swore this warehouse was where the cash was being funneled. If it’s true, then whoever’s guarding it will lead me straight to the man pulling the strings.

I test the door. It groans but gives. Inside, the air is stale, stinking of decay and grease. The main floor stretches wide and empty, but there are fresh cigarette butts near the entry and footprints in the dust. Somebody’s been here recently.

I push Elena behind a stack of crates. “Stay down. Don’t move until I say so.”

She opens her mouth — probably to argue — but I fix her with a stare sharp enough to slice through steel. She presses her lips together and sinks behind the crates without another word.

Good girl.

I draw my gun, nerves strung tight, every sense sharpened to a blade’s edge as I push deeper inside. My boots kiss the concrete in near silence, each step deliberate. Shadows twitch across the broken windows above, jagged with menace. From the rafters comes the steady drip of water—too loud, too precise—like a countdown I can’t see.

A chair scrapes. Voices echo. Russian, low and angry. I edge closer, peering between stacks of pallets until I spot two men arguing by a folding table covered in documents. Money’s laid out in bundles, some of it still wrapped in bank bands. Jackpot.

My jaw tightens. This isn’t just about intimidation anymore. This is a full operation. And Elena — stubborn, reckless Elena — is the leverage they’ll want most if they catch us here.

I glance back at her, hidden in the shadows, her eyes locked on me. She shouldn’t be here. She’s a liability. She’s also the reason my cock is still half-hard, even with death around the corner.

I exhale slow, steady, gun steady in my hand. No distractions. Not now.

Time to end this.


Whispers of Betrayal


The warehouse carried the sour tang of damp stone and decay. The kind of place you only came to if you were planning business the law had no eyes on. I crouched behind a stack of pallets, my gun loose but ready in my grip, every sense wired tight.

Two Bratva soldiers argued near a folding table, their Russian low and fast. Bundles of cash lay stacked in neat towers, half-wrapped in bank bands. Paperwork too, though I couldn’t read it from here. But that wasn’t what froze my blood.

“—the girl, Elena Varga.”

I didn’t need to know the rest. My stomach went cold.

Her name, here. Not whispered by chance, not rumor. They knew.

I forced my breathing steady, straining to catch every word.

“She’s with him now,” the younger one said, tapping ash from his cigarette. “The bodyguard. They’re moving together.”

The older one snorted. “Doesn’t matter. Somebody inside her circle is giving us what we need. He can’t protect her forever.”

I shifted slightly, careful not to make a sound. The contact I’d trusted for intel… had he known about this leak? Or was he part of it?

I glanced back toward the crates where Elena was tucked down, her dark hair spilling loose, her wide eyes locked on me. She couldn’t hear them, not from here. And I wouldn’t let her.

Because what they were saying was worse than random chance. It wasn’t a matter of thugs guessing she might be hiding in Prague. Someone close to her family — maybe even in her household — was feeding these bastards her every move.

And she’d walked right into my care with no idea.

The younger Bratva lit another cigarette, muttering about timing, about moving her before she vanished again. My jaw tightened as I realized what they were planning: grab her, use her as leverage against her father’s already-crumbling empire.

I slipped back into the shadows, every step calculated, my mind already racing. This wasn’t just protection anymore. It was counterintelligence. And if there was a traitor close to Elena, then the danger wasn’t only out here in Karlin. It was inside her world.

I moved quick, silent, and returned to her. She shifted as soon as she saw me, eyes pleading for answers. I put a finger to her lips, leaned close enough that my words were only for her.

“They know your name.”

Her face drained of color. “What?”

I scanned the warehouse again. “Not just know it. They know you’re with me. Someone’s feeding them information.”

Her mouth opened to argue, to deny, but I cut her off with a sharp shake of my head. “Not here. We move.”

She hesitated, but I grabbed her wrist, pulling her to her feet. No more time for quiet surveillance. The Bratva weren’t just circling. They were closing in.

And somewhere close to her heart, someone she trusted had already sold her out.

***

The moment Nikolai said the words — they know your name — my stomach dropped so hard I thought I might be sick.

I didn’t even have time to argue. His grip locked tight on my wrist, unshakable. pulling me up from behind the crates. I stumbled to match his stride, heels striking sharp against the concrete until he snapped, “Quiet,” hauling me forward with a rough jerk.

We moved quick, slipping between shadows, my heartbeat pounding louder than my boots. The warehouse yawned around us, cavernous and cold, every sound doubled back in echoes I didn’t dare test. Plastic rustled somewhere in the dark, water dripped steady from above—each noise twisting into phantom footsteps at our backs.

But what kept rattling in my skull was that word: inside.

Someone close to me. Feeding them information.

I thought about the names that could mean. My uncle, always bitter about how my father ran things. My mother’s assistant, nosy and smug, always around when he shouldn’t be. Or worse — someone I loved. My chest clenched at the thought of my mother, my cousins. Could it be one of them?

Nikolai pulled me tight against his chest as we paused at a side door, his hand covering my mouth before I could breathe too loud. Voices carried closer now, heavy boots striking the concrete.

“They were here,” a man barked in Russian. I only caught pieces — enough to understand that they were sweeping the warehouse. Looking. Hunting.

I nodded frantically against his palm, promising I’d stay quiet. His eyes bore into mine, fierce and sharp, before he let me go. The door groaned faintly as he nudged it open, and we slipped out into the night.

Stepping out, the air hit hard, biting at my skin. — damp, cold, but no safer. Nikolai didn’t let go of my wrist until we were down a narrow side alley, weaving past dumpsters and rusting cars. He kept his body angled between me and the open street, his free hand always hovering near his weapon.

I whispered, barely able to form the words. “It can’t be true. No one in my family would—”

“Don’t lie to yourself,” he snapped, not slowing his pace. “Somebody told them. They knew too much.”

The sharpness of his tone stung, but it was the truth in it that hollowed me out.

We tore through another alley, the faint clang of tram lines ringing like a warning in the distance. My chest burned, lungs struggling with every breath, but fear drove my legs harder. The shadows twisted around us, alive, each one ready to break free and drag me under.

“Why would they betray me?” I whispered, more to myself than him.

His voice was steady, cruel in its certainty. “Because loyalty dies fast when money is involved. Or power. Or both.”

I swallowed hard, fighting the lump in my throat. All my life, I’d lived surrounded by luxury, by people who smiled at me, told me they were family, they were allies. Now every face blurred into suspicion.

“Who do you think it is?” I asked.

He didn’t answer. That silence was worse than any name he could’ve said.

We slipped into another narrow gap between buildings, and suddenly his arm locked around me, shoving me flat against the wall. A cry caught in my throat, but his hand was already over my mouth, smothering the sound before it could escape.

Two men strode past the mouth of the alley, their Russian loud, their laughter harsh. One carried a rifle slung low. They didn’t look in, didn’t see us, but I could feel the tremor in my legs as they passed.

Nikolai’s breath was hot at my ear. “This is why you obey. One mistake, one sound, and they’d have you in their van right now.”

I nodded against his hand, throat tight. When he let go, I whispered, “I understand.”

But the truth was, I didn’t understand at all. Not yet. Not who betrayed me, not how far this would go.

What gutted me most was the spark I couldn’t smother—the way my mind kept circling back to his hand on me in the alley, the sting of it, the rush of feeling alive even with danger closing in from every side.

I hated myself for it. And still, I craved it all over again.

And now, I wasn’t sure if Nikolai hated me for that weakness — or if he was fighting the same fire himself.

***

I’ve stayed in every kind of hole a city like Prague has to offer—safehouses, back rooms, basements where the rats outnumbered the lights. But tonight I don’t take Elena to any of them.

Instead, I push her through the polished revolving doors of the Grand Aria Hotel. Crystal chandeliers glitter overhead, marble floors gleaming under her heels. The lobby carries the cloying sweetness of roses layered over the sharp bite of polish. No Bratva soldier in his right mind would expect me to walk her straight into a place like this, so obvious it circles back to invisible.

She stares around wide-eyed, tugging against my grip. “You’re insane. We’ll be recognized here.”

I keep moving, cutting toward the elevators. “No one is looking for us at a five-star hotel, Elena. They’re sweeping the docks, the clubs, the underground. Not this.”

The elevator dings and I shove her inside. The doors close, gold panels reflecting us in distorted lines. She crosses her arms tight, defiance written in every line of her body. “So that’s it? You’ll keep me locked up here, tucked away like some secret, until you’re bored and done with me?”

I lean in close, my voice low and dangerous. “I’m keeping you alive. Don’t confuse that with boredom.”

Her eyes flash. “You said someone close to me betrayed me. Who? Tell me.”

The elevator hums, carrying us up. I don’t answer. Because the truth is, I don’t know yet. And until I do, every name around her is a liability.

“Answer me, damn it!” she snaps, her voice echoing too loud in the gilded box.

I clamp a hand over her mouth, pinning her against the mirror. Keep your voice down,” I snap. “You want the concierge calling security and handing us to the Bratva gift-wrapped?”

Her breath is hot against my palm. She glares, furious and—God help me—turned on. I feel the way her chest rises faster, nipples hard under the thin fabric of her dress. I force myself to let go, stepping back before I do something I shouldn’t.

The elevator dings again. I march her down the hall and swipe us into a suite on the top floor. Floor-to-ceiling windows look out over the Vltava River, the castle lit up against the night sky. A bottle of champagne sits chilling on a silver tray, some rich bastard’s idea of welcome.

Elena whirls on me as the door clicks shut. “You can’t keep me in the dark like this! My family—”

“Your family has a leak,” I cut in, my voice sharp enough to stop her cold. “That’s all you need to know. Until I find out who it is, you don’t see them, you don’t talk to them, and you sure as hell don’t trust them.”

Her mouth falls open, indignant. “You can’t just cut me off from my life!”

I close the distance, towering over her, every muscle strung tight. “Watch me.”

For a heartbeat, silence stretches between us. The glittering city outside throws fractured light across her face, and I can see the pulse beating fast in her throat. She’s angry. She’s scared. But under it, that same reckless hunger burns bright, daring me to make good on the threats I keep throwing at her.

And I know exactly how I’m going to handle it.

You want answers?” I murmur, seizing her chin and forcing her to look at me. “Fine. You’ll earn them. On your knees. Now.

Her lips part, a shocked gasp. But she doesn’t step back. She doesn’t say no.

She just swallows hard, eyes blazing with a mix of defiance and desire.

Exactly the reaction I was counting on.

***

The command cut through the space, leaving no room to resist.

My pulse raced as I dropped to my knees on the plush carpet, the city lights blazing behind him through the glass. He dragged the zipper down slow, pulling his cock out—already thick, heavy, and leaking from nothing but the fight in the elevator.

“Open,” he ordered.

Heat tore through me, and I obeyed. His cock stretched my mouth, weighty on my tongue, the taste all salt and skin. My lips slid down his length as his hand tightened at the back of my head, guiding me where he wanted. I gagged when he forced deeper, eyes watering, spit spilling down my chin—but the sound he made, low and broken like I was wrecking him, only made me open wider and take more.

That’s it,” he rasped. “Earn your answers, my toy. Show me how bad you want them.”

I moaned around his cock, working faster until my jaw throbbed. His grip tightened in my hair, holding me in place as he drove into my throat. I gagged, spit streaming down my chin, but he kept pushing, unrelenting, until my eyes watered and my vision swam.

Then, suddenly, he yanked me back. I gasped for air, coughing, spit running down my chin. He snatched the robe’s belt from the hook, looping it tight, and before I could react, he blindfolded me.

Darkness swallowed me whole. My breath shivered out, quick and wanting.

“You think you’re in control because you can pout and demand answers,” he rasped at my ear. “But I decide what you see, what you feel, when you cum. Understand?”

“Yes,” I whispered.

“Louder.”

“Yes, sir.”

My body trembled at the words. He shoved me back onto the bed, the duvet sinking under me, and spread my legs wide. His mouth descended before I could catch my breath. His tongue flicked my clit, teasing, licking, then pulling back until I whimpered in frustration. He gripped my thighs hard, keeping me spread, making me feel helpless and exposed.

I writhed, blindfolded, every nerve on fire. “Please…”

His laugh was cruel. “Please what?”

“Please… eat me.”

“Good girl.”

He devoured me then, tongue plunging deep, lips sucking my clit until I cried out, thrashing helplessly. Every flick, every swirl was torture and bliss. I clutched at the sheets, blind, lost, my orgasm building until I screamed his name.

But he wasn’t finished.

The bed dipped as he climbed over me. His cock pressed at my entrance, then shifted lower. My breath caught. “Wait—”

“Shh.” His hand pressed over my mouth as he pushed into my ass slowly, deliberately, stretching me. The burn made me whimper into his palm, but when he was fully seated, the fullness was overwhelming, mind-shattering.

All mine. Every hole,” he bit out, thrusting hard, driving into me until the sting blurred into raw pleasure. My cunt throbbed, empty, desperate, while he pounded my ass.

Then his fingers found my clit, ruthless circles while he drove into me from behind. The overload wrecked me—I screamed into his hand, body jerking, cunt clenching around nothing while he split my ass open. The orgasm tore through me, brutal and endless, my scream breaking into sobs as wave after wave left me shaking and soaked.

He drove into me twice more, deep and brutal, before his whole body locked tight. A guttural curse tore from his throat as he spilled inside me, heat flooding in thick pulses, each one wringing another shudder from him.

For a moment, silence reigned. Only our ragged breathing filled the room.

Then he pulled the blindfold away, easing me up. “Shower. Now.”

I stumbled after him, still trembling, into the marble bathroom. He set me under the spray, hot water cascading over my sore body. His hands were rough but careful as he soaped my skin, rinsing sweat and cum away. When he knelt to wash between my thighs, gentleness edged the command in his voice.

“You’re alive because of me,” he murmured. “And now, you belong to me.”

And for the first time, I didn’t argue.


The Traitor's Hand


The Grand Aria suite was too quiet after everything we’d done. Elena slept curled in the sheets, her breathing steady, her hair damp from the shower. I stood at the window, staring down at Prague’s glowing streets, phone in hand, thinking.

She thought this was over for tonight. That fucking her blindfolded and washing her clean under the spray had drained me of anything else. But I didn’t get to rest. Not while I knew her name had already been whispered across a Bratva table.

I scrolled through the coded channels I still had access to. Mercenaries, smugglers, men who owed me favors. I lit one line green, waiting. The reply came fast.

They knew where to find her because someone gave them her passport copy. Not from us. From inside.

I swore under my breath. The bastard wasn’t wrong. Nobody on the street has access to a Varga passport. That came from her circle.

And that narrowed the field.

When I turned, Elena was awake, propped up on an elbow, the sheet slipping low enough to bare one perfect breast. She didn’t bother to cover it, her eyes locked on me. “You’re not telling me something.”

I pocketed the phone, refusing to look at her skin. If I did, I’d forget the blood still waiting for us in this city. “Go back to sleep.”

She pushed up, defiant. “No. You said someone close betrayed me. Who? My uncle? One of Father’s men? Tell me!”

Her voice was sharp, too loud, and I closed the distance in a few hard steps, clamping a hand over her mouth. “Do you ever shut up?” I spat. Her eyes widened at the steel in my tone. “There are ears in every wall of this city. You think we’re safe because the pillows are soft? Because the water runs hot? The Bratva doesn’t care about chandeliers, Elena. They care about leverage.”

I let her go, and she glared, rubbing her jaw. “So I’m just leverage to you?”

“No,” I said flatly. “You’re responsibility.”

That shut her up, but only for a moment. Then her gaze hardened.“If someone in my family sold me out, I want to know who.”

“You’ll know when I’m sure,” I snapped. I grabbed the small leather bag I’d brought in with us, tossed it on the bed. “Get dressed. We’re leaving.”

Her eyes widened. “It’s the middle of the night.”

“Exactly. Which means fewer eyes when we move.”

She slid out of bed, pulling on her clothes with jerky movements. I turned away, checking my weapon, because if I watched her tug panties over that bruised ass I’d painted red, I’d forget why we needed to move.

By the time she laced her shoes, I’d already scouted the hall with my weapon drawn. The hotel was too quiet. Too perfect.

I didn’t trust perfection.

“Elena,” I said without looking back, “someone inside your family circle wants you gone. That’s the only truth you get tonight. And until I flush the rat, you don’t breathe without me.”

Her sharp inhale told me the message hit. But her reply was soft, dangerous in its own way. “Then flush them fast, Nikolai. Because I’m done living in the dark.”

I tightened my grip on my gun.

She had no idea how fast the dark was closing in.

***

Nikolai didn’t speak as we left the hotel. His hand stayed tight around my wrist, dragging me through the lobby like I was just another piece of luggage. “I hated the obedience stamped into me, but hated more the way my body thrilled when his hand yanked me close.

Outside, Prague glowed under streetlamps, the Vltava shimmering like dark silk. He shoved me into a waiting car, a battered sedan that looked completely out of place parked in front of the Aria’s gleaming façade.

“Whose car is this?” I whispered as he slid into the driver’s seat.

“Doesn’t matter.” He started the engine, eyes scanning the mirrors. “It’ll get us where we need to go.”

The city blurred past as we drove. My head spun with his words from earlier: someone inside your family wants you gone. It couldn’t be true. Not my uncle, who’d bought me presents every Christmas. Not my mother’s advisor, who always smiled like a favorite teacher. And definitely not my mother.

But the memory of my name on Bratva lips still burned in my skull. They knew too much.

Finally, Nikolai pulled down a side street, stopping in front of a squat office building with boarded-up windows. The inside, though, told a different story—bare but functional, the air thick with cigarette smoke and dust. A man I didn’t recognize sat behind a desk, a laptop open, wires and devices scattered like clutter.

Nikolai jerked his chin toward me. “Stay quiet.”

I stiffened, but bit my tongue.

The man nodded at Nikolai. “Pulled the logs you asked for.” His accent was Czech, his tone low. “Encrypted messages, routed through multiple proxies. But not clean enough.”

He turned the laptop so Nikolai could see. Lines of Cyrillic text scrolled across the screen, interspersed with English phrases. I couldn’t make sense of it, but I caught enough. Elena. Hotel. Move soon.

My stomach knotted.

“Where did it come from?” Nikolai asked.

The man tapped a line of code, then another. “Origin point is a private server. Belongs to… Varga Holdings.”

I blinked. “That’s—”

“My family’s company,” I finished, my voice sharp with disbelief. “That’s our main office in Old Town.”

The man didn’t look up. “Somebody with access is passing information straight to them. Regularly.”

Nikolai’s jaw clenched. “Can you narrow it down?”

The man shook his head. “Not tonight. But there’s a pattern. Whoever it is, they’re careful, but sloppy enough that I can trace individual keystrokes if I get physical access to the server.”

I stepped forward, hands trembling. “So it’s real. Someone in my family is betraying me.”

The man finally looked at me, eyes tired. “I don’t care who you are. But yes. Someone close wants you delivered.”

The words cut like glass. I’d suspected, but hearing it confirmed left me hollow.

Nikolai slammed the laptop shut and grabbed my arm, steering me back toward the door. “That’s all we need for now.”

I dug my heels in. “Wait! Don’t I get a say in this? If my family—”

His grip tightened, pulling me into the night air again. “Your family already made their choice. Now it’s my job to keep you breathing long enough to make another.”

He shoved me into the car, his jaw set, eyes on fire.

And for the first time, I started to wonder if I’d been safer before I ever met him.

***

The engine rumbled low as I cut through Prague’s backstreets, headlights slicing the fog into ribbons. Elena sat stiff beside me, arms locked across her chest, her posture stiff. But her breath gave her away—shallow, uneven, the kind that came from holding too much in.

She finally broke the silence. “You know who it is.”

I kept my eyes on the road. “No.”

“Don’t lie to me.” Her voice was sharper now, cutting through the hum of the engine. “I saw your face in there. You’re not surprised. You’ve already guessed.”

I didn’t answer.

Her hand slammed against the dashboard, a sharp crack that echoed in the confined space. “Damn it, Nikolai, that’s my family. My blood. If you know who’s betraying me, you owe me the truth!”

I cut the wheel, swerving us into a narrower street, then braked hard. The tires squealed. Elena gasped, grabbing the handle above the door. I leaned across, caught her jaw in my hand, and wrenched her face toward mine.

"I don’t owe you anything,” I said, my voice sharp enough to cut.. “You want the truth? Here it is: one of your own sold you out like a bag of meat. That’s the world you live in. You think your last name protects you, but it paints a target on your back. And until I have proof, you’ll know nothing—because you’ll run straight into their arms the second you’re scared enough. And that’s how you end up in the ground.”

Her mouth softened, just barely open, like the words had been stolen from her. For a second, I thought she’d finally shut up. But Elena was too much her father’s daughter for that.

"You’re a bastard.” Her voice shook with fury. “You think you can order me around, keep me blind, treat me like—like I’m some doll to be locked in a glass case?”

I released her chin, shoving her back against the seat. “No, Elena. Dolls don’t bleed. And you’re bleeding out already if you can’t handle the idea that your family isn’t loyal.”

Her throat worked as she swallowed, defiance still flashing in her eyes. “So what now? You just drag me from one hideout to another until you decide I’m not worth the trouble?”

“We move toward the source,” I said, easing the car into gear. “And you keep your mouth shut when I tell you.”

She turned toward the window, muttering under her breath. I didn’t catch every word, but the gist was clear. She thought I was cruel, heartless, a monster.

Good. Better she hate me than stumble into the arms of the person waiting to sell her to the Bratva.

I tightened my grip on the wheel. The betrayal was closer than she realized, and until I ripped it out at the root, I’d keep her in the dark. Even if it meant breaking her in the process.

***

The ride felt endless, Prague rolling past in flashes of cobblestones and neon, my thoughts circling the same brutal truth: someone I loved had sold me out.

I pressed my forehead against the glass, watching rain smear the lights. “It doesn’t make sense,” I muttered. “My family would never—”

Nikolai’s laugh cut me off, harsh and humorless. “Keep telling yourself that, princess. You’ll sleep better.”

I turned to glare at him. “Don't call me that.”

He didn’t even look at me, just kept scanning the mirrors, his knuckles white on the wheel. “If you want me to treat you like an adult, stop acting like a child who can’t face reality.”

I bit my tongue hard enough to taste blood. He wasn’t wrong, and that stung worse than the insult. My father had enemies. My family had always lived in shadows, cutting deals that never made sense to me. But I’d never thought those shadows could swallow me whole.

“Where are we going?” I asked finally.

“Old Town,” he said. “Closer to the source.”

“The source?”

His eyes cut to me, quick and measuring. “The server your family’s people are using to pass information. If I can get inside, I can see who’s typing the messages.”

“You mean you’re breaking into our offices?”

“Yes.” He didn’t hesitate. “And you’re staying in the car.”

“Like hell I am.”

That got his full attention. He faced me fully, a dangerous quiet in his voice. “You think this is a negotiation? You step one foot inside, you’re as good as dead.”

I swallowed hard, but the fire in me refused to go out. “It’s my family, Nikolai. My blood. If someone’s betraying me, I deserve to look them in the eye.”

For a moment, I thought he might actually hit me, the way his jaw clenched, the way his hand twitched on the gearshift. Instead, he exhaled slow, pulling us into a darkened side street. He killed the headlights, letting the car idle.

The Varga Holdings building rose at the end of the block, lit faintly by floodlights. Sleek, modern glass. A place I’d walked past a hundred times without ever guessing it was now the pipeline selling me out.

Nikolai parked in the shadows and turned to me, his voice sharp as a blade. “You stay here. You see someone approach, you slide down, keep your head low, and don’t make a sound. If I’m not back in twenty minutes, you walk away and never look back.”

The words sank like ice. “Never look back? You mean leave you?”

“Yes,” he said flatly. “Because if I’m not back, it means you’re already next.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but his glare silenced me. For once, I couldn’t summon the courage to fight him.

He checked his weapon, opened the door, and melted into the shadows without another word.

I sat frozen in the passenger seat, staring at the building, my heart pounding so hard I thought it would crack my ribs.

I’d wanted answers. Now I wasn’t sure if I was ready to hear them.


Into The Wolf's Den


The rain slicked streets made everything shine like black glass. I moved fast, every step calculated, every shadow memorized before I broke cover. Years of muscle memory carried me forward, but tonight my gut burned. I wasn’t walking into some faceless syndicate’s hideout. This was her family’s building.

Varga Holdings. The gleaming glass façade mocked me. Behind those tinted windows, money had been laundered, bribes pushed, and contracts signed in blood. Elena still clung to the illusion that it was just an empire of real estate and politics. Sweet, naïve girl. If only ignorance could keep her safe.

The back entrance loomed ahead. I slipped the lock with practiced ease, stepped inside, and let the door whisper shut behind me. Silence pressed down. I crouched low, listening. Only the hum of electricity and the faint tick of a security camera rotating.

The feed would already be looping; I’d seen to that earlier. One perk of old friends in the right places.

I kept moving, climbing the stairwell two steps at a time, Glock raised, finger brushing the trigger guard. My boots barely whispered on the concrete. At the third floor, I pushed through another door and entered the corridor lined with frosted-glass offices.

The server room waited at the far end, its door secured with a biometric scanner. Child’s play. I dug a thin strip of silicone from my pocket, pressed it to the pad, and fed it the fingerprint I’d lifted days ago. The lock clicked green.

Inside, the air was colder, humming with racks of blinking servers. The glow lit my hands as I plugged a flash drive into the nearest console. Code scrolled, pulling data fast and dirty.

I scanned the feeds as the files copied. My jaw tightened. Names. Transfers. Messages. All of it signed with one identifier: Varga.

Of course. I hadn’t expected it to be that easy. No smoking gun—just a family name stamped on every transaction. But then one file froze me cold.

Outbound Memo: To Ivanov Bratva. Delivery confirmed. Payment pending.

The attachment was worse: surveillance photos of Elena. Walking home. Drinking coffee. Smiling at a friend. Every detail catalogued, timestamped. Someone in this building hadn’t just leaked intel. They’d handed her over.

I clenched the drive in my fist, Something harsh tore loose from my chest.

A floorboard creaked.

I spun, weapon raised, finger tightening. Shadows shifted in the doorway.

“Who the fuck—”

The words died in my throat as a flashlight slashed across my face, white-hot and blinding. Instinct took over—I dropped low, squeezed the trigger. The suppressor spat once. A grunt, a stumble, then dead silence.

I didn’t pause. I stepped over the body, warm blood already spreading across the concrete. Guard, mercenary, loyal dog—none of it mattered. The drive came free in my hand, cold and slick with dust. I shoved it into my pocket, forcing air into my lungs, willing my pulse to steady even as adrenaline roared in my veins.

Twenty minutes, I’d told her.

I’d be damned if I broke that promise.

***

The leather of the seat squeaked every time I shifted, and I’d lost count of how many times I’d moved in the last ten minutes. My thighs stuck to the upholstery, palms damp against my knees. Twenty minutes, he’d said. Just twenty.

I checked the time on my phone again. Seventeen.

It might as well have been seventeen hours.

Every sound outside felt sharper, magnified—the slap of tires on wet pavement, the distant wail of a siren somewhere across Prague, even the steady tick of the old clock on the dash. My nerves refused to settle.

I craned my neck, peering through the windshield at the looming glass façade. Cold, sleek, merciless. Varga Holdings. My family’s name, written in steel and light. And here I was, hiding in a car like some fugitive while Nikolai slipped inside like a shadow.

I hugged my arms around myself. He’d brushed off my questions before he went in, telling me to stay put, lock the doors, and keep quiet. He was too controlled, too calm. Like he’d walked this tightrope a thousand times before. Maybe he had. But it didn’t make waiting any easier.

A flicker of movement on the third floor snagged my eye. I froze mid-inhale. A flash, like light bouncing off glass, then darkness again. I leaned forward, forehead nearly touching the glass, straining to see.

Nothing.

The building stood silent, a giant indifferent to my worry.

Eighteen minutes.

I rubbed my palms over my jeans, trying to fight the crawling unease that spread across my skin. Every part of me screamed to go in, to climb those stairs and demand to know what he was doing, what he wasn’t telling me.

Instead, I stayed. Because he’d ordered me to. Because deep down, a part of me wanted to believe that obeying him might keep me alive.

Another flicker. A shadow jerked across the third-floor window. My breath lodged in my throat. Then came the muffled thump. Not loud, but unmistakable.

I flinched, glancing around the street as if the whole world might have heard it too. But the cars rolled on, oblivious.

I pressed a hand to my chest, heart pounding so hard it hurt.

Nineteen minutes.

A dark shape moved near the stairwell inside. My stomach twisted. Was it him? Or—God—someone else?

The car felt too small, too fragile. Like a cage. I fumbled for the handle before catching myself. No. He told me to stay put. He’d know if I disobeyed.

The shadow disappeared again.

I clenched my fists so hard my nails dug crescents into my palms.

And then the driver’s door opened.

Nikolai slid inside, fast, silent, his chest rising and falling harder than usual. His sleeve was damp, darker than the rest of his jacket. My gaze caught it instantly, widening.

Blood.

He shut the door without a word, eyes flicking to the mirrors, jaw clenched like stone.

“Nineteen minutes,” I whispered, because it was all I could manage.

He didn’t answer. Just started the engine.

***

The steering wheel is slick under my palms. Not from sweat—my grip doesn’t slip—but from the pressure I’m putting into it, like if I squeeze hard enough, the whole damned car will stay steady even if I’m not.

Elena sits beside me, her perfume still faint in the air, sweet and sharp over the lingering smell of gunpowder clinging to my jacket. Her silence is brittle, like she’s afraid if she speaks, everything will shatter. Good. Because the last thing I want right now is questions.

Her fingers twitch against her thigh. “Nikolai…”

I cut her off before her voice can dig under my skin. “It’s handled. Don’t ask.” I make it plain: this isn’t a discussion.

Her mouth snaps shut, but I catch the way her eyes dart toward me, wide and shining in the dashboard’s dim light. She wants to push. She wants to pry. But she doesn’t. Smart girl.

The road out of Karlin is empty this time of night, just a ribbon of asphalt winding past shuttered shops and streetlamps humming with tired electricity. Every shadow looks like a tail; every headlight in the rearview makes my heart rate jump by a notch. I tell myself I’m calm. But the truth? My pulse is a war drum, and I can still feel the recoil in my shoulder, hear the hollow thud of a body hitting the warehouse floor.

I don’t regret it. But I can’t let her see how close it came to going the other way.

She shifts, her voice low. “You’re hurt.”

I glance down. A smear of blood darkens my sleeve where a shard of glass caught me in the scuffle. It’s nothing. Flesh wound. But to her it probably looks like a damn bullet hole.

“I’ve had worse.”

The edge in my voice makes her flinch. I hate that. Hate that I can’t soften it, not yet. If I let myself relax, if I let her see the cracks, everything I’ve built—control, distance, order—will crumble.

I take the next turn too sharp, the tires barking against the pavement. She grabs the dash with a gasp. I mutter a curse under my breath, force myself to ease off the gas. Discipline, Nikolai. Always discipline.

A hotel sign glows ahead, gold letters shimmering like a beacon. Neutral ground. Secure enough for tonight. I need walls, locked doors, silence. A place to plan next steps before the bastards regroup.

“We’re stopping soon,” I say, finally letting a fraction of softness bleed into my tone. “You’ll be safe there.”

She exhales like she’s been holding her breath for miles.

Safe. The word feels foreign in my mouth. Because the truth is, safety isn’t something I can promise her. Not while this war is still burning in Prague’s veins. Not while men are still out there who’d see her as leverage.

But tonight, she doesn’t need the truth. Tonight she needs certainty. And if that means carrying the weight of every ugly thing myself, then so be it.

I tighten my grip on the wheel, eyes locked on the glow of that hotel sign. One more night. One more plan. One more fight.

***

The car rolled to a stop in front of the hotel, the kind of place that screamed money and discretion in equal measure. Marble façade, velvet awnings, and a doorman whose eyes flicked over us like he’d seen everything and judged nothing. I stayed still, hands curled tight in my lap, waiting for Nikolai to make the first move. He always did.

“Stay close,” he murmured, opening his door. The words weren’t a suggestion. They never were.

I climbed out, my legs stiff from the ride, my nerves still buzzing from the night. The lobby swallowed us whole—polished marble floors, chandeliers dripping with light, the low murmur of late-night travelers. It should have felt safe, like stepping into another world. But with Nikolai beside me, I could feel danger like a second skin, clinging even here.

He walked ahead, cutting a path through the room with his broad shoulders and that aura of command that made everyone look twice and look away just as fast. I followed without a word, my eyes snagging on the blood streak at his cuff, the one he hadn’t bothered to clean. He looked like a man who’d walked through hell and hadn’t finished the journey yet.

At the desk, he leaned in, murmuring something low to the receptionist. I couldn’t hear the words, but I saw the way she straightened, her hands suddenly careful, deferential. He had that effect—on everyone. Even me.

When the keycard was passed over, he slipped it into his pocket and turned on his heel. “This way.”

I trailed him into the elevator, the mirrored walls reflecting us back: me, small and pale, clutching my bag like a lifeline; him, tall, immovable, a storm bottled up in human form. His jaw was clenched so tight I could see the muscle twitch.

The ride up was silent. I wanted to say something—thank you, maybe, or are you okay—but the words dried up in my throat. He didn’t look like a man who wanted comfort. He looked like a man holding himself together by sheer force of will.

As the elevator opened, he slipped out, all speed with nothing wasted. The suite was waiting: thick carpets, heavy drapes, and a bed too big for one person. He swept the rooms first, methodical, checking locks, curtains, the adjoining door. Only when he was satisfied did he finally gesture me inside.

“Stay here. Don’t touch the phone, don’t open the door for anyone but me.” His voice was flat, but beneath it, I could hear the crack in his control, the exhaustion he was burying under command.

I nodded, but my chest ached. I wanted to step forward, to touch him, to tell him he didn’t have to do this alone. But when his eyes cut to mine—steel, unflinching—I stayed rooted where I was.

He disappeared into the bathroom. I heard the tap run, the splash of water, and then silence. I wrapped my arms around myself, staring at the bed, the curtains, the locked door. Safe. That’s what he wanted me to believe.

But the image of him at the wheel, knuckles white, blood on his sleeve, haunted me. He was breaking himself apart to keep me intact. And I wasn’t sure how long either of us could survive it.


Reckoning


The room was silent except for the faint hum of the minibar fridge. Elena was asleep in the next room, her breathing steady behind the half-closed door. I stayed in the suite’s sitting area with the laptop open, the glow of the screen casting sharp lines across the glass table.

I’d been up most of the night combing through what we’d taken from Karlin, every document and file we managed to pull from that makeshift office. Receipts, coded ledgers, encrypted messages—all trash on the surface. But there was always a pattern. There had to be.

I rubbed my eyes and forced myself to slow down. That was the mistake rookies made—skimming too fast, looking for a single smoking gun. You didn’t need a smoking gun; you needed the angle.

And there it was.

Three wire transfers from a shell company in Cyprus, all hitting accounts here in Prague. The timing lined up perfectly with the attempts on Elena—two days before the first tail, one day before the safehouse was nearly burned, and just hours before the incident outside Karlin.

Someone was paying for precision.

But the names on the accounts… those mattered more than the money. Two were obvious cutouts, ghosts with no real faces. The third was different. A real man. A real name. And one I knew.

I sat back in the chair, jaw tightening. Viktor Drescher. Of course. He’d been at her father’s side for years—first as a driver, then as a fixer, the kind of man who could arrange anything with a phone call and a bribe. Elena had grown up seeing him in the background, the quiet shadow who carried her school bag when her father couldn’t be bothered, who opened doors and whispered warnings about who not to cross.

I should have guessed sooner.

Drescher wasn’t circling her now because of old debts or petty leverage. This was personal. He wanted more than money—he wanted control. Control of the Varga fortune, control of the girl who bore the name, control of the future she didn’t even realize she carried in her blood.

I closed the laptop and let the darkness wash over me.

This wasn’t just about protection anymore. It wasn’t about hiding her in hotels or keeping her two steps ahead. If Drescher was still out there, she’d never breathe free air again. He wouldn’t stop until she was either broken or gone.

I got up, crossed to the window, and pushed the curtains aside. Prague was still alive below—lights scattered like jewels across the river, trams gliding through narrow streets, people drinking on balconies even at this hour. All of them living lives that weren’t at risk.

Elena shifted in the other room, a small sound that tugged at me harder than I wanted to admit. She trusted me, maybe too much. And if I was honest with myself, I trusted her too—but not with this. Not yet.

She didn’t need the details. She didn’t need Drescher’s name, or the way his fingerprints were all over her near-death. She didn’t need to see what he used to do to women who stood in his way.

No. That weight was mine.

I let the curtain fall shut and grabbed the phone. One number dialed, one voice on the other end. A contact who owed me more than one favor.

“Where is he?” I asked.

The voice hesitated, then answered. Exactly the address I expected.

I ended the call. My pulse was steady. Cold. Focused.

Viktor Drescher’s time was up.

***

The sound of his voice carried.

I woke with that prickle at the back of my neck, the one that meant something was wrong. The room was dark except for the faint light slipping in under the door, and Nikolai’s low tone bleeding through.

At first I thought he was just talking to himself, but then I heard the words: Where is he?

I froze.

I didn’t move until I heard the quiet click of the phone being set back down. I pushed the sheet off me, tip-toed silently to the door, and eased it open just enough to peek.

He stood with his back to me, shoulders square, his posture rigid. Even in the dim light I could see the set of his jaw, the way his fists clenched and unclenched like he was already picturing himself tearing someone apart.

Viktor Drescher.

The name was a whisper, but it was enough. Enough for me to know. Enough for me to realize that while I’d been hiding, drifting from one safe space to another, he’d been piecing together something much bigger.

And he hadn’t told me.

I stepped into the room. “You weren’t going to say anything, were you?”

Nikolai turned fast, his eyes hard until they found me. Then he exhaled like I was both a problem and a relief. “You should be asleep.”

“You should be honest.” I folded my arms, ignoring the way my heart pounded in my throat. “I heard. Drescher. You know where he is.”

His silence told me I was right.

“You were going to just… go?” I demanded, voice sharper now. “What—kill him? End it? Without me even knowing what’s happening?”

His stare was steady, but the muscle ticking in his jaw gave him away. “This isn’t your fight.”

“It’s absolutely my fight!” I snapped. “It’s my family, my name, my blood he’s after. Do you think I can just sit here in a hotel room while you decide the outcome of my life?”

He moved closer, deliberate, towering over me with that lethal calm of his. “You know what Drescher is. You grew up with him hovering in the corner, running your father’s errands. You know exactly what he’s capable of.”

“Then show me,” I said, surprising myself with the heat in my own voice. “Let me see. Let me be there. If you keep me in the dark, I’m just another target waiting to be moved around.”

For a moment, I thought he might shout at me, or drag me back into the bedroom and lock the door. But instead, his expression shifted. Something tight in his eyes. Something that looked like frustration tangled with… respect.

“You’re reckless,” he said finally, his voice rough. “Reckless and stubborn.”

I squared my shoulders. “And don’t think you’re leaving me behind.”

The air between us pulsed with tension. He knew it as well as I did—if he tried to leave me, I’d follow. And maybe he hated that. Maybe he wanted me safe and compliant. But I wasn’t either of those things, not anymore.

At last, he gave a short, sharp nod. A decision.

“You stay close to me,” he ordered. “No wandering. No games. The second you disobey, it’ll be the last time.”

I swallowed, but I didn’t look away. “Fine. Just don’t lie to me again.”

He didn’t promise. He never did. But his hand brushed the small of my back as he moved past me toward the bedroom, a touch that carried both restraint and claim.

I followed, pulse racing. Whatever waited for us with Drescher, I was in it now.

***

The confrontation didn’t come in some dark warehouse. It came in the open, in daylight, in the marble halls of the National Theatre.

The bastard had gotten bold. Viktor Drescher wasn’t hiding anymore—he was playing patron, throwing money around to look legitimate. The theatre was buzzing with tourists, students, and old money couples in black coats, all drifting through gilded corridors and polished staircases. Perfect camouflage.

But I’d tracked him here, and I wasn’t leaving without finishing it.

Elena walked beside me, her posture perfect but her hand trembling just enough that I slid my palm over hers, steadying her. She looked around, nervous, eyes catching on the chandeliers and carved statues as if they might swallow her.

“Breathe,” I muttered.

“I am,” she whispered back. “Barely.”

We spotted him on the balcony above the main hall, flanked by two men in tailored suits. He looked older, smaller than he once had—but no less dangerous. A man like Drescher was never small. He was a disease, one that spread until someone cut it out.

“Stay behind me,” I said.

We climbed the stairs. The crowd hushed below us, whispers rising as they noticed the sudden shift in air. Drescher smiled when he saw me, as though we were old friends.

“Nikolai,” he said smoothly, his accent thick, his eyes sliding to Elena. “And the little heiress. Beautiful. You’ve kept her from me long enough.”

Elena froze, but I shifted, blocking her fully from his view. “This ends here.”

He chuckled, spreading his arms wide, theatre lights gleaming off the gold on his cuffs. “In front of all these people? You’ll make a mess.”

“I’ll make an example,” I corrected. My gun was already drawn.

Gasps tore through the hall. Drescher’s men moved as one, hands diving for their weapons—but I was already there. Two shots cracked like thunder, echoing off the vaulted ceiling. Both men hit the floor before steel even cleared leather. Panic erupted. Screams, the crash of chairs, bodies surging for the exits in a frenzy of terror.

Drescher staggered back against the railing, shock flickering across his face before rage took over. “You think killing me will change anything? Her bloodline is cursed. You can’t protect her forever.”

I stepped forward, my aim steady, my voice low. “Watch me.”

One final shot cracked. Drescher’s body hit the marble hard, echoing through the theatre as chaos roared around us.

Elena clutched my arm, nails digging in, her face streaked with tears and shock. I dragged her tight against me, blocking the crush of panicked bodies as the hall dissolved into chaos. Her heart thundered against my chest, her breath broken against my collar. I bent close, my words rough in her hair. “It’s done. He’s finished.”

And for the first time since taking this job, I let myself believe it.

***

The National Theatre was still echoing in my head. The sound of the gunshots, the gasps, the chaos—it all clung to me like a second skin.

But now we were far away from that marble hall. Nikolai had gotten me out, moving with his usual control, as if a stampede of screaming patrons was nothing more than a shift in weather. Now I sat in a quiet apartment overlooking the Vltava, watching the soft ripples on the water while the city tried to return to normal.

My father’s voice cracked over the phone. “Elena, you’re safe?”

“Yes, Papa,” I whispered, clutching the receiver. “Nikolai… he—he ended it. Drescher’s gone.”

There was silence, then a heavy exhale. “I should never have let it come to this. You should have been home, not dragged into this filth.”

“It’s not your fault,” I told him. “But it’s done now. You can breathe again. We both can.”

He didn’t answer right away. When he did, his tone was sharper, resigned. “Stay with him. As long as you need to. He’s the only one I trust now.”

The line clicked dead before I could reply.

I stared at the phone, heart pounding. My father—cold, proud, controlling—had just admitted he trusted Nikolai more than himself.

***

I stood by the window, watching the river, keeping my back to her. My hands were steady, but inside, everything still burned. Taking the shot at Drescher had been the easy part. Living with what came after—that would be harder.

She crossed the room quietly. “You’re still thinking about it.”

“I always will,” I admitted. “Every man I kill, I carry. That doesn’t go away.”

Her hand slipped into mine, small, warm, steadying. “You carried me out of there too. That’s what matters.”

I turned, looking at her—at the faint cuts on her arms, the bruises fading from her skin. She’d survived all of it, stubborn and reckless and beautiful.

“My father called,” she said. “He told me to stay with you. That you’re the only one he trusts.”

A bitter laugh escaped me. “If he knew what I’ve done to you in private, he’d put a bullet in me himself.”

Her eyes darkened, not with shame, but with defiance. “Then he’ll never know. Because I’m not telling him. What happens between us stays between us.”

The air between us tightened. It wasn’t lust this time, not recklessness—it was something heavier. A recognition that whatever line we’d crossed, there was no going back.

***

We ate dinner together in silence, the kind of silence that said everything words couldn’t. His eyes kept wandering to me, like he couldn’t decide if I was a liability or the only reason he was still standing.

When the plates were cleared, I finally asked the question hanging between us. “What now?”

He leaned back in his chair, face unreadable. “Now? I keep protecting you. Until someone decides you don’t need me anymore. Or until you decide you don’t want me.”

“I’ll never decide that,” I said, more fiercely than I intended.

A flicker of something passed across his face—desire, restraint, maybe even fear. He didn’t answer. But I saw his knuckles tighten against the table, the only sign that my words had struck deep.

***

Later, when she fell asleep on the couch, I stood guard in the shadows, listening to the river below.

The job was over. Drescher was gone. The Varga family was safe again.

But I wasn’t leaving. Not tonight, not tomorrow, maybe not ever.

I looked at her, curled up in the blanket, hair spilling across her face, chest rising and falling in slow rhythm. She looked peaceful. Untouched by the chaos we’d survived.

And I realized then—she wasn’t just my assignment anymore.

She was mine.


Epilogue


The leather straps bite into my wrists and ankles as if they’ve been waiting for me all along. The rack creaks faintly beneath me, a monstrous piece of furniture that once would have filled me with dread. Now it makes my nipples hard just from the sound. I can’t believe there was ever a time when I thought I was whole without this. How did I live twenty-two years without being tied down, stretched, punished until I cried, then kissed until I begged for more?

The blindfold cuts off the world, and I feel myself floating — every nerve tuned only to him. My old life feels like a pale echo, a bad dream I’ve finally woken from. All those polite dinners, gallery events, and choked little relationships that never touched the hunger under my skin… I must have been starving all along. Torture isn’t torture when it’s what you’re built for.

Hot wax splatters across my chest. I gasp, jerking against the straps. Pain burns, then melts into a flood of arousal between my legs. My plug shifts inside me as my body clenches. I caught the even rhythm of Nikolai’s breathing, like this is just another job for him — But there’s a raw edge in his voice when he says, ‘You take the pain so beautifully, Elena.’

The next drip of wax hits my stomach, and I whimper. My tongue slips out automatically when he presses his cock to my lips. He doesn’t even have to ask anymore. I open wide, gagging around his size as he feeds me every inch. The blindfold makes it worse — or better. I can’t see him, but I feel every vein, every twitch, the weight of him using my mouth like it’s his right.

I was curious from the beginning, wasn’t I? The first time I saw the clamps in his case, I couldn’t help myself. I had to know. I had to feel it. And now, here I am, gagged on his cock while hot wax trails down my body, spread and helpless on a rack. If that girl from six months ago could see me now, she wouldn’t recognize herself. But I’d never go back. Not for all the money, not for all the freedom. Freedom feels empty compared to this.

He pulls out, smearing my spit across my cheek, then plunges inside me without warning. My scream rips through the room, muffled by the blindfold pressing into my face. He slams me against the rack, every thrust making the straps groan. The plug in my ass drives deeper with every movement, filling me, breaking me apart. I’m not even fighting for control anymore. I just want more.

“Cum when you want,” he groans, and that’s all it takes. My body jerks, the orgasm ripping through me, brutal and consuming, wax and sweat sliding down my skin in molten streaks. I break apart and keep breaking as he drives into me, harder, merciless, fucking every tremor out of me until he spills inside with a vicious curse.

When he finally releases me from the rack, my limbs shake, my skin raw from leather and heat. He holds me against his chest, pressing water to my lips. And in that moment, I realize I’ve never felt safer than when I’m broken in his hands.

A buzz cuts through the silence. His encrypted phone. He checks it, grunts once, then answers. I catch fragments — Cain’s voice, then Ethan’s. Talk of threats, of operations, of the brotherhood that ties them all together. Men like Nikolai, scattered across the world, guarding women like me.

I don’t need to know the details. All I need to know is that I belong here. Blindfolded, bound, filled, and adored in ways no one else could ever give me.

This is my life now. My perfect, twisted, beautiful life.
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