
        
            
                
            
        

    
To Protect and Sin

My job was to keep her safe. She made it hard by showing up in my doorway every night.
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Chapter 1

The wall bit into my spine. Cold brick, slick with rain and something darker. Blood ran warm down my shoulder—mine, probably. The radio hissed in my ear.

"Drake."

Nadia's voice. Clipped. No fear, just fact.

"Three buildings east. Six hostiles. Running low."

I moved.

No thought required. Muscle memory older than whatever bullet had kissed my shoulder. The rooftop stretched ahead, broken tiles and rotted beams. Below, the city burned in patches—small fires from mortars lobbed hours ago. Smoke mixed with rain, turned everything to oil and shadow.

My boots found purchase on wet stone. The gap between buildings yawned dark. I jumped.

Landed hard. Rolled. Came up with the H&K already tracking movement. Two men on the far side of the adjacent roof, silhouettes against distant flames. They hadn't seen me yet.

Suppressed double-tap. First one dropped clean. Second one started to turn—

Third shot. Center mass. He folded.

Radio crackle.

"Four left," Nadia said. "Moving in."

I crossed the rooftop at a run. Could hear them now—voices in Russian, panicked. Automatic fire stuttered somewhere ahead. Return fire sparse. She wasn't wasting rounds.

Found the access door blown open. Stairwell reeked of cordite and piss. I took the stairs two at a time, knife in my left hand, pistol in my right. Shoulder screamed. Ignored it.

Third floor. Hallway gutted by previous shelling.  Three bodies already down—Nadia's work. Clean shots, close grouping. Professional.

Movement at the far end.

Hostile swung around the corner, AK coming up. I put two in his throat before he could fire. He hit the wall, gurgling, slid down. I stepped over him.

"Position," I said into the mic.

"End of the hall. Room with the green door. Or what's left of it."

I saw it. Door hanging off one hinge. Muzzle flash from inside—Nadia's pistol, distinctive pop of her Makarov. Return fire heavier, louder.

I counted three shooters based on sound. They had her boxed.

Pulled a flashbang from my vest. Cooked it two seconds. Tossed it high through the doorway.

White light. Concussion. Screaming.

I went in fast.

First man stumbling, hands to his face. I drove the knife under his ribs, angled up. Twisted. Let him drop.

Second one swinging wild, blind. I caught his rifle barrel, yanked him off balance, shot him twice in the chest.

Third man—still had his wits. Fired from the corner, rounds tearing plaster above my head. I dove left, rolled behind a collapsed desk.

Nadia's voice, ice-cold: "High."

I went low.

She shot over my shoulder—crack of her pistol, different sound now, her backup piece. The hostile's head snapped back. Wall behind him painted red.

Silence.

Just rain and distant rotor wash. Helicopter circling, waiting.

I stood. Checked corners. Clear.

Nadia leaned against the wall, reloading. Hair loose from its tie, stuck to her cheek. Blood spatter across her jacket—not hers. Gray eyes found mine, steady.

"Shoulder?"

"Grazed."

"You're getting slow."

"You're getting chatty."

She smiled. Didn't reach her eyes. Never did.

We moved.

Down the back stairs, through the building's gutted lobby. Bodies everywhere—some ours, most theirs. The job had gone sideways six hours ago. Bad intel, worse timing. We'd adapted.

Always did.

The extraction point was two blocks east. Open ground, exposed. The truck idled in the shadow of a burned-out warehouse, engine running, driver faceless behind the wheel.

We sprinted across broken pavement. No shots. No pursuit.

Sometimes you just run out the clock.

The truck's rear door hung open. We climbed in, slammed it shut. The driver didn't look back, just hit the gas. We lurched forward, heading for the city limits and the airfield beyond.

Inside smelled like diesel and old fear. Nadia slumped against the metal wall, breathing controlled, methodical. I pressed my hand to my shoulder. Bleeding had slowed. Through-and-through, clean enough.

She watched me work, expression unreadable.

"You could've gone around," she said. "Left me to it."

"Could've."

"But you didn't."

"No."

"Why?"

I met her eyes. "You know why."

She did. Same reason she'd covered my exit in Damascus. Same reason I'd pulled her out of Belgrade when the safehouse burned. Professionals recognized value. Trusted competence over sentiment.

Nothing more.

Her smile came slower this time. "Still alive," she said. "That's something."

The truck hit a pothole. We rocked together, shoulders touching. She didn't move away.

Rain hammered the roof. Somewhere behind us, sirens wailed.

"You owe me a drink," I said.

"I owe you three."

"I'm counting."

"You always are."

She closed her eyes. Didn't sleep—neither of us would until we cleared the border—but rested. Conserved energy.

I stared at the truck's ceiling, tracking time by heartbeat. Mission done. Barely. Another name crossed off another list, another paycheck clearing in some offshore account.

Soon I'd fly west. Back to the States. Back to the next contract.

For now, just the road and the rain and Nadia's breathing beside me.

Alive.

That was something.

* * *

The hotel room looked like a crime scene waiting to happen. Single bulb overhead, yellowed shade. Weapons lined up on the dresser—her Makarov, my Glock, two knives, spare mags. Bottles on the nightstand, vodka and something local that tasted like gasoline.

Early morning. Four, maybe five. Rain still coming down outside.

Nadia stood at the window, silhouette against dirty glass. Shirt unbuttoned halfway, sleeves pushed to her elbows. She worked methodically, wiping dried blood from her knuckles with a damp cloth. Hair fell loose around her face, dark and wild from the rain.

I watched her from the bed. Towel around my waist. Shoulder throbbed where the graze cut through, but I'd had worse.

She looked like she'd stepped off a runway. Even now, even here—blood-spattered, exhausted, dangerous. Long legs, sharp angles, that predatory grace she never turned off. Every movement deliberate. Controlled.

Made my jaw tighten.

Adrenaline hadn't faded yet. Body still humming, muscles coiled. The kind of wired that came after missions like this—too close, too loud, too much. Heart rate wouldn't drop for hours.

Other things refused to settle too.

She finished cleaning her hands. Tossed the cloth aside. Turned to face me, gray eyes flat and knowing.

"Think they'll send you somewhere sunny next time?"

I smirked. "Doubt it. Dead men don't tan."

Corner of her mouth lifted. Not quite a smile.

She crossed the room slowly. Footsteps soundless on cheap carpet. Stopped in front of me, close enough I caught her scent—gunpowder and rain and something darker underneath.

Her finger traced along my collarbone. Down my chest. Light pressure, testing.

"Then let's not waste tonight."

She was married. Some professor in Paris. Philosophy or literature, something soft and useless. He satisfied her emotionally, gave her the life she couldn't find in this work. Steady. Safe. Everything she wasn't.

Physically? Different story.

She'd told me once, drunk after Cairo. Said he was gentle. Considerate. Made love like he was writing poetry.

She didn't want poetry.

Neither did I.

I grabbed her wrist. Pulled her forward, hard. She came willingly, straddling my lap, thighs bracketing mine. Her hands found my shoulders, nails digging in.

No hesitation. No pretense.

This wasn't romance. Wasn't connection. Just two people who'd survived another night and needed to prove they were still alive.

I yanked her shirt open. Buttons scattered. She laughed—low, breathless—and dragged the towel from my waist.

Couldn't get the rest off fast enough. Her jeans hit the floor. My hands on her hips, her mouth on my throat. Teeth scraping. No gentleness.

We didn't do gentle.

I flipped her onto the mattress. She twisted, hands braced against the headboard, spine arching. Looked back over her shoulder, eyes daring me.

"Don't make me wait."

I didn't.

Gripped her hips, fingers bruising. Pulled her back against me and buried myself deep. She gasped—sharp, hungry sound. Her head dropped forward.

I set the pace. Hard. Relentless. The bed frame slammed against the wall with each thrust. She pushed back to meet me, matching my rhythm, taking everything I gave and demanding more.

No talking now. Just breath and skin and the slick slide of bodies moving together. Her back gleamed with sweat. My hands left marks on her waist, her thighs.

She reached back, nails raking my forearm. Drew blood.

I drove harder.

The room blurred—heat and motion and the sound of her gasping my name like a curse. I tangled my hand in her hair, pulled her head back. She moaned, spine bowing.

"Harder."

I obliged.

Control slipped. The animal part took over—the part that lived in firefights and knife-work, that understood survival as dominance. I took her like I owned her, like she was mine to claim.

She loved it.

Her climax hit first. Whole body went rigid, inner muscles clenching around me. She cried out, raw and unrestrained.

I followed seconds later. Vision whited out. Release tore through me—brutal, complete. I held her pinned against me until the last pulse faded.

Then let her go.

She collapsed forward onto the mattress. I pulled out, breathing hard. Sweat cooled on my skin.

Silence.

Just the rain and our ragged breathing.

She rolled onto her back eventually. Stared at the ceiling. Her chest rose and fell, breasts marked with my fingerprints.

"Better?" she asked.

"For now."

She smiled. Closed her eyes.

I stood. Found the vodka. Took a long pull, then passed it to her. She drank without looking, throat working.

No words needed. We'd done this dance before. Would do it again next time our paths crossed.

Then she'd go home to Paris. To her professor and his poetry.

* * *

The rooftop bar looked too clean for what we were. Steel and glass, polished concrete, city skyline glowing through the morning haze. Helicopter drifted past somewhere east—black speck against pale sky.

We sat at a corner table. Two whiskey glasses between us. Clothes cleaner now. Eyes darker.

Nadia wore black jeans and a fitted jacket. Hair pulled back, makeup minimal. Could've been a consultant. Corporate lawyer. Anything but what she was.

I'd showered, changed into dark gray. Still looked like muscle. Couldn't hide that.

The whiskey burned going down. Good burn. Clean.

She swirled her glass, watching the amber liquid catch light.

"Back to Paris next," she said. "Three weeks. Maybe four. Time to relax."

I nodded. "Stateside for me."

"Back to what? More rooftops?"

"Nothing yet. Time to relax."

Her eyebrow lifted. "You don't know how to relax. Always wired."

Maybe. Probably.

I drained my glass. "Better than bleeding out in some shithole city."

"Is it though?"

I met her eyes. She wasn't joking.

We understood each other. The work—the real work—kept you sharp. Kept the noise quiet. Standing guard duty, playing bodyguard for someone who'd never fired a shot in anger?

Different kind of death.

"Well," she said, leaning forward. "If you get bored… come find me."

"In Parris?"

"Wherever I am." Her smile turned sharp. "I'm not hard to locate."

"What about your husband?"

"What about him?"

I held her gaze. "Doesn't he wonder where you go?"

"He thinks I consult for defense contractors. Technical analysis. Boring office work in boring cities." She shrugged. "He's not wrong. Just incomplete."

"And when you come home?"

Her expression didn't change. "I love him. He gives me something you can't."

"What's that?"

"Peace."

I said nothing.

"But fucking you?" She tilted her head. "That's better."

Blunt. Clinical. Honest.

Worked for me. "It's only sex," I said.

"Exactly." No shame in it. No guilt. Just fact. "He reads poetry to me in bed. Makes me coffee in the morning. Holds me when I have nightmares I can't explain."

She leaned closer. "You make me forget I have them." She checked her watch. Stood. "My flight's in three hours."

I stayed seated. Nodded once.

She gathered her bag, slung it over one shoulder. Moved past my chair toward the exit.

My hand shot out. Caught her wrist.

She stopped. Didn't pull away. Didn't look surprised.

Just waited.

I stood slowly. Released her wrist. Gestured toward the hallway behind the bar—restrooms, storage, staff exit.

Her eyes flashed. Understanding. Agreement.

She walked first. I followed three steps behind.

The bathroom was single-occupancy. Granite counters, soft lighting, locked door. She flipped the deadbolt as I crowded her against the sink.

No words.

Her hands went to my belt. Mine slid up her thighs, dragging her jeans down. She kicked them off, already breathing harder.

I lifted her onto the counter. She wrapped her legs around my waist, pulling me closer. Her mouth found mine—teeth and tongue, nothing gentle.

I pushed inside her. One hard thrust. She gasped against my lips, nails digging into my shoulders.

Moved fast. Deep. The counter edge bit into my thighs. Didn't care. She locked her ankles behind my back, meeting every thrust.

Her head tilted back, throat exposed. I buried my face against her neck, breathing her in—sweat and perfume and the faint metallic tang that never quite washed away.

She tightened around me. Close already. So was I.

"Don't stop," she breathed.

Wasn't planning on it.

I gripped her hips, drove harder. She bit down on my shoulder to muffle her sounds. Sharp pain. Made me grit my teeth.

Her climax hit sudden and violent. Body went rigid, inner walls pulsing. She cursed in Russian—low, ragged syllables.

I followed seconds later. Release slammed through me. I held her pinned against the mirror until the last shudder faded.

Pulled out. Stepped back.

She slid off the counter, legs unsteady. Fixed her clothes without looking at me. Checked her reflection, smoothed her hair.

I zipped my jeans. Watched her compose herself.

She met my eyes in the mirror.

"See you around, Drake."

"Yeah."

She unlocked the door. Walked out.

I waited thirty seconds. Then followed.

By the time I reached the rooftop again, she was gone.


Chapter 2

Kitchen counter. Black coffee. Window cracked open enough to hear traffic four floors below.

My go-bag sat by the door where I'd left it. Always packed. Always ready.

The burn scars on my knuckles caught morning light—white lines against tanned skin. Old work. Reminded me every time I reached for something.

Phone buzzed.

I glanced at the screen. Greyson.

Swiped to answer. "Talk."

"Good morning to you too, sunshine." His voice had that clipped East Coast efficiency. Former agency. Now he placed contractors like chess pieces. "Got something for you."

I drank my coffee. Waited.

"High-value client. Domestic posting. Full-time detail, minimum one week. Could extend."

"Name."

"Ethan Vance."

I stopped mid-sip.

Vance owned half the coastline. Real estate, tech investments, political leverage. The other half probably owed him money or favors. Man like that didn't hire muscle unless the threat was real.

"What's the exposure?" I asked.

"Cyber threats, industrial sabotage. Competitors getting aggressive. Nothing kinetic yet, but he's spooked. Possible Mexican cartel interference." Greyson paused. "And personal complications."

Always were.

"Living situation?"

"On-site. Isolated estate north of the city. Forty acres, gated."

I set the cup down. "Family?"

"Daughter. Hazel. Early twenties. College graduate, lives at home. You'll be primary coverage for her until the wife arrives."

"Wife?"

"New wife. Second marriage. She's traveling, back in three days. Then you cover both."

Two principals. Different threat profiles. More variables.

"Security already in place?"

"Perimeter team, cameras, basic protocols. But Vance wants someone inside. Someone who thinks like the opposition." Greyson's tone shifted slightly. "Someone who's been in the mud."

Translation: someone who'd killed before and wouldn't hesitate.

I looked at my go-bag. Thought about rooftops. Nadia. The way violence made more sense than silence.

"Pay rate?" I asked.

He told me.

I didn't react. Number was high. Very high. Week's work could fund six months off-grid.

"Room and board included," Greyson added. "Private wing. Chef on staff. Gym. Everything you need."

Everything I'd hate.

Soft beds. Quiet hallways. Rich people pretending their money made them safe.

But the number sat in my head like a weight.

"Background on the daughter?" I asked.

"Clean. No priors, no known associations with hostile elements. Behavioral note says she's... spirited."

"Define spirited."

"Doesn't follow rules well. Pushes boundaries. Father thinks she needs watching."

Great. Babysitting a rebellious socialite while her billionaire daddy played empire.

I picked up the coffee. Drained it.

"Drake?"

"I'll take it."

"Good. Client wants you on-site by tonight. I'll send the address and entry codes. Vance will brief you himself when you arrive."

"Threat assessment?"

"Attached to the file. Review before you go," he paused, "One more thing."

I waited.

"The wife's young. Thirty Former model. Vance is protective." His tone carried a warning. "Keep it professional."

"Always do."

"Sure you do." He hung up.

I set the phone down. Stared at my knuckles again.

Professional.

Right.

I'd spent five years in warzones where professional meant efficient killing. Three more doing contract work that didn't officially exist. Professionalism was muscle memory—clear corners, watch exits, trust no one.

Playing house security for a billionaire with a young wife and a difficult daughter?

Different kind of battlefield.

I stood. Walked to the window.

City stretched out below. Gray buildings, gray sky, gray people moving through gray lives.

Quiet made me restless. Always had.

Nadia understood that. She filled silence with purpose—violence, sex, motion. Never stillness.

This job would be nothing but stillness.

Standing watch. Observing. Waiting for threats that might never come.

But the money was real. And bills didn't care about boredom.

I moved to the go-bag. Unzipped it. Checked contents by feel—spare mags, tactical pants, med kit, phone charger, toiletries. Everything I needed to disappear or deploy.

Added a few civilian shirts. Jeans. This gig required blending into wealthy environments, not kicking down doors.

My phone buzzed again. File from Greyson.

I opened it.

Photos of the estate—sprawling mansion, manicured grounds, high walls. Security camera placements marked in red. Perimeter patrol routes outlined.

Then the principals.

Ethan Vance. Silver hair, sharp suit, eyes that probably calculated profit margins while shaking hands. Fifty-four. Divorced once, remarried six months ago.

The wife. Lila Vance. Thirty years old. Chestnut hair that caught light like expensive whiskey.  Athletic build under designer clothes that whispered money without shouting it.

Former model, according to the background notes. But the way she held herself in the photos suggested more than just runway experience. Confidence that ran deeper than beauty. Intelligence behind those calculating eyes.

She'd married into billions six months ago. Young enough to be Ethan's daughter, old enough to know exactly what she was doing.

The camera-ready smile looked practiced. Professional. The kind women wore when they knew they were being watched, measured, judged.

Trophy wife was the easy label. But trophies didn't usually look that aware of their surroundings.

And Hazel.

Twenty-two. Light blonde hair, gray-green eyes. Candid shot—looked like she didn't know she was being photographed. Barefoot on a terrace, oversized sweater, coffee cup in hand.

Not polished like the stepmother. Rougher edges. Real.

I studied her face. Young. Unguarded.

Spirited.

I closed the file.

Finished packing.

Grabbed my keys.

Time to earn.

* * *

The gate slid open before I touched the intercom.

Someone watched. Good.

I drove the SUV up the gravel drive. Trees pressed in from both sides, manicured but dense. Natural chokepoint. Easy to monitor, easier to control.

The mansion appeared through thinning fog like something from an architect's fever dream. Steel beams, floor-to-ceiling glass, concrete slabs cantilevered over nothing. Sharp angles cutting into the hillside. No warmth. No compromise.

I liked it immediately.

Function over comfort. Sight lines clear. Minimal blind spots from the exterior approach.

I parked near the entrance. Killed the engine. Listened.

Wind through trees. Distant hum of climate control. No voices. No movement.

Quiet, but not empty.

I grabbed my bag and walked to the door. It opened before I reached it.

Ethan Vance stood in the foyer. Six feet, lean build under a suit that cost more than most cars. Silver hair swept back. Posture like a man used to people standing when he entered rooms.

His handshake was firm. Calculated pressure. The kind executives practiced in mirrors.

"Appreciate you coming on short notice," he said.

"You're paying enough."

His mouth twitched. Not quite a smile. "Direct. Greyson said you would be."

I said nothing.

He gestured toward the interior. "Let me show you around."

We walked through halls of polished concrete and ambient lighting. Art on the walls—expensive, abstract, bloodless. The kind rich people bought because consultants told them to.

Our footsteps echoed. Too much space for three people.

"How much did Greyson tell you?" Vance asked.

"Cyber threats. Possible cartel interest. You want close protection for your daughter and wife."

"That's the surface." He stopped near a floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the valley. Fog rolled through trees below like smoke. "Three weeks ago, someone accessed our estate servers. Bypassed corporate-grade firewalls. Took nothing, changed nothing. Just looked."

"Inside job?"

"My IT team swears it's external. But the breach originated from a device inside the property." His jaw tightened. "Someone here let them in. Or someone here is them."

I watched his reflection in the glass. Controlled anger. The kind men wore when their money couldn't fix something.

"Staff vetted?" I asked.

"Extensively. But people can be bought." He turned to face me. "Or coerced."

"Cartel connection?"

"I've done business in Mexico. Energy infrastructure, mostly legitimate. But cartels control territory, and territory means they control who operates there." He crossed his arms. "Six months ago, I declined a partnership offer. Politely. Three months ago, my CFO's car was totaled in a hit-and-run. Last month, my daughter's college apartment was broken into. Nothing taken."

"Pattern escalation."

"Exactly." Vance's eyes sharpened. "Police call it coincidence. I call it pressure."

I processed. Cartels didn't make empty gestures. They sent messages, then collected.

"Why not pull your daughter out? Send her somewhere secure?"

"I tried. She refused." Frustration bled through his corporate mask. "Hazel thinks I'm paranoid. She doesn't understand how these people operate."

"And your wife?"

Something shifted in his expression. Hard to read. Pride, maybe. Possession.

"Lila's visiting family in Europe. She returns in two days. She understands the risks better than my daughter does."

Interesting phrasing. Understands the risks. Not scared or worried.

"What's her background?" I asked.

"Modeling, some consulting work. She's… capable." He said it like he'd convinced himself. "But I need someone here who doesn't get distracted. Someone my daughter won't manipulate with charm or attitude. And someone my wife won't intimidate with questions."

"I don't do personal," I said. "I do secure."

Vance's smirk returned. Calculated. Knowing.

"Good. You'll report to me directly. My security team handles perimeter and monitoring, but they're corporate hires. Soft. You're the failsafe." He started walking again. "Hazel will test you—she tests everyone. Ignore it. Do your job. And when Lila arrives, you protect them both. Keep them inside, keep them safe, keep them from doing anything stupid."

We climbed a staircase—glass treads, steel rails. Everything hard surfaces and cold light.

"Who else knows about the breach?" I asked.

"My head of security. My IT director. And now you."

"Your daughter?"

"No. She'd overreact or underreact. Either way, it complicates things."

Translation: she'd ignore him or cause a scene. Probably both.

We reached the second floor. Vance led me down a hallway lined with closed doors.

"You'll have the west wing. Private access, separate from family quarters. Gym, bathroom, everything you need." He stopped at a door. "Hazel's room is east wing, opposite side. Lila and I are center. You'll have access to all security feeds from your tablet."

He handed me a slim device. Matte black. Fingerprint locked.

I activated it. Twelve camera feeds populated the screen. Perimeter, entrance, hallways, common areas.

"Panic buttons?" I asked.

"Each bedroom. Silent alarm links directly to your device and local PD."

"Response time?"

"Fifteen minutes. Maybe twenty in bad weather."

Useless. Fifteen minutes was a lifetime when threats moved fast.

"My weapons?"

"Already cleared. You'll find everything in your quarters."

Efficient. Vance ran his life like a corporation—delegated, streamlined, optimized.

But corporations had weak points. People. Emotions. Secrets.

"When do I meet your daughter?" I asked.

Vance checked his watch. Expensive. Thin. Probably cost more than my SUV.

"She's out. Back by dinner. Try not to let her irritate you." He met my eyes. "And Drake—stay professional. I hired you because you're effective. Not because you're charming."

"Never been accused of charm."

He left.

I stood in the hallway. Listened to his footsteps fade.

The maid appeared without sound. One moment the hallway stretched empty, the next she stood three feet away holding a tray I hadn't asked for.

"Mr. Hale." Voice like filed edges. Accent I couldn't place. "I'll show you the estate."

She moved before I answered. I followed.

Long corridors. High ceilings that swallowed footsteps. Everything white or chrome or glass. Art on the walls—abstract shapes that cost more than they meant. The kind of decor rich people bought because other rich people said they should.

She walked without looking back. Professional. Trained not to engage.

I catalogued as we moved.

Security camera. Corner mount. Wide angle. Covered the main hall entrance and stairwell.

Another camera. East corridor junction. Fixed position. No pan function.

Gap between coverage. West hallway branched off—no visible lens. Blind spot. Deliberate or oversight didn't matter. Someone knew about it either way.

"Kitchen." The maid gestured left. "Dining room." She pointed right. "Mr. Vance prefers the smaller table for family meals."

I glanced through the doorway. Table seated twelve. Chandelier hung low enough to brain someone tall. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the grounds. Too much glass. Hard to secure.

We climbed the main staircase. Her shoes clicked. Mine didn't. Habit.

Second floor opened into a gallery. More art. More cameras. Hallway split three directions—east wing, west wing, center.

"Family quarters center," she said. "Mr. Vance and Mrs. Vance."

She didn't pause. Led me east.

Paintings lined this hallway. European. Old. Women in gardens. Men on horses. Things people hung to prove they had taste and money.

Camera at the far end. Fixed angle. Coverage started ten feet from where we stood. Another gap.

Loop delay. I timed it. Thirty-seven seconds between sweep resets.

Sloppy. Or intentional.

The maid stopped outside a door. White. Same as all the others. But music leaked through—low bass, female vocals. Pop something. Too polished to be real.

Door cracked open. Not much. Two inches.

I looked ahead. Not in.

But I heard.

Humming. Off-key. A soft laugh. Movement inside—footsteps, then a thud like something dropped.

"Shit."

Young voice. Hazel's.

The maid's face stayed blank. She walked on.

My jaw tightened.

We passed another room. Closed. Silent. Then another. Guest quarters, probably. Empty.

Panic button mounted on the wall. Red. Discrete. Fifteen-minute response time. Might as well be fifteen hours.

"Study." The maid nodded toward a double door at the hall's end. "Mr. Vance works there most evenings."

I filed it. Heavy doors. Likely reinforced. Panic room behind it. Vance's file mentioned retrofitting. Smart money said he had a bolt-hole with independent comms.

Rich men always had exits.

We turned back, crossed the gallery, headed west.

West wing stretched longer. Fewer doors. More space between them.

Gym visible through an open doorway. Weights. Treadmill. Heavy bag suspended from a reinforced mount. Someone used it—leather scuffed, tape frayed.

Vance didn't strike me as a heavy-bag guy.

The maid stopped at the far end. Last door. Isolated from everything.

"Your quarters."

She opened it. Stepped aside.

I entered.

Spartan. Exactly what I needed.

Bed. Iron frame. Military corners on the sheets. Someone knew how operators liked things.

Desk. Steel. Bolted to the floor. Chair looked uncomfortable. Good. Kept you alert.

Window. Reinforced glass. Faced the north perimeter. Woods beyond the fence line. No lights. No neighbors.

Closet. Empty except for hangers. Safe built into the wall. Biometric lock. Already synced to my print—Vance's people moved fast.

I set my bag on the bed. Unzipped it. Checked my gear.

Glock. Spare mags. Tactical knife. Suppressor. Burner phone. Cash. Passport under a name that didn't exist anymore.

Everything in place.

The maid stood in the doorway. Watching. Not curious. Just waiting.

"Anything else?" I asked.

"Dinner at seven if you care to join, otherwise we can send your plate to your room?" She smoothed her uniform.

"My room will be fine."

She nodded and turned to leave.

Stopped.

Her hand rested on the doorframe. She didn't look at me.

"Miss Hazel likes to wander at night."

Quiet. Almost too quiet.

I waited.

She said nothing else. Just walked away. Footsteps faded.

I stood in the center of the room. Listened to the house.

Silence.

Too much of it.

Big houses made noise. Pipes. HVAC. Settling foundations. This one swallowed sound like it swallowed light.

Miss Hazel likes to wander at night.

Warning or intel? Hard to tell.

I pulled the tablet from my pocket. Activated the security feed.

Twelve cameras. Live feeds. No audio.

Front gate. Clear.

Perimeter fence. Clear.

Main entrance. Empty.

Kitchen. Staff prepping dinner.

East hallway. Empty now. Hazel's door still cracked.

I cycled through. Checked timestamps. Watched the loops.

Thirty-seven-second delay on the east wing camera. Confirmed.

Blind spot in the west hallway. No coverage for fifteen feet.

Panic room behind the study. No camera feed inside. Expected.

I zoomed the east hallway feed. Watched Hazel's door.

Nothing moved.

Then—

Movement. Shadow. Too fast to catch clearly.

Door closed. Soft click I couldn't hear but saw in the frame's shift.

I locked the tablet. Set it on the desk. Crossed to the window.

Woods pressed close. Fence line barely visible through the trees. No motion sensors I could see. No thermal imaging mounts.

Vance spent millions on the house. Skimped on perimeter security.

Arrogant. Or confident.

Neither kept people alive when threats got serious.

I turned back to the room. Opened the safe. Empty except for a handgun—Sig Sauer P226. Loaded. Two spare mags.

I stripped the Sig. Checked the action. Clean. Well-maintained. Reassembled it. Racked the slide.

Set it on the desk.

Pulled my Glock. Checked the mag. Seventeen rounds. One in the chamber.

Always one in the chamber.

I sat on the bed. Tested the mattress. Firm. Good support. Wouldn't sleep deep here anyway.

Never did on a job.

Miss Hazel likes to wander at night.

I thought about the music. The laugh. The cracked door.

Vance said she'd test me.

Fine.

I didn't test easy.


Chapter 3

I finished the perimeter walk near the back gardens. Late afternoon light bled through the trees—gold and amber, too pretty for what this place needed.

Fence line solid. Ten feet. Steel mesh over concrete footer. No gaps.

Gate sensors active. Green LEDs blinked every three seconds. Motion-triggered floods mounted at intervals. Standard setup.

Calm. Too calm.

No patrols. No dogs. No secondary barriers.

Vance relied on money and distance. Bad strategy. Money bought comfort. Distance bought time.

Neither stopped a bullet.

I rounded the corner toward the pool deck. Checked the tree line. Shadows stretched long across manicured grass.

Behind me—

A door slid open.

I stopped. Didn't turn. Listened.

Bare feet on stone. Light steps. Deliberate.

"Checking for monsters?"

I turned.

Hazel stood in the doorway. Backlit. Blonde hair loose around her shoulders. Tank top—white, thin, no bra underneath. Soft cotton shorts that barely covered anything, sitting high on her hips.

Small-framed. Tight. Toned legs, smooth skin catching the golden light.

Young.

Too young.

But she didn't move like a kid. She stood there like someone who knew exactly what she looked like. Like she'd practiced this.

My jaw tightened.

Too close. Too dangerous.

Think about—

Image flashed. Unbidden. Her on top. Naked. So tight. Head thrown back. Riding—

I killed it.

Shoved it down hard.

Not happening.

"Making sure they don't come in," I said.

She stepped onto the deck. No hesitation. Bare feet on warm stone. Arms crossed under her chest—casual, but it pushed everything up.

She knew.

"You don't look like a bodyguard."

I didn't answer. Let the silence stretch.

She smiled. Small. Testing.

"What do I look like?" I asked.

She tilted her head. Gray-green eyes tracked over me—shoulders, chest, hands, face. Slow inventory. Deliberate.

"Trouble."

I held her gaze. Didn't blink. Didn't move.

She didn't either.

Stand-off.

Then I nodded once. "Stay inside after dark."

Her smile widened. "What if I like the dark?"

"Then you'll like it from behind locked doors."

"You planning to lock me in?"

"If I have to."

She laughed. Soft. Breathy. Not nervous. Amused.

"Dad really picked someone intense this time."

"Your father pays me to be intense."

"Is that all he pays you for?"

I let the question hang. Didn't take the bait.

She uncrossed her arms. Took another step. Closer now. Five feet between us.

I could smell her—vanilla, something floral. Clean skin. No perfume. Just her.

My pulse didn't jump. Didn't let it.

"You have a name?" she asked.

"Drake."

"Just Drake?"

"Just."

She bit her lower lip. Played with a strand of hair. Textbook flirtation. Probably worked on college boys.

I wasn't a college boy. But it was working. Fuck it was working.

"How long are you staying?"

"Long as I need to."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only one you're getting."

Her eyes narrowed. Not angry. Curious. Like I'd surprised her.

"You're not very friendly," she said.

"I'm not here to be friendly."

"What are you here for?"

"To keep you alive."

She stepped closer. Four feet now. Close enough I could see the pulse in her throat. Rapid. Excited.

"I don't need protection."

"Your father thinks you do."

"My father thinks a lot of things."

I didn't respond. Kept my face blank. Operators' mask—nothing gets in, nothing gets out.

She studied me. Waiting for something. A crack. A reaction.

Didn't get one.

"You always this serious?" she asked.

"Yes."

"That's boring."

"I don't get paid to entertain you."

"What if I get bored?"

"Read a book."

Another laugh. This one sharper. Genuine surprise.

"You're different."

"From what?"

"The last guy. He couldn't stop staring."

"Where's he now?"

"Fired."

I nodded.

She went still. Something shifted in her expression. Assessment. Recalculating.

Smart girl.

Dangerous combination—smart, pretty, young, bored.

"You stare," she said quietly.

"I observe."

"Same thing."

"Not even close."

She tilted her head again. Hair spilled over one shoulder. Tank top slipped lower. Strap sliding down smooth skin.

She didn't fix it.

"What do you observe?" she asked.

Everything.

The way she shifted her weight onto her left foot. The way her fingers played with the hem of her shorts. The way her pupils dilated when I didn't look away.

The way she wanted me to notice.

"That you should go inside," I said.

"Why?"

"Sun's going down."

"So?"

"So I said stay inside after dark."

"It's not dark yet."

"Close enough."

She stepped forward again. Three feet. Too close.

I didn't move.

Held my ground. Let her come.

"You don't tell me what to do," she said.

"Your father does. I enforce it."

"And if I don't listen?"

"Then we'll have a problem."

"Will we?"

Her voice dropped. Softer. Testing again. Different angle.

I looked at her. Really looked.

Young face. Old eyes. Someone who'd learned early that beauty bought power. That men were easy.

Probably right about that.

Probably never met someone who said no.

"Go inside, Hazel."

Her breath caught. Just slightly. Hearing her name in my voice did something.

"Make me."

I smiled. Didn't mean to. Couldn't help it.

She saw it. Eyes widened.

"That's the first time you've smiled," she said.

"Don't get used to it."

I stepped past her. Close. Shoulder almost brushing hers.

She turned. Watched me walk toward the east wing entrance.

"Drake?"

I stopped. Didn't turn.

"This is going to be fun."

I kept walking.

Didn't answer.

Didn't need to.

* * *

The lounge swallowed sound. High ceilings, leather furniture, too much empty space. Made for guests who never came.

Ethan sat across from me. Slid a manila folder across the glass table.

Thick. Heavy. Paper crinkled as I opened it.

"Prior threats," Ethan said. "Staff contacts. Digital security logs from the breach."

I scanned the first page. Timeline of escalation. Email excerpts. Server timestamps.

Professional work. Someone knew what they were doing.

"I leave tomorrow morning," Ethan continued. "Early flight. You're in charge until I return."

I nodded. Flipped another page.

"Security protocols are outlined. Kitchen staff arrives at six. Maid comes Tuesdays and Fridays. Gardener Wednesdays."

"Background checks?" I asked.

"All vetted. Six months minimum."

"Recent hires?"

Ethan paused. "The gardener. Three weeks."

I looked up.

His jaw tightened. "He came highly recommended."

"By who?"

"A business associate."

"Name."

"Drake—"

"Name."

He sighed. "Marcus Webb. Tech investor. Clean reputation."

I made a mental note. Check Webb. Check the gardener. Check everyone.

"My wife arrives Thursday," Ethan said. Casual. Offhand. Like mentioning a delivery.

I kept my expression flat.

"Lila. Thirty. You'll handle her protection as well."

Thirty.

Twenty-four years younger than Ethan.

Two years younger than Nadia.

Eight years older than Hazel.

I filed it away. Didn't comment.

"She's..." Ethan paused. Searched for words. "Independent. Strong-willed. She won't make this easy."

"They never do."

He almost smiled. Almost.

"She's also smarter than she lets people think. Don't underestimate her."

"I don't underestimate anyone."

Footsteps on marble.

Soft. Bare feet.

I didn't turn. Tracked the sound—hallway, entry, closer.

Hazel appeared in the doorway.

Still barefoot. Different shorts. Loose gray tank top.

She crossed to the bar without asking permission. Poured two fingers of something amber into crystal.

Ethan's knuckles went white on the armrest.

"Hazel—"

She ignored him. Lifted the glass. Took a slow sip.

Her eyes found mine.

Held.

"You're not a child anymore, Hazel," Ethan said. Voice tight. Controlled fury underneath. "Act like it."

She turned. Smiled at him. Sweet. Poisonous.

"I am acting like it, Dad. Adults drink."

"Adults ask first."

"Do they?"

She took another sip. Deliberate. Challenging.

Ethan's jaw worked. Grinding teeth. Swallowing words.

He looked at me. "She thinks rules are suggestions. Don't play into it."

I said nothing.

Hazel leaned against the bar. Glass dangling from her fingers. Watching me watch her.

"Don't worry, Dad." Her voice dropped. Softer. Almost a purr. "I'm not the one you should be worried about."

Something slid down my spine. Slow. Hot. Wrong.

I kept my face blank.

Ethan stood. Buttoned his jacket. Frustration radiating off him in waves.

"She stays safe," he said. Looking at me. Not at her. "That's your job."

"Understood."

"I mean it, Drake. Whatever she says, whatever she does—your job is to keep her alive. Nothing else."

"Clear."

He glanced at Hazel. She smiled wider.

He left. Footsteps retreating down the hall. Fast. Angry.

Door closed somewhere distant.

Silence settled.

Hazel sipped her drink. Watching me over the rim.

I closed the folder. Stood.

"Enjoying yourself?" she asked.

"Not my job to enjoy anything."

"What is your job?"

"I already told you."

"Right. Keep me alive." She set the glass down. Moved closer. "What if I don't want to be kept?"

"Doesn't change the job."

"You always this obedient?"

"When the money's good."

She laughed. Soft. Breathy.

"Is it good?"

"Good enough."

"Good enough to ignore me?"

I looked at her. Really looked.

Beautiful. Testing every boundary she could find. Bored. Angry. Desperate for someone to push back.

Classic pattern. Daddy issues. Neglect. New almost her age stepmother stealing attention.

I'd seen it before. Different cities. Different girls.

Always ended the same way.

"I'm not ignoring you," I said.

"No?"

"I'm managing you."

Her eyes flashed. "I don't need to be managed."

"Your father disagrees."

"My father's an idiot."

"Your father pays my salary."

"I could pay you more."

I raised an eyebrow.

She stepped closer. Four feet. Three.

"What would it take?" she asked.

"For what?"

"To work for me instead."

"I don't work for kids."

Her expression hardened. "I'm not a kid."

"You're twenty-two."

"So?"

"So you're a kid."

"I'm old enough to—"

"To what?" I cut her off. Voice flat. Cold. "Drink? Flirt? Make stupid decisions?"

She flinched. Just barely.

Good.

"Everyone's old enough for that," I continued. "Doesn't make you grown."

Silence.

She stared at me. Chest rising. Falling. Breath coming faster.

Angry. Hurt. Turned on.

Dangerous combination.

"You don't know anything about me," she said quietly.

"I know enough."

"Like what?"

"Like you're bored. Like you're mad at your father. Like you want someone to notice you."

Her jaw clenched.

"Like you think pushing boundaries makes you interesting," I added. "It doesn't. It makes you predictable."

She took a sharp breath.

I waited.

She grabbed her glass. Drained it. Slammed it down.

"Fuck you."

"Not part of the job."

Her eyes went wide. Then narrowed.

Then she smiled.

Slow. Dangerous.

"We'll see."

She walked past me. Close. Shoulder brushing mine.

Vanilla. Warm skin. Something underneath—heat, anger, want.

I didn't move.

She stopped in the doorway. Looked back.

"Goodnight, Drake."

"Stay in your room tonight."

"Why?"

"Because I said so."

"And if I don't?"

"Then I'll know exactly where you are when you try sneaking out."

Surprise flickered across her face.

Then that smile again.

"You're fun."

"I'm not."

She left.

I stood there. Alone in the too-big room.

Stared at the empty glass she'd left behind.

Lipstick smudge on the rim. Faint. Pink.

I picked up the folder.

Turned off the lights.

Walked back to my quarters.

Tomorrow Ethan left.

Thursday Lila arrived.

Between now and then, I had to keep one bored, beautiful, reckless girl from doing something stupid.

And keep myself from doing something worse.

* * *

Six screens glowed in the dark. Security feeds cycling through angles I'd already memorized.

I sat. Watched. Waited.

East gate. Clear.

Pool deck. Motion light triggered by wind.

Main entrance. Empty.

Hallway outside Hazel's door. Nothing.

I checked my watch. 22:47.

Ethan left at 06:00. Eleven hours until I had full run of this place without supervision.

Seventy-two hours until Lila arrived.

I should sleep.

Didn't.

My fingers hovered over the keyboard. Zoom function available on every feed.

I could see the hallway better. Check the shadows near her door.

Don't.

I clicked it anyway.

The image sharpened. Empty corridor. Soft lighting from recessed fixtures along the baseboard.

Her door stayed closed. Frosted glass panel in the center showing nothing but darkness beyond.

I leaned back. Rubbed my eyes.

This was stupid. She was in bed. Asleep. Or scrolling on her phone like every other twenty-two-year-old.

Not my problem unless she tries to leave.

I looked at the screen again.

Movement.

Soft. Barely there.

A shadow passing behind the frosted glass. Silhouette outlined for half a second.

My pulse didn't spike. Training kicked in. Heartbeat slowed. Focus narrowed.

She was awake. Moving around her room.

Normal.

The shadow passed again. Closer to the door this time.

I shifted in my seat.

She stopped. Right at the glass.

Don't.

I stood.

Crossed the room.

Grabbed my sidearm out of habit, then left it on the desk.

This wasn't a threat assessment.

This was something else.

I walked down the hall. Quiet. Boots making no sound on the hardwood.

Stopped outside her door.

Raised my hand.

Knocked. Twice. Professional.

Silence.

Then her voice. Low. Amused.

"Come in."

I opened the door.

Her room hit me all at once. Soft lighting from a bedside lamp. Pastel bedding in shades of cream and blush. Books stacked on a white dresser. Perfume bottles catching the light.

And her.

On the bed. Legs crossed. Satin sleep shorts riding high on her thighs. Cropped tee showing a strip of smooth skin above her waistband.

Hair down. Loose around her shoulders.

She looked at me. Smile playing at the corner of her mouth.

"Is something wrong?" she asked.

"Just checking the perimeter."

"The perimeter." She tilted her head. "That what we're calling it?"

"That's what it is."

"Well." She uncrossed her legs. Leaned back on her hands. "This room's secure. But you're welcome to do a full sweep… if you like."

I stayed in the doorway. "Not funny."

"Wasn't trying to be."

She stood. Walked over.

"Then why are you here?" she asked.

Good question.

I want to fuck your brains out.

"Saw movement on the camera," I said.

"So you came to investigate?"

"That's the job."

"Is it?" She looked up at me. Gray-green eyes catching the light. "Or did you just want to check on me?"

"I wanted to make sure you weren't doing something stupid."

"Like what?"

"Like sneaking out."

She laughed. Soft. Breathy.

"I'm right here, Drake. Not going anywhere."

"Good."

"Unless you want me to leave?"

"I want you to stay put."

"Then I'll stay put." She stepped closer. Inches between us now. "Happy?"

No.

"Lock your door tonight," I said.

"Why? You worried someone's going to break in?"

"I'm worried you're going to sneak out."

"I already told you I'm not."

"And I don't believe you."

She smiled. "Smart man."

Heat rolled off her. Vanilla and something sweeter. Shampoo. Lotion. Skin.

The room felt smaller. Warmer.

I should leave.

Didn't.

"Do you want to put a camera in here?" she asked.

I stared at her.

"So you can watch me," she continued. Voice dropping. "Make sure I'm being good."

"Stop."

"Stop what?"

"Whatever this is."

"I'm just asking a question."

"You're not."

She bit her lip. Eyes bright. Challenging.

"What am I doing then?"

"Testing me."

"And?"

"And it's not going to work."

"No?"

"No."

Silence stretched.

She didn't move. Neither did I.

Wrong. This was wrong.

She was the client's daughter. Off-limits. Twenty-two years old. Bored. Playing games because she had nothing better to do.

I knew all of that.

Didn't matter.

Because right now, standing this close, smelling her skin, watching her chest rise and fall with each breath—

I wanted her.

Wanted to push her back onto that pastel bed. Wanted to see if she'd keep smiling or if she'd gasp. Wanted to find out if all that confidence held up when someone actually called her bluff.

Don't.

"I should leave," I said.

"Should you?"

"Yes."

"But you're not."

She wasn't smiling anymore.

Breathing faster. Pupils wide. Lips parted.

She wanted this too.

Bad idea. Terrible idea.

Didn't change the fact.

"Do you have pepper spray?" I asked.

She blinked. "What?"

"Pepper spray. In case someone gets in."

"I… no."

"Panic button?"

"There's one in the hall."

"Not good enough."

"Then what do you suggest?"

"Keep your door locked. Keep your phone charged. If anything happens, you call me first."

"Not 911?"

"Me first."

She nodded. Slow.

"Okay."

"Okay."

Another beat of silence.

I stepped back. Forced myself to move.

Her scent followed me.

"Lock your door tonight," I said again.

"I will."

"I mean it, Hazel."

"I know."

I turned. Walked to the door.

"Drake?"

I stopped. Didn't look back.

"Yeah?"

"Thanks for checking on me."

I didn't answer.

Left. Pulled the door shut behind me.

Stood in the hallway. Listened.

The lock clicked.

Good.

I walked back to my room. Every step measured. Controlled.

Closed the door.

Hard.

Leaned against it.

Stared at the ceiling.

This job was already going to hell.


Chapter 4

I cleared the east wing at 06:47.

Morning light cut through the glass walkway. Clean. Sharp. No clouds.

I walked toward the pool deck, scanning the treeline. Gates locked. Motion sensors green. Everything quiet.

Then I saw her.

Hazel.

Already outside. Barefoot on the stone. Hair loose down her back, catching sunlight like spun gold.

My steps slowed.

She stood at the edge of the pool. White robe wrapped around her shoulders. Face tilted toward the sun.

I should've kept walking.

Didn't.

She reached for the tie at her waist. Pulled it loose. Let the robe fall.

Red bikini underneath.

Deep red. Two scraps of fabric that barely covered anything.

Her body curved in ways that made my jaw tighten. Soft skin. Toned legs. Narrow waist flaring into hips that—

Stop.

She stretched her arms overhead. Slow. Deliberate. Arching her back just enough. Then she stepped to the pool's edge and dove. Clean entry. Barely a splash.

I stood at the glass. Watched her cut through the water. Long, lazy strokes. Hair trailing behind her like silk.

She surfaced halfway across. Looked right at me.

Held my gaze.

One second. Two. Three.

Then she smirked. Turned again for another lap.

My phone buzzed.

Ethan.

Timing couldn't be worse.

I answered. "Yeah."

"Drake. Just checking in." His voice crisp. Authoritative. "Everything quiet?"

I kept my eyes on Hazel. She surfaced near the shallow end. Water streaming down her shoulders.

"No movement," I said.

"Good. Hazel behaving?"

She pushed off the wall. Glided toward the pool's edge. Arms cutting through the water. Chest rising with each stroke.

"More or less."

Ethan sighed. Static crackled on the line.

"We got a ping near the industrial park this morning," he said. "Might just be noise, but I want you to keep her inside today. No exceptions."

Hazel reached the edge. Pulled herself up onto the stone. Water cascading off her body. Rivulets running down her stomach. Her thighs.

She wrung out her hair. Slow. Deliberate.

I closed my eyes.

"Understood," I said.

"I mean it, Drake. She'll push back. Don't let her."

"I won't."

"Good. Call if anything changes."

"Copy that."

I ended the call.

Opened my eyes.

She turned. Bent to pick up her robe. The movement deliberate. Slow.

Then she walked toward the house.

I should move. Step back. Get out of sight.

Stayed exactly where I was.

She disappeared through the side entrance. Door closing behind her.

I exhaled.

Checked my watch. 06:52.

Five minutes. That's how long I'd stood there. Watching her.

Idiot.

I reached the west wing entrance at 07:04.

Pulled the door open. Cool air hit my face.

Footsteps echoed from the main hall.

I rounded the corner.

She was still in the red bikini. Robe loose around her shoulders. Hair dripping onto the marble floor. She stopped when she saw me.

"Morning," she said.

"Morning."

"You're up early."

"I'm always up early."

"Were you watching me?"

Direct. No games this time.

"I was checking the perimeter," I said.

"Did you enjoy the show?"

"There was no show."

"No?" Her smile widened. "Then why'd you stop?"

"I didn't."

"You did. I saw you."

Heat crawled up my neck.

Wrong. This was all wrong.

She was baiting me. Testing boundaries. Seeing how far she could push before I broke.

Don't break.

"You need to stay inside today," I said.

Her smile faded. "Why?"

"Orders."

"From who?"

"Your father."

"My father's not here."

"Doesn't matter."

"Yes, it does." She crossed her arms. The robe slipped off one shoulder. "He can't tell me what to do from another city."

"He's paying me to keep you safe. That means you do what I say."

"What you say?"

"Yeah."

She laughed. Soft. Mocking.

"You really think you can order me around?"

"I don't think. I know."

"We'll see."

She moved past me. Shoulder brushing mine. Skin still damp.

Vanilla. Chlorine. Heat.

I didn't turn around.

"Hazel."

She stopped.

"You're staying inside today," I said again. "No pool. No deck. No leaving the house."

"Or what?"

Silence. No answer. My jaw clenched.

She walked away. Footsteps fading down the hall.

I stood there. Fists tight at my sides.

This job was going to kill me.

Or worse.

I'd do something stupid first.

* * *

The dining room smelled like rosemary and roasted garlic. Something rich. Expensive. The kind of meal you paid someone good money to make.

Two place settings. White linens. Crystal glasses catching the soft overhead light.

Staff was gone. Dismissed early at my request. Less exposure. Fewer variables.

I sat at the far end of the table. Back straight. Shoulders square. Old habit. Couldn't shake it if I tried.

The clock on the wall read 19:47.

Footsteps in the hall.

She entered slowly.

Summer dress. Pale yellow. Thin fabric that moved when she did. Hung loose at her shoulders. Flowed down to mid-thigh.

No bra.

I knew the second she walked in. The way the fabric shifted. The outline of her nipples pressing against the cotton as she moved.

She knew I'd notice.

Calculated. All of it.

Christ.

She pulled out the chair across from me. Sat down. Reached for the wine bottle without asking if I wanted any.

Poured herself a glass. Red. Deep burgundy that caught the light.

"You always sit that straight?" she asked.

"Keeps my back from locking up."

"Military thing?"

"Among others."

She lifted the glass to her lips. Took a slow sip. Eyes on me the whole time.

I picked up my fork. Cut into the chicken on my plate. Focused on that instead of the way her dress dipped when she leaned forward.

Don't look. Don't fucking look.

I looked.

Her collarbone. The soft curve of her shoulder. The shadow between her breasts every time she breathed.

My pulse kicked up.

She's a job. A principal. Off-limits.

Didn't matter. My body didn't care about rules.

I wanted to pull that dress off her. Slow. Watch it fall to the floor. Pin her wrists above her head and make her understand exactly who was in control here.

Make her beg.

Make her scream my name until her voice broke.

Stop.

I set my fork down. Drank water instead. Ice-cold. Didn't help.

She picked at her food. Moved a piece of asparagus around her plate. Then looked up.

"So… wife?"

"No."

"Girlfriend?"

"No."

She tilted her head. "Anyone you're sleeping with?"

Beat.

"Not at the moment."

Her smile widened. Just a fraction.

"That's surprising," she said. "You're… intense."

"That's what people say."

"I bet they do."

She leaned in. Just slightly. Enough that the neckline of her dress shifted lower.

Fuck.

My hand tightened around the glass.

I could take her right here. Bend her over this table. Shove that dress up around her waist and make her understand what it meant to push me.

Claim her. Own her. Make her cry my name until she couldn't remember anyone else's.

She'd come back for more. They always did.

Don't.

I forced myself to breathe. Slow. Controlled.

She watched me. Reading every micro-expression. Every tell.

"Ever been with someone you weren't supposed to touch?" she asked.

Silence.

I met her eyes. Finally.

"Once," I said. "Didn't end well."

Her smile came slow. Deliberate.

"Then you must've done it right."

Heat crawled up my spine.

Wrong answer. Wrong response. Wrong everything.

Hazel set down her glass. Leaned back in her chair. The dress shifted again. Higher on her thighs.

She wasn't wearing much underneath. Maybe nothing.

Fuck me.

"You're staring," she said.

"You're making it hard not to."

Her eyes lit up. Victory.

"Am I?"

"You know you are."

"And what are you going to do about it?"

I should shut this down. Walk away. Call Ethan and tell him to send someone else.

Didn't move.

"Nothing," I said.

"Liar."

"I'm here to keep you safe. That's it."

"That's boring."

"I don't get paid to entertain you."

"No?" She leaned forward again. Elbows on the table. Chin resting on her hands. "Then what do you get paid for?"

"Protection."

"From what?"

"Whatever's coming."

"And if I told you the only thing I need protection from is myself?"

Beat.

"Then I'd say you're right."

She laughed. Soft. Low. The kind of sound that went straight to my gut.

"You don't like me very much," she said.

"I don't need to like you."

"But you want me."

Silence.

No denial. No deflection.

She saw it. All of it.

The way my jaw tightened. The way my knuckles went white around the glass. The way I hadn't looked away once since she leaned in.

"You think you're the first guy who's wanted to fuck me?" she asked.

Direct. Brutal.

"No," I said.

"You think you'll be the last?"

"No."

"Then what makes you different?"

I set the glass down. Slow. Controlled.

"I know better."

"Do you?"

"Yeah."

"Then why are you still sitting here?"

Good question.

I stood.

She watched me. Eyes tracking every movement.

"Dinner's over," I said.

"Is it?"

"Yeah."

I turned toward the door.

"Drake."

I stopped. Didn't turn around.

"You can lie to yourself all you want," she said. "But I saw the way you looked at me this morning. At the pool."

Beat.

"And I saw the way you're looking at me now."

I walked out.

Didn't look back.

* * *

Twelve-eleven AM.

Couldn't sleep.

I lay there, shirtless, file open on my chest. Numbers blurred together. Threat assessments. Timeline markers. None of it stuck.

My mind kept circling back to her.

That dress. The pool. The way she'd looked at me across the dinner table like she already knew how this would end.

Focus.

The clock ticked. Seconds crawled.

Then—a soft knock.

I went still.

The door creaked open.

Hazel slipped inside. Oversized T-shirt hanging off one shoulder. Short shorts that barely qualified as clothing. Bare feet on hardwood.

She closed the door behind her. Quiet. Deliberate.

"Can't sleep," she whispered.

I set the file aside. Slow.

"That's not my problem."

She moved closer. Into the dim light spilling from the bedside lamp.

"I don't want to be alone."

"Go back to your room."

"No."

Beat.

She reached the edge of the bed. Didn't stop. Her hand found my wrist. Warm. Soft.

Every muscle in my body locked.

Don't.

"Hazel."

One last warning. Voice flat. Final.

She leaned down.

Kissed me.

Soft at first. Testing. Then harder when I didn't pull away.

Something snapped.

I grabbed her waist and hauled her onto the bed. She gasped against my mouth but didn't resist. Her hands slid up my chest, nails scraping skin.

Fuck it.

I flipped her onto her back. Pinned her wrists above her head with one hand. She arched beneath me, breathing hard, eyes wide and dark.

"You sure about this?" I growled.

"Yes."

No hesitation.

Good enough.

I yanked her shirt over her head. Tossed it aside. Nothing underneath. Just smooth skin and curves that made my jaw clench.

Her shorts came next. Gone in seconds.

She reached for me but I caught her hands again. Held them down.

"Stay still."

"Drake—"

"Still."

She obeyed. Barely.

I kissed her throat. Her collarbone. Down between her breasts. Teeth grazing skin. She shivered. Made a sound low in her throat that went straight through me.

My control frayed.

I shoved my boxers down. Didn't ask about protection. Didn't ask anything. That wasn't who I was. I took what I wanted.

And I wanted her.

She gasped when I pushed inside. Tight. Warm. Perfect.

Fuck.

I gave her a second to adjust. Then moved.

Hard. Deep. No gentleness. No hesitation.

She cried out. Hands clawing at my shoulders. I caught her wrists again and slammed them back against the mattress.

"Mine," I said against her ear.

"Yes—"

"Say it."

"Yours—"

I drove deeper. She arched off the bed, head thrown back, breath coming in short gasps.

All that flirting. All that teasing. Every look, every word, every calculated move she'd made—I poured it all back into her.

Made her feel exactly what she'd done to me.

She tightened around me. Close.

"Drake—I—"

"Come."

An order. Not a request.

She shattered. Nails raking down my back. Voice breaking on my name.

The sound pushed me over.

I buried myself deep and let go. Heat flooded through me. Vision whited out.

For a few seconds, nothing existed but her.

Then—silence.

I pulled back. Rolled off her. Chest heaving.

She lay there. Skin flushed. Hair tangled. Breathing hard.

Neither of us spoke.

She sat up slowly. Found her shirt. Pulled it on.

Still no words.

She stood. Walked to the door.

At the threshold, she turned.

Smiled.

Blew me a kiss.

Then slipped out and was gone.

I stared at the ceiling.

What the fuck did I just do?


Chapter 5

I sat on the edge of the bed. Shirt off. Shoulders tight from walking the estate twice today.

Checking corners. Testing locks. Watching blind spots.

Watching her.

Hazel had avoided me all day. Stayed in her room until noon. Appeared for lunch, ate in silence, then disappeared again. I'd checked the feeds. Saw her door. Closed. Safe.

Good.

Better this way.

Except some part of me—stupid, reckless part—kept waiting for her to show up again. To push. To test.

She didn't.

Maybe she got what she wanted. Maybe that was the game all along.

Couldn't tell if I felt relieved or disappointed.

Both, probably.

I rubbed my jaw. Stubble rough under my palm.

My phone buzzed.

I picked it up. Screen glowed in the dark.

<Nadia> Still breathing?

I typed back.

<Me>For now.

Three dots appeared. Then:

<Nadia> You sound soft. Getting domesticated out there?

I almost smiled.

<Me>They cook well. That's all.

<Nadia> Liar. If you die in that mansion, I'm not identifying the body.

<Me>Appreciated.

Beat.

I stared at the screen. Typed again.

<Me>You texting me from your knees? Husband getting the Paris special tonight?

The reply came fast.

<Nadia> Fuck you, Drake.

<Me>Just asking.

<Nadia> He's grading papers in the next room. And stop talking about him like that.

<Me>Like what?

<Nadia> Like he's not the love of my life.

I leaned back against the headboard. Grinned in the dark.

<Me>Didn't know you had one of those.

<Nadia> I have layers. You just see the sharp ones.

<Me>Sharp's what keeps you alive.

<Nadia> Sharp's what keeps me employed. Love is what keeps me human.

<Me>Could've fooled me.

<Nadia> You're an asshole.

<Me>You love it.

Pause. Longer this time.

Then:

<Nadia> I tolerate it. There's a difference.

I exhaled. Something loosened in my chest.

Nadia always knew. Didn't matter where I was or what job I'd taken. She checked in. Called the bullshit. Reminded me I wasn't invisible.

<Me>So how's the husband? If you did not suck him did you at least fuck him?

<Nadia> Happy. Oblivious. Perfect. And yes I did fuck him. Hard.

<Me> Sure, bet you miss the field?

<Nadia> Every day.

<Me>Miss me?

<Nadia>Don't flatter yourself.

I smiled. Faint. Real.

<Me>Liar.

<Nadia> Go to sleep, Drake. You sound tired.

<Me>I am.

<Nadia> Then rest. Before some billionaire's daughter makes you softer than you already are.

My jaw tightened.

She didn't know. Couldn't.

But Nadia had instincts sharper than most operators I'd worked with. She felt things before they happened.

<Me>Not happening.

<Nadia> Sure.

<Me>I mean it.

<Nadia> Sleep. I am stepping on a plane in one hour.

<Me>Where to?

<Nadia> States. Will save you ass again.

<Me>Looking forward to it

The screen went dark. So Nadia is coming. Must be the firm. Might be something else. Time will tell.

I tossed the phone onto the nightstand. Rolled my shoulders. Felt the pull in my lower back from where Hazel had clawed me last night.

Still there. Faint sting.

Proof it wasn't just in my head.

I stretched out on the bed. Stared at the ceiling. Shadows moved across plaster. Moonlight through blinds.

Quiet settled in.

No footsteps in the hall. No door creaking open. No whispered excuses.

Just silence.

Good.

I closed my eyes.

Sleep pulled me under slow. Heavy. Like sinking into cold water.

Nadia's voice echoed somewhere in the back of my mind.

Getting domesticated out there?

No.

Not possible.

I was here for a job. Three days. Maybe four if Lila's flight got delayed.

Then I'd leave. Back to Greyson. Back to contracts that made sense. Targets I could see. Threats I could neutralize.

Not this.

Not her.

Not the way she'd looked at me when she left my room last night. Like she'd won something I hadn't known we were fighting over.

I turned onto my side. Fist curled under the pillow.

Forget it.

Tomorrow, Vance would call. Update me on the cartel situation. Maybe bump up my pay if things escalated.

Tomorrow, Hazel would keep ignoring me. Or she wouldn't. Either way, I'd handle it.

Tomorrow, I'd do my job.

That's all this was.

A job.

I repeated it until my breathing slowed.

Until the darkness took over completely.

* * *

Rain tapped the windows.

Soft. Steady.

I surfaced from sleep slow—then felt weight.

Someone on top of me.

Instinct snapped like a trigger.

I grabbed. Twisted. Flipped hard.

Body slammed face-down into the mattress. Arm wrenched behind her back. My knee pressed into her spine. Full control in three seconds.

A giggle.

Breathless. Amused.

"Mmm. I was wondering how strong you are."

I froze.

No.

"Hazel?"

Another laugh. Softer this time. Muffled against the sheets.

Anger flared hot and immediate—not at her. At me.

For letting my guard down. For not locking the door. For sleeping heavy enough that she got this close.

Careless.

I eased off. Released her arm. Shifted my weight back.

She turned over beneath me, hair spilling across the pillow. Eyes bright even in the dark.

"Surprise," she whispered.

I stood. Breathing hard. Pulse hammering.

"You nearly got your neck snapped."

"Worth it."

"This isn't a game."

"Everything's a game." She sat up, slow, brushing hair from her face. "You fucked me last night. I didn't complain about that either."

I clenched my jaw. Stepped back. Put distance between us before my body decided to close it again.

"What the hell are you doing?"

"Visiting."

"At midnight."

"You left the door open."

"No. I didn't."

"You did." She tilted her head. Smiled. "I checked twice."

Bullshit.

I walked to the door. Tested the handle.

Unlocked.

Damn it.

I turned back.

She'd shifted to the edge of the bed. Legs crossed. Oversized shirt—mine, from the laundry—sliding off one shoulder.

"See?"

"Get out."

"Make me."

"Hazel—"

"Or don't." She leaned forward. Elbows on her knees. "You could just stand there. Stare at me like you did at the pool. Pretend you don't want this."

I didn't move.

Couldn't.

Rain drummed harder against glass.

"You're playing with fire," I said.

"Good. I'm cold."

"This ends badly."

"For who?"

"Both of us."

She stood. Stepped closer.

I didn't step back.

Should have.

"You know what I think?" Her voice dropped. Quiet. Dangerous. "I think you like it. The risk. The wrongness. You like that I shouldn't be here."

"You're wrong."

"Am I?"

She reached out. Fingertips grazed my chest.

I caught her wrist. Held it.

"Stop."

"Why?"

"Because your father hired me to protect you. Not this."

"Maybe I need protection from you."

Her pulse jumped under my thumb.

Fast. Excited.

Christ.

I released her. Turned away. Walked to the window.

Rain blurred the glass. Trees swayed in the dark.

"Go back to your room."

Silence.

Then footsteps. Bare feet on hardwood.

Good.

She stopped behind me. Close enough I felt her warmth.

"You want me to beg?"

"No."

"Then what?"

I turned.

Mistake.

She stood inches away. Eyes locked on mine. Daring me.

"I want you to understand what you're asking for," I said.

"I know exactly what I'm asking for."

"Do you?"

"Yeah." She stepped closer. No hesitation. "I want you to ravage me."

The word hit like a blade.

Sharp. Deliberate.

I stared at her.

Rain filled the silence.

Then I moved.

One hand fisted in her hair. The other gripped her jaw.

I kissed her hard. No gentleness. No asking.

She gasped against my mouth. Grabbed my shoulders. Tried to pull me closer.

I shoved her back toward the bed.

She stumbled. Caught herself. Grinned.

"There you are."

I grabbed her shirt. Yanked it over her head. Threw it aside.

Nothing underneath.

Of course not.

She reached for me.

I caught her wrists. Spun her around. Pressed her face-down onto the mattress.

"You want to play games?" I leaned close. Breath hot against her ear. "Fine. But we play by my rules."

"Yes."

"Say it again."

"Yes."

I released her wrists. Stepped back.

"On your knees."

She obeyed. Slid off the bed. Knelt in front of me.

Looked up. Eyes dark. Lips parted. Waiting. Pushed fabric down. Her gaze dropped. Widened slightly. Then she smiled.

Dangerous girl.

I gripped her hair. Not gentle.

"Open."

She did. I guided myself to her lips. Slow. Watching her take me. Warm. Wet. Perfect. She moaned. Hands braced on my thighs.I tightened my grip. Set the pace.

Not rough. Not yet. Just control.

She followed. Learned fast. Tongue sliding. Lips tight. My breathing roughened. She tried to pull back. Catch her breath. I held her there.

"Not yet."

Her eyes flicked up. Defiant. Excited.

Good.

I pushed deeper. She gagged. Clawed at my thighs. I eased off. Let her breathe.

Then again. Deeper. She whimpered. Took it. Heat coiled low in my spine. Muscles locked.

Close.

Too close.

I pulled out. Gripped myself.

"Look at me."

She did. Eyes wet. Lips swollen. Beautiful. I stroked fast. Hard. Pressure built. Snapped. Release hit like a fist.

I finished across her face. Her neck. Her chest.

Marked her completely. She gasped. Froze. Stared up at me. Breath ragged. Pulse visible in her throat.

I stepped back. Breathing hard.

She stayed kneeling. Didn't move. Didn't wipe her face. Just watched me. Rain drummed the windows. I tucked myself away. Zipped up.

"Bathroom's there." I nodded toward the door. "Clean up."

She stood. Slow. Still watching me.

Then smiled.

"Worth it."

She walked past. Disappeared into the bathroom. Water ran. I sat on the bed. Rubbed my face.

What the hell am I doing?

She emerged minutes later. Face clean. Hair damp. Still naked. Still smiling.

"Feel better?" she asked.

I didn't answer. She picked up my shirt from the floor. Pulled it on.

"I'm keeping this."

"Fine."

She crossed to the door. Stopped. Looked back.

"Same time tomorrow?"

"No."

"We'll see."

She left.

Door clicked shut behind her.

I sat in the dark.

Rain tapping glass.

Alone again.

This ends badly.

I already knew it.

Didn't stop me from wanting her gone.

Didn't stop me from wanting her back.

* * *

Kitchen air smelled like soap and lemon oil. Clean. Untouched. Morning light cut through the glass wall in sharp angles.

I needed coffee. Maybe six hours of actual sleep. Neither seemed likely.

The fridge hummed. My boots barely whispered on the tile.

Then I heard it.

Bare feet on stone.

I stopped at the doorway.

Hazel walked in from the hallway entrance. Short silk robe. Pale blue. Barely covered her thighs. Hair loose around her shoulders. Wet from a shower.

She moved like she owned the space. Confident. Loose-limbed.

That smile started to form.

Then froze.

Her whole body went rigid.

I followed her gaze.

Fuck.

A woman sat at the kitchen island. Legs crossed. One designer heel hooked on the marble ledge. Cream blouse. Tailored slacks. Chestnut hair catching gold in the light.

Lila Vance.

She held a coffee cup. Steam rising. Didn't move. Didn't speak.

Just watched Hazel with the kind of stillness that cuts.

I catalogued the difference in half a second.

Hazel burned hot. Wild. Raw.

Lila was ice wrapped in cashmere. Polished. Lethal.

"Good morning…" Lila's voice poured smooth as honey. Then she paused. Let the word hang. "Dear."

Hazel's jaw tightened.

"You weren't supposed to be here until tomorrow."

The shift happened fast. Invisible. But I felt it.

Power just changed hands.

Lila sipped. Slow. Eyes never leaving Hazel.

"And yet." She set the cup down. Gentle. Deliberate. "Here I am."

Hazel stepped toward the counter. Grabbed a mug from the rack. Hands steady. But her knuckles were white.

I stayed near the doorway. Silent. Cataloguing exits. Distance. Tension thick enough to choke on.

Lila leaned back slightly. Tilted her head.

Her gaze traveled down Hazel's robe. Slow. Assessing.

"I do hope you didn't wake the staff." Voice dripping sugar and venom. "You look… exhausted."

Hazel poured coffee. Didn't spill a drop.

"I slept fine."

Coil tightened in my gut. Conversation felt like watching a blade slide between ribs.

Lila smiled. Not warm. Not kind.

"Alone, I assume."

Silence dropped like a guillotine.

Hazel's hand paused mid-reach for the cream. Muscles locked.

Then she moved again. Added cream. Stirred.

Didn't answer.

Didn't need to.

Lila's smile widened a fraction.

Hazel set the spoon down. Picked up her mug.

Turned.

Walked straight past me without a glance.

Gone.

Silence filled the kitchen.

Rain tapped the windows. Softer now. Aftermath.

I stood there. Didn't move.

Lila shifted. Uncrossed her legs. Turned on the stool.

Those dark eyes locked on me. Sharp. Calculating.

"So." She rested her chin on her palm. "You're the help my husband hired."

Not a question.

I stepped into the room. Headed for the coffee pot.

"Drake Hale. Security detail."

"Mmm."

I felt her gaze track me. Every step. Every movement.

Mapping.

Hunting.

I poured coffee. Black. Hot.

"You're early," I said.

"I changed my flight." She picked up her cup again. Sipped. "Decided I missed home."

Bullshit. She didn't miss anything. She came back to reclaim territory.

I leaned against the counter. Faced her.

She looked me over. Head to boots. Slow. Thorough.

Like she was deciding which pieces to keep.

Heat flickered behind those eyes. Different than Hazel's fire.

This was controlled. Aimed.

Dangerous.

My pulse kicked up. Just once.

She caught it. Smiled.

"Ethan said you were former military."

"Close enough."

"And you're here to keep us safe."

"That's the job."

"Us." She emphasized the word. Leaned forward slightly. "That must be… challenging."

"How so?"

"Two women under one roof." Her fingers traced the rim of her cup. "Both needing protection. Both requiring… attention."

I drank. Didn't answer.

She laughed. Soft. Low.

"Ethan trusts you completely, you know." She set her cup down. Stood. Walked toward me. Heels clicking. "Said you're the best he could find."

She stopped just inside my reach.

Close enough to smell her perfume. Something expensive. Floral with an edge.

"I wonder," she murmured. "What makes you the best?"

I held her gaze. Didn't retreat.

"I keep people alive."

"And that's all?"

"That's enough."

Her smile turned knowing.

"Is it?"

She reached past me. Grabbed the coffee pot. Refilled her cup.

Didn't step back.

Neither did I.

"You must find this all very… distracting." She looked up through her lashes. "A girl like Hazel. Young. Reckless. Desperate for boundaries."

My jaw tightened.

She noticed. Of course she did.

"She tests people," Lila continued. "Pushes. Sees how far she can go before someone stops her."

Silence stretched.

Rain drummed softer now.

"And when they don't stop her?" Lila's voice dropped. Intimate. "She pushes harder."

I said nothing.

She tilted her head. Studied my face.

"You look tired, Drake." Her fingers brushed my forearm. Light. Fleeting. "Hazel keeping you up?"

My pulse jumped.

She felt it. I saw recognition flash in her eyes.

"Thought so."

She stepped back. Picked up her cup.

"Don't worry." She walked toward the island. Settled back onto the stool. Crossed her legs. "Your secret's safe."

"Don't have secrets."

"Everyone has secrets." She sipped. Smiled over the rim. "Some just hide them better."

I pushed off the counter. Headed for the door.

"Drake."

I stopped. Didn't turn.

"I'm not like her, you know."

Silence.

"Hazel plays games because she doesn't know better." Lila's voice went soft. Sharp. "I play because I've already won."

I looked back.

She sat there. Perfect. Poised. Eyes locked on mine.

Predator recognizing prey.

Or the other way around.

Heat coiled low in my gut. Unwanted. Undeniable.

She saw it.

Her smile turned feline.

"This is going to be fun."

I walked out.

Down the hallway. Back toward my quarters.

Breathing steady. Controlled.

But my mind spun.

Two women. Same house. Both circling.

Hazel burned wild. Demanded. Clawed.

Lila moved like a chess piece. Calculated. Patient.

And I was caught between them.

This ends badly.

Worse than I thought.

Because Hazel made me lose control.

But Lila?

Lila made me want to.


Chapter 6

Hazel slipped out of the bed without a word. Bare feet whispered across cold marble, soundless in the dark. She bent to grab her discarded shirt from the floor, pale skin catching the thin wash of moonlight through the window. Didn't look back. Didn't need to.

I leaned against the headboard, shirtless, chest still rising harder than it should. Sweat cooled on my ribs. My pulse hammered in my throat, in my wrists, in places I'd stopped noticing years ago.

Flash of memory hit me—sharp and immediate.

Her face pressed into the pillow. My hand fisted in her hair. The arch of her back when I yanked her hips higher, angled her exactly where I wanted. No hesitation. No mercy. I took her from behind, held her down, drove into her until she gasped my name like a prayer she didn't know the words to. Her nails raked the sheets. Mine dug into her waist hard enough to bruise.

She'd begged.

I hadn't stopped.

Took what I wanted. Made her take what I gave. Pure dominance. Pure need. Nothing soft about it.

And she'd come apart beneath me like she'd been waiting her whole life for someone to break her open.

I exhaled slow. Watched her pull the shirt over her head, hiding the marks I'd left on her shoulders, her throat.

No regret.

Couldn't afford it.

But Lila—Lila already suspected. Maybe knew. That look in the kitchen this morning hadn't been curiosity. It'd been confirmation.

She was circling. Watching. Waiting for me to slip.

And I'd already slipped so far I couldn't see the edge anymore.

Hazel glanced back once. Just a flicker. Eyes dark in the dim light. Mouth soft. Bruised.

Then she slipped through the door. Gone.

I stayed where I was. Let the silence settle.

My body still hummed. Adrenaline, testosterone, the aftermath of rough sex and rougher choices. I should've showered. Should've cleared my head. Should've done a dozen things that would've made this easier.

Instead I just sat there in the dark, breathing, thinking about how royally fucked this whole situation had become.

Two women. One house. Both pulling me in opposite directions.

And somewhere outside these walls, a threat I couldn't see yet. Couldn't measure. Couldn't kill.

I closed my eyes.

Just for a second.

The burner phone buzzed.

Sharp. Insistent. Vibrating against the nightstand like a rattlesnake's warning.

I opened my eyes.

Checked the screen.

Secure line. Greyson.

Midnight calls from Greyson meant one thing. Something had gone wrong. I swiped. Pressed the phone to my ear.

"Go."

Greyson's voice came through clipped and tight, all business, no preamble. "We've got new intel. Confirmed cartel involvement. The threats against Vance aren't posturing—they're operational."

I sat forward. Feet hit the floor.

"Details."

"Lost track of a hit team forty-eight hours ago. Four operatives. Ex-military. Well-funded. They went dark after crossing the border, but intercepts suggest the target isn't Ethan."

My hand tightened on the phone.

"Then who."

"His daughter and his wife."

Silence dropped like a blade.

I stood. Crossed to the window. Scanned the grounds. Nothing moved. Just shadows and landscaping and too much open space.

Fuck.

"Timeline," I said.

"Unknown. Could be days. Could be hours." Greyson paused. Static crackled. "We're sending reinforcements. ETA six to eight hours. Until then, you're alone."

"Copy."

"Drake." His voice shifted. Lower. Almost human. "Secure the perimeter. Initiate lockdown protocol. Keep them inside. Keep them alive."

"Understood."

"And Drake—"

"What."

"Don't get distracted."

The line went dead.

I stood there. Phone still pressed to my ear. Pulse steady now. Cold. Controlled.

Operator mode slid into place like muscle memory. Familiar. Reliable. The part of me that didn't feel, didn't hesitate, didn't second-guess.

I moved.

Grabbed my pants off the chair. Dressed fast. Tactical efficiency. Cargo pants, black shirt, boots laced tight. Pulled the Glock from the nightstand, checked the mag, chambered a round. Slid it into the holster at my back. Grabbed the Sig from the safe, secured it at my ankle.

Burner phone went into my pocket.

I checked the security feeds on my tablet. All cameras green. East wing clear. West wing clear. Hazel's door closed. Lila's suite dark.

No movement.

Yet.

I pulled up the estate map in my head. Ran through the weak points. The gaps. The places a trained team would exploit.

Garden access—too open, but low visibility from the house.

Service entrance—locked, but old hardware. Easy breach.

Pool deck—glass doors, reinforced but not bulletproof.

Roof access—multiple points. No coverage.

Fuck.

This place was a tactical nightmare. Built for luxury, not defense. Too much glass. Too many blind spots. Too much space between me and the principals.

I grabbed the radio from the charging dock. Clipped it to my belt.

Keyed the mic.

"Control, this is Hale. Initiating lockdown. Acknowledge."

Static. Then a woman's voice. Night shift operator.

"Copy, Hale. Lockdown protocol initiated. All exterior doors secured. Alarm system armed."

"Roger. Advise household staff to remain in quarters until further notice."

"Copy that."

I killed the connection.

Stood in the center of the room. Breathing steady. Mind clear.

Four hostiles. Unknown entry point. Unknown timeline.

Two principals. Both inside. Both vulnerable.

Six hours until backup.

Six fucking hours.

I could hold a position for six hours. Done it before. Done it in worse conditions with worse odds.

But that was alone. Just me. No variables. No distractions.

Now I had Hazel. Reckless. Unpredictable. Likely to fight me if I tried to lock her down.

And Lila. Smart. Calculating. Already suspicious. Already circling.

Control the variables. Eliminate the threats. Keep them breathing.

Simple.

Except nothing about this was simple anymore.

I walked out of my quarters. Down the hallway. Silent. Alert.

The house felt different now. Heavier. The weight of invisible eyes watching from somewhere beyond the walls.

They were coming.

I just didn't know when.

Or how many I'd have to kill to keep these women alive.

* * *

I moved through the house fast. Silent. Checking locks. Checking feeds. Counting seconds.

Three minutes to gather everyone. Another two to brief. Five minutes total before I locked this place down tight and disappeared into position.

The kitchen lights hummed. Pale fluorescent wash over marble countertops. I hit the intercom panel near the pantry. Keyed the all-call.

"All staff to the kitchen. Immediately."

No explanation. No please.

Just the order.

Footsteps came first. Quick. Nervous. The night maid appeared from the hallway, eyes wide, wrapping a cardigan tight around her shoulders. The chef followed, still in his sleep shirt, hair sticking up. The day shift security guard—Marcus, overweight and useless—shuffled in next, scratching his jaw.

They clustered near the island. Whispered. Glanced at me. Didn't ask.

Good.

Hazel walked in barefoot. Oversized T-shirt hanging off one shoulder. Hair tangled. Eyes sharp despite the hour. She saw me standing near the counter, arms crossed, and stopped.

Looked around at the staff. Back at me.

"What's going on?"

I didn't answer. Just pointed at the stool near the window.

"Sit."

She hesitated. Then sat.

Smart girl.

The room settled. Quiet except for the low hum of the fridge and someone's shallow breathing.

Then heels clicked against tile.

Lila.

She appeared in the doorway like she'd been summoned to court, not dragged out of bed. Hair perfect. Makeup minimal but flawless. Silk robe tied at the waist, hem brushing mid-thigh. She scanned the room with slow precision, taking in the staff, Hazel, then me.

Her mouth tightened.

"Do you know what time it is?"

Her voice dripped annoyance. Not fear. Not concern. Just irritation at being inconvenienced.

Hazel snorted.

"Do you know what danger looks like?"

Lila's gaze snapped to her stepdaughter. Ice meeting fire.

"Excuse me?"

"You heard me." Hazel leaned forward, elbows on the counter. "Maybe if you spent less time worrying about your hair and more time paying attention—"

"Maybe if you spent less time playing dress-up with the help—"

"Enough."

One word. Low. Hard.

Both women stopped. Turned. Looked at me.

I stepped forward. Slow. Deliberate. Let the silence stretch until it pulled tight.

"Sit down. Shut up. Listen."

Lila's eyebrows lifted. Just a fraction. Like she was deciding whether to be offended or impressed.

Then she walked to the island. Pulled out a stool. Sat. Perfect posture. Crossed legs. Hands folded.

The chef shifted his weight. The maid bit her lip.

Even Marcus straightened.

I let the silence hold another beat. Then spoke.

"There's credible intel of a threat. Armed. Professional. Targeting this estate."

The maid's breath hitched.

"As of now, this house is in lockdown. No one leaves. No one opens a door. No one goes outside for any reason."

The chef opened his mouth.

I cut him off with a look.

"If you need something, you radio me. If you hear something, you radio me. If you think you see something, you don't investigate—you radio me."

I pulled the Glock from my back holster. Set it on the counter. Let them see it.

"You stay in your quarters unless I call you. You lock your doors. You don't answer unless you hear my voice."

The night maid wrapped her arms around herself. Marcus swallowed hard.

I looked each of them in the eye. One by one. Held their gaze until they nodded.

Stopped on Hazel.

Her jaw was tight. Eyes steady. No fear. Just focus.

Good.

Then Lila.

She didn't flinch. Didn't blink. Just watched me like she was trying to decide if I was lying.

I wasn't.

"Do what I say, and you'll live." I picked up the Glock. Slid it back into the holster. "Don't, and I won't clean up the mess."

Silence.

Then the chef nodded. "Understood."

The maid whispered, "Yes, sir."

Marcus grunted something that might have been agreement.

I jerked my chin toward the door.

"Go."

They moved fast. Shuffling out in a tight cluster. Whispering. The maid crossed herself. Marcus glanced back once, then disappeared down the hallway.

Hazel stayed seated. Lila didn't move either. I waited.

Hazel looked at Lila. Lila looked at Hazel.

"You too," I said.

Hazel slid off the stool. Stood. Walked toward the door.

Stopped halfway.

Turned.

"Drake—"

"Not now."

Her mouth tightened. But she didn't argue. Just nodded. Left.

Footsteps faded down the hall. A door closed.

Just me and Lila.

She uncrossed her legs. Stood. Walked toward me. Slow. Measured. Like she had all the time in the world.

Stopped two feet away. Close enough I could smell her perfume. Something subtle. Expensive.

"You really think someone's coming?"

"Yes."

"How do you know?"

"Because they told me."

Her eyes narrowed. "Who's 'they'?"

"People who get paid to know."

She studied me. Tilted her head. Like I was a puzzle she couldn't quite solve.

"And you're supposed to stop them. Alone."

"Until backup arrives."

"How long."

"Six hours."

She laughed. Soft. Almost amused.

"Six hours. Four walls. Two women." She stepped closer. "Think you can handle it?"

I didn't move. Didn't blink.

"I've handled worse."

"I'm sure you have."

Her hand came up. Fingers brushed my chest. Light. Testing. I caught her wrist.

"Go to your room, Lila."

She smiled. Didn't pull away.

"Make me."

I held her gaze. Let her see exactly how serious I was.

"I'm not playing games tonight."

"Neither am I."

I released her wrist. Stepped back.

"Your room. Now."

She laughed again. Softer this time. Turned. Walked toward the door. Stopped in the doorway. Looked back.

"Six hours, Drake. Don't get distracted."

Then she was gone.

I stood alone in the kitchen. Lights humming. Shadows long.

Pulled the tablet from my pocket. Checked the feeds.

Hazel's door: closed.

Lila's suite: movement, then stillness.

Staff quarters: lights off.

Perimeter: clear.

For now.

I killed the lights. Moved into the hallway. Silent.

The house felt different now. Heavier. Like something was coiling tight, waiting to snap.

Six hours.

Four hostiles.

Two principals who didn't know how to follow orders.

And me.

I checked my watch.

0347 hours.

Time started now.

* * *

I moved through the house like I was sweeping a kill zone. Room by room. Corner by corner. Every entrance locked down tight.

Kitchen first. Double-checked the French doors that opened onto the terrace. Already locked, but I slid the backup steel shutters across anyway. Heavy. Smooth. Clicked into place with a finality that matched the weight settling in my chest.

The rear entrance next. Single door. Reinforced frame. Good lock, better deadbolt. I threw both. Then pulled the secondary shutter down manually. Steel groaned against the track. Sealed.

One less entry point.

I pulled the tablet from my pocket. Swiped through the feeds. Exterior cameras showed empty gravel. Dark gardens. Pool deck still and black.

Interior feeds cycled. Hallways clear. Staff quarters dark. Lila's suite—light still on, shadow moving behind curtains.

Hazel's room—door closed, no movement.

I tapped the motion sensors active. External triggers lit green across the map. Perimeter armed.

Blind spots mapped and reinforced as much as they could be in a house built for aesthetics, not defense.

Still a tactical nightmare.

But it would have to do.

I turned the corner into the west corridor. Checked the hallway alarm sensors. Red armed indicator glowed steady on the panel. All clear.

Then I saw her.

Hazel. Standing ten feet away. Arms crossed. Barefoot. Still wearing the thin tank top and shorts she'd had on in my room an hour ago.

I stopped.

She didn't.

"I'm not staying in my room."

Voice flat. Defiant. Like she'd already decided and nothing I said would change it.

I exhaled through my nose. Kept my voice low.

"Yes, you are."

"No." She stepped closer. "I'm not."

I didn't argue. Didn't explain. Just moved.

Crossed the distance in three strides. Grabbed her wrist. Not hard. Firm enough she knew I wasn't asking.

"Let go—"

"You're going to the panic room."

She dug her heels in. Tried to pull back.

"Drake, I'm serious—"

"So am I."

I turned. Pulled her with me. Down the corridor toward the reinforced wing. She resisted. Planted her feet. Twisted her arm.

"You're no fun when you're on duty."

"You said that before."

"I mean it this time."

I ignored the bait. Kept walking. Her wrist warm in my hand. Pulse fast under my thumb.

She stumbled. Cursed. Followed anyway.

The panic room was at the end of the hall. Vault door. Biometric lock. Reinforced steel walls thick enough to stop anything short of a rocket.

Safest place in the house.

Only place I could put her and know she'd survive if everything went to hell.

I stopped in front of the door. Scanned my thumb. The lock disengaged with a pneumatic hiss. Heavy door swung open on hydraulic hinges.

Inside: cot, water, rations, comms panel, backup power. Everything she'd need.

I gestured.

"In."

She stared at me. Then at the room. Back to me.

"You're seriously locking me in?"

"It's not a request."

Her jaw tightened. Eyes flashed. Anger. Frustration. Something else underneath I didn't have time to decode.

"What if something happens to you?"

"It won't."

"You don't know that."

I did. Or at least I knew the odds. And the odds said she survived longer in there than anywhere else in this house.

"In, Hazel."

She didn't move. Just stood there. Staring. Like if she looked hard enough she could change my mind.

She couldn't.

Then she stepped forward. Not into the room. Toward me.

Close enough I smelled her shampoo. Felt the heat coming off her skin.

Her hand fisted in my shirt. Pulled.

I didn't resist.

She kissed me. Hard. Desperate. Like she was trying to prove something. Or take something. Or keep something from slipping away.

My hand found her waist. Pulled her closer. Body against mine. Warm. Soft. Real.

For three seconds I forgot the threat. The job. The clock ticking down.

Then training kicked in.

Mission first. Always.

I broke the kiss. Stepped back. Her hand fell from my shirt.

"Not now."

Her breathing was uneven. Eyes wide. Lips parted.

Then she smiled. Small. Sharp.

"I liked you better off duty."

She stepped backward into the panic room. Slow. Deliberate. Never breaking eye contact.

I wanted to follow her.

Didn't.

She sat on the cot. Crossed her legs. Leaned back on her hands. Still smiling.

"See you in six hours, Drake."

I hit the door release. The steel slab swung closed. Sealed with a hydraulic hiss and a heavy clunk.

I slid the manual lock. Double redundancy. No one getting in. No one getting out.

Stared through the narrow reinforced viewing panel. Hazel was still sitting there. Watching me through the glass.

She blew me a kiss.

I turned away.

Walked back down the corridor. Checked my watch.

0358 hours.

Five hours, two minutes until backup.

I pulled the Glock. Checked the chamber. Loaded. One in the pipe. Fifteen in the mag.

Backup mag in my pocket. Knife strapped to my ankle. Radio clipped to my belt.

I moved to the central hallway. Killed the interior lights one by one. Let the darkness settle.

My eyes adjusted. Shadows sharpened. Moonlight filtered through high windows. Enough to see. Not enough to be seen.

I positioned myself at the intersection. Clear sightline down three corridors. Back to the reinforced wall.

Pulled the tablet. Cycled through the feeds again.

Perimeter: clear.

Interior: clear.

Panic room: Hazel lying on the cot now, staring at the ceiling.

Lila's suite: light still on.

I switched to external feeds. Driveway. Gates. Tree line. Pool deck.

Nothing.

But they were coming.

Greyson didn't call unless the threat was real. And a missing hit team meant they were already in motion.

Question was when.

And how many.

I set the tablet on silent. Slid it back into my pocket. Checked the Glock one more time.

The house settled around me. Old wood creaking. Pipes ticking. Wind brushing against windows.

Normal sounds.

I listened for the ones that weren't.

My phone buzzed. Text from Greyson.

ETA backup: 0945. Hold position. Do not engage unless necessary.

I didn't reply.

Slid the phone back into my pocket. Steadied my breathing. Slowed my pulse.

Went still.

Waiting.

The way I'd been trained.

The house was a tomb now. Dark. Silent. Sealed.

And somewhere out there, four professionals were deciding how to crack it open.

I checked my watch again.

0402 hours.

Five hours, forty-three minutes.

Let them come.


Chapter 7

I stood near the main entrance. Back to the wall. Eyes on the hallway.

Only unsecured entry point left.

Everything else locked down tight. Sensors active. Feeds cycling. Clock ticking.

0411 hours.

Thunder rumbled outside. Low. Distant. Storm rolling in from the coast.

The lights flickered. Died. Came back dimmer.

Backup power.

I pulled the tablet. Checked the feeds. Everything still running. Generators holding.

Footsteps.

Soft. Deliberate. Coming from the east wing.

I turned.

Lila appeared at the end of the hallway. Silk robe. Bare feet. Wine glass in hand like she was heading to a garden party, not standing in a locked-down mansion with a credible threat inbound.

She moved slow. Unhurried. Like time bent around her instead of the other way around.

I frowned.

"You should be in the panic room."

She smiled. Small. Cold.

"I'd rather die than share oxygen with that little slut."

My jaw tightened.

Thunder rolled again. Closer now.

"This isn't a joke."

"I know." She took a sip of wine. Didn't break eye contact. "You think I don't understand what's happening? Men with guns. Coming for me. For her. For whoever Ethan's enemies think will hurt him most."

She stopped three feet away. Tilted her head.

"But you already locked her away, didn't you?"

I didn't answer.

She stepped closer. Circled left. Slow. Predatory. Like a cat sizing up a kill.

"Is it fun?" she asked. Voice smooth. Clinical. "Fucking a twenty-two-year-old?"

My pulse didn't change. Breathing stayed even.

Training.

But something in my gut twisted.

"I saw her," Lila continued. Circling behind me now. "Twice. Coming out of your room. Wearing your shirt. Smiling like she'd won something."

I turned my head. Kept her in my peripheral.

She stopped. Met my eyes.

"Do you think Ethan won't?"

Silence.

Thunder cracked. Louder. The lights dimmed again. Held.

She moved in front of me. Close enough I smelled her perfume. Something floral. Expensive. Deliberate.

"You're not a man who fears," she said quietly. "I can see that. You've done things. Survived things. Men like you don't flinch."

She paused.

"But you should."

Her fingers lifted. Trailed lightly across my forearm. Feather-light. Testing.

I didn't move.

"Ethan isn't like other men," she murmured. "He doesn't shout. Doesn't lose control. He calculates. Plans. His reach is long. His punishment…"

She smiled.

"Creative."

I looked down at her. Kept my face blank.

She held my gaze. No fear. No hesitation.

"He'll find out," she said. "Maybe not today. Maybe not this week. But he will. And when he does…"

She stepped even closer. Chest almost brushing mine.

"Unless…"

Her hand slid up my arm. Shoulder. Stopped at my neck.

"You switch teams."

* * *

I stepped back. Not far. Just enough to break contact.

"Go upstairs."

She didn't move.

"I'm not asking you to choose between us," she said. Voice calm. Steady. "I'm asking you to choose yourself."

Lightning flashed outside. White light bled through the curtain seams. Thunder followed. Shook the windows.

The lights dimmed again. Held at half power.

I shook my head. Turned toward the hallway.

Her hand caught my wrist.

"Drake."

I stopped.

She moved around. Faced me. Eyes locked on mine.

Then she reached up. Untied the silk belt at her waist.

The robe fell open.

Nothing underneath.

She shrugged it off her shoulders. Let it pool at her feet.

Stood there. Naked. Unflinching. Like she'd done this a thousand times and knew exactly how it ends.

My jaw tightened.

Training said walk away. Mission first. Principals second. Everything else noise.

But my pulse kicked up. Blood rushed south.

She smiled. Small. Knowing.

"There it is."

I exhaled slow. Controlled.

"Put your robe back on."

"No."

She stepped forward. Closed the gap. Pressed her palm flat against my chest. Felt my heartbeat through the fabric of my shirt. Her pulse thrummed against my ribs.

I looked down. Couldn't help it.

Christ.

Thirty years old and built like a fantasy. Curves that belonged in museums. Breasts high and full, nipples dark against olive skin. Waist narrow enough to span with my hands. Hips that flared perfect. Legs that went on forever.

Every line deliberate. Every angle designed to make men stupid.

She knew it too. Stood there like she owned the world and was offering me a lease.

My throat went dry.

She tilted her head. Studied my face. Reading the cracks in my control.

"I can feel your heart racing," she murmured. Fingers spread wider against my chest. "All that training. All that discipline. But you're still just a man."

Her other hand traced my jawline. Thumb brushed the scar there.

"You've had power long enough," she whispered. "Let go."

I didn't answer.

She slid her hand down. Over my stomach. Lower.

I caught her wrist.

She looked up. Unfazed.

"You can stop me," she said quietly. "But you won't."

Thunder rumbled. Long. Deep.

I released her wrist.

She smiled.

Then she pushed. Her hand moved down my length. Slow stroke. Base to tip. Her fingers barely met around my girth.

"God," she breathed. Eyes wide. Impressed. "You're huge."

Another stroke. Firmer this time. Her thumb traced the head. Slick with anticipation.

"I wondered," she murmured. Voice husky. "Watching you walk around this house. All that controlled power. Had to know if you were proportional."

She shifted closer. Both hands now. One wrapped around the base. One working higher. Rhythm building.

"Better than I imagined." Her smile turned wicked. "Much better."

I said nothing. Couldn't. Blood pounding too loud in my ears.

She stroked faster. Pressure perfect. Like she'd been studying me for weeks. Learning exactly what I needed.

"Look at you," she whispered. "So big. So hard. All for me."

Not hard. Just enough.

I stepped back. Hit the armchair behind me. Sat.

She moved between my knees. Hands on my shoulders. Eyes locked on mine.

"You don't have to do anything," she murmured. "Just sit there."

Lightning flashed again. Thunder cracked overhead.

She dropped to her knees.

Positioned herself between my legs. Hands on my thighs.

Looked up.

"Let me show you what control really looks like."

Then she took me in her mouth.

Warm. Wet. Perfect pressure.

I gripped the armrests. Knuckles white.

She worked slow at first. Deliberate. Testing my reactions. Learning what made my breathing hitch. What made my hips shift.

Then faster.

Deeper.

Her hand joined in. Stroking what didn't fit. Twisting at the base.

I exhaled hard. Head back against the chair.

She pulled off. Licked up the underside. Tongue flat. Slow.

"You taste like guilt," she murmured. Smiled. "I love it."

Then she took me deep again.

All the way.

Throat relaxed. No gag. Just heat and pressure and control.

My hand moved. Found her hair. Gripped.

She hummed approval around me.

I pulled. Not gentle.

She moaned.

Thunder outside. Storm breaking overhead. Rain hammering the roof.

She pulled off again. Gasping. Smiling. She stood. Straddled my lap. Positioned herself over me.

Her hand wrapped around me. Guided me.

She sank down.

Slow. Inch by inch.

Took me all the way.

We both exhaled.

She didn't move. Just sat there. Full. Watching my face.

"You feel that?" she whispered.

I nodded.

"That's what giving up feels like."

Then she started moving.

Slow rolls. Hips grinding. Taking what she wanted.

I gripped her waist. Fingers digging in.

She leaned forward. Mouth near my ear.

"You don't have to protect me," she breathed. "You just have to fuck me."

My hand slid up her spine. Gripped the back of her neck.

Pulled her down into a kiss.

Hard. Bruising.

She moaned into my mouth. Rode me harder.

I stood. Lifted her with me.

She wrapped her legs around my waist. Arms around my neck.

I turned. Pressed her against the wall.

The cool plaster hit her back. She arched against it. Against me.

I positioned myself. Found her. Drove into her.

Hard. Deep. No restraint left.

She gasped. Sharp intake. Her nails found my shoulders. Dug in through the fabric.

Pain and pleasure mixed. Her legs tightened around my waist.

"God—" she breathed.

I pulled back. Thrust again. Set the rhythm.

Wall taking the impact. Her body taking mine.

She met every movement. Matched my intensity.

Her breath hot against my neck. Ragged. Desperate.

I gripped her thigh. Lifted her higher. Changed the angle.

She cried out. Head falling back against the wall.

"Drake—"

"Yes—"

I didn't stop.

Thunder crashed. Lightning lit the room white.

She came first. Clenching around me. Head back. Mouth open.

I followed. Buried deep. Pulse after pulse.

We stayed like that.

Breathing hard. Bodies locked.

Rain hammering outside.

She smiled. Kissed my jaw.

"Good boy."

I set her down. Stepped back. The absence of her warmth hit me like cold water, but I forced my hands to release her, forced my body to create distance when everything in me wanted to keep her pressed against that wall.

She stayed against the wall. Legs unsteady. Smiling like she'd just won something I didn't know we were playing for.

I zipped up. Buckled my belt. Simple motions. Familiar. The routine of putting armor back on after battle.

She watched. Amused. Eyes tracking every movement like she was memorizing them.

"Feel better?"

I didn't answer. Couldn't trust my voice yet. The taste of her still on my lips, the scent of her still filling my lungs.

Picked up her robe. Handed it to her. The silk was cool against my fingers, a sharp contrast to the heat we'd just generated.

She took it. Didn't put it on. Just held it against her chest, studying my face like she was reading classified intel.

"This doesn't change anything," I said. The words came out rougher than intended. A lie we both recognized.

She laughed. Soft. Knowing. The sound cut through my defenses cleaner than any blade.

"It changes everything."

She slipped the robe on. Tied the belt with deliberate slowness, fingers working the silk like she had all the time in the world. Like she wasn't standing there naked in front of a man who'd just lost every shred of professional distance.

Stepped close. Kissed my cheek. Her lips barely brushed my skin, but the contact burned like a brand.

"Now you're mine too."

Then she walked past. Toward the stairs. Each step measured, confident. No hurry. No shame.

I stood there. Breathed. Let my pulse slow.

What the hell kind of assignment was this?

I'd bedded both women in this house. One called me protector. The other wanted to make me her weapon. Neither understood what I was supposed to be doing here. Neither cared.

Maybe I didn't either anymore.

Lila reached the bottom stair. Turned back. Opened her mouth—

BOOM.

The north side of the estate exploded.

Deafening. The walls shook. Pictures rattled off their hooks.

Then the glass doors behind me shattered.

Bullets screamed through the opening. High-velocity rounds. Professional spray. Suppressed fire cutting through the storm noise.

I moved.

Tackled Lila off the first step. We hit the marble floor hard. Her breath punched out. Mine stayed locked in my chest.

Covered her body with mine. Gunfire chewing through the furniture where we'd just been standing. Wood splintering. Fabric exploding. The armchair we fucked on minutes ago disintegrating under automatic fire.

Dust filled the air. Cordite. Rain driving through the broken doors.

Shouting from outside. Two voices. Maybe three.

The breach had started.

I rolled off her. Chest bare. Blood already slicking my ribs where a glass shard had opened me up on the way down. Sharp pain. Ignored it.

Reached for the Glock. Still holstered at my back. Fingers found the grip. Drew it clean.

Lila stared up at me. Eyes wide. Frozen.

"Move," I snarled.

She didn't.

Another burst of fire. Rounds punching through the plaster above our heads. White dust raining down.

"We're done playing games."

I grabbed her arm. Hauled her up. She stumbled. Legs still weak from what we'd just done. No time for that now.

"Panic room. Now."

"Drake—"

"Not a discussion."

I pulled her toward the hallway. Blood running down my side. Warm. Sticky. Didn't matter.

She tried to pull back. "Wait—"

A round zipped past her head. So close her hair moved.

She screamed.

High. Sharp. Real fear cutting through whatever game she thought this was.

I shoved an overturned chair between us and the shattered doors. Temporary cover. Bought us three seconds.

Moved fast. Controlled chaos. Pulled her into the hallway. My grip tight enough to bruise her wrist. She didn't complain.

More gunfire. Disciplined bursts. They weren't spraying wild. They were clearing rooms.

Professional kill team. Just like Greyson said.

My thoughts crystallized. Sharp. Clear.

This wasn't about sex anymore. This was survival.

And they weren't taking anyone on my watch.

Lila stumbled again. I kept her upright. Dragged her forward.

"How many?" she gasped.

"Enough."

We reached the corner. I pressed her against the wall. Checked the corridor. Clear for now.

Blood dripped onto the marble. Mine. Made the floor slick.

"You're bleeding—"

"I know."

I pulled her around the corner. Toward the central vault. Toward Hazel.

Footsteps behind us. Heavy boots. Two sets. Moving tactical.

I spun. Raised the Glock. Fired twice.

One round caught the lead hostile center mass. He dropped. The second ducked back.

Return fire. I pulled Lila down. Rounds sparking off the marble behind us.

"Run," I told her.

"What?"

"Run."

She ran.

I followed. Backwards. Weapon up. Covering our six.

The second hostile leaned out. I fired. Missed. He ducked back.

Bought us time.

We reached the panic room entrance. I slammed my thumb against the scanner. Blood smeared the glass. It beeped. Rejected.

"Fuck."

Wiped my thumb. Tried again.

More footsteps. Close now. They were flanking.

The scanner beeped green. The vault door hissed. Started opening.

Too slow.

I turned. Saw movement at both ends of the hallway. They'd split up. Smart.

Fired left. Then right. Suppressing fire. Made them hesitate.

The door opened enough. I shoved Lila through the gap.

I turned. Faced the hallway. Blood running down my side. Weapon ready.

The hostiles appeared. Both ends. Synchronized.

Professional. Tactical. Armed with suppressed carbines.

They saw me. Bare-chested. Bleeding. Armed.

One of them smiled.

I smiled back.

Then the storm really started.


Chapter 8

I fired left. Two rounds. The hostile jerked back.

Swung right. Three more. Glass shattered somewhere behind him.

The panic room door groaned. Hydraulics engaging. Starting to close.

I fired again. Covering fire. Making them keep their heads down.

Then I moved.

Dove through the shrinking gap. Shoulder first. Hit the titanium floor hard. Rolled.

The door sealed behind me with a hiss. Lockbolts sliding home.

Bullets hammered the reinforced glass a second later. Rapid thuds. Like fists pounding on a coffin lid.

The glass held.

I stayed down. Breathing hard. Blood pooling under my ribs.

"Drake!"

Hazel's voice. High. Scared.

I pushed up to my knees. Looked.

She stood against the far wall. Tank top. Sleep shorts. Bare feet. Eyes wild.

Lila stood near the control panel. Still wrapped in that robe. Hair disheveled. Lipstick smeared.

They stared at each other.

Then both looked at me.

Lila's eyes narrowed. Calculating. Reading the room in half a second.

Hazel's face shifted. Confusion. Then understanding.

Her gaze dropped to Lila's robe. The way it hung loose. The marks on Lila's neck I'd left ten minutes ago.

"You didn't," Hazel whispered.

I said nothing.

Lila smiled. Cold. Victorious.

"He did."

Hazel's jaw tightened. Her hands curled into fists.

Outside, gunfire erupted again. Sustained bursts. Screaming. Someone begging in Spanish.

Staff who didn't make the vault.

The sound cut off abruptly.

Silence.

Then footsteps. Heavy. Deliberate. Moving through the house above us.

They were clearing rooms.

I stood. Wiped blood off my side. Checked the Glock. Ten rounds left. One spare mag.

Walked to the control panel. Locked it down. Full seal. Backup power activated. Air filtration engaged.

The lights dimmed to emergency red.

"We're secure," I said.

Neither woman moved.

Hazel stared at me. Betrayal written across her face.

Lila watched Hazel. Amused.

"How long?" Hazel's voice cracked.

I looked at her.

"Since when?" she demanded.

"Not now."

"Since when, Drake?"

"Five minutes ago," Lila said. Casual. Like discussing the weather. "Against the wall. In the hallway."

Hazel flinched.

Lila stepped closer to me. Possessive.

"He's good," she continued. "But I think you already knew that."

Hazel's face flushed. Anger mixing with humiliation.

"Shut up," I told Lila.

"Why? She should know what she's competing for."

"There's no competition."

Lila laughed. Soft. Dangerous.

"Isn't there?"

Gunfire rattled overhead again. Closer this time. They were sweeping the wing.

Looking for us.

I moved to the weapons locker. Pulled out a tactical vest. Strapped it on over bare skin. Grabbed the spare mags. Reloaded.

Behind me, the women kept staring.

"You fucked us both," Hazel said. Voice flat now. Dead.

I turned.

"Yeah."

"The same night."

"Yeah."

"And you don't care."

I met her eyes.

"I care about keeping you alive."

She laughed. Bitter. Broken.

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only one you're getting."

Lila circled around me. Studying. Reading my body language like a book.

"He wants us both," she said. "Don't you, Drake?"

I didn't answer.

"That's what men like him do. They take. They don't choose."

Hazel shook her head. Backed against the wall.

"I thought—"

"You thought what?" Lila cut her off. "That you were special? That he'd pick you over me?"

"Stop," I said.

Lila ignored me. Moved closer to Hazel.

"You're a child playing dress-up. He needed a woman. So he came to me."

Hazel's eyes filled. She blinked hard. Refused to let the tears fall.

"Fuck you."

"No, sweetheart. He already did that. To both of us."

I stepped between them.

"Enough."

Lila tilted her head. Challenging.

"Or what?"

Overhead, something heavy crashed. Furniture being overturned. They were destroying the house room by room.

Looking for entry points.

We had hours until backup. Maybe less.

I checked the monitor. Four hostiles visible on thermal. Two more likely outside.

Professional crew. Patient. Methodical.

They'd find the vault eventually.

Then we'd see how long the door held.

I turned back to the women.

Hazel had slid down the wall. Sitting now. Arms wrapped around her knees.

Lila stood tall. Defiant. Still playing her game.

"We wait," I said. "Backup arrives at 0945."

"That's four hours," Lila said.

"I can count."

She moved closer. Hand reaching for my chest.

"Four hours locked in here. With both of us."

I caught her wrist.

"Don't."

"Why not? We're all adults."

Hazel made a sound. Half-laugh, half-sob.

Lila glanced at her. Then back to me.

"She's jealous," Lila whispered. "Can you feel it?"

I could.

Hazel stood. Walked across the small room. Stopped inches from me.

"I hate you," she said.

"Good."

"I hate her more."

"Also good."

Her hand touched my jaw. Fingers trailing the scar there.

"But I still want you."

Lila smiled behind me.

"See? We're not so different after all."

Hazel's eyes flicked to her. Fire burning there now.

"We're nothing alike."

"Except we both spread our legs for the same man."

Hazel moved fast. Grabbed my face. Kissed me hard.

Teeth. Tongue. Desperation.

I let her. For a second.

Then pulled back.

"Not now."

"Why?" she breathed. "Scared you can't handle both of us?"

Lila laughed.

"Oh, he can handle us."

Hazel turned. Glared at her.

"Shut. Up."

"Make me."

The room fell silent. Just the hum of ventilation. The distant echo of boots overhead.

Two women. One room. One man between them.

I'd survived firefights. Interrogations. Missions that went sideways in a dozen ways.

But this?

This might kill me after all.

Hazel kissed me again. Pulled me toward the corner. Away from Lila.

Lila followed.

"Greedy," she said.

Hazel didn't let go.

"He was mine first."

"And I had him last."

"Stop," I said.

Neither listened.

Hazel's hand slid down my chest. Lower.

Lila pressed against my back.

The panic room door sealed. The hostiles searching. Backup hours away.

And I stood between two women who wanted to own me. I felt the wetness spreading down my arm. The makeshift bandage from earlier had loosened during the chaos. Blood seeped through the torn fabric, warm against my skin.

The cut from the broken glass wasn't deep, but it was persistent. Like everything else in this house—refusing to heal clean.

I pressed my palm against it. Applied pressure. Old habit from field medicine training. Stop the bleeding first. Deal with everything else after.

Hazel noticed. Her eyes dropped to the dark stain growing on my shirt.

"You're bleeding again."

Her voice went soft. Different. The fight with Lila forgotten for a moment.

"It's nothing."

But she was already moving. Pulling away from me. Looking around the panic room for something to use.

"There." She pointed to a first aid kit mounted on the wall. Red cross barely visible in the dim light.

Lila watched from where she stood. Silent now. Reading the shift in the room.

I could've told Hazel to leave it. That I'd dealt with worse. That a scratch from broken glass wasn't worth the attention.

Instead, I let her retrieve the kit. Let her unpack gauze and tape with careful fingers.

The bleeding had already started to slow. But having her hands on me, focused on something other than the tension between us—it felt like breathing room I didn't know I needed.

Outside, someone fired a weapon into the ceiling.

Inside, the storm was just beginning.

* * *

The floor shook.

Not glass breaking this time. Something heavier. An explosion two rooms over, maybe three. The kind that collapsed walls and sent rebar through drywall.

Then silence.

Worse than the noise.

I moved to the monitor. Checked the feeds. Half the cameras were dead. Static where the east wing used to be. The others showed empty hallways. Smoke drifting past doorframes.

No hostiles visible.

Either they'd pulled back or they were regrouping.

Neither option felt good.

Behind me, Hazel finished wrapping my arm. Her fingers lingered on the bandage. Smoothing the edges. Making sure it held.

"There," she whispered.

I flexed my hand. The bleeding had stopped.

"Thanks."

Lila watched from the far wall. Arms crossed. Expression unreadable.

Footsteps echoed through the speaker system. Hard soles on marble. Multiple sets. Moving fast.

I drew the Glock. Moved in front of the women.

"Get back."

They didn't argue.

The footsteps stopped. Right outside the vault door.

Silence again.

Then a voice crackled through the intercom. Female. Accented. Familiar.

"Open the damn door, cowboy."

I stared at the speaker.

Couldn't be.

"Drake?" The voice again. Impatient now. "I know you're in there. Stop being dramatic."

I moved to the scanner. Pressed my thumb against the pad.

The vault door hissed. Hydraulics releasing. Steel sliding back into the wall.

Nadia stood in the hallway. Full tactical gear. Rifle slung across her chest. Hair pulled back tight. Blood spatter on her vest that wasn't hers.

Behind her, two operators. Both bruised. One bleeding from a gash above his eye. The other favoring his left leg.

But alive.

Nadia grinned at me.

"Told you I'd come save your ass."

I couldn't help it.

Smiled.

"Right on time."

She stepped into the panic room. Eyes sweeping the space. Taking in Hazel. Then Lila. Then back to me.

Her grin widened.

"Busy night?"

"Something like that."

Hazel moved closer. Staring at Nadia like she'd materialized from thin air.

"Who the hell is she?"

Nadia turned. Looked Hazel up and down. Slow. Deliberate.

"I'm the woman who just killed four men so you could keep breathing."

Hazel's mouth opened. Closed.

Lila spoke instead. Voice cool. Assessing.

"You're the backup."

"Some of it." Nadia gestured to the two operators behind her. "Rest are sweeping the grounds. Making sure we got them all."

I glanced at the monitors. Still mostly static.

"The staff?"

Nadia's expression went flat.

"Two didn't make it. Chef and the night guard. Sorry."

I nodded. Filed it away.

"The hostiles?"

"Six confirmed. Two ran when they saw us coming. We're tracking them now."

Professional work. Fast. Clean.

Nadia moved past me. Checked the vault door. The monitors. The ventilation system.

"Nice setup. Could've held longer if you needed to."

"Wasn't planning on it."

She looked at me. Something in her eyes I couldn't read.

"No. You never do."

Hazel stepped between us. Glaring at Nadia.

"How do you know him?"

Nadia smiled. Not friendly. Not cruel. Just... knowing.

"We've worked together."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only one you're getting."

Lila laughed. Soft. Almost impressed.

Nadia turned. Studied her.

"You must be the wife."

"Lila."

"Nadia."

They held each other's gaze. Two predators sizing up territory.

I stepped forward.

"We're leaving. Now."


Chapter 9

The hallway smelled like cordite and plaster dust.

Nadia led. Rifle up. Sweeping corners before we reached them.

I followed. Glock out. Lila behind me. Hazel behind her. The two operators brought up the rear.

Glass crunched under our boots. The chandelier in the main hall had come down. Shattered across the marble like frozen rain.

One of the operators spoke into his radio. Low. Clipped Russian.

Nadia nodded. Glanced back at me.

"East wing's clear. West wing's compromised. We're going through the kitchen."

I moved Lila forward. She stepped over debris without hesitation. Heels still on. Robe still tied. Like she walked through warzones every Tuesday.

Hazel wasn't as steady.

Her bare feet slipped on broken tile. She grabbed the wall. Caught herself.

Kept moving.

Good.

We reached the kitchen. The explosion had blown out the windows. Wind pulled smoke through the room. The island was scorched black on one side.

Marcus lay near the pantry door.

Facedown. Pool of blood spreading beneath him.

Hazel froze.

I grabbed her arm. Pulled her past.

"Don't look."

She didn't listen. Looked anyway.

Her breath hitched. But she kept walking.

Nadia pushed through the back door. Into the garden.

The pool deck was a crater. Water from the shattered pool mixing with mud and ash. The gazebo had collapsed. One of the hostiles hung half out of it. Upper body trapped under timber.

Not moving.

Another body near the hedge line. Chest blown open. Nadia's work.

Clean shot. Center mass.

She moved us toward the driveway. Three black SUVs idled in a V formation. Engines running. Doors open.

Two more operators stood guard. Rifles trained on the tree line.

Nadia pointed to the lead vehicle.

"Drake. With me. Everyone else, second truck."

Lila climbed in without argument. One of the operators helped Hazel. She stumbled. Her ankle gave out.

Lila caught her.

Steadied her.

Hazel stared. Surprised.

Lila didn't say anything. Just guided her into the seat.

Small moment.

Wouldn't last.

But it happened.

I moved to the lead SUV. Climbed into the passenger seat. Nadia slid behind the wheel.

She keyed the radio.

"All units. We're moving. Stay tight."

The convoy rolled forward. Gravel crunching under reinforced tires.

I checked the mirror. Watched the estate shrink behind us.

Fire licked out of the east wing windows. Smoke rising into the pre-dawn sky.

Vance's fortress. His kingdom.

Burning.

Nadia shifted gears. Eyes on the road.

"You sleep with both of them?"

I didn't answer.

She laughed.

"Thought so."

"It's complicated."

"It always is with you."

The gates opened as we approached. One of the operators must've triggered them remotely.

We turned onto the main road. Pavement smooth after the gravel. The convoy accelerated.

I leaned back. Checked the Glock. Ejected the mag. Three rounds left. Slapped it back in.

Nadia handed me a fresh one from the console.

"Here. In case we hit trouble."

I swapped magazines. Chambered a round.

The road curved. Trees closed in on both sides. Early light filtered through the branches. Gray and cold.

Nadia checked the rearview.

"The younger one. Hazel. She's in love with you."

"She's not."

"She is. Saw it the second I walked into that room."

I didn't respond.

Nadia smiled.

"And the wife. Lila. She wants to own you."

"She can try."

"Think she already did."

The convoy slowed. Intersection ahead. Nadia took the left fork. Toward the highway.

I watched the trees blur past.

"Where are we going?"

"Safe house. Two hours north. Greyson's meeting us there."

"And Vance?"

"Already notified. He's flying back early. Wants a debrief."

I nodded.

That conversation wouldn't go well.

Nadia shifted again. Picked up speed. She glanced at me. Something softer in her expression now.

"Was it worth it?"

I thought about Hazel. The way she'd looked at me in the dark. Fearless. Reckless.

Thought about Lila. The way she'd pressed me against the wall. Daring me to stop.

Thought about the line I'd crossed.

The one I couldn't uncross.

"Ask me later."

Nadia smiled.

"Fair enough."

The highway appeared ahead. Empty. Stretching north into the hills.

She merged. Floored it.

The convoy followed.

Behind us, the estate disappeared into the trees.

Into the smoke.

Into the past.

I closed my eyes.

Felt the weight of the Glock in my lap. The ache in my arm where Hazel had bandaged it. The ghost of Lila's mouth on mine. Nadia was right.

This job was over.

* * *

The safe house sat fifteen miles outside a town with no name. Single-story compound. Reinforced walls. Generator humming in the back.

Greyson had left an hour ago. Took the debrief. Took my report. Told me Vance would arrive tomorrow.

Told me to get some sleep.

Didn't happen.

I walked the perimeter instead. Checked the sight lines. The access points. Old habits.

Two operators rotated shifts at the gate. Another monitored the feeds inside. Professional. Quiet.

Nadia had gone to bed. Gave me a look before she disappeared into one of the back rooms.

Said nothing.

Didn't need to.

Lila and Hazel were in separate quarters. East wing. Guarded.

Safe.

For now.

I returned to my assigned room. Small. Functional. Bed. Desk. Window with bars.

Stripped the Glock. Cleaned it. Reassembled it.

Placed it on the nightstand.

Sat on the edge of the bed.

Waited.

The door opened at 2300 hours.

No knock.

Hazel slipped inside. Closed it behind her. Locked it.

She wore an oversized shirt. Nothing else.

Her eyes found mine. Red-rimmed. But steady.

"I needed to see you."

I didn't move.

"You should be sleeping."

"I can't."

She crossed the room. Stood in front of me.

"This is the last time, isn't it?"

I didn't answer.

She nodded. Like she already knew.

"Then I want it rough."

Her voice cracked. Just slightly.

I stood. Grabbed her waist. Turned her around.

Bent her over the desk.

She gasped. Pressed her palms flat against the wood.

I pushed the shirt up. Over her hips. Over her ass.

Smooth. Pale. Trembling.

I gripped her waist. Pulled her back against me.

"You sure?"

"Yes."

One word. Breathless.

I reached for the drawer. Found the small bottle Nadia had left. Field medic supplies. Lubricant.

Hazel looked over her shoulder. Saw what I was holding.

Her breath hitched.

"Drake—"

"You said rough."

She swallowed. Nodded.

I opened the bottle. Slicked my fingers. Pressed one against her.

She tensed.

"Relax."

"I'm trying."

I worked slowly. One finger. Then two. Felt her body resist. Then yield.

Her breathing quickened.

I withdrew. Slicked myself. Positioned.

Pressed.

She cried out. Pain sharp in her voice.

I stopped.

"Breathe."

She did. Slow. Shaky.

I pressed again. Inch by inch.

Her hands clawed the desk. Nails scraping wood.

"Fuck—Drake—"

"You wanted this."

"I know—I know—just—"

I pushed deeper.

She screamed. Muffled it against her forearm.

I paused. Let her adjust.

Her body trembled. Tight. Hot. Overwhelming.

I pulled back. Thrust again.

She moaned. Pain twisting into something else.

"Oh god—"

I gripped her hips. Set a rhythm. Slow at first. Then harder.

She pushed back. Met me.

Her cries became gasps. Gasps became moans.

"Yes—yes—fuck—"

I drove into her. Relentless.

The desk scraped the floor. Her knuckles white.

She came first. Body seizing. Voice breaking.

I followed. Buried deep. Pulse after pulse.

Collapsed forward. Hands braced on either side of her.

She didn't move. Just breathed.

Finally turned her head. Looked at me.

Tears on her cheeks. Smile on her lips.

"Thank you."

I straightened. Pulled out carefully.

She winced. Stood. Adjusted the shirt.

Kissed my jaw.

Then left.

Didn't look back.

I cleaned up in the bathroom. Cold water on my face. Towel rough against my skin.

Walked back to the bed. Sat on the edge. Springs creaked under my weight. The room felt different now. Charged. Like the air before a storm.

I checked my watch. 0017 hours.

Seventeen minutes past midnight. The house should be quiet. Should be. But footsteps moved in the hall. Soft.

Deliberate.

The door opened without a knock.

Lila.

Black silk robe. Hair down. Face unreadable. She closed the door. Locked it. Crossed the room without hesitation. Stopped in front of me.

"You're going to fuck me."

Not a question. A command. I leaned back. Studied her.

"And you are going to dry me out?"

She shook her head, "I don't fucking care."

She untied the robe with practiced fingers. Let it fall in a whisper of silk to the floor. Naked underneath. All of her. Olive skin in the lamplight. Curves that belonged on magazine covers. Confidence that belonged in boardrooms.

She climbed onto my lap without asking. Without waiting. Straddled me. Her thighs warm against mine. Hands braced on my shoulders. Weight settling. Real. Present.

Reached down. Found the waistband of my shorts. Freed me with efficient movements. No fumbling. No awkwardness. Like she'd done this before. With others. The thought should have bothered me.

Didn't.

She positioned herself above me. Eyes locked on mine. Hazel irises flecked with gold. Reading my face. Looking for something. Permission. Resistance.

Found neither.

Sank down in one smooth motion. Took me completely. No hesitation. No preamble. No gentle exploration.

Just heat. Immediate. Overwhelming.

Tight. Like a fist. Like a promise.

Slick. Ready. She'd wanted this before she walked through the door.

My breath caught. Hers didn't. Control. Always control with her.

She gripped my shoulders. Rode me.

Hard. Fast. Controlled.

Her nails dug in. Drew blood.

I gripped her hips. Let her take what she wanted.

She leaned close. Mouth against my ear.

"This is the last time."

"I know."

"I'm going to make you remember it."

She moved faster. Rolled her hips. Changed the angle.

Her breath came in gasps. Eyes locked on mine.

Cold. Calculated. Hungry.

She wasn't making love.

She was claiming.

I thrust up. Matched her rhythm.

She moaned. Head falling back.

Her body moved like a weapon. Precision. Intent.

She chased her orgasm. Found it. Cried out.

Didn't stop.

Kept going. Harder.

Came again. Shuddering.

I flipped her. Pressed her into the mattress.

Drove into her. No restraint.

She wrapped her legs around me. Pulled me deeper.

"Yes—god—yes—"

I gripped her throat. Not hard. Just enough.

Her eyes widened. Pupils blown.

She came again. Clenching. Pulsing around me. Her body trembling with aftershocks.

Then she pushed me away. Firm hands against my chest.

I let her. Watched her move.

She turned me. Guided me onto my back.

"Are you close?"

I nodded. Couldn't speak.

She positioned herself between my legs. Knelt there like a predator over prey.

Her mouth found my tip. Warm. Wet. Perfect pressure.

Took me in. Not all the way. Just enough.

I felt it building. The pressure. Hot and urgent, rising from somewhere deep.

My seed pushing up through my shaft. Ready to explode.

She felt it too. Pulled back.

Her thumb pressed against the opening. Sealed it. Trapped the pressure inside.

I groaned. Hips bucking.

She moved forward. Positioned my cock between her breasts. Soft. Warm. Slick with sweat.

Pressed them together. Created a channel.

Then she released her thumb.

The orgasm hit like a freight train. Violent. Uncontrolled.

I came hard. Painting her chest. Her throat.

She watched. Eyes locked on mine. Drinking in my loss of control.

My entire body shook. Every muscle seized.

When it finally stopped, she collapsed beside me.

We lay there. Silent. Breathing hard.

She turned her head. Looked at me.

"You will remember me."

"Probably."

She smiled. Cold. Sharp.

"Good."

She stood. Found the robe. Tied it.

Walked to the door.

Paused.

"For what it's worth, Drake—you were worth the risk."

Then she left. The lock clicked. I stared at the ceiling.


Chapter 10

We drove in silence through the winding mountain road. No radio chatter. No tactical updates.

The woods looked different in daylight. Less threatening. More ordinary. Trees that had hidden snipers now swayed harmlessly in the morning breeze. Rocks that had provided cover were just rocks again.

I kept my eyes on the road ahead. Nadia's hands stayed steady on the wheel. Professional. Efficient.

At least that's what the radio had promised.

The house stood waiting. Wounded but not broken. Windows boarded. Walls scarred. But still there.

An two hours later the helicopter's rotors beat against the morning sky. Steady. Mechanical. I stood on the gravel driveway, watching it descend.

Behind me, the estate already crawled with contractors. Hammering. Drilling. Shouting instructions over the noise. Repairing what the siege had torn apart. Glass. Walls. Doors.

Some things couldn't be fixed that easily.

I'd shaved. Suited up. Black jacket. White shirt. No tie. Greyson's doing. He'd sent the clothes with a note: Look professional. Vance expects a soldier, not a vagrant.

The helicopter touched down. Dust kicked up in waves. I didn't blink.

The door opened.

Ethan Vance stepped out. Silver hair perfect despite the wind. Charcoal suit. Posture like a man who owned everything he touched. Probably did.

He walked toward me. No hesitation. No concern for the debris field his home had become.

Two men followed. Security. New faces. Not Marcus.

Marcus was in a body bag somewhere. Along with the chef. The night maid.

Collateral damage.

Ethan stopped three feet away. Studied me. Cold gray eyes that missed nothing.

"Drake."

"Mr. Vance."

He nodded toward the house. "They tell me you held the line."

"Did my job."

"More than that." He pulled an envelope from his jacket. Handed it to me. "Your account's been credited. As agreed. With a bonus."

I took it. Didn't open it.

"Greyson speaks highly of you," Ethan continued. "Says you're the best he's got."

I said nothing.

Ethan's gaze shifted. Past me. Toward the house.

Lila stood on the terrace. Black dress. Hair pulled back. Composed. Perfect. Like the attack never happened. Like she hadn't screamed in the panic room. Like I hadn't fucked her against the wall while bullets tore through her husband's home.

She met Ethan's eyes. Smiled. Cool. Distant.

He looked away first.

Then Hazel appeared. Jeans. Oversized sweater. Barefoot as always. She didn't look at Ethan. Looked at me.

Her expression unreadable.

Ethan noticed. His jaw tightened.

"I trust there were no... complications during the lockdown."

"None."

"Good." He glanced at me again. Something calculating behind those eyes. "I know I can count on you. You'll be first on my call list in future."

The words landed like stones.

A threat. A promise. A reminder that he owned more than just this estate.

I met his gaze. Steady.

"Understood."

He extended his hand. I shook it. Firm grip. Brief. Professional.

Then he walked past me. Toward the house. Toward his wife. His daughter.

His property.

I watched him go.

Lila descended the steps. Met him halfway. They exchanged words I couldn't hear. He touched her arm. Possessive. She smiled. Empty.

Hazel stayed on the terrace. Arms crossed. Watching me.

I turned away.

* * *

Nadia leaned against the Jeep. Arms crossed. Dark hair pulled back in that efficient knot she always wore on ops. Aviators hiding her eyes.

She tossed me the keys.

I caught them without looking.

"So." She tilted her head. "Europe or Brazil?"

I walked toward the Jeep. Tossed my duffel in the back.

"Neither."

"No?"

"Somewhere with a real bed."

She laughed. Low. Genuine.

"Domestic work made you soft."

"Made me tired."

I climbed into the driver's seat. Adjusted the mirror. Started the engine.

Nadia slid in beside me. Shut the door. Buckled in.

I pulled away from the estate. Gravel crunched under the tires. The house shrank in the rearview. Contractors. Scaffolding. Broken glass.

Hazel still on the terrace.

I didn't look back again.

The road unwound ahead. Trees closed in on both sides. Quiet. Empty.

Nadia stretched. Rolled her shoulders. Settled into the seat like she owned it.

"Greyson said you earned double rate."

"Triple."

"Mm. Hazard pay?"

"Something like that."

Her hand moved. Casual. Deliberate. Across the gearshift. Settled on my thigh.

Warm. Steady.

I kept my eyes on the road.

Her fingers traced up. Slow. Testing.

Then she palmed me through the fabric.

I was already hard.

She grinned. Felt it. Knew it.

"There's a hotel thirty clicks west." Her thumb rubbed slow circles. Firm. Intentional. "Be damned if other women get all the fun."

I shifted in the seat. Didn't stop her.

"You driving, or am I?"

I glanced at her. She pulled her aviators down. Gray eyes sharp. Amused.

"You asking or telling?"

"Both."

I pressed the accelerator. The Jeep surged forward.

Nadia laughed again. Leaned back. Kept her hand where it was.

"Thirty clicks," she repeated. "Think you can last that long?"

"Done worse."

"Not what I heard."

I shot her a look. She smirked.

"Greyson talks too much."

"Greyson knows nothing." She squeezed. Watched my jaw tighten. "But the walls at the safe house? Thin as paper."

I said nothing.

"Both of them," she continued. Voice casual. Like discussing weather. "One after the other. Impressive stamina, Drake."

"You jealous?"

"Curious."

Her hand moved again. Rubbed harder. I felt the heat through my jeans.

"Curious about what?"

"Whether you've got anything left."

I took a sharp turn. Trees blurred past. The road opened up. Straight shot west.

Nadia didn't move her hand.

"Thirty clicks," I said.

"Twenty-eight now."

She unzipped my jeans. Slow. Deliberate. Pulled me free.

I kept both hands on the wheel.

Her fingers wrapped around me. Stroked once. Twice.

"Still got it," she murmured. "Good."

I focused on the road. White lines. Asphalt. Trees.

Her grip tightened. Rhythm steady. Professional. Like everything else she did.

"Hotel has a corner room," she said. "King bed. No neighbours."

"You already booked it?"

"Two days ago."

"Confident."

"Experienced."

She leaned closer. Breath warm against my neck.

"Drive faster."

I did.

__________________________________________________________________________
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To Protect and Sin

My job was to keep her safe.
She made it hard by showing up in my doorway every
night.
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