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      The bus hissed to a stop, and I stepped onto the bustling sidewalk, the strap of my duffel bag clutched in my fist like a lifeline. Up above, the towering steel and glass skyscrapers of downtown Huntington Harbor swallowed me whole. I coughed as the air was thick with exhaust fumes and the scent of grilled onions from the street food carts along the sidewalk. The crowd moved at a frenetic pace, everybody looking straight ahead or at their phones. They parted around me like a rushing river, in a rhythm that was disorienting to my small-town bones. In the distance, car horns blared as if in a shouting contest.

      This is it, I thought. My heart pounded so hard I could feel it in my throat. The city of dreams. Or at least, the city of second chances. The air was electric and overwhelming. It was alive in a way that my hometown could never be. I couldn't tell if the shiver running down my spine was from excitement or fear.

      A man in a suit bumped into me, muttering an apology I barely heard. I clutched my bag tighter, my fingers digging into the worn fabric. You wanted this, I reminded myself.

      In my jacket pocket, my phone rang. It was my sister, Maggie, whom I had been living with in Pine Falls while I arranged for a job in the city.

      "You made it!" Maggie's voice crackled through the phone. "How's the big city treating you so far?"

      "It's overwhelming," I admitted, craning my neck to look up at the buildings that seemed to touch the sky. "But amazing. I can't believe I'm actually here."

      Maggie's chuckle was a comforting anchor. "You're going to kill it, Nina. Just don't let the city chew you up and spit you out." She paused. "Max drew you a superhero cape. Said you'll need it."

      My chest ached as I thought of my little nephew. "Tell him I'm wearing it invisibly," I said. Blinking rapidly, I cleared the wetness in my eyes. "I'll call you later after the interview."

      As I hung up, I glanced at the address on my phone. The Discreet Talent Connections Agency was just a few blocks away. It was the first step toward my dream. Even if it meant cleaning up after some grumpy billionaire.

      The agency's sleek interior gleamed under the city's harsh light through endless rows of glass windows. Inside, the air was cool and sterile, carrying the faint scent of chemical disinfectant. The walls were a stark white, interrupted only by abstract art that looked like a monkey threw a bunch of paint at a canvas.

      "Excuse me," I said. "I have an appointment with Gladys Harper."

      The receptionist sat behind a polished steel desk, her nails clicking against the keyboard as she barely glanced up before jerking her chin to the right toward.

      I wandered through the open office in the direction she indicated, past rows of cubicles. The sound of typing and ringing phones filled the office. Gladys sat behind a sleek desk, her sharp eyes narrowing as I entered. "Nina Sorenson," she said, gesturing to the chair across from her.

      I perched on the edge of the seat, spine straight, trying to ignore the way my palms were sweating.

      "Pine Falls, right?"

      "Yes, ma'am."

      She leaned back, arms folded. "Tell me, Nina. Why should I send you to someone like Dean Nightfang? Let's just say, he's not the easiest to work for."

      The warning in her tone didn't scare me. "I'm not afraid of a challenge," I said, meeting her gaze. "And I've never met a mess I couldn't fix."

      Gladys' lips twitched, like she was fighting a smile. "Fair enough." She leaned forward, her sharp eyes locking onto mine. "But you should know, Dean Nightfang's gone through more housekeepers than I can count. And trust me, I've been counting."

      Her tone was light, but there was an edge to it that made me sit up straighter. "How bad can he be?" I asked, trying to sound braver than I felt.

      "Let me put it this way," she said, her voice dry. "Mr. Nightfang is reclusive, messy, and has a temper that could scare off a grizzly bear. The last housekeeper we sent quit after he threw a coffee mug at the wall. Her head was inches away from where the cup landed. Don't worry. He missed her, but the wall wasn't so lucky."

      I swallowed hard, my stomach twisting. "Why are you still working for him?"

      She raised an eyebrow. "Because he pays triple what anyone else will. And because he's Dean Nightfang. You don't fire a client like him. You adapt and learn to survive."

      Great. Just great.

      As I stepped back onto the street, the keycard felt heavy in my hand, like it was weighted with more than just plastic and circuitry. A live-in job. No commuting. That's a good thing, right? It's just cleaning. How bad can it be?

      But Gladys' warning words echoed in my mind as I waited for the bus to my new job and home. I squared my shoulders and gripped the keycard tighter. I'm not like the others. I'm not going to run. The city hummed around me, its energy pulsing through the pavement beneath my feet. This is my chance. I'm not going to blow it.

      The penthouse door slid open before I could knock. "Welcome to the disaster zone," drawled a voice from the ceiling. Smooth, slightly sarcastic, and entirely too amused. "I'm Jenkins, Mr. Nightfang's autonomous butler. Also known as, the one who actually runs this place. Or should I say, the one who tries to prevent it from collapsing in on itself."

      I stepped inside and nearly tripped over a rogue robotic arm. Standing there, I stared in shock at the mess I had gotten myself into. The penthouse was chaos incarnate, a stark contrast to the gleaming, modern exterior of the building. The floor-to-ceiling windows offered a breathtaking view of the city skyline, but the glass was smudged with greasy fingerprints and dust. Half-finished tech gadgets littered every surface, their blinking lights and exposed wires giving the room a mad scientist's lab vibe. Towers of empty coffee cups teetered on the edges of minimalist designer furniture, their contents long since dried into sticky rings.

      Carefully, I made my way through the field of junk. Tangled wires snaked across the floor like jungle vines waiting to trip me. The air smelled of burnt coffee and ozone, the sharp and metallic scent of electronics and computers.  A robotic vacuum whirred past, bumping into a stack of engineering manuals and sending them crashing to the floor in an avalanche of paper.

      "Let me guess," Jenkins continued, his tone dripping with mockery. "You're here to clean up this disaster zone."

      I set my bag down, surveying the mess with a mix of determination and disbelief. "Something like that."

      "Fresh optimism. Cute," he replied. "But don't say I didn't warn you when you find a robot head in the fridge."

      Rolling up my sleeves, I got to work. Jenkins's commentary was relentless, but oddly endearing.

      "That's a prototype, not trash."

      "Mr. Nightfang is very particular about his collection of antique computers."

      By late afternoon, the living area was almost livable. I had cleared the maze of electronics, clearing them into organized piles at the edge of the room. All of the empty takeout containers and paper cups had been put into the trash, and dirty dishes were now in the dishwasher. Maybe this won't be so bad, I thought as I wiped my hands on my jeans. If I managed to survive this madhouse, I could survive anything.

      As soon as the thought crossed my mind, the office door opened with a creak. The sound was sharp as a gunshot, cutting through the buzz of electronics that hummed throughout the penthouse. I froze. My breath caught in my throat as Dean Nightfang stepped into the room.

      He was tall, so tall that he seemed to fill the doorway completely. His broad shoulders blocked out the light from the room behind him. He had rumpled dark hair that resembled a porcupine, probably from him endlessly raking his hands through it in frustration. The black T-shirt he wore was perfectly fitted, clinging to his frame to show the outline of his muscles. His jeans looked like they hadn't ever seen an iron. Still, I was willing to bet that his outfit cost many thousands of dollars and came from some bespoke shop that only took clients by invitation.

      His hazel eyes met mine, pinning me in place from across the room. For a moment, I froze. Everything about him was overwhelming. Despite his rumpled appearance, power seemed to flow out from his form in waves, like pulses of electricity. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up, and I had the overwhelming urge to take a step back.

      "Who are you?" He spoke slowly and deliberately, forcing out each syllable with an edge of irritation.

      I wiped my hands on my jeans, trying to ignore the way my heart was suddenly racing. "Nina. Your new housekeeper."

      His gaze swept the room, starting from the tidied desk, then down to the vacuumed floor. He paused on the absence of coffee rings on the edges of the cleaned bookshelf. A muscle jumped in his jaw. "I didn't ask you to do that."

      "I know," I said, forcing a smile even as my pulse fluttered. "But I thought it might help."

      For the next three seconds, which seemed like they went on forever, he just stared at me with an unreadable expression. I fought the urge to fidget or to fill the silence with nervous chatter, somehow, I had a feeling that would irritate him even more. My palms grew sweaty and slick, but I held his gaze.

      Just when the silence grew unbearable, he turned without a word and slammed the door behind him.

      I let out a breath of relief, and my shoulders sagged as the adrenaline faded. My hands trembled slightly as I wiped them on my jeans.

      Jenkins let out a low, amused hum. "See? And that was just the greeting."

      I rolled my eyes, wiping my palms down my thighs. "So he's not an afternoon person. I can work with that."

      Jenkins's mechanical chuckle was drier than the abandoned coffee stains. "Oh, sunshine, Mr. Nightfang isn't an any-time-of-day person. And trust me, coffee won't fix that."

      I blew a loose strand of hair out of my face, surveying the room.

      Game on, Nightfang.

      Because no messy billionaire, however intimidating he was, was going to scare me off that easily.
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      The sound of her humming tickled my ears like a persistent itch I couldn't scratch. I glared at the door to my office, willing the noise to stop.

      It didn't.

      The changes began subtly, so subtle I barely noticed them at first. A hint of lemon in the air where there had only been the sterile scent of metal and ozone. A warmth in the penthouse that hadn't existed before her arrival, magazines and manuals that were now neatly stacked and organized, tabletops that were free of dust, and windows that now gleamed spotlessly as they displayed the skyline of downtown Huntington Harbor. Her presence was everywhere, invasive and inescapable, like a thread I couldn't pull free from the fabric of my life.

      She'd been living here for three days now. Three days. I'd agreed to it without thinking. The recruiter, Gladys, made it sound so convincing. She had said something about convenience, efficiency, and productivity. It was a mistake. A colossal mistake.

      Her scent clung to every surface, seeping into the walls, the furniture, and the very air I breathed. It was maddening. Lemon and something sweet, like strawberries. It reminded me of sunshine on a summer morning back when I was a young boy. I couldn't escape it. Her scent followed me wherever I went, haunting me like a ghost I couldn't expel.

      Nina.

      Her name felt familiar, yet foreign in my mind, like a word I hadn't used in years. I didn't want to think about her, but her presence was everywhere in my home.

      I clenched my fists, my nails digging into my palms as I tried to silence the growl rising in my chest. She's just a housekeeper, I repeated in my mind, the words sharp and deliberate. But my wolf didn't listen. It prowled beneath my skin, restless and insistent, drawn to her scent.

      The thought of claiming her, of marking her as mine, sent a shiver down my spine. I wasn't some primal beast, ruled by instinct. I was Dean Nightfang, a man who'd built an empire from nothing, who'd clawed his way out of the shadows of my family's legacy. I didn't need anyone. Especially not her. But the way she hummed, soft and carefree, as she scrubbed my floors, it was like a siren's call, pulling at something deep inside me. Something I'd buried long ago.

      I'd just returned from LA, my head still pounding from the relentless sunshine and the fake glitz and glamour of Levi's world. Saving my best friend from being framed for his co-star's murder had drained me. Not just physically, but mentally. All I wanted now was the silence and peace of my messy inventor's cave, to hide away in my sanctuary amid the chaos of the world. The last thing I needed was a maid humming and messing up my home.

      I leaned back in my chair, rubbing a hand over my face. My penthouse was supposed to be my safe haven, a place where I could shut out the world and focus on what mattered. Code, algorithms, the endless hum of my computers.

      "You're brooding again," Jenkins's voice cut through the silence, smooth and irritatingly perceptive. "Should I alert the media? Or just Nina? I'm sure she'd love to add ‘cheer up the grumpy billionaire' to her to-do list."

      "Shut it, Jenkins," I muttered, my eyes narrowing at the ceiling where the AI's hidden speakers were located.

      "Ouch. Someone's cranky. Did your coffee run out of caffeine? Or is it the fact that your housekeeper is actually competent this time? I bet you're not going to send this one running back to the employment agency."

      I glared at the ceiling.

      "She's rearranged your coffee station," Jenkins said. "Selection of coffee beans on the left, filters in the middle, mugs on the right. It's actually efficient."

      I glanced at the counter, my jaw tightening. The coffee station was pristine, everything in its place. Even the mugs were lined up in a perfect row, their handles all facing the same direction. It was annoyingly organized. "Efficient?" I muttered. "That's high praise coming from you."

      "Next thing you know, you'll be complimenting her on her ability to arrange your sock drawer by color."

      "I don't have a sock drawer," I snapped, though the corner of my mouth twitched despite myself.

      "Exactly. Maybe she'll invent one for you. Along with a personality."

      I glared at the air, my hands curling into fists. "You're insufferable."

      "And you're predictable. But hey, at least one of us is entertaining."

      I pushed away from the desk, my chair scraping against the floor. The melodic sound of Nina's humming grew louder as I approached the kitchen.

      I paused in the doorway and watched her. She stood at the sink, her sleeves rolled up to her elbows with her hands submerged in soapy water. Her auburn hair was tied back in a loose ponytail, and some of the strands at her temples escaped to frame her face. 
Freckles dusted her cheeks, and her lips curved in a soft, absent grin as she worked. I wondered what she was thinking about that made her smile like that. She was a radiant source of warmth and light in a world that had always felt cold and dark.

      A growl rumbled in my chest, low and filled with possessiveness. I clenched my teeth and clamped down on my wolf. Stop it. She's the housekeeper, I reminded myself. Nothing more. But as I watched her, the words felt like a lie.

      Her room was down the hall, just two doors away from mine. I hadn't been in there. And I never would be in there. But sometimes, late at night, I'd hear her. The soft creak of the floorboards as she moved around. The faint rustle of sheets as she settled into bed. The sound of her humming as she worked or read or did whatever it was she did in there.

      It was torture. She triggered all of my wolf's most base instincts. The beast was restless and agitated, clawing at my insides to get closer to her. It was impossible to think, to even breathe. My penthouse, which was supposed to be my sanctuary, now felt like a cage.

      Suddenly, the humming stopped. The water splashed in the sink, and she turned, catching me in the doorway. Her green eyes widened slightly, and a flush crept up her cheeks. "Oh! I didn't see you there," she said, her voice soft and breathless.

      I didn't respond. I couldn't. For a moment, the world narrowed to just her.

      "I was just finishing up," she stammered. She dried her hands on a towel with quick and nervous movements. Her eyes flicked to mine, then away, a flush creeping up her cheeks. "Is there anything else you need?"

      Yes, my wolf growled. You. I shook my head, clearing my throat. "No. That's all."

      She nodded, her gaze lingering on me for a moment longer. "Oh, okay. I'm almost done here, and I'll be out of your hair," she said before she turned back to the sink.

      I stood there, rooted to the spot, my heart pounding in my chest. Say something, you fool. But the words wouldn't come out. And I knew, deep down, that she was anything but just a housekeeper.
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