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To anyone who's ever fallen for the one person 

they were never supposed to touch.

May your rules be broken and your heart be safe.
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“I would die for her. I would kill for her. Either way—what bliss.”

— Gomez Addams”
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Sloane

If fame had a scent, it was probably coconut body oil, overpriced perfume, and just a whiff of exhaustion.

I adjusted my hoodie for the tenth time that morning, trying to be low-key while still hoping someone would recognize me. Which, okay, yes, totally defeated the purpose of being incognito, but I never claimed to be consistent.

It had been a hot minute since I’d been out in public.  As “America’s Pop Princess,” a title bestowed upon me due to my current popularity in the music industry, it was a rare occurrence that I could be out and about without causing a scene.  But I had a fool-proof disguise: oversized hoodie with the hood up, oversized sunglasses, wide legged pants pants, zero makeup, ball cap, and a massive crossbody hobo style bag that looked like I picked it up from a second-hand store.  I wanted to blend in, not stand out.  

Forget the fact that I was being followed closely by two bodyguards, which I insisted wear normal clothing so they could also blend in.  They were under strict orders to make it look like they weren’t bodyguards so I could try to have a normal outing with my best friend.

“Harper, I swear to God, if you post that photo, I will write an entire diss track about your taste in men.”

She snorted without looking up from her phone. “Oh, please. You write a diss track every time your Postmates order is late.”

Fair. “Yeah, but those are private.”

Harper, my long-time bestie, ride-or-die, fashion enabler, and unofficial emotional support human, paused mid-scroll to aim her phone at me. “Sloane Carter: pop royalty, Grammy winner, and currently hiding under a hoodie like a raccoon in rehab. This is content.”

I flipped her off and struck a pose anyway. “Caption it ‘feral, but make it couture.’”

We were at the Melrose Sunday market, my idea, obviously. After a year of touring neon-lit arenas, screaming crowds, and rehearsed interviews, I craved chaos in a more artisan form. Like oat milk lattes and overpriced handmade candles. I needed normal.

I ducked under a string of market lights and snagged a lavender lemonade from a vendor with a handlebar mustache. “Two of these,” I said, handing Harper one as she joined me.

“Lavender?” she grimaced. “Why does everything you like taste like soap?”

“Because I’m classy.”

Giggling ensued.

We wandered past a booth selling crystals and another peddling vintage denim, laughing about a guy who once wrote me a fan letter proposing with a ring pop (I still had it. The ring pop, not the guy).  I felt a weird feeling wash over me, like I was being watched.  Being me, it happened a lot, obv, but when eyes were on me when I didn’t want eyes on me, it felt different...like I was being watched.

A small group of girls spotted me then.  Four of them, maybe late teens, all wide-eyed and jittery, trying so hard to play it cool. The one in front wore my tour hoodie. From two years ago. Limited edition.  These girls were legit.

I smiled automatically, tugging down my sunglasses. “Hey, Sloaniacs. Wanna come say hi?”

The air changed. Just a little. Like the sparkle of electricity before a storm.

They squealed and rushed over, phones already out. I posed like muscle memory, Harper hyping me up from the sidelines. Peace sign. Winky face. Dramatic hair flip. They were shaking when they thanked me.

“Love your voice,” one whispered.

“Love your entire existence,” said another.

“Are you still dating Chase Merrick?”

God, I adored them.  My fanbase was incredible and supportive and they were the actual sweetest humans on the planet.  They were the reason I wanted to start working on my next album so quickly after wrapping my year-long-world-tour.  They were begging for new material. And bless their hearts, they thought my PR-arranged on-again-off-again thing with Hollywood’s 'It Boy’ was real, when it was totally fabricated for the sake of publicity.

The girls left, vibrating like soda cans ready to explode, and Harper nudged me. “Still got it.”

“Obviously. I’m Sloane Carter. I even make anxiety look good.”

But something tugged at the back of my mind. A static feeling that made me look around.

I glanced behind me.

My security detail, both men hired by my management team, were lingering ten feet away, chatting. One of them had his phone out. The other was scanning the street but not in the “ready to tackle someone” way. More like “waiting for a sandwich delivery” way.

I frowned. “Are they... slacking?”

Harper turned, squinting. “They’ve been weird all morning. I thought maybe you told them to chill.”

“Nope. I told them to not let anyone near me without a twelve-point background check, but that obviously means nothing to them.”

I tried to brush it off. Maybe I was paranoid. Maybe the caffeine was hitting weird. But my skin tingled, and not in the good way. In the I’m-being-watched-by-a-creep-in-the-parking-lot way.

I scanned the crowd, and locked eyes with a man standing just past the vendor stalls.

Black hoodie. Ball cap. Face shadowed. Staring right at me. No blinking. No smile.

My stomach dropped.

“Let’s go,” I muttered to Harper, already moving.

She fell into step beside me. “What’s going on?”

“Creeper. Eleven o’clock. Big nope energy.”

We weaved through the market, heading back toward the parking lot. But the crowd shifted like a tide, slowing us, pulling us apart. Harper got jostled ahead. I reached for her and that’s when arms closed around me. Tight. Rough. Dragging me back.

Panic exploded in my chest.

I kicked. Elbowed. Screamed. “LET GO OF ME!”

No response. No guards. No help.  Until...

“SLOANE?”

It was one of the girls from earlier. The Sloaniacs.

And then all hell broke loose.

“Oh my God, someone’s grabbing her!”

“SHE’S BEING TAKEN!  GET HELP!”

Phones shot into the air. Screams pierced the afternoon calm. Someone threw a smoothie. A guy jumped over a table of beaded necklaces toward us. Someone else shrieked my name like a battle cry.

The guy dragging me hesitated.

That’s all it took.

A flash of uncertainty. A step back. The crushing grip loosened just enough for me to twist, drive my heel into his shin, and bolt.

I didn’t look back. I ran. Through the booths. Past the shocked vendors. Toward the noise, the phones, the fans, my people.

He didn’t follow.

And my useless security team? Nowhere in sight.  What the fuck?!

I stopped near a fruit stand, panting. A woman shoved a bottle of water into my hand. “Are you okay? That guy!  He grabbed you!”

Harper pushed through the crowd seconds later, her face pale with panic. “Oh my God, are you—?”

“I’m fine,” I said automatically, even though my hands were shaking.

Someone yelled, “I got it on video!”

Sloaniacs. Angels in crop tops and sneakers. Their chaos had saved me.

I choked out a laugh. “That was... something.”

Harper pulled me into a hug. “I’m gonna murder your security team.”

I nodded, still catching my breath. “Get in line.”

Because the second I got back to the house, I was calling my dad.

And everything was about to change.

* * *
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I TOLD HARPER I WAS fine.  My car dropped her off at her place and then drove me straight to my dad’s house.  I felt like a five-year-old who’d just seen a ghost, running to her daddy when things got scary.

I wasn’t scared, technically. I just... didn’t feel like being alone in that echo-y, security-compromised mansion of mine where the silence had teeth. I didn’t need protection. I needed proximity to someone who made decisions like a battering ram and never hesitated.

Which was Mitchell Carter in a nutshell.

By the time my car pulled into his gated driveway in Brentwood, his Audi was already parked out front, and I could see him pacing through the window, phone pressed to his ear, jaw clenched like he wanted to bite someone.

I stepped into the foyer, still wearing my hoodie like armor. The cool air hit me in the face, scented with leather, aftershave, and rage.

He didn’t even look up.  His wife, Marleigh, my step-mom for all intents and purposes, though she was only a few years older than me, greeted me with a tense look on her face.  She was just about to open her mouth to say something to me, probably an attempt to offer her sympathy on what just happened to me when Dad’s shouting cut her off.

“I don’t care if he’s ex-FBI. He lost my daughter. In a crowd.” A pause. “Tell Keystone to shove their recommendation list so far up their ass they can taste the print paper.”

Ah. So he had heard.

I dropped onto the edge of the suede sectional, watching him like someone watching a grenade tick down. He finally ended the call with a barked “We’re done,” then turned toward me.

His eyes softened for half a second. “You okay?”

I nodded. “I’m fine.”

He didn’t believe me. I could tell by the way his mouth twitched, like he wanted to demand medical records and footage. But instead, he sat in the armchair across from me and steepled his fingers like he was about to deliver a courtroom verdict.

“I’ve already got it handled.”

My brows lifted. “That so?”

He nodded once. “I’m bringing in my guy. Someone I trust.”

I blinked. “What guy?”

“Grayson Steele.”

I let the name hang for a beat.

“You’re joking. Your old friend from high school?”

Dad didn’t laugh. “That ‘old friend’ is a decorated Marine with sixteen years in covert ops. Private contractor now. He’s protected diplomats, billionaires, and black book assets you don’t even want to know about. The man eats surveillance feeds for breakfast and could kill someone with a goddamn paper clip.”

“Romantic.”

He leaned forward. “He’s not here to romance you, Sloane. He’s here to keep you breathing.”

I crossed my arms. “Why him?”

“Because I trust him. And I don’t trust anyone else right now. Keystone’s on thin ice, we might need to rethink your management team if they keep making useless recommendations; they can’t afford another screwup.”

I bit my lip. I hated when he was right.

Dad ran a law firm that made Fortune 500 CEOs cry into their Rolexes. The man could dismantle someone’s reputation over lunch and still have time to hit a charity gala that night. And even though we butted heads frequently, he’d always used his terrifying powers for good when it came to my career.

Still, this felt... extreme.

“So, what, he’s flying in?”

“He’ll be here tomorrow.”

“That’s fast.” My brain was swirling at the suddenness of my life getting turned upside-down.  “Where’s he even live? How can he get here so fast?”

“He’s in New York but I told him it was urgent. He rearranged his schedule.”

Of course he did. No one said no to Mitchell Carter. Not even his mysterious ex–black ops BFF that I vaguely remembered from my childhood.

“He’ll be staying with you.”

My head snapped up. “Come again?”

“At your house. Until we’re confident the situation’s under control.”

I blinked. “You want me to move a stranger into my house?”

“He’s not a stranger. He’s basically family.”

“Okay, maybe to you! I haven’t seen him since I was, what, twelve?”

“You’ve seen him since then.  I think you were too busy pretending to be too cool to even spare a glance at me, or any adult for that matter.  He remembers you.  And you’ll get reacquainted quickly. In the meantime, tell your housekeeper to prep a room.”

“Or what?”

“Or he sleeps on the couch, which I doubt you want since he would more than likely destroy your aesthetic,” Dad said flatly. “I’m not negotiating this.”

I opened my mouth, then shut it again. I wanted to argue but a part of me, the part still haunted by that man’s hands on me, was already dialing my housekeeper’s number in my head.

Dad stood, already reaching for another phone call. The matter was closed, end of discussion.

Somewhere across the country, Grayson Steele was packing a bag.

And I had a feeling life as I knew it was about to get a lot more complicated.
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Chapter 2
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Gray

“Mmm, you sure you don’t want to stay in bed?”

The woman next to me, something with a K... Kendra, maybe? Krista?... stretched like a satisfied cat, her bare skin sliding against mine as the first threads of sunlight crept in through the blinds. She smelled like cheap perfume and whatever overpriced lotion she’d slathered on at the bar last night, but it wasn’t unpleasant. Just artificial.

I sat up slowly, careful not to let the weight of the moment turn into something it wasn’t. She wasn’t the first warm body I’d borrowed time with, and was pretty sure she wouldn’t be the last. I never promised anything past sunrise.

“Tempting,” I said, rubbing a hand down my face, my voice still rough with sleep. “But I’ve got somewhere to be.”

She made a soft, disappointed sound, dragging her fingers lazily over my chest. “Somewhere more important than me?”

“Afraid so.”

She sighed, propping herself up on one elbow. The sheet dipped just enough to give me another look at what had originally convinced me to bring her home. “Let me guess... undercover spy?”

I snorted as I stood, adjusting the band on my boxer briefs. “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”

“Ooh. Cryptic. I like it.”

Truth was, I hadn’t planned on bringing anyone home last night. Just needed a beer, a loud bar, and a few hours of being anonymous. But she was fun, persistent, and I figured if this detail with Mitch’s daughter was gonna be the pain in the ass I suspected, it might be my last night to cut loose for a while.

She rolled out of bed with a dramatic sigh, tossing on my T-shirt from last night and digging around for her jeans. I grabbed my bag from the closet, and started packing: weapons case, comms gear, black boots, backup knife, black on black on black. Nothing flashy. Nothing traceable.

“I’m gonna grab a quick shower,” I said, tossing her the jeans she was looking for. “There’s a Keurig in the kitchen. Help yourself.”

Fifteen minutes later, I emerged to find her sipping from a mug and looking around my loft like she was cataloguing the contents. Tall weapons locker against the wall where a tv should’ve been. Sparse furniture. One couch, a bookshelf full of both hardcover and paperback books. Walls bare except for a framed black-and-white photo of a Marine unit, sand blowing across their boots. My brothers.

I liked things simple.

“You just move here?” she asked, eyeing the single chair at the kitchen island.

“Nah, I don’t need a lot.  Less to clean.”

“Less to stay for.”

I gave her a look that said, Exactly, and grabbed my bag. Tossed in an extra sidearm, some ammo clips, my burner phone, and my passport just in case.

She leaned against the counter, head tilted, eyes wide at the contents I was tossing in my bag. “You going somewhere far?”

“L.A.”

She perked up. “Ooh, fun. Business or pleasure?”

“Business. The kind that doesn’t allow for distractions.”

Her smile fell a little. She set the mug down.

Message received.

I walked her to the elevator, pressed the call button, and turned to her with a softer expression than I usually wore. “You were great, really. Just... wrong timing.”

Her lashes fluttered like maybe she’d hoped for a different ending, but she smiled anyway. “I have a feeling you won’t tell me, but I’m just going to assume you’re either a spy or an assassin.”

I kept my expression plain as the elevator doors opened and I ushered her inside.  “Take care,” I told her.

“You too, Mystery Man,” was her response.

“Always.”

* * *
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BY THE TIME I HIT JFK, the city was crawling to life, the freeway packed with commuters and the air already warming up under a dull gray sky. I kept the hood of my jacket up and my eyes down, moving through security with practiced efficiency. I never checked bags. Never brought anything I couldn’t walk away from.  My credentials allowed me to carry the weapons on-board the plane as long as my bag got locked up in a special storage section.

While I waited at my gate, I pulled up the file Mitch had sent over from Keystone Artist Management, Sloane’s management team, or what little they had bothered to put together before fumbling the handoff.

Sloane Carter.

Jesus.

I didn’t live under a rock. I knew who Sloane Carter was.  Knew, for the most part, what she looked like, how famous she was, but I didn’t keep recent tabs on her because she wasn’t on my radar.  

I remembered her as a loud, barefoot kid with missing teeth and a glitter obsession, with messy-hair, and doing cartwheels across his lawn while Mitch grilled burgers and yelled at ESPN. Now she was a bombshell, chart-topping singer with a following so obsessive they called themselves Sloaniacs. Her career started to get big when she was a teenager so she was used to the spotlight. And tabloids, platinum records, and paparazzi shots of her in ridiculous outfits. Not really my scene, but Mitch had kept me in the loop over the years. Always proud. Always pissed at the media.

And now she was a target.

By the time the wheels hit the runway, I’d already decided: no one got near her without going through me.

I scrolled through the threat report. Blurry photos. Fan footage. Social media callouts. Security feed that showed her team distracted at the worst possible moment. A black SUV parked in the wrong place. Someone reaching for her.

And then the crowd.

The fans had surged, screaming, blocking the man’s exit path, either on purpose or by accident, didn’t matter. That commotion had saved her. If they hadn’t been there?

Would’ve been a different story.

Would’ve ended with her in that SUV. Or worse. No credible leads yet. No suspects. No confirmation that the abduction attempt wasn’t inside-assisted. Which, in my experience, meant it probably was.

I clenched my jaw and stared at the screen. If this was an inside job, and it reeked like one, it wouldn’t be the last attempt.

Keystone had fumbled the ball big time. Probably more interested in image control than actual protection. Mitch had told them where to stick it, which was very on brand for him. Guy didn’t pull punches when it came to his kid.

I thought about Mitch, about his call. I hadn’t heard his voice in months, but the second he said my name, I could hear the edge in it. Not panic. Not fear. Just rage and resolve.

“When do you need me there?”

He didn’t even need to ask me, I was offering myself to the job. He didn’t have to ask because I didn’t need him to.  That’s the kind of bond we had.

We’d met when I was fourteen, a scrawny freshman, and bleeding from the lip after a fight behind the gym. He was seventeen, a senior, captain of the wrestling team, cocky as hell and already had the air about him like he was headed to a courtroom. I expected him to laugh at me. Instead, he handed me a napkin and said, “You win?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. Next time, aim lower.”

Been tight ever since.

He went to college, I went to war. He got married. I didn’t. But we always found our way back to beers and bullshit and quiet loyalty.

Now he was calling in a favor.

* * *
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THE FLIGHT WAS UNEVENTFUL. I didn’t sleep, never did on planes, but I reviewed the perimeter photos of Sloane’s property. Way too exposed. Big glass windows, a ridiculous backyard that backed into a canyon. A house designed for luxury, not safety.

We’d be changing that.

The driver Mitch sent was waiting at baggage claim with a sign that read STEELE, and he didn’t bother with small talk. I appreciated that. The guy dropped me in front of a black gate with a callbox and drove off without a word.

I buzzed once. Waited.

A few seconds later, the gate creaked open, and the long, winding driveway appeared.

As I walked up, I adjusted the strap on my bag, reached for the doorbell, and braced myself. I expected an assistant to answer. Maybe a housekeeper.

What I got instead was her.

Sloane Carter.

And not the tabloid version.  No red carpet. No stage lights. No designer gown.

Just an oversized sweatshirt hanging off one shoulder, no bra straps to be seen, toned legs, possibly no shorts under the long hem of the aforementioned sweatshirt, bare feet, and a suspicious look in her sleep-heavy blue eyes. Her blonde hair was tied up in a messy bun that looked like it was losing the fight. She held a mug in one hand like it might double as a weapon.

For half a second she blinked at me, then leaned against the doorframe like she wasn’t remotely surprised to find a complete stranger at her door.

I smirked. “Morning, kid.”  Her gaze moved to the duffle bag on my shoulder, then back.

Her face twisted immediately and she rolled her eyes. “Don’t call me that.”

There it was.  Fire.

She stepped aside, letting me in with a sigh, and I got my first glimpse of the house. Sleek. Expensive. Vulnerable as hell.

“I take it your dad told you I was coming?”

“Uhgggg, unfortunately.”

I chuckled low under my breath.  Ooh, fire and drama.

Yeah. This was going to be fun.
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Sloane

When I opened the front door, I didn’t expect my entire body to forget how to function.

Standing in front of me was not the crusty old war vet I’d mentally prepared myself for. No cargo pants. No grizzled mustache. No talk of “back in 'Nam.”

No.

What I got instead was a six-foot-something of intimidating, jaw-clenching, heart-stopping masculinity.

The man was a walking warning label: Caution - do not touch unless prepared for consequences.

Dark jeans, black boots, and a fitted off-black henley that should’ve been illegal. The sleeves wrapped his biceps like they had something to prove. His broad shoulders took up most of the entryway, and the slight dip of his hips under that worn fabric? Don’t get me started.

His face was all hard angles and masculine perfection, complete with high cheekbones, a sharp jaw lined with scruff, and lips that were way too full for someone who could kill a man with a paperclip.

And then there were his eyes, dark, almost black, intense in a way that made me feel like I’d just been measured, scanned, and categorized in under three seconds.

So, this was Grayson Steele.  Not what I expected when Dad said his best friend would be handling my security.

“Morning, kid.” His voice was deep, like gravel wrapped in velvet. Instead of melting at that voice of his, I scowled and rolled my eyes.

“Don’t call me that.”  I needed him to know I wasn’t a child.  I stepped aside, letting him boulder his way through the door, and he moved past me like a storm cloud, controlled, dangerous, and likely to change the whole forecast of my day.

Something that could almost be called a smile formed on those luscious lips of his.  “I take it your dad told you I was coming?”

I had to walk away from him, to get out of his proximity.  Because, wow, if I didn’t get away from him, I was going to hyper-fixate on the way he smelled, which was clean and masculine, like cedar wood, leather, and something else I couldn’t quite put my finger on.  “Uhgggg, unfortunately,” I groaned with an exasperated tone.

I watched him glance around the entryway, taking in my space, my windows, my locks, probably already cataloging a dozen vulnerabilities I’d never think to notice.

“So, what should I call you?” I said, falling back on sass because it was the only weapon I had. “Mr. Steele?”

He turned his head just slightly, one brow cocked.

I smirked. “I mean, come on. Please tell me I don’t have to call you that.  It’s a total porn star name.  You used to get made fun of for that name, right?”

“Call me Gray,” he said flatly, no hint of amusement.

“Not even a chuckle?” I asked. “Tough crowd.”

He ignored that, dropping his duffel by the couch and scanning the room again with military precision. I noticed his hands, large, rough, capable. Not a ring in sight.

Not that I was looking.  Okay, so I was absolutely looking.

“So, you just flew in?” I asked, crossing my arms as I leaned against the wall, keeping my tone light even though the room felt heavier with him in it.

“Landed an hour ago. Got a car directly here.”

“So, no coffee stop on the way? Should I brew a pot before you start reading me my Miranda rights?”

“Do you start every sentence with the word ‘so?’” He pinned a stare on me with so much intensity that I wasn’t sure if he was joking or serious.

“Okay, that’s a ‘no’ on the coffee, I guess.”  Sass again, like it was my job.  Because I sassed when I felt uncomfortable.

His gaze locked on mine. “You’re going to want to sit down.”

I laughed once, sharp and short. “Dramatic much?”

He didn’t laugh. Or blink. Or do anything except level me with a stare that could’ve melted steel.  His name was appropriate.

I hesitated... then sat.

He stayed standing, which made me feel instantly smaller. Not a sensation I was used to.

“You’re one of the most famous women in the world right now,” he said, voice low but firm. “That kind of visibility makes you a target, every minute of every day.”

I tried to not roll my eyes. It was my default defense mechanism. “Don’t you think that’s a little extreme? I’ve had security before. This isn’t my first overprotective babysit—”

He took a step closer, cutting me off with just his presence.

“No less than ten people would pay a fortune for the chance to abduct you,” he said, voice like ice. “Some for ransom. Some for obsession. Some for fame. And some? Just because they can.”

I blinked, my throat tightening despite myself.

Gray didn’t ease up. “Yesterday someone almost did. They had hands on you before your fans caused enough of a scene to spook him off. That wasn’t a fluke. That was a test run. And next time, you might not be so lucky.”

The blood drained from my face, and I hated that he saw it. Hated even more that he was right.

“You’ve been protected by names and credentials, Sloane. High-end security firms with glossy resumes and zero instincts. You’ve been managed, not defended. That ends now.”

I exhaled slowly. “You’re really not going to make this easy, are you?”

“I’m not here to make it easy,” he said. “I’m here to make sure you’re not found zip-tied in a warehouse somewhere, kid.”

“God, you’re grim.”

He didn’t respond. Just started walking the perimeter of the room again.

“You really think they’ll try again?” I asked, quieter this time.

“I don’t think. I prepare.”

That? Shouldn’t have been hot.  But it was.

I watched him assess my locks, my blinds, even the placement of my furniture. Every movement was purposeful. Fluid. He reminded me of a predator in a nature doc, coiled and waiting. Dangerous even when still.

“I bet you sleep with one eye open,” I muttered.

“Only when I sleep.”

I huffed. “Do you ever relax?”

“Not on the job.”

“And when you’re off the job?”

He finally looked at me again. “I don’t take a lot of time off.”

A long silence passed between us. Heavy. Loaded.  The air felt thick.  

I stood, arms crossed, pretending not to be rattled. “So what now?”

“We go over your schedule. Cut what’s unnecessary. Your routines change. No unapproved appearances. You don’t go anywhere without me, or someone I’ve cleared. Not even to the mailbox.”

I blinked. “You’re kidding.”

“I never kid, kid.”

“You can’t just barge into my life and take over like this.”

He stepped closer again, invading my space without even touching me. “I just did.”

My pulse kicked into overdrive. Part fury. Part something else entirely.

“You keep calling me ‘kid,’” I snapped, my eyes challenging his dark orbs. “I’m not a child.”

“No,” he said, voice low and unreadable, his gaze flickering from my eyes down to my mouth and then back to my eyes again. “You’re not.”

Another beat.

I tried to match his stare, but I felt like I was being unraveled, slowly, thread by thread.

I cleared my throat. “Well. I’m going to need a list of all your ground rules in writing. So I can promptly break them.”

He arched a brow. “Cute.”

“I try.”

“You succeeding would be more work for me.”

“And where will you be staying, exactly? The guest house, perhaps? My dad mentioned something about you moving in, but that can’t be for real.”

“I’m staying here,” he said. “In the main house. I’ll take the room closest to yours.”

“That room is reserved for the housekeeper,” I said, a bit breathless.

“I’m not here to clean. I’m here to protect you. That means proximity. That means it’s my room now.”

“This is so not going to work,” I muttered.

“Then it’s going exactly as I expected.”

He turned away, heading down the hallway like he already knew where everything was. And I just stood there, a little stunned. A little off-kilter. A lot attracted to the man who had just bulldozed into my life with no intention of leaving quietly.

God help me.

I had no idea how I was supposed to survive this, and I didn’t mean the danger outside.

I meant the six-foot-something, brooding storm of a man now staying in the room across the hall from me.
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Gray

I held the phone between my shoulder and ear while pacing Sloane Carter’s second-floor hallway, a mental checklist running laps in my brain.

“She’s got zero exterior surveillance, Mitchell. No motion detectors, no reinforced entry points, and the perimeter fence is low enough for a child to hop over.”

Mitch sighed through the line. “Jesus. I told those clowns at Keystone to beef up her place last year.”

“I’d fire whoever told you it was safe.”

“That’s already in motion,” he said with a growl. “Spare no expense. Do whatever needs doing, Gray. Full upgrades, indoor, outdoor, backup generators, new vehicles. Hell, build a panic room if you have to.”

Already on it. I hadn’t been inside twenty minutes before I mentally mapped the house’s weak points. Every time I looked at Sloane, I found more of them.

“And the staff?” I asked. “Her assistant, the housekeeper, the cleaning crew, do we have full backgrounds on everyone?”

“I’ll have my PI send over the latest reports,” Mitch said. “Some turnover recently, but no red flags that I know of. And just a heads-up, Sloane’s gonna push back. She’s...a lot.”

I gave a quiet snort. “No shit.”

“She means well,” Mitch continued, the edge in his voice softening slightly. “But she’s used to calling the shots, has been ever since we lost her mom when she was three.  She’s basically been in charge ever since.  You’re one of the few people I trust to rein her in without crushing her spirit.”

I didn’t respond right away, eyes drifting out the hallway window, down toward the sun-drenched pool in the backyard. No sign of her. Probably hiding in her room like a sullen teenager, pissed I wouldn’t let her go out without me. Kid had no damn clue how close she came to disappearing off the face of the earth.

“Gray,” Mitch said, breaking my silence. “I know it’s a big ask. But I need you on this.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said simply.

“Thanks, brother.”

We hung up, and I leaned my shoulder against the wall, dragging a hand down my face.

God, what the hell had I gotten myself into?

Sloane. Jesus.

The second she opened the door yesterday morning, I was hit like a brick wall.

Long legs. Bare. A sweatshirt that damn well could’ve been a dress, or nothing at all. Messy blonde bun piled on her head like she just rolled out of bed, and maybe she had. Not a stitch of makeup, but those lips were full, that skin smooth, and those blue eyes?

Fire.

I shifted where I stood, hating how easily my mind wandered back to her. The way she rolled her eyes when I called her “kid.” The little gasp when I laid out the rules. That fire was good, healthy even. She wasn’t fragile, and that meant I wouldn’t have to coddle her. But it also meant she’d test every damn limit I set.

And still.

Still...

That mouth.

That body.

That sass.

I wasn’t proud of the thoughts I’d had last night after I finally allowed myself to sink onto the bed in my new quarters. Fuck, I stepped right off a plane and into her million-dollar bubblegum-pink world in a short enough time to get whiplash. I also wasn’t proud of the fact that I’d been half-hard since she smirked at me and muttered “Mr. Steele” under her breath like she was auditioning for a damn porno.

I was older. Wiser. Disciplined. I had twenty years on her. She was young enough to be my daughter if I’d knocked someone up stupid young.

But try telling that to my dick.

I let out a growl, quietly kicking the baseboard by the bedroom door I was meant to sleep in.

No. There was no room for that kind of shit here. She was my job. My mission.

Protect. Secure. Defend.

Not fantasize about pressing her against the wall and sliding that sweatshirt up to see what, if anything, was underneath.

I dragged a deep breath in and exhaled slowly, trying to clear the filth from my thoughts.

This was the hardest assignment I’d taken in years, and it hadn’t even been twenty-four hours.

I pulled out my phone again, flicking through security contacts as I paced back downstairs. I needed a new private camera installer, perimeter fencing contractor, drone surveillance operator, and a cybersecurity specialist, not to mention someone to wire the house and set up the kind of server space required for all this shit. I’d worked with them all before though and knew exactly who to call.

I was halfway through the first voicemail when I passed through the kitchen and spotted the faint movement of a blonde ponytail disappearing behind the open fridge doors. An oversized t-shirt hung halfway down her toned thighs. Bare feet. Again.

She was making herself a smoothie. Completely unbothered. Or pretending to be.

I kept walking, but the image burned into the back of my eyes like aftershock.

This was going to be a long detail.

I stepped into the backyard, where the early morning sun glinted off the pool water, and pulled out my notepad to sketch out camera placements and blind spots. I marked every entry point, every corner that needed better lighting, every damn hedge tall enough for someone to crouch behind.

There were too many.

But Sloane wouldn’t be alone again. Not on my watch.

* * *
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BY LATE AFTERNOON, the first wave of installations were scheduled. Contractors were coming in shifts. The room across the hall from Sloane’s bedroom, the one I claimed as mine, the one I kicked the housekeeper out of, would be converted into a command center with multiple monitors. A separate vehicle would be delivered for shadow driving.  Sloane had her own cars but used a driver most of the time. I planned to update all her locks and add either retinal or fingerprint entry for her private bedroom, home gym, and recording studio.

Once the physical security was handled, I’d deal with the digital side. Her fame made her a target, but her online presence made her vulnerable. She was too exposed.

I walked the perimeter again, checking for gaps, running interference plans in my head. All the while, I couldn’t shake her voice, that soft, sarcastic lilt when she asked, “So, what should I call you?  Mr. Steele?”

Smartass.

I didn’t know what the hell Mitch was thinking, sending me into the lion’s den, but if this was the job, I’d do it. No matter how infuriating or sexy or off-limits the lioness was.
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SLOANE
you’re not going to believe what my dad did this time 
.

HARPER
omg what??
he finally shut down your fan accounts?
told the press you were pregnant with harry styles’ baby?
.

SLOANE
LMAO no
he sent his best friend to live in my house 
.

HARPER
wait. WHAT.
.

SLOANE
he decided keystone’s security wasn’t good enough anymore
so now i have ex–special ops Marine babysitter 24/7
.

HARPER
wait
LIVE in your HOUSE???
like... sleeps under your roof?? 
.

SLOANE
mmhmm.
he’s setting up shop in the guest room across the hall from mine.
it’s giving... bodyguard, but make it brooding alpha male
.

HARPER
sloane i’m gonna need you to describe immediately.
is he old???
like ACTUAL dad’s age or like... hot-dad age??
.

SLOANE
early 40s maybe?
but like... unfairly hot
dark eyes. scruffy jaw. muscles that have seen things
he’s built like a war movie and growls when he talks
i can’t. it’s criminal.
.

HARPER
i suddenly believe in national security again
.

SLOANE
i called him Mr. Steele and had to stop myself from choking
it felt SO porn star
.

HARPER
pls tell me you said that to his face
.

SLOANE
yes to his face and then I laughed
he looked confused
now i’m 100% sure he thinks i’m unwell
.

HARPER
you ARE unwell
tell me everything. what’s the situation? does he have RULES?
.

SLOANE
oh honey. we’re in prison now.
he gave me a whole speech.
lemme break it down:
GROUND RULES ACCORDING TO GRAYSON STEELE:

	i’m not allowed to go anywhere without him 

	all outings must be approved and “strategically planned”

	no unvetted visitors to the house

	new phone protocols, he’s scrubbing my contacts

	someone is now monitoring my socials (KILL ME)


.

HARPER
ewww
also i get the feeling rule 3 includes me??
.

SLOANE
i asked. he said “if you clear background checks”
i said “she’s my best friend”
he said “so was Caesar before Brutus stabbed him” 
.

HARPER
...ok but WHY is that kinda hot tho 
.

SLOANE
i know!!! that’s the PROBLEM
every time he says something condescending, i wanna slap him
then kiss him
then slap him again. harder.
.

HARPER
omg he’s totally your type
grumpy. intense. emotionally unavailable.
A+ work from Mitch 
.

SLOANE
“you’re a target”
“you’re too visible”
“you don’t understand how dangerous this is”
he talks to me like i’m five
i called him out and he said: “you’re acting like a child” 
.

HARPER
did you throw something at him
.

SLOANE
no but i thought about it
i said “maybe if you weren’t built like a walking action figure i’d take you more seriously”
he didn’t laugh
rude
.

SLOANE
he already fired my assistant because someone in her family was in prison a million years ago and had contact with some big time criminal
I told him we’re in L.A, everyone has someone in their family that’s been to prison
but it didn’t matter. Liv is gone, fired, in the blink of an eye
.

HARPER
this is so messed up
so what’s the plan
.

SLOANE
you mean besides not falling in love with the human version of granite?
i dunno. he’s not like my past security. he’s... sharper. smarter. hot in a “you’ll never win” kind of way
.

HARPER
challenge accepted.
we need a plan. a rule-breaking plan. for science
.

SLOANE
ok. i’m listening
.

HARPER
1. test the limits. small stuff
leave the house without telling him
see if he tracks you
.

SLOANE
(i’d bet my tour earnings he does)
.

HARPER
2. try to invite me over
under a fake name if necessary
like... “Harper DeLuxe, celebrity masseuse”
.

SLOANE
*devil horns*
.

HARPER
3. flirt with him
casually. push his buttons. you know what you do
.

SLOANE
i already exist in a sweatshirt and zero pants
how much more button-pushing do you want??
.

HARPER
take the sweatshirt off 
.

SLOANE
you’re going to get me killed
...or laid
.

HARPER
you’re welcome
.

SLOANE
but for real
what if i screw this up
he’s here to protect me
i can’t mess with that
.

HARPER
listen
you don’t have to DO anything
just... feel what you feel
you’re still human, babe
famous or not, you get to want things
.

SLOANE
even things that are twenty years older and grumpy?
.

HARPER
especially those
.

SLOANE
god help me
.

HARPER
amen 
send me a pic when you sneak a shirtless shot
.

SLOANE
already working on it 
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Sloane

I should’ve felt guilty for sneaking out of the house.

Gray had made it very clear: I was not to leave without telling him.

But he also hadn’t said anything about using my side garage door or slipping away while he was elbow-deep in surveillance tech and barking instructions at the installers like a drill sergeant. I mean, what was the point of having an electric Vespa if I couldn’t make a clean, silent getaway every now and then?

The helmet squished my curls and the sun was already baking my shoulders through the thin knit of my off-the-shoulder sweater, but I was free. Zooming through the narrow side streets of West Hollywood, my oversized sunglasses sliding down my nose, I felt like me again. Not the overprotected, constantly surveilled version. Just... Sloane.

Harper waved from our usual table at Brew Theory Café, tucked in the shaded corner of the patio where the bougainvillea hung low and purple petals carpeted the ground. I parked my Vespa and pulled off the helmet, quickly throwing on a floppy sunhat I kept in the seat compartment, because sunglasses only did so much.

“You little sneak,” Harper said, leaning over to kiss my cheek. “I can’t believe you actually escaped Mr. Steele!”

“I don’t want to talk about him,” I said, sinking into the chair and tugging my hat lower. “I want caffeine. And carbs. And a few uninterrupted minutes of pretending I’m not living in a goddamn fortress with a military watchdog."

Harper laughed and slid a vanilla latte across the table toward me. “He that bad?”

“He’s... intense.” I sipped and exhaled. “He’s been here less than seventy-two hours and already replaced every lock in the house, installed retina scans, rearranged my security codes, and mapped out a ‘threat response perimeter’, whatever the hell that means.”

Harper grinned. “Sounds hot.”

“That’s the problem. He is.”

I took a slow sip as the patio started to fill with the late-morning crowd. Most were too distracted by their own conversations or laptops to notice me, but there were always a few, eyes lingering a beat too long, phones subtly angled for a sneaky pic. I didn’t mind when it was just one or two. There was a girl two tables over, though...

Total Sloaniac energy.

She whispered something to her friend and then stood abruptly. I ducked my head, pretending to be absorbed in my coffee, but it was too late. Her face lit up like a spotlight.

“Oh my god. Oh my god, it’s really you,” she said, rushing over.

Harper straightened in her chair, already protective.

The girl fumbled with her phone. “I love you. I’ve followed you since the Electric Pulse album. You’re just, god, you’re everything. Can I take a quick selfie? Please?”

“Of course,” I said softly, glancing around as others started to notice. A wave of energy rippled across the patio like someone had lit a match. Phones were coming out. Murmurs were building.

“Sloane Carter?!”

“Holy shit, is that really her?”

“I can’t believe it!”

“Wow, she’s even prettier in person!”

I smiled for the picture, trying not to panic. It wasn’t the crowd that scared me, it was how fast they formed. How easily this could spiral.

Harper leaned close. “We need to bounce.”

“Yeah,” I whispered. “We—"

“Don’t move.”

The voice sliced through the rising hum like a blade. Deep. Gritty. Lethal.

I turned, and there he was.

Gray.

Storming across the patio like he owned the pavement, wearing his signature scowl, jaw clenched so tight I could practically hear the grind of his molars. Every muscle in his body looked coiled, like he was barely restraining himself from throwing me over his shoulder and hauling me home caveman-style.

A few fans instinctively backed up. Harper’s eyes widened.  And I had the sudden, traitorous urge to bite my lower lip.

Gray stopped in front of me, towering. “What the hell were you thinking?”

“Nice to see you, too,” I muttered.

“Don’t,” he snapped. “Don’t joke. Not right now.”

I stood, adjusting my hat. “I needed air.”

“You needed air?” His voice was low and furious. “So you snuck out. Alone. No detail. No plan. No comms. You put yourself in a public place without backup, where any one of these people could’ve been the same sick bastard who tried to grab you a few days ago.”

The Sloaniac girl stepped back, her eyes wide.

“Gray,” I hissed, “you’re making a scene.”

“Good,” he bit out. “Maybe it’ll sink in that this isn’t a game, Sloane. You’re not some carefree twenty-something on a brunch date. You’re one of the most famous women in the goddamn world right now and there are sick fucks out there just dying to get their hands on you.  I find it a little odd I have to keep reminding you of that disturbing fact.”

I didn’t respond, at least not right away.  The silence between us buzzed with tension. My heart was racing, half from adrenaline, half from the way he was looking at me. Like I was both a pain in his ass and something he couldn’t take his eyes off of.

I crossed my arms. “So what now? You drag me out of here like a child?”

“No,” he said. “I walk you out like a woman who’s under threat. And when we get home, we have a long talk about consequences.”

“Jesus,” Harper muttered under her breath, looking both impressed and turned on at the same time.

I glared at her.

Gray took a step closer. His voice dropped to a low, dangerous whisper meant for my ears only. “You want me to protect you, kid? Then you’re gonna have to let me. No more stunts. No more disappearing acts. If you need something, air, coffee, your best friend, I’ll arrange it. But you don’t get to make those calls on your own anymore. Not until this threat is handled.”

I swallowed. Hard.

Because beneath the command in his voice was something else. Possession. Concern. Something that felt distinctly not just about the job.

I nodded stiffly. “Fine.”

He didn’t move.

“You got what you came for,” I said. “Can we go now?”

He exhaled, long and slow. Then he gently placed his hand on the small of my back. “Let’s go, Sloane.”

I melted at the pressure of his palm against me and it sent an unwanted thrill down my spine. I hated how safe it made me feel.

Harper mouthed call me with big eyes as we walked away, and I couldn’t decide if I wanted to cry or collapse into Gray’s arms.

Neither option felt safe.
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CloseUp! Weekly
BREW THEORY BLOWUP!
Sloane Carter’s Coffee Date Turns Chaotic—And Who’s the Brooding Bodyguard Who Came to Her Rescue?

It was supposed to be a low-key coffee run for global pop sensation Sloane Carter, 23, but the only thing brewing at Brew Theory Café this week was drama. In what eyewitnesses are calling a "tense and unforgettable scene," the chart-topping starlet was spotted grabbing lattes with longtime bestie Harper Lane before a surprise appearance by a tall, dark, and furious mystery man changed everything.

Let’s rewind.

Sources tell CloseUp! Weekly that Sloane, who’s been laying low in Los Angeles following a shocking attempted abduction earlier this week (more on that below), slipped out of her home without her security team to meet Harper at their fave coffee spot in West Hollywood. Dressed incognito in oversized sunglasses, a floppy hat, and what onlookers described as an “off-the-shoulder situation that was very much a vibe,” Carter still turned heads. And it wasn’t long before the Sloaniacs (her die-hard fanbase) recognized their queen.

“She was sweet, she smiled for a photo,” said one fan who gave us full permission to use her TikTok. “But then it started getting wild. Phones were out. People were crowding. It looked like she got nervous.”

Enter: Tall, Mad, and Handsome.

In a moment straight out of an action movie, a man in tactical black and aviator sunglasses stormed across the patio like a heat-seeking missile. Multiple witnesses claim he “grabbed the scene by the throat,” issuing stern commands and placing a very protective hand on Sloane’s back as he escorted her out.

WHO. IS. HE?

Our sources confirm the mystery man has reportedly been hired by Mitchell Carter, Sloane’s high-powered attorney father, to provide round-the-clock protection following the terrifying incident earlier this week, where an unknown individual reportedly attempted an alleged abduction of the singer at the Melrose Sunday Market.  No one knows who this man is, yet.

All anyone could talk about at Brew Theory was the heat between Carter and her new bodyguard.

“He was angry,” one barista whispered to our reporter. “But like... intense angry. He wasn’t yelling, he was demanding. It felt personal.”

Another patron added: “It didn’t feel like boss-and-client. It felt like more. Like he cared, but didn’t want to. If that makes sense?”

It does.

The encounter has already spawned hundreds of TikToks and reaction threads with the hashtag #SloanesSexyGuard, with fans swooning over the unexpected duo. One viral post (2.1M views and counting) shows him shielding Sloane as they walk out of the café. The slow-mo effect and dramatic music don’t hurt, either.

As for Sloane, neither she nor Harper Lane has commented publicly on the incident, but sources close to the star say she’s “fine, a little embarrassed, but mostly grateful.”

And we can’t help but wonder... is this the beginning of a new kind of duet? 

Back to that attempted abduction: Sloaniacs came to their queen’s rescue two weeks ago when the singer was apparently ambushed at the flea market on Melrose , which triggered the mass change in her security personnel.  And buckle up because when it comes to Sloane Carter, nothing is ever just coffee.
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Gray

It had been a month since that goddamn article dropped and messed with my already frayed boundaries. One month since the photos of me “swooping in” like some action hero hit the cover of CloseUp! Weekly.

They called me a mystery man.

Hell.

The best part about a weekly publication was that news flew in daily and I was old news before the end of the first week.

Mitch had gotten a laugh out of it, said I should consider a modeling career if I ever decided to retire from the protection business. I told him to shove it. The last thing I needed was the public eye crawling up my ass.

I wasn’t here to look pretty. I was here to keep his daughter alive.

Which was becoming harder than it should’ve been.

Because at this moment, I was standing outside in the blistering L.A. sun, sweat dripping down my spine under my usual black shirt, watching Sloane Carter sunbathe like she didn’t have a care in the damn world.

And maybe she didn’t. That was the point, I was supposed to worry for her.  At least she was following the rules.  For now.

But fuck, she made it hard.

Her bikini was barely a bikini. It was more like a suggestion of fabric that clung to curves that should have been illegal. I caught myself watching the sunscreen slick across her skin as she rubbed it into her thighs, over her stomach, across her chest. Slow. Lazy. Teasing without even trying.

Jesus Christ.

I shifted my stance, refocusing on my earpiece, my surroundings, anything but the very obvious reminder that she wasn’t a kid anymore. 

And I was twenty years older than her.

But that didn’t stop the thoughts from crawling into my head. Didn’t stop my brain from replaying the way she looked at me when I caught her at that coffee shop, fire in her eyes, flushed cheeks, lips parted like she had something to say but couldn’t find the words.

It sure as hell didn’t stop my dick from twitching every time she called me Mr. Steele in that sarcastic, flirty tone that made me want to bend her over the nearest surface just to wipe the smirk off her face.

I was fucked.

The best I could do was keep my distance. Physically, mentally.

But even that was getting harder.

I’d moved my laptop and gear outside so I could keep an eye on her while digging into the security investigation. Mitch was right to be pissed.  Her former team had more red flags than a Soviet parade. One guy’s financials had holes big enough to hide a side hustle, another had ties to a private protection firm recently under investigation. I was still trying to match a partial license plate we’d gotten off the SUV that tried to take her, but it was slow-going.

So yeah, I was working
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