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      For the ones who crave a little temptation…

      To those who love a slow-burn that ignites into an inferno, a power play that blurs the lines of control, and a hero who is sin wrapped in a tailored suit—this one’s for you.

      May you lose yourself in stolen glances, forbidden touches, and the kind of tension that makes you ache in the best way.

      And to Mr. Blakely—thank you for ruining my standards.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          ALEXUS

        

      

    

    
      “Alexus Maree Van Der Berg, are you out of your fucking mind?” Logan’s voice booms through my car speakers, vibrating through me like an earthquake.

      My grip tightens on the steering wheel as I navigate the winding roads leading into New Hope Heights. My chest constricts at the familiarity of the pristine streets, the towering estates, and the security gates sealing off each fortress of wealth.

      Everything here is polished, manicured, untouchable.

      Just like it was when I belonged.

      Before everything fell apart.

      I roll my eyes, but my stomach knots. He only ever uses my full name when he’s furious, which—if I’m honest—I expected. I just didn’t think he’d find out this fast.

      “I was going to tell you,” I say, gripping the wheel tighter, my voice forced into nonchalance.

      “Bullshit,” Logan snaps. “I had to find out from Lochlan, who found out from Caleb, who only knew because he’s your fucking boss at the hospital. You didn’t tell me because you knew I’d be pissed.”

      I exhale sharply, forcing myself to stay calm. “Logan, calm down.”

      “Don’t. Tell me. To calm down.” His frustration crackles through the speaker like static. “You took a private live-in nursing job without telling me. That’s bad enough. But no one will tell me who you’re working for?” He laughs, but there’s no humour in it.

      I hesitate. “It’s only for two weeks, and I need the money. My rent is increasing next month.”

      “You’re dodging.”

      I chew my lip. “Because I know you’re about to⁠—”

      “Who. Is. It?” His voice is now verging on annoyed. My brother rarely gets annoyed at me.

      I stare at the road ahead, the looming estate homes of New Hope Heights pressing down on me. The houses here are massive, each one hiding behind wrought-iron gates, with perfectly sculpted gardens and luxury cars gleaming in their driveways.

      I used to live in this neighbourhood.

      Before, everything changed.

      Finally, I say it. “Benedict Blakely.”

      Silence.

      Then… a deep, manic laugh. “You’re kidding me.”

      I frown. “No. Why the hell are you laughing?”

      “Because, Alexus, you just signed up to be my future father-in-law’s live-in nurse.”

      I slam on the brakes, barely stopping in time for a red light. “What?”

      Logan snickers. “Told you I met the girl I was gonna marry.”

      My stomach drops.

      “You were joking,” I say slowly. “She’s seventeen.” Logan turns twenty-five this year and I’m only twelve months younger than he is. I don’t think he’s ever dated anyone that young before.

      “She was. She just turned eighteen.” His voice is stupidly smug.

      Oh, for fuck’s sake.

      I rub my temples. “Logan. Please tell me she at least knows you exist.”

      “She knows,” he says easily. “She’s unaware that we are destined to be together.”

      Jesus Christ.

      I don’t have time to deal with Logan’s delusional love life because, at that moment, I turn into New Hope Heights—the wealthy side of town where I grew up—and instantly, the air becomes thinner.

      I haven’t been back here since the day they took Dad away in handcuffs. Since the day our family name turned from powerful to shameful.

      Everything is pristine—the roads smooth, the hedges sculpted, the driveways immaculate.

      It’s a different world.

      One I was exiled from.

      My chest tightens.

      “Are you okay?” Logan asks.

      The memories press in around me, sharp and suffocating. The lavish parties, the clink of champagne glasses, my mother’s laugh echoing down the grand hallways—until it all came crashing down. Until the whispers turned venomous, and the people who once envied us turned their backs on us instead.

      I force a shaky exhale. “Yeah. Fine.”

      I’m not fine.

      I can already feel the whispers of the past clawing at me, tightening around my throat.

      Shake it off. This isn’t about me. It’s a job. That’s it. Two weeks, and I’m gone.

      Logan exhales. “Fine. Just don’t get blindsided, okay? The man doesn’t do attachments. If you’re under his roof, don’t let him pull you into whatever mind games he plays.”

      I don’t respond to that.

      Because something about our encounter at the hospital—the way he watched me, the way his rough voice curled around my name—tells me I might already be in trouble.

      I pull up to the gated driveway and enter the code I was given earlier. The gates swing open, revealing the kind of estate that belongs in an architectural magazine. Three stories of glass and stone, a circular driveway, a grand fountain centrepiece. The sun is setting behind the property, casting long golden shadows against the manicured hedges and pristine walkway leading up to the entrance.

      I park, gripping the wheel for a moment. Steeling myself for what’s to come.

      Two weeks. I just have to survive two weeks. And then I’ll never see Benedict Blakely again.

      A knock on my window makes me jump.

      Ralph, Benedict’s head of security, stares down at me with his usual no-bullshit expression. I roll down the window.

      “He’s expecting you,” he says, nodding toward the house.

      I exhale. “Right.”

      I grab my bag and step out. The late afternoon air is warm, but the weight of this place makes it feel stifling. The scent of freshly cut grass and expensive cologne lingers in the air, mixing with the faintest hint of chlorine from the unseen pool behind the estate.

      Ralph eyes me. “You sure you can handle this?”

      I arch a brow. “He’s recovering from surgery. How hard can it be?”

      Ralph snorts. “Famous last words.”

      I only just begin to process Ralph’s words when the front door swings open.

      And there he is.

      Benedict Blakely.

      Towering. Broad. Intimidating. Powerful.

      His piercing blue eyes lock onto mine, assessing and calculating. Glaring like I’ve already failed some test I didn’t know I was taking.

      This man is dangerous.

      And I just walked straight into his den.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          BENEDICT

        

      

    

    
      She’s late.

      Not by much, but long enough to irritate me. I don’t enjoy waiting, especially for someone invading my space.

      I lean back in my seat on the couch, pressing two fingers to my temple. The painkillers are dulling the worst of the discomfort, but a sharp, persistent throb lingers.

      Ralph said she would be setting up in the lounge and that she was professional and competent.

      None of that mattered to me.

      What mattered was that I already knew she’d be a fucking headache.

      The moment Alexus Van Der Berg stormed into my hospital room, her voice sharp as a blade, calling me out for being a stubborn, reckless asshole, I knew she was trouble.

      And now she’s living under my roof.

      Bad fucking idea.

      Then, finally, soft footsteps on hardwood. A shadow in the doorway.

      And—

      Fuck.

      She steps inside, wearing navy scrubs that cling just right, her curly brown hair piled on top of her head, loose strands framing her face. Her mouth—plush, glossy—tightens the second she spots me.

      I should not be looking at her this way.

      Not when she’s my nurse.

      Not when she’s too damn young for me.

      Not when this is already a bad fucking idea.

      Her sharp gaze sweeps over me, assessing. She doesn’t flinch at my size or my scowl. Instead, she exhales through her nose like she already expected me to be difficult.

      I hate that she’s right.

      I also hate how much I enjoy the way her eyes linger on me as if she’s trying to figure out if I’m worth the trouble.

      “Mr Blakely,” she says, voice clipped.

      I arch a brow. “Nurse Van Der Berg.”

      Her jaw tightens at my use of her last name. Good. She doesn’t like formalities either.

      She strides closer, all business, eyes flicking to the laptop still open on my lap. “You should be resting.”

      “I was. Until I had a meeting.”

      She plants a hand on her hip. “You had surgery four days ago. You’re supposed to be on bed rest, not playing CEO.”

      “Business doesn’t stop just because I was cut open.”

      Her lips press together. “Your stitches might if you keep acting like an arrogant, control-obsessed ass.”

      I smirk.

      I shouldn’t. I know I shouldn’t.

      But—Christ, this woman has fire.

      “You’re bossy,” I say, voice dropping just slightly.

      She blinks, and for the briefest second, I think I see something flicker in her expression. Something that looks an awful lot like amusement.

      Then she lifts her chin. “And you are my patient. So shut up while I do my job.”

      Fuck.

      I think I just got harder. The way she talks to me isn’t what I’m used to.

      She crosses the room, flipping through her tablet, muttering about pain management and “… a ridiculous lack of compliance.”

      I watch her.

      Too closely.

      The way her hands move—efficient, precise, but so damn soft.

      The way her neck curves when she tilts her head.

      The faint scent of something sweet—vanilla perhaps—drifts off her skin.

      This is a bad fucking idea.

      “You need to take your shirt off,” she says, all business.

      I smirk. “At least buy me dinner first.”

      Her cheeks flush, and it’s fucking adorable.

      But she doesn’t break. Doesn’t waver.

      She steps closer.

      Too close.

      And when her fingers brush my buttons, undoing them with sharp, no-nonsense movements, something shifts.

      The air grows thick. Heavy. Charged.

      I watch her lips part slightly, her throat bob as she swallows.

      Her hands—steady, controlled—slow just for a second.

      She feels it too.

      This tension.

      This impossible pull.

      She looks up, meeting my gaze, and for a moment, we just stare.

      Then, she exhales sharply, pulling her hands back. “You—” She clears her throat. “You need to be more careful.”

      I don’t respond.

      I should… I should push her away.

      I should clarify that this is strictly professional.

      Instead—

      I let her touch linger just for a second longer than necessary.

      Because for the first time in years, I feel something other than empty.

      And that should scare the shit out of me.

      I haven’t felt like this since I was with my daughter Julia’s mother. That woman broke me in a way I didn’t think I’d ever recover from. Every woman since has had a purpose, and although they were fun, there were never genuine feelings.

      She turns to set up the IV, and I take a moment to admire her ass when she bends to pick something up off the floor.

      This woman is dangerous.

      “Do you need some painkillers?” she asks, her voice completely professional, though a little forced.

      “Please,” I admit. I may talk a big game, but I’m in a lot of fucking pain. That will happen when you’re cut open.

      She leaves the room and comes back with some pills in one of those plastic cups they have at the hospital. “Here’s an immediate release and a slow-release painkiller. They should take the edge off.”

      I take the pills from her and try to grab my glass of water from the table beside me, but the motion pulls at my stomach, causing an involuntary groan to escape.

      She reaches over and passes the water to me. Our fingers touch briefly, and the feeling is electric. I watch her face and see the flicker of heat burn in her eyes—she feels this too.

      As much as I’d love to keep this up, I can’t. The pain is unbearable. So, I take the pills and lay my head back on the couch, letting her finish up what she needs to do.

      “This will run for four hours. You can take the IV pole with you if you need to go to the bathroom. Otherwise, you need to keep your ass parked on this couch until it finishes. You don’t need any further complications.” She scolds me, and I let her.

      I’ll let her boss me around while I’m healing, but mark my words… the minute I get her in my bed, there will be no doubt who is in charge.

      And there is no question.

      Alexus will end up in my bed.

      The real question is, how long will she try to fight it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE
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      This is a bad idea.

      A terrible idea.

      Because every time I touch him, I feel the sparks. I’ve never felt this before.

      I feel it under my fingertips as I smooth antiseptic over his sutures. I hear it in the slight hitch of his breath when my hands graze his skin.

      And worst of all, I see it in his eyes—dark, unreadable, but locked onto me like he’s stripping me bare with nothing but a glance.

      I take a deep breath, forcing my hands to stay steady.

      He’s your patient.

      Your temporary patient.

      This isn’t some forbidden fantasy. You’re here to make sure he doesn’t drop dead, not to imagine what his hands would feel like wrapped around your⁠—

      “Something wrong, Nurse Van Der Berg?” The amusement in his voice snaps me back to reality.

      My stomach tightens. The way he drawls out my name, low and deliberate, makes it sound like a challenge.

      I lift my chin, covering the chaos inside me with professionalism. “Not at all. But you need to rest more. Your stitches are showing signs of stress.”

      Benedict leans back, unbothered. “I heal fast.”

      I arch a brow. “Not if you keep acting like a stubborn, overgrown child.”

      His lips twitch, and I hate that I notice how obscenely good-looking he is when he almost smiles.

      The room is too quiet, save for the steady hum of the IV machine and the slow crackling of the fireplace in the corner. The air feels heavy between us, thick with something unspoken. Outside, rain taps softly against the massive windows, the sky a deep, bruised shade of blue as the evening settles in.

      I try to focus on the task at hand, but my body is hyper-aware of his heat, the way his muscles shift beneath my touch. His skin is warm, taut, and marked with old scars that tell stories I will never know.

      I press my lips together and shake off the intrusive thoughts.

      This is just a job.

      “Do you always talk to your nurses like this?” I ask, tilting my head, my fingers moving over the gauze, securing it in place.

      “Only the ones who act like they have something to prove.”

      I scoff, giving the tape a final press that earns me a quiet grunt from him. “And you act like you’ve never had to listen to anyone in your life.”

      His smirk deepens. “I haven’t.”

      I shake my head and lean back, satisfied with my work. “Well, that changes now. Because for the next two weeks, I am in charge.”

      He makes a sound low in his throat, something dangerously close to amusement. “We’ll see about that.”

      I roll my eyes and move away, needing the distance. His presence is too consuming, too potent, and I already feel the slow unravelling inside me.

      “You need to eat something,” I tell him, reaching for the tablet on the side table to check his vitals.

      His gaze follows me. “Are you offering to feed me, Nurse Van Der Berg?”

      My fingers tighten around the tablet. “No, I’m telling you to eat unless you want to pass out the next time you stand.”

      He continues to watch me briefly before shifting uncomfortably on the couch. “Fine. Tell Martha to bring something.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “You don’t have to be so dramatic about it.”

      He chuckles, and I ignore the way the sound envelops me, warm and unsettling.

      I take a breath and turn toward the door. “I’ll check on you later.”

      As I reach for the handle, his voice stops me.

      “You should be careful, Alexus.”

      Something in his tone makes me hesitate. I glance over my shoulder, my heart kicking up for reasons I refuse to acknowledge. “Why?”

      He holds my gaze, something dark and knowing flickering in his eyes. “Because you’re looking at me like you want to know what it feels like to break the rules.”

      My breath catches, heat rushing to my cheeks, so I force myself to scoff. “You must still be feeling the effects of your pain meds.”

      He smirks. “Sure. Let’s go with that.”

      I step out before I do something stupid.

      Like prove him right.
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      Sleep doesn’t come easy.

      It hasn’t for years, but tonight, it’s worse.

      I blame her.

      Alexus.

      The way she looked at me, her body reacting to something she didn’t want to acknowledge. The way her fingers hesitated against my skin, how she swallowed hard before stepping away like she knew she was playing with fire.

      I shift in bed, pain pulling at my abdomen. The dull ache is a constant reminder that my body isn’t at full strength, but it’s not what keeps me restless.

      It’s the thought of her.

      A few rooms away.

      Alone.

      Probably still thinking about the moment that stretched too long between us.

      I know I am.

      My hand drags over my face, irritation prickling beneath my skin. I shouldn’t want her. I shouldn’t be imagining what she’d sound like if I pushed her past that professionalism she clings to so tightly.

      But I do.

      The quiet knock on my door has my gaze snapping toward it, and for a second, I think I might have imagined it.

      Then it comes again.

      Soft. Hesitant.

      I shift up, wincing slightly as I adjust my position. “Come in.”

      The door cracks open, and Alexus steps inside, her expression unreadable, but her fingers fidget at her sides.

      “Nurse’s check-in?” I ask, keeping my voice low.

      She exhales through her nose, stepping closer. “I heard you moving around. Thought you might need something.”

      I let my gaze drag over
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