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      Command Surrender—where control is an illusion, and trust is the sharpest blade of all.

      In the sultry dark of a Honolulu night, former abuser-turned-investigator Matt finds himself bound not by the law he now upholds, but by the man beneath him—Mateo, sharp-tongued and sharper-willed, who surrenders his wrists but never his gaze. The silk ties, the sting of leather, the salt-sweet taste of skin—every touch is a confession Matt can’t voice, every restrained gasp a reminder that power isn’t taken, it’s given, and the lines between protection and possession blur like the tide against the shore.

      But when the sheets cool and the ties loosen, the real danger isn’t the ghosts of Matt’s past—it’s the wealthy, untouchable women pulling strings in the shadows, and the case that will force him to choose: the justice he’s sworn to serve, or the man he’s starting to fear he can’t live without.
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      The air before dawn was thick with the kind of silence that pressed against the skin—not empty, but waiting. The trade winds hadn’t yet stirred the frangipani blossoms clinging to the lanai railing, their waxy petals still heavy with last night’s rain. Matt sat barefoot on the teak bench, the wood warm beneath his thighs, the salt of the ocean already clinging to his skin like a second layer. His coffee had gone cold beside him, the bitter scent of it mixing with the brine drifting up from the shore below.

      He exhaled, slow and controlled, watching the first bleary light creep across the water. The horizon was a smudge of grey and gold, the kind of half-light that made shadows look like memories.

      Then his phone buzzed against the glass tabletop.

      One vibration. Two.

      He didn’t reach for it.

      The screen lit up, casting a pale glow over his knuckles where they gripped the edge of the bench. The message preview was short, stark:

      You were there too.

      His breath hitched—just once, a microscopic stutter in the rhythm of his lungs. His fingers twitched, not toward the phone, but toward the scar hidden beneath his sleeve, the one that always ached when the past got too close. A memory tried to surface, something dark and slick, like oil spreading on water. The scent of chlorine. The weight of a body against his. The way a name—his name—had sounded like a curse in the right mouth.

      He locked it down.

      No. Not now. Not here.

      The screen dimmed. The moment passed.

      Then the sliding door behind him whispered open, and the air shifted—warmer, heavier, laced with the musk of Mateo’s cologne and the faint, lingering scent of the coconut oil he used after showers. Matt didn’t turn. He didn’t have to. He could feel the way Mateo’s gaze landed on him, sharp and assessing, the way it always did when something was off.

      “You’re thinking too loud,” Mateo murmured, stepping onto the lanai. The floorboards creaked beneath his weight, a soft protest. His fingers brushed Matt’s shoulder as he passed, deliberate, possessive. A claim. “Bad way to start the day.”

      Matt exhaled through his nose. “Just the heat.”

      “Liar.” Mateo’s voice was a low purr, his breath warm against the shell of Matt’s ear as he leaned in. “Your coffee’s cold. Your jaw’s tight enough to crack walnuts. And you’re staring at that phone like it’s a live grenade.” A pause. “So. Which one of your ghosts sent you a love letter?”

      Matt’s fingers flexed against the bench. He should’ve known better than to think he could hide it. Mateo missed nothing. “Nothing important.”

      “Mmm.” Mateo’s hand slid down his arm, slow, teasing, before tangling their fingers together. “You’re a terrible liar when you’re hard.”

      Matt’s cock twitched in his shorts, traitorous. He didn’t bother denying it. Mateo’s talent for distraction was one of the few things that could drag him out of his own head—and right now, he needed out. “You’re insufferable.”

      “And yet, here you are.” Mateo’s lips curved against his neck, the scrape of his stubble sending a shiver down Matt’s spine. “Still not running.”

      Matt turned then, catching Mateo’s face in his hands, thumbs brushing over the sharp angles of his cheekbones. Mateo’s eyes were dark, pupils blown with the kind of hunger that made Matt’s pulse stutter. He could drown in that look. Would, if he let himself. “You talk too much.”

      Mateo smirked. “Then make me stop.”

      The challenge hung between them, thick and electric. Matt didn’t hesitate. He surged forward, capturing Mateo’s mouth in a kiss that was all teeth and demand, the taste of him—coffee and sin—flooding Matt’s senses. Mateo groaned into it, low and filthy, his hands fisting in Matt’s shirt as he shoved him back against the railing. The wood dug into Matt’s spine, but he didn’t care. He needed the bite of it, the realness, something to ground him before the past could pull him under.

      Mateo dropped to his knees without breaking the kiss, his fingers working at Matt’s shorts with practiced ease. The first brush of his tongue was hot, wet, relentless, and Matt’s head fell back with a groan, his grip tightening in Mateo’s hair. The strands were thick, silky between his fingers, and he anchored himself there, hips jerking forward as Mateo took him deep.

      “Fuck—” Matt’s voice was rough, his thighs trembling. He could feel the edge already, coiling tight in his gut, but Mateo pulled back, his lips wrapping around the head of Matt’s cock in a slow, deliberate tease.

      “Easy,” Mateo murmured, his breath ghosting over the slick tip. “We’ve got time.”

      Matt’s fingers twisted in his hair. “Don’t.”

      Mateo chuckled, the vibration making Matt’s cock jump. “Don’t what? Don’t make you feel it?” His tongue swirled, slow and maddening, before he pulled off entirely, leaving Matt’s dick wet and aching. “Don’t make you beg?”

      Matt growled, but Mateo just grinned up at him, dark eyes glinting with triumph. “You’re such a fucking brat.”

      “And you love it.” Mateo’s hands slid up his thighs, thumbs pressing into the tense muscles. “Now shut up and let me work.”

      Matt wanted to argue, but then Mateo’s mouth was on him again, hot and perfect, and all he could do was grip the railing and let go. The sounds he made were raw, broken, the salt-tanged air filling his lungs as Mateo took him apart with his lips, his tongue, the wicked curve of his fingers pressing just behind his balls. The ocean roared in his ears, or maybe that was his own blood, his own heartbeat, the world narrowing down to the slick slide of Mateo’s mouth and the way his name sounded like a prayer on Matt’s lips⁠—

      He came with a choked gasp, his body locking up as pleasure crashed over him in waves. Mateo swallowed every drop, his throat working, before pulling off with a filthy, satisfied smirk. He pressed a kiss to the inside of Matt’s thigh, right over the scar there—the one from the knife fight in Waikīkī, the one Mateo knew made him flinch—and then stood, slow and unhurried, like he hadn’t just ruined Matt for the rest of the day.

      Matt’s legs were jelly. He sagged against the railing, his chest heaving, but Mateo was already stepping back, his expression shifting from smug to sharp in an instant. “Better?”

      Matt exhaled, dragging a hand over his face. “Yeah.”

      “Good.” Mateo’s voice was all business now, the switch so seamless it should’ve been whiplash. He tossed Matt a towel from the stack by the door. “Now tell me who the fuck texted you.”

      Matt wiped himself down, the rough fabric abrasive against his oversensitive skin. He hesitated, then reached for his phone. The screen lit up again, the message still there, taunting.

      You were there too.

      He tossed the phone to Mateo, who caught it with a frown. His eyes scanned the screen, then flicked back to Matt, his brow furrowing. “What the hell does that mean?”

      Matt rubbed
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