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      He's a psychopath trained to kill and he’s found someone he’ll break the world for.

      Novak can't do attachment. He calculates, controls, eliminates threats, and keeps everything exactly where it belongs.

      Until Caleb.

      With the hacker who hates him, every instinct tells him to protect, contain, and eliminate anything that gets too close. Novak knows exactly what that makes him. He doesn’t just want Caleb. He’s already decided Caleb is his.

      Finding two children before a fire destroys the evidence is one thing—but when Caleb follows the data, they uncover a trafficking pipeline buried beneath religion—victims catalogued, collared, controlled, and sold through a network so clean it disappears across state lines.

      Novak has seen this before. Lived it. Survived it.

      With less than twenty-four hours before a shipment disappears into the network, Caleb and Novak have a choice—wait for backup, which will take too long, or go in alone, take down the compound, and get the kids out before the system resets.

      With no guarantee they make it out alive.

      

      Novak is a dark MM romantic suspense featuring high-stakes survival, forced proximity, obsession, and a psychopath who doesn’t feel fear—but does feel ownership. Expect violence, razor-edged loyalty, “touch him and die” protection, and a love that doesn’t offer escape—only survival.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Content Warning: Please Read

          

        

      

    

    
      Novak continues the darker, more intense tone of the Redcars series and may be heavier than many of my other books. If you’ve found my work through lighter reads—such as the Single Dads series, hockey romances, or small-town love stories—please take a moment to review the guidance below.

      This is a dark, emotionally charged M/M romantic suspense novel and includes themes that may be distressing for some readers.

      THIS BOOK CONTAINS:

      
        
          	
        References to past abuse and torture
      

      	
        Murder
      

      	
        Intense obsession and dark revenge
      

      	
        Mentions of human trafficking, organ trafficking, and captivity
      

      	
        Violence, including killing in defense of a loved one
      

      

      

      If you’re unsure whether this book is right for you, please feel free to contact me at rj@rjscott.co.uk.

      RJ

      April 2026
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      Novak is a functioning psychopath, which means he doesn’t experience emotion the way most people do. But he understands it, studies it, and applies it with precision. His version of love isn’t driven by empathy or instinct—it’s a conscious choice, defined by focus, loyalty, and an unbreakable sense of ownership.

      Once he decides Caleb matters, that decision doesn’t waver. He protects, he observes, he learns what Caleb needs and would die to keep Caleb safe.

      His version of love isn’t gentle or easy, but it’s constant, deliberate, and absolute—and in Novak’s world, that’s what love looks like. And when it comes to Caleb, that focus narrows even further, until everything Novak does begins and ends with him.

      And once Novak chooses Caleb, there’s no version of the world where he ever lets him go.
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      AGED 9

      My packed case sat by the front door—blue, small. The zipper needed pressure to close. Twice I pushed harder, listening for the snap, wondering how much force would break it.

      No one else had a case.

      Mom was red-eyed from crying and didn’t speak as I got in the back. Dad carried my suitcase to the car in silence. Dermot stayed inside the house, leg bandaged, with a new games console, not talking to me.

      I wasn’t supposed to have stabbed him, but I wanted to know what would happen. What did pain look like when it started? How did someone’s body react when you crossed that invisible line? I thought about cause and effect, about whether I could predict the outcome, and if I could, whether that made me good or bad. Part of me even wondered if I would feel something important—remorse, maybe—but all I really felt was a curious emptiness, as if every question I asked only made more questions appear.

      I hadn’t stabbed Dermot in anger. My big brother talked with his mouth full, spitting crumbs, but I was used to that. I watched his leg muscles move beneath the skin, wondered how deep a fork would go, whether his flesh would resist or part, whether Dermot would freeze or scream first. I chose a spot above his knee—more flesh, less bone—thinking it would be safer, assuming it would be safer and cleaner.

      I pressed the fork in slowly, saw the skin dent. Then I drove it harder instead of pulling out. I watched confusion turn to understanding on his face—my main interest.

      I timed Mom crossing the kitchen and measured how fast blood showed through the fabric. The squelch was quieter than expected.

      Dad yanked the fork out before I could gauge the depth. Mom screamed; my brother cried. The experiment collapsed into chaos. I was irritated. If they’d waited a few seconds, I could have learned more.

      When Mom grabbed my shoulders and shouted, I paused, then cried too. I mimicked my brother’s hitched breathing and trembling hands. I said I didn’t mean it, said sorry, checked the blood and flinched, pretending to fear it.

      Grown-ups didn’t actually care what I felt.

      They cared what I showed them.

      If I gave them the right expression, the right words, the right shaking hands, and lowered eyes, they stopped asking questions. They stopped searching deeper.

      So, I practiced.

      Sadness first. That one worked best.

      That night, they held me. Mom smelled of lavender and salt, her arms tight around me, rocking me as if I’d been hurt. Dad’s hand on my back, solid and warm, held me to her. Mom checked on me twice, smoothing my hair, whispering, her voice trembling. “You’re my good boy.”

      I kept my breathing even, counting seconds between footsteps. Dad locked the kitchen drawer that held the silverware.

      I tried my hardest to appear as normal as I could but apparently what I’d done to Dermot had been the final straw. I heard Mom say that on the phone later.

      She said I scared them.

      After that, they made me see men who talked in careful voices and showed me pictures. Faces with different expressions. Drawings of boys pushing other boys. Blurry photographs of injuries. They asked me what I felt when I saw them.

      I told them what they wanted to hear.

      I said the pictures made me sad. I said the hurt was bad. I practiced lowering my gaze at the right moments.

      I don’t remember much about their questions, but I remember the letter opener on one of the men’s desks and stabbing my hand. I timed how long it took for someone to notice—how long before the patient alarms screamed.

      They called it an accident.

      I let them.

      I thought this trip today was just another visit to people who wanted to ask me questions, and all the while, mom sobbed and dad cursed, and my lucky brother was home eating ice cream with our aunt Kate, who wasn’t an aunt but our next-door neighbor. I’d wanted ice cream, and Dad promised I’d have some when I got home, but I knew Dermot would have eaten it all to get back at me for what I’d done.

      They were angry all the time but that was only when I hadn’t pretended hard enough for them.

      The drive was long. I watched road signs, counted telegraph poles until I got bored. Mom and Dad didn’t play music or talk to me. When they spoke to each other, it was in quiet voices, as if I were asleep.

      I wasn’t.

      Finally, we turned off the main road and drove up a long gravel driveway lined with trees, and at the end of it stood the biggest house I’d ever seen. Gray stone. Tall windows. Too many chimneys and big gates. A man in uniform waved us through, and I saw his gun.

      We passed under an archway built into a wall. Above it was a large stone cross the same as the one on the kitchen wall at home, except ours had a bleeding Jesus.

      Dad parked near the steps. A woman in a black dress, hair covered in more material, stood at the top, waiting. A silver cross hung at her throat, and she didn’t smile as we headed toward her.

      I saw three other children peering out of a window, watching the car.

      There was also a man standing behind them.

      He was tall. Broad across the shoulders. His head nearly brushed the top of the window frame. He didn’t react when I stared at him, simply watched with the same motionless attention the boys had.

      Each boy wore a collar.

      Not like the one the woman in black wore. Hers was white and soft against the black of her dress. These were different.

      Thick bands around their throats.

      Mom knelt, whispered church words, her eyes red. She mentioned God and the Devil, but I ignored most of it. Her mouth moved, her breath faltered, her tears smelling of salt. I watched the pulse at her throat, proof of life, steady and exposed. It would have been easy to make it stop.

      I wondered if she’d scream like my brother.

      “We can’t handle him,” Dad said, and Mom sobbed. “He’s not safe.”

      The woman in black stared down at me and said, “We can fix him.” She said it as if she were promising to mend a cracked plate or one of Dad’s model planes laid out in pieces on the kitchen table. I pictured plastic parts, glue, and careful hands putting something back together.

      I wasn’t broken into parts.

      I don’t get it.

      “…every month, and contracts signed…”

      Dad was talking, and I tuned back in as he handed her an envelope. Then I stood on the steps with my blue suitcase beside me, watching them drive away under the cross.

      They didn’t look back.

      My hand lifted a few inches, automatically, the way Mom said I should when Dad left for work.

      The lady in black crouched in front of me.

      “I’m Sister Mary Agnes,” she said, staring down at me as if I were a bug she had under a glass. “And you’re a silver-eyed devil.”

      I tilted my head. “I’m not.”

      Her hand clutched at me. She opened the front door and dragged me past the big man, who seemed even larger up close. He grabbed my neck and forced me to the floor. His weight pinned my shoulders before I could react. My cheek struck the cold tile. His knee pressed into my back, forcing the air out of my lungs.

      A collar snapped closed with a hard metallic click. The sound reverberated through my jaw, sharp enough that it felt like it echoed inside my teeth. For a second, the band’s pressure made it hard to swallow.

      Then the pain started.

      It punched through my neck and along my back. Every muscle locked at once. I scrabbled at the stone floor, searching for leverage. Vision pulsed at the edges. My tongue was too big for my mouth—thick, useless. My body seized. I tried to breathe and failed.

      The man hauled me upright by the collar, and the burning faded slowly, leaving my heart beating fast and my limbs shaking, and I gasped for air.

      He dragged me forward and forced me onto my knees in front of the other boys.

      Sister Mary Agnes flicked something that hung from the collar, and it made a metallic noise. “This is Francis,” she announced.

      That wasn’t right. My name isn’t Francis. “Leon,” I corrected her.

      Pain tore through my body, and I writhed on the floor. “Your name is Francis,” she repeated. The boys stared at me. “And Francis, this is Patrick, Gabriel, and Raphael. My angels of vengeance.”

      I peered at them as Sister Mary Agnes giggled.

      Patrick. Gabriel. Raphael.

      None of them had moved when I collapsed, or my body jerked, or when pain forced the air out of my lungs.

      They just watched.

      My collar was the same as theirs.
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      The bass inside Black Static was low and constant, and I stayed to the perimeter of the nightclub where the light broke into fragments, and I watched the floor instead of participating in it. Caleb was in the center of it, loose in a way I’d never seen before—far too vulnerable, hands on him, people too close.

      I’d been working with the Cave that night, a routine retrieval with Doc and Levi, controlled and contained, with Caleb running comms. My time observing Caleb, should have ended when we separated and he left without looking back. Instead, I tracked him home then followed him here an hour later, into the crowd, through the noise, through the shifting bodies, and I didn’t stop.

      At first, I assigned it to habit. But the job was done, the risk contained, and I hadn’t followed Doc or Levi.

      No.

      I’d followed Caleb.

      I told myself it was efficiency. That it made sense to confirm he was safe. That it was no different to any other assessment I’d made before.

      It wasn’t.

      Victims had died tonight and Caleb had paled, and gone quiet, and then this… whatever wildness this was as if what he’d seen could be forgotten in the mass of bodies getting close to him.

      And now, I was watching him without a defined objective, tracking his movement without a clear endpoint, and when he didn’t leave—when he stayed, when he let himself relax into the music instead of exiting cleanly—I stayed too.

      I didn’t understand why.

      I assigned it to control. Variable management. He had been part of the operation, and I was confirming he exited clean, that no loose ends attached themselves to him once we were done.

      That explanation held for approximately three seconds.

      It wasn’t risk.

      It was Caleb.

      I was here for him.

      He moved easily, shoulders loose, hips rolling in time with the beat, not performing but not holding anything back either. People gravitated to that and had hands on him—at his waist, brushing his back, sliding too familiar over fabric—and he let it happen as he closed his eyes and swayed. Too many points of contact. No control. Anyone could take something. I was already correcting for it.

      The blond who monopolized his time fit the pattern of men Caleb appeared to want to dance with. Shorter than Caleb by a few inches, compact, built to slot in close without resistance. Caleb angled down toward him without thinking, closing the height difference, letting the man press in, letting their movement synchronize. Caleb preferred smaller men here tonight—the opposite of me. I’d assumed that early, based on repetition, and I didn’t need confirmation to know I was right.

      The blond’s hands were everywhere—waist, hip, sliding higher with each pass—messy, enthusiastic and Caleb matched him for a while, then let himself be pulled into it, head tipping back slightly, throat exposed for a second longer than was safe. He didn’t notice. He didn’t register the number of hands that weren’t the blond’s, the incidental contact that wasn’t incidental at all.

      Most of them were nothing. Noise. Drunk, bored, looking for friction and nothing more.

      Not all of them.

      I’d already marked two others on the floor before the blond got to him—part of a small, loose group working the crowd with quiet coordination. They didn’t stay together, didn’t acknowledge each other, but their routes overlapped with purpose. Watches, wallets, cards, anything that could be lifted without drawing attention. One brushed past a man near the bar, fingers light at the wrist, then gone before the reaction formed fully. Another moved through a cluster of dancers, hand dipping into a back pocket with ease. They weren’t here for anything beyond that.

      The man watching Caleb was different.

      He didn’t drift. He didn’t take what was available and move on. He stayed with Caleb, patient, waiting for the moment when distraction tipped into opportunity.

      He’d chosen Caleb for more than just lifting a wallet or taking a watch. I recognized the selection pattern because I used it myself—identify the mark, assess access, wait for the moment when attention slips and proximity does the rest. Same method. Different outcome. I didn’t take from Caleb, I protected him.

      I adjusted my position, closing the angle without stepping into the light, and kept my focus on him. The others working the floor were irrelevant. This blond wasn’t.

      When the music peaked and the crowd surged, Caleb turned with it, laughing at something I couldn’t hear, and let the smaller man pull him closer, bodies aligning in a way that blocked his view of everything behind him.

      Decision point. Caleb let himself be led and that changed the parameters. Caleb bent to listen to something, swaying, grinning, allowing the other man to drag him off the floor, to the bathrooms, one of the other two with him taking photos of Caleb, and then the bathroom door closed behind them.

      I found the one with the phone before he saw me. If it had been anyone else, I wouldn’t have moved. He stood half in the spill of light from the corridor, pretending to watch the door, but his attention was on the screen in his hand, thumb moving, camera still open. When he glanced up and caught sight of me, there was a flicker there—interest, quick and assessing, the same look I’d seen on the floor when he’d marked Caleb as worth the effort.

      “Why are you taking photos?” I asked, stepping into his space and driving him back into the darker section of the hallway where the light didn’t reach cleanly.

      He smiled, easy, practiced. “Hey, big guy⁠—”

      I crowded him harder, one hand braced beside his head, the other bringing the blade up under his jaw before he could finish the sentence. The metal kissed skin, just enough pressure to register.

      “Why the photos.”

      The smile slipped.

      His pulse jumped under the edge of the knife. He tried to angle his head away, but there was nowhere to go. The wall at his back, me in front of him, and no audience to witness what was happening. His breath hitched, shallow now, calculation breaking down into something less controlled.

      “We—we’re just having fun,” he said, but his eyes flicked to the phone, then back to me, and the lie didn’t hold even to him.

      I pressed the blade a fraction closer. Not enough to cut. Enough to promise it.

      “Try again.”

      He swallowed carefully, feeling the edge move with it, and this time the answer came quicker, less polished. “We look for g-guys who look like they’ve got something to lose. Corporate. Money. People who don’t want their faces showing up in the wrong place.”

      I waited.

      “Blackmail,” he added, the word coming out thin. “It’s just leverage. Photos, videos of them… like they’re paying for sex… if we can get it. We don’t hurt anyone.”

      Incorrect.

      “You targeted him.”

      He hesitated, just long enough to confirm it. “It’s business, man, no one was watching his back.”

      Also incorrect.

      “What’s it to you?” he asked, jutting his chin.

      “I need your phone,” I said.

      “I’ll delete the photos,” he rushed on, voice tightening as the knife didn’t move. “Everything on there, it’s not a problem, I can⁠—”

      I took the phone from his hand before he could finish, his fingers resisting for a fraction of a second before instinct told him to let go. I didn’t check it there. I didn’t need to. Deletion meant nothing. Data didn’t disappear because someone panicked.

      “I’ll wipe it,” he said again, desperate now. “Cloud, everything, I swear⁠—”

      I pocketed the phone.

      Doc would take it apart. Jamie would pull whatever had already been sent, whatever sat waiting in storage somewhere else, whatever network this one belonged to. This wasn’t a single man with a camera. It was a system, small but functional, and systems didn’t rely on one device.

      “Who else is with you?”

      He told me.

      Names, loose descriptions, enough to identify the other two I’d already marked on the floor. His voice shook by the end of it, the bravado gone, leaving something smaller and easier to control. “We don’t hurt anyone!”

      “What is happening in there?”

      “Jake’ll suck him off, get photos, blackmail, maybe he’s a rich guy and⁠—”

      I tightened my fingers around his throat, allowed my blade to slice a little, held him there a moment longer, watching his eyes, measuring whether there was anything left he hadn’t given me.

      There wasn’t.

      When I stepped back, he stayed where he was, pressed to the wall, blood trickling into his white T-shirt, not moving until I’d already turned away.

      “Leave,” I growled, and he left so fast he slammed into the wall and stumbled.

      Too many errors from Caleb. I’d fix them. He didn’t need to see it. By the time I reached the bathroom door, I already knew how this ended.

      I banged on the door, “Cops are here!” I yelled.

      There was movement inside, the door slamming open, the blond spilling out, yanking up pants, and slinking into the shadows, not even giving me a second glance. Caleb staggered out, belting his low-rise pants, not looking into the shadows, not seeing me. I didn’t see evidence of drugs, he was vodka-buzzed, and his features were relaxed now, less twisted in pain at what he’d seen and done today. He left, shaking himself out of whatever anger and need to forget had made him come here.

      I saw the blond before Caleb did, which was the first indication that something was wrong, because Caleb should have seen the other man following him out of Black Static, only he didn’t look.

      He stepped out into the night still carrying the aftermath of what had happened inside—looser than usual, his focus turned inward, his awareness dulled just enough to matter. It wasn’t that his guard was down; Caleb didn’t function like that. I’d interrupted whatever the blond was hoping to do, and he was closing the distance to Caleb too quickly.

      Caleb turned a corner without a glance behind him, without using the windows to catch a reflection, without even the minimal hesitation that might have broken a line of pursuit. Blondie followed, adjusting the gap between them with controlled precision—three steps, then five, then wider again as Caleb slowed, compensating instinctively to avoid detection.

      He wasn’t guessing. He was managing distance. Following Caleb home? Wanting more from Caleb? Wanting to hurt him?

      Not permitted. Access to him is restricted.

      When Caleb cut into the alley, the situation changed from potential to inevitable. The space narrowed immediately, brick walls closing in on either side, light dropping off. There were no cameras, no passing traffic, nothing that would interrupt or even witness what happened next. It was the kind of place that turned opportunity into outcome.

      I moved before Caleb reached the midpoint, intervention threshold met. I adjusted my path to intercept Blondie and shoved him into the shadows, one hand over his mouth, the other closed around his throat with precise placement, thumb under the jaw, fingers pressing into the carotid, cutting off both movement and momentum in the same motion.

      He flailed in my hold, tried to speak, which suggested he thought this was a situation that could be negotiated.

      It wasn’t.

      I drove him back into the wall hard enough to disorient but not enough to draw noise, controlling the impact, controlling him. His hands came up late, untrained, reacting rather than anticipating, and that told me everything I needed to know about the level of threat he posed. Opportunistic. Not disciplined.

      “Stop,” I said, because sometimes instruction is enough.

      It wasn’t.

      I increased the pressure, feeling the change in his pulse under my fingers as fear replaced intent, his body catching up to the reality his mind hadn’t processed yet. Caleb kept walking away, unaware, unaware was optimal, moving steadily toward the far end of the alley as if nothing had changed, as if there wasn’t a man pinned against a wall ten meters behind him who had already decided to take something from him.

      The man’s eyes flicked past me again, tracking Caleb, still calculating and trying to find a way to complete what I’d interrupted.

      No.

      I blocked that line completely, removing the possibility before it could become action.

      “You chose the wrong target,” I told him, not as a warning, but as a statement of fact.

      Caleb is mine.

      He struggled, inefficient and increasingly desperate, his grip on my wrist weak, leverage nonexistent, his movements deteriorating into panic as control slipped away from him. There’s a moment when the body understands before the mind does, when survival overrides everything else and clarity arrives too late to matter.

      He reached it.

      By then, Caleb had already stepped out of the alley and onto the next street, safe without ever knowing he’d been at risk.

      Only then did I look back at the man.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Nothing man!”

      I squeezed his throat. “Try again.”

      He struggled and kicked, and by the time I was done, in less than a minute, I decided it wasn’t worth my time getting answers—he was a low-level player in information gathering on any mark that looked like potential gold. Nothing I had to care about.

      I ended him cleanly, efficiently, without excess or hesitation, the way I’d been trained to do, the way that ensured there would be no second attempt, no future correction required. When it was done, I moved his body out of sight, checked his pockets with methodical thoroughness, extracting what mattered and discarding what didn’t.

      David Branson. Twenty-seven. I memorized it then called in my clean-up team; Branson was their problem now.

      By the time I stepped back onto the street, Caleb was already two blocks ahead, walking as if nothing had happened and he hadn’t needed anyone to intervene on his behalf.

      That was the part I couldn’t ignore.

      They take. I take. The difference is outcome—damage versus preservation.

      I didn’t take from Caleb.

      I followed him home, made sure he was safe, then took up a position with a clear line of sight of his building, and of the window where his bedroom was.

      No one touched what was mine.

      No one touched Caleb and lived.
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      Three days since the hurried blow job in a club bathroom and my skin was tight and I was restless. I didn’t know if I wanted sex, dancing, food, work, or sleep, so I ended up heading out to clear a list of chores I’d been putting off forever. Working seven days a week at all hours played havoc with laundry, food buying, and banking. I was still decompressing from the last retrieval the Cave had worked on, too many deaths, too late to save some kids, and my brain was a mess.

      Still, that didn’t mean I was too tired to spot my stalker for the second time in the last thirty minutes.

      The first instance, I’d dismissed him being there. People crossed paths in cities all the time, reflections lied, timing overlapped. It meant nothing. It had meant nothing right up until it happened again, and this time there was no denying the deliberate adjustment, the distance, the sense of being tracked without ever being crowded.

      I slowed as I crossed the street. Cars passed in a steady stream, someone argued on a phone, a cyclist swerved too close to the curb and cursed. Normal noise, normal motion, a world that didn’t care about me in the slightest.

      Except for him.

      I didn’t turn. I didn’t need to. The reflection in the shop window gave me enough—dark jacket, hands in pockets, gaze angled away a fraction too carefully.

      Novak.

      Doc’s pet psycho had a habit of appearing when I didn’t want him there, and lately that habit had started to seem a lot like intent.

      I kept walking, counting steps without thinking, letting my pace vary enough to test whether he compensated. He did. Not perfectly, not in a way anyone else would notice, but I saw it—the delay, the adjustment in stride, the way he maintained distance as if it were something he’d calculated and locked in place.

      That was new.

      The first time I’d seen him outside the Cave, I’d assumed it was a coincidence. The second time had made me suspicious. This was confirmation.

      I cut left without warning, slipping into a narrow side street between a pharmacy and a closed florist, my phone already in my hand as if I were checking messages. The front camera came up for half a second, long enough to sweep the space behind me.

      The street behind me was empty, which meant nothing because Novak wasn’t an amateur and he’d be out of sight. I walked another ten paces and then stopped and turned sharply, expecting—hoping—to catch him mid-adjustment, to force the mistake, but there was nothing to catch.

      No footsteps, no movement, no telltale trace of someone caught out.

      I exhaled slowly, more irritated than relieved.

      Of course, he wouldn’t be obvious. Novak didn’t do ‘obvious’, and the single reason I knew he was there at all was that my short stint in Army Intelligence had trained me to see things that weren’t obvious.

      “Freak,” I snapped, and turned back toward the main road.

      It happened again when I left the coffee shop with my chocolate-sprinkled donut and espresso, and by then it wasn’t even a question of if Novak was following me; it was how long he’d been doing it without me noticing.

      This time it was a car window that gave him away, the briefest distortion of shape where nothing should have been, a presence that didn’t match the flow of everything else around it. I changed direction twice, doubled back once, stepped into a convenience store and out again through a different exit, building a pattern that would shake anyone who wasn’t paying attention.

      It didn’t shake him.

      He stayed beyond the edge of visibility, but I knew he was there.

      Doc’s pet psycho was watching and for some reason he’d decided I was his project.

      Along with the staring he did whenever we were near each other, which had been more often recently since Doc was regularly using him for interrogation and wet work.

      By the time I got back to my apartment building, I was done pretending this was anything other than deliberate.

      I didn’t go straight in. I walked past the entrance, continued to the corner, crossed the street, and approached again from the opposite side, scanning windows, doorways, and shadows. Anyone less careful would have slipped and given me something to work with.

      Novak didn’t.

      “What the fuck are you doing, freak?” I asked, loud enough for anyone in the vicinity to hear.

      I let myself in, took the stairs, then stood inside my room for a moment, leaving the door ajar. Laptop open, systems up, a quick sweep across my network, and cameras showing nothing had been touched. No breaches, no anomalies, nothing digital to match the physical certainty I’d been carrying all day.

      He walked inside, and I glanced over at him. Tall, solid, dressed in dark clothes that didn’t draw attention but didn’t make him disappear either. His posture was loose, but it wasn’t relaxed; it was contained, as if everything about him existed on a leash he held himself. He was the kind of man people stared at—tall, strong, inked skin disappearing under his sleeves, the suggestion of muscle and control in every line of him, the kind of dangerous that read as attraction from a distance. All I saw was a psychopath, a cleaner, a man who killed on command and stayed on the right side of the law because someone paid him to be there. I didn’t trust him. And there was no universe where that kind of bad-boy energy translated into anything that made me hard.

      Nope. Not at all.

      Except for the times it did.

      Because for some fucked-up reason I found that asshole attractive.

      “What
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