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    Hello to all my readers, new and old!
I wanted to say thank you so much for reading this book. It is a labour of love for me to work on my craft!
As a show of gratitude for you all enabling me to live my dream, please visit my Substack page. I often give out free e-books for my fans over there. And the best part is, there is ZERO cost. It will always be 100% free to follow me and my stories over there.
If you'd like to claim your FREE e-book, head to https://msnaughtee.substack.com/
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Chapter 1: The View
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The Florida sun was relentless that Saturday, hammering down on the condo complex with the kind of brutal intensity that made the asphalt shimmer and the pool water look like liquid sapphire. Zoey had claimed the best spot on their balcony, a worn lounge chair she'd dragged into the sliver of shade cast by the unit above, and she wasn't about to give it up for anything.

"Babe, you want another iced tea?" Norm's voice drifted out from the open sliding glass door, muffled by the hum of the AC unit struggling to keep up.

"Please," she called back, not bothering to open her eyes. She was stretched out in a high-waisted bikini the color of ripe watermelon, a floppy straw hat balanced on her face, her tan legs crossed at the ankle. The balcony was small but theirs, the first place that had ever felt like a real home. Six months in, and she still caught herself smiling at the little things. The way the morning light hit the kitchen tile. The sound of the pool splashing below. The fact that she and Norm had actually pulled this off.

It was an older building, seventies-era construction with beige stucco and wrought-iron railings, but they'd made it their own. Fresh paint. New counters. A couch that had cost way too much but felt like a cloud. The shared pool had been a sticking point during the walkthrough. The realtor had actually warned them that some buyers were turned off by the noise factor. Kids screaming, drunk neighbors, the endless thump of music on summer weekends.

Zoey had loved it instantly.

Water, she'd thought, standing on this very balcony six months ago, watching the late-afternoon light ripple across the surface. I could wake up to that every day.

And she did. Most mornings, she'd pad out here in Norm's oversized T-shirt, coffee in hand, and just watch the water. It was peaceful. Calm. Everything she'd never had growing up in a series of cramped apartments with thin walls and sketchy neighbors.

Today, the pool was mercifully quiet. A few retirees bobbed in the shallow end, and a mom with a toddler was camped out under an umbrella. Zoey had the balcony to herself, the distant buzz of a lawnmower the only interruption to the heavy, humid silence.

"You want the big glass or the little one?" Norm's voice again, closer now.

"The big one," she said, lifting her hat just enough to squint at him through the glass door. He was shirtless, wearing a pair of faded board shorts, his lean frame backlit by the dim interior. Dark hair, kind eyes, a smile that had made her fall for him in the first place. He was handsome in that approachable, boy-next-door way, not the kind of man who turned heads, but the kind who made you feel safe.

"Coming right up." He gave her a wink and disappeared back toward the kitchen.

Zoey let the hat fall back over her face, settling into the familiar rhythm of the afternoon. The heat was thick enough to chew, the air so heavy with humidity that her skin felt permanently dewy. She loved it. She'd take this over a Midwest winter any day.

She was just drifting into that hazy, half-asleep space when she heard it.

Voices. Deep, laughing, carrying across the courtyard like the first warning rumble of thunder.

She lifted the hat again, curiosity getting the better of her, and peered over the railing.

Oh.

The group that had just spilled through the gate was impossible to miss. Three of them, all tall, all ripped, all black, striding toward the pool like they owned the place. They were shirtless, glistening with sweat, their bodies carved from hours of gym time and presumably good diets. One carried a massive beach ball tucked under his arm. Another had a giant pink flamingo floatie balanced on his head, its long neck drooping comically over his shoulder. A third was already fiddling with a Bluetooth speaker, some premium model that looked like it could rattle windows.

Zoey watched the ‘Speaker Guy’ in particular. His chest was smooth, his abs ridiculously defined, and he moved with an easy, rolling confidence that made her stomach do something she wasn't prepared for. He was laughing at something one of the others had said, his head thrown back, and the sound of it, low and warm and genuine, drifted up to her balcony like a physical touch.

Zoey's mouth went
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