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It was the kind of thing most people wouldn’t notice.

The subtle shift in posture.

The way the man leaned in too close.

The flicker of tension in the woman’s jaw as she smiled like nothing was wrong.

But Zane noticed.

He always noticed.

From his seat at the far end of the hotel bar, he watched the couple across the room. Something about the way the man gripped the woman’s wrist made his instincts prickle.

He exhaled through his nose and looked down at his phone. A photo of Camila, Carlos’s daughter, filled the screen—her gap-toothed grin and messy braids forever frozen in time. He hadn’t meant to open it. Hadn’t meant to go there.

But then the bar had started playing A Change is Gonna Come.

Carlos used to sing it off-key, or hum some other Sam Cooke tune when the tension got thick enough to taste. On missions, when the team was strung tighter than tripwire, he’d cue it up on that beat-up old MP3 player—cracked screen, duct-taped battery case.

“It calms me,” he’d say with a shrug.

And somehow, it had become the unofficial Black Tide playlist.

All Zane wanted tonight was to nurse a beer and hear something that wasn’t tied to ghosts.

He didn’t want to think about the mission.

He didn’t want to think about Carlos.

Or everything that had gone wrong.

“Don’t tell me to be quiet!”

At the man’s words, Zane’s gaze jerked back to the table, quickly assessing. The man’s eyes were narrowed, his jaw taut. But the woman was smiling nervously as she shifted in her seat, pretending that everything was okay. 

“You embarrassed me! In front of my cousins. And you think that’s okay?” The man’s eyes flashed fire as his voice grew louder.

The woman leaned across the table, whispering something, but the man grabbed her arm and yanked it, hard enough to make her wince.

Zane set down his beer, snatched up his phone, and stood.

Time to put an end to this.

⸻❈⸻

Naya’s fake smile faltered as she tried to pull her hand back. “Clive, stop,” she hissed under her breath. “You’re hurting me.”

His fingers tightened. “You haven’t answered my question,” Clive said, his words slurring. “You think I’m cool with my girl embarrassing me?”

“You misunderstood,” Naya pressed. “I was not flirt—” Her words died on her lips as her eyes flicked past Clive and locked onto a man striding toward them with quiet, terrifying purpose.

He was tall. Broad-shouldered. A certain energy crackled around him as he moved. 

Was he heading toward them?

The way his dark eyes were locked on hers made the answer obvious. 

This was because of Clive. Because he’d been causing a scene.

Sure enough, the man arrived at their table seconds later. He held her gaze for a beat, then turned to Clive.

“Let her go,” the stranger said, his voice low, firm.

Clive cut his eyes at the man. “This doesn’t concern you,” he muttered. Then he tightened his grip on her wrist as if to prove a point.

“You’ve got three seconds to let her go,” the man said, his voice steady. Unwavering. 

Clive laughed. “What, you her bodyguard now?” he sneered. “Go mind your own damn—”

“You’re going to take your hand off her,” the man continued, his voice low but lethal.

“You don’t tell me what to—”

He took a step closer. “I’m not asking you.”

Something shifted in Clive’s eyes—pride wrestling with fear. 

“Fine.” He released Naya, pushed his chair back, and got to his feet. 

“Good,” the stranger said. “And now you’re going to walk away.”

Clive actually laughed. “Whatever, dude.” Then he turned to Naya. “You want another wine, babe?” 

“No, she doesn’t want another wine.” The man inched forward. “Your date—or whatever this is—is over.”

“You’re right, it is over.” Clive snapped his fingers. “Naya, let’s go.”

Naya didn’t move.

“Jesus Christ, Naya,” Clive spat out, and grabbed her by the upper arm. He tried to yank her up.

“Ow—Clive, stop it!” Naya exclaimed, no longer caring who heard.

“That’s enough,” the man said, and in a flash, he gripped Clive’s wrist. Tight. Controlled. Unmistakable strength behind it.

Clive’s eyes flew to the stranger’s. He tugged his arm back. Failed. The man didn’t even blink.

Naya hurriedly got to her feet, backing away from the table. “You know what, we’re done, Clive.” She said it loud enough for the whole damn bar to hear.

“Go to your little reunion. Go cry to your mama about how horrible I am. I’m done.”

Clive glowered at her. “What?”

“We’re done. I’m leaving.”

“What the fuck do you mean we’re done?”

Naya groaned in frustration, then turned and stalked toward the bar’s exit. Her heels clicked a little too loudly against the tile as she stormed through the maze of tables, eyes following her movements.

She wasn’t sure if she was more embarrassed, angry, or just done.

Definitely done. 

God, she needed air.

⸻❈⸻

Naya let out a long breath as she stepped into the hotel lobby, wrapping her torso as she tried to gather herself. This night—this trip—had gone to hell.

She turned.

And saw him.

The stranger.

Her breath hitched.

“You okay?” he asked quietly, like he didn’t want to scare her off.

She nodded, though her heart was sprinting. She hadn’t expected to see him again.

“I wanted to check on you,” he went on. “That was—a lot.”

“Certainly not what I expected,” Naya said wryly.

“I get it.” He stepped closer, his presence calm but protective, and placed a gentle hand on her elbow. “Come on. Let’s sit for a minute.”

He guided her toward a quiet alcove just off the lobby, where two worn leather sofas sat angled beneath soft lamplight. “You’re safe now,” he said. “I’ll make sure he doesn’t hurt you.”

Something in the way he said it—like it wasn’t just a promise, but a vow—sent a crack through her guarded heart.

Naya let herself be led, too drained to resist, and sank into the nearest armchair. Her hands trembled despite her efforts to still them. She laced her fingers together in her lap, pressing down as if she could stop the shaking by sheer force of will.

“I can’t believe he just—” She stopped, shook her head, tried again. “Six months. I’ve been with him for six months, and I thought I knew him.”

Her voice faltered. “There were little things, you know? The way he’d go quiet when other guys talked to me. How he always had to ‘approve’ what I wore before we went out. And he hated my friends. Thought they didn’t have my best interests at heart, just because they were single. But I told myself that was just... I don’t know. Caring.”

The man lowered himself into the armchair beside her. His presence filled the space—steady, grounding, yet thrumming with something electric. He didn’t interrupt. He just listened.

“God, I sound so stupid,” she whispered, words tumbling faster now. “My friends probably saw it coming from a mile away, but
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