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Chapter one
Clearance Check


The gate clicked open after the third attempt. I eased my car down the long driveway, stone crunching beneath the tires. The house emerged: sharp angles, steel and glass. A property that could sell itself at first sight, assuming it didn’t scare buyers off first. 
I parked at the edge of the circular drive, engine ticking as it cooled. No other vehicles in sight. Just the glint of the bay beyond the back deck and a row of wind-twisted cypress trees standing guard along the bluff. Remote and expensive. More than a little neglected.
As I stepped out, the stone walkway caught my attention. Smooth terracotta, sun-warmed and clean enough to walk across barefoot. I would dress it up in the listing, mention the "eco-modernist entry sequence" and the "dramatic negative-edge ocean views." It had been sitting empty too long. Someone needed to fall in love with it.
I turned the key in the lockbox on the door slowly, letting myself in.
The air inside held a faint tang of salt and stale marble polish. Quiet, except for the hum of the fridge and the slow tick of a wall clock that was several hours too fast. I made a slow circuit of the first floor, phone in one hand, voice recording app open.
“Needs new caulking along the window trim. Baseboards dusty. Sell the view, not the kitchen.”
At the back deck doors, I adjusted the blinds to let in more light, and made a mental note to schedule a cleaner before I called the stager. The house wasn’t dirty, just untended. It needed hands on it. Someone who cared.
I headed upstairs.
It was just as striking. There were vaulted ceilings, floor-to-ceiling windows framing the water like a painting, and furniture still in place, though draped in white sheets that dulled every curve.
I walked the perimeter of the master bedroom slowly, phone held up as I narrated.
“Needs staging. Drapes off. Highlight the deck and that corner fireplace. Get the glass in every window cleaned.”
I tugged the bun tighter at the nape of my neck, then bent to slip my heels off entirely. The floors were hardwood, a rich dark walnut, and I didn’t want to be the one who left scuffs.
My bare feet made no sound as I crossed into the hallway, ducking into each room. A guest suite with an empty walk-in closet. An office with built-ins that still held a few books with titles I didn’t recognize. A sleek bathroom with clean lines and cold tile.
The whole place had that faint, telltale vacancy smell. Not mold. Not rot. Just a house holding its breath. No linens, no toothbrushes, no life. Like the owners had vanished mid-thought and never came back.
I moved quietly into the final upstairs bedroom, phone still raised. The air felt heavier here, or maybe that was just me. It was spare and sunlit, with more white-draped furniture and a faint draft from a cracked window. I reached for the closet door—
“Hands up. Right now.”
The voice snapped like a live wire. Deep. Unmistakably male. Commanding.
I froze mid-step, my spine locked. I turned slowly, hands raised, heart hammering.
He stood at the end of the hall: black boots, dark uniform, broad shoulders. A taser raised, centered on my chest. His stance was military. His eyes said don’t test me.
“Face the wall,” he ordered, voice even and sharp. “Now.”
My throat closed. “I—I’m the realtor—there must be a mix-up—”
He moved before I could finish.
Three strides. A hand on my wrist, and he spun me fast, pressing my chest against the drywall. My cheek grazed the surface.
“This property’s going on the market,” I said, breathless. “I’m with Shoreline Realty. You can check the paperwork. In the entryway. I’m allowed to be—”
I felt his body close behind mine. Not touching, but close enough to take my air. His grip stayed firm. The hallway air thinned.
Charged.
He didn’t say a word.
And I didn’t dare move.
I could feel the weight and heat of his body bleeding through the space between us. His hand still wrapped tight around my wrist, thumb pressed to my pulse point like he could hear every frantic beat.
“ID,” he said, low.
“It’s in my bag,” I managed. “Downstairs. Front hall.”
A pause. Then a shift. “Go. Slowly.”
He released me, just enough to follow me closely as I moved. I was barefoot, tense, and trying not to stumble. At the base of the stairs, I reached for my tote, unzipped it with unsteady fingers, and dug through lipstick tubes, gum wrappers, and charger cords.
The plastic sleeve caught my fingers. I pulled out my license and held it up. “See. Tessa Sinclair. Check the paperwork.”
His eyes flicked to it. Then again. Recognition didn’t soften his face, but it made something shift behind his eyes.
“Nobody told me anyone would be on site today.”
I exhaled shakily. “Well I wasn’t told there’d be someone threatening me with a taser.”
Silence. Then the soft click of him holstering it..
He took one step back.
I turned.
And for the first time, we looked at each other fully.
He was tall, at least six-four, broad through the shoulders, and his black uniform stretched tight across his chest. Dark hair cropped close. Strong jaw. Eyes unreadable but locked on me like he was still assessing threat level.
I did my best not to show fear.
My breathing stayed high. Heat climbed my throat. I met his gaze and held it.
I wasn’t sure if I wanted to slap him or lean in closer.
The silence thickened between us, heavy as the air before a storm.
“You’re jumpy,” I said, forcing lightness into my voice.
“You broke protocol,” he replied flatly.
“I have clearance to be here.”
“You didn’t clear it with me.”
I squared my shoulders, pulse still high but my tone sharpening. “If I’d known you needed to approve it, I’d have baked cookies too.”
His brow lifted, barely. It was the first crack in his expression.
“If you’re staying,” he said, voice cool and steady, “stay within line of sight.”
I blinked. “Excuse me?”
“You go out of view again, we have a problem.”
He didn’t wait for a reply.
Just turned and walked off, boots heavy against the floor, leaving me barefoot in the foyer. I was flushed with adrenaline—and something else unnamed.
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Chapter two
Line of Sight


The moment he disappeared down the hall, I exhaled. 
I walked back up the stairs, quiet and fast, the hardwood cool against my feet. My heels were right where I left them, tucked neatly by the door of the master bedroom.
I stepped into them and tugged my blouse straight.
“This is fine,” I muttered. “Totally fine. Just a man with a taser and zero people skills.”
Shoulders back, bag over my arm, I headed for the back door.
I stepped outside, the humidity hitting my skin and clinging. The back deck was gorgeous: weathered cedar, built-in benches, glass railing overlooking the bay. A selling point, if I could get someone to power wash it and kill whatever was growing between the slats.
I opened the voice recorder on my phone.
“Deck needs cleaning. Check irrigation for leaks, maybe something automated near the slope. Guest house exterior needs pressure wash. Add drone footage for full lot coverage. Highlight bluff proximity, use the word exclusive twice.”
I moved past the pool, the water cloudy and edged with leaves. One of the stone pavers had shifted out of alignment. I made a note. Another fix.
The detached guest house sat near the tree line. Modern angles, wide glass front. It would show beautifully in photos once it was cleaned up. I stepped toward it.
Rounded the corner—
And there he was, leaning against the corner post, arms crossed. 
“Ah. So you do have shoes,” he said.
I stopped short. “You’re still following me?”
“Still doing my job, yes.” He didn’t blink.
He pushed off the post and approached with one hand outstretched. 
“Dax Westin. Security contractor for the property.”
I took his hand. “Tessa Sinclair. Shoreline Realty.”
His hand was warm, his grip firm. Something sparked where his skin met mine.
“Who hired you?” I asked.
“Owner’s asset manager,” he said with a shrug. “That’s all you need to know. I’m not on the PR list.”
I narrowed my eyes. “You could have broken my wrist up there.”
“But I didn’t.”
“That’s not the point.”
He took another step closer, eyes still locked on mine.
“But I didn’t,” he repeated. “If I wanted to hurt you, I would’ve.”
His voice was self-assured, every word dropped with weight.
His gaze dragged over my face, lingering just a moment too long on my mouth.
That flicker sparked again, hot and unwanted.
I didn’t step back.
And he didn’t hide the fact that he noticed.
After a moment, I turned toward the guest house. He walked the same direction, taking the steps down the path along the edge of the deck. Not beside me—just close enough to feel.
“You always this pleasant on the job?” I asked, voice flat.
“Only when someone sneaks in unannounced and triggers perimeter sensors.”
I turned my head just enough to give him a look. “I didn’t sneak in. I had the code. I had clearance.”
“Not with me.”
The words were delivered without heat. Just a simple fact, tossed out like his opinion was law. It didn’t escape my notice that he still hadn’t apologized for slamming me into a wall.
I arched a brow. “I don’t take orders from hired muscle.”
He smirked. No offense taken. If anything, he looked amused.
“Then consider this a courtesy watch.”
I stopped walking.
He didn’t.
He paused a few steps ahead and turned back, waiting.
I caught up, stiff-spined, refusing to acknowledge the sharp twist in my gut.
I hated how good he looked in that uniform—and that I kept noticing.
I kept walking.
So did he.
We passed the guest house, its glass front hazy with salt spray and dust. I paused at the edge of the stone path, phone raised again.
“Guest house needs a full exterior wash. Check structural permit dates. Possibly stage interior, depending on condition.”
The sound of his boots shifted behind me, closer than before.
Too close.
I didn’t turn, but I felt him behind me, just a breath off my shoulder.
“You don’t walk into places like this unannounced,” he said, voice low. “This isn’t a three-bedroom in suburbia. These homes are targets.”
I turned my head just enough to catch his eyes.
“I’m not a threat.”
“Didn’t say you were.” His gaze didn’t waver. “But you’re not invisible either.”
The words sank in, deliberate as his tone.
I should have said something sharp. Instead, I just stood there, phone still in my hand, pulse steadying itself inch by inch.
I turned away first, stepping onto the guest house deck.
The view was phenomenal up here. I couldn’t take my eyes off the horizon, until my heel caught the edge of a warped board.
The stumble was fast, jarring. I pitched forward.
His arm shot out and locked around my waist before I could fall. The grip was solid, bracing. One strong hand splayed across my lower back, the other steady on my arm.
I froze, breath caught tight in my chest.
He didn’t let go right away. His presence still pressed through my clothes, solid and unyielding. His eyes met mine. Then dipped, just once, to my mouth.
“Jesus, I could have broken my ankle!”
“I won’t let you get hurt.”
My stomach flipped.
I hated that it did.
I stepped out of his arms, straightened my clothes, reset my balance. “Thanks,” I said, quick and flat.
His eyes stayed on me. 
“Aren’t you glad you were in my line of sight?”
I didn’t answer. I just stood there. 
Aware of his body. Aware of mine.
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