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“Leah, don’t walk away from me—just tell me why.” His arms were crossed tight, jaw locked, frustration radiating from his stance.

By this point, I was beyond frustrated. Maybe if I hurt his feelings, he’d finally understand. But then again... he wouldn’t. Maybe one day, he’ll see that hurting him was the best thing I ever did for him.

“It’s always the same fight with you. What more do you want from me? I gave you everything I had!” I yelled, pushing him hard.

“Leah, all I’ve ever wanted was to love you. Why won’t you just let me?”

His tone shifted, softening, and just like that—I knew I’d hit the right nerve.

“Because I don’t love anyone,” I said, sighing deeply. “I can’t keep having this fight with you. It’s over, Jackson. I’m done.”

I turned away, walking slowly toward the door.

“Run away, Leah—just like you always do,” he called out. “I’m not waiting for you anymore.”

The door clicked shut behind me—and then, I heard the crash. Glass. Shattered. Rage. Pain.

I stood there, still as stone on the other side of the door. My hand trembled slightly.

Just breathe, Leah. You’re doing the right thing, I told myself.

But my feet didn’t move. A part of me wanted to turn around. To open that door and finally tell him the truth. To explain why I had to walk away. To whisper, “I’m not supposed to love anyone, Jackson. I don’t trust you. I can’t love you, Jackson, because if I let myself love you—”

“I would be the death of you.”

But instead of killing you, I’d rather let you go.

Love is a dangerous game. We fight so hard to hold onto the very things we’re meant to let go. We cling to what was always designed to tear us apart.

And Jackson? Jackson is in my way.

My feelings for him are only going to complicate the one thing I have to do—kill his father.

Maybe I should just tell him. That it’s not about him—it’s his father. But... that would be a lie. It’s him, too. How could he not know? Did he recognize me the moment he laid eyes on me? Was he playing me this whole time—stalling me just enough to protect the very man I came to destroy?

Now I’m standing here questioning everything. Him. Me. Us. Myself. Maybe I should just kick this fucking door down and kill him right now. End it. Strip away the feelings before they grow roots I can’t cut.

I exhaled sharply.

Then I turned around—and knocked.

What the fuck am I doing?

He opened the door, said nothing, just stared. Those eyes.

I pulled out my gun and raised it slowly, steady, aimed directly at the center of his forehead.

It was now or never.
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“The more strength, the better. The more I give, the less they can take,” I muttered under my breath, fists slamming into the punching bag like my life depended on it.

This? This was my therapy. My church. My ritual. I kept my body ready, because in my world, strength wasn’t just physical—it was survival. And mentally? I had to be ten times tougher. Life didn’t hand me shit. I took it, bruised knuckles and all.

Punch after punch, I poured my frustration into the bag. The dull thuds echoed through the gym, matching the rhythm of my chaos. I was so in the zone; I didn’t notice the man standing across the room watching me—until I did.

What the fuck was his problem?

I caught his stare, and he didn’t even flinch. Bold-ass. I tried to ignore him, going right back to what I came here for, but of course—he walked over.

Sigh. I really wasn’t in the mood.

And damn it, he was fine. Broad shoulders, chiseled jaw, muscle packed under a fitted tee like a Greek tragedy waiting to happen. Which only made it worse. Why did beautiful men always feel entitled to interrupt?

“You keep punching like that, they’ll be dead soon,” he said, voice low and laced with something dangerous.

I paused, breath catching. “Yeah? Well, maybe they should be.”

The gym was dim, music blaring through the overhead speakers, sweat and heat thick in the air. I went back to the bag, letting my fists speak for me.

But no. He stepped closer.

“Baby girl, I can take care of him for you if you want. He won’t bother you again,” he offered, flexing like I was supposed to be impressed.

I stopped. Squinted. Pointed at him like he was a damn mosquito I was about to swat.

“I don’t need you to do a damn thing for me!” I snapped, turning back to my bag, unleashing everything in my fists. Anger. Confusion. Disgust. Who the hell was this man?

“Ouch. That hurt my heart, baby girl,” he laughed, voice rich with amusement.

Annoyance simmered. “Is there something specific I can help you with?” I gritted out mid-strike. “I’m kinda busy here.”

“I’m Jackson,” he said, smooth and unbothered. “Just moved into the building. And you are...?”

“I’m gotta go,” I said, tossing my gloves down and storming off. His laughter followed me out.

He’s lucky I didn’t knock him the fuck out.

I made it to my condo and was just about to peel off my sweaty clothes when my phone rang. I groaned. “What now?”

Cooper. Of course.

“Hey, Cooper. What’s going on?”

“Well, if it isn’t my favorite little whore,” he said sarcastically.

I laughed. “Alive and in the flesh.”

Coop was one of my best friends. Smart mouth and all. Also, my mission plug.

“I got something for you,” he said. “This one’s a little different.”

“Perfect. I need the distraction. Some jackass ruined my workout.”

Cooper chuckled. “Wipe the sweat off your ass and come down. You need a full brief.”

“On it,” I said, hanging up.

Before I left, I ran a milk and honey bath to unwind. But instead of peace, my mind replayed the stranger’s face. That fitted tee hugging every contour of muscle. Hazel eyes, tinted green and deadly. Sex on legs.

Damn it.

I reached for my vibrator.

And it was him I thought of while I made myself cum.

Two hours later, I strutted down the hallway of our headquarters like I owned the damn place. “The HBIC is here!” I declared, giving a dramatic bow.

Cooper looked up from his phone, deadpan. “If you don’t sit your ass down somewhere...”

We laughed.

“So,” he said, “this jackass that ruined your workout...?”

“Nothing to tell,” I said, arms crossed. Even though I’d just had an orgasm thinking about him.

Coop tilted his head. “Was he hot?”

“You’re impossible.”

“Come on, Leah. Give me something. I need to get laid.”

“You and me both.”

He blinked. “Wait... didn’t you get laid, like, two nights ago?”

“I did. But this one? Whew. I had to leave before I lost my damn mind. I even told him my name was gotta go.”

We both fell out laughing.

Then he slid the dossier to my phone. His voice turned serious. “This one’s Dave Gordini.”

I rolled my eyes. “Who the hell names their kid Dave Gordini?”

Cooper chuckled. “Maybe his mama hated him.”

“Clearly.”

He leaned in. “He owns Safe Flights. Billionaire. But trust me—there’s nothing safe about it.”

I perked up. “What’s the catch?”

“He only hires women. Pilots, flight attendants, staff—all of them.”

I raised a brow. “Creepy, but not kill-worthy.”

He nodded grimly. “Except none of them ever return home. A new girl gets ‘fired’ every month. But no one's seen any of them again. Six months. Gone.”

Rage flared in my chest. “Where are they?”

“Abandoned warehouse he owns. They found them—drugged. Abused. Caged.”

My knuckles clenched. “That sick fuck. Where are your men now?”

“En route to extract them. But you? You’re the closer. He’s gotta go.”

“Say less.”

“Too much heat today. Hit him tomorrow. He won’t see it coming.”

I turned to leave.

“Maybe get that jackass from the gym to stretch you out first,” Cooper called after me.

“Go to hell, Coop,” I shouted back, flipping him off as he laughed.

Driving home, I couldn’t stop thinking.

Why does it always take a body count before anyone pays attention? Why do women have to be buried before people believe their pain? I wasn’t a cop. I wasn’t dragging men to jail. I was sending them straight to hell.

And I’d never apologize for it.

I pulled up to my building, keys in hand, ready to collapse. Then I heard it.

“Hey, neighbor.”

I turned.

Oh, hell.

There he was. Jackson. The jackass. Leaning against his doorframe like a full-course meal.

“You again?” I groaned, rubbing my temple.

He placed a hand on his chin, smirking. “For such a nice neighborhood, the neighbors are kinda rude.”

I giggled, despite myself. Why was he like this?

He started walking over. “Let’s try this again. I’m Jackson. Pleasure to meet you—unless you’ve gotta go.”

The wink he gave me? Disrespectful.

I folded my arms. “Do you flirt with all the neighbors you meet?”

“Only the beautiful ones.”

I rolled my eyes. “Is there something I can help you with, Jackson? Or are you just wasting my time?”

He tilted his head, gazing at me with something deeper than flirtation. Admiration. Heat.

And God help me, I looked back.

We were both lying to ourselves. Neither of us wanted to walk away.

He stepped closer. “Like what you see, baby girl?”

I exhaled. “Jackson, look—”

Before I could finish, he crashed his lips onto mine.

And I let him.

The kiss was slow. Intentional. A little dangerous.

I melted before I could stop myself.

Then he pulled away.

“Jackson,” I whispered, breathless.

He turned, smirking. “I’m gotta go,” he said, mocking me with a wink before disappearing next door.

I stood there stunned.

“The son of a bitch really lives next door,” I muttered.

“Payback’s a bitch, Jackson!” I shouted after him, laughing as I walked into my condo.

He got me good. I hated that I liked it.

I hated that I was thinking about him again.

And I really hated that he might be the exact kind of distraction I didn’t have time for.

But now? Now it was personal.

And I always returned the favor.
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EARLIER THAT DAY

JACKSON

Damn, I needed to let off some steam.

I’d finally finished setting up the condo and was already exhausted. Not from unpacking — from everything. From the weight of expectations, from always being someone else’s soldier. I came here to escape. To breathe. To figure out who the fuck I really was.

My family ran the largest pharmaceutical company in the world. Sounds glamorous, right? But what they really trafficked in wasn’t just medicine. There were secrets buried behind every pill, every lab door, every silent drop in the middle of the night.

And I was tired.

Tired of pretending. Tired of carrying my father’s sins on my back. Tired of doing his dirty work and being told it was all “for the family.”

I didn’t want that legacy. I wanted something real—a woman I could actually connect with. Someone I could build with. Not another nameless body I’d forget by morning.

“Jackson, make sure the paperwork’s clean.”

“Jackson, here’s your next hit.”

“Jackson, make the drop—now.”

Man, fuck all of them. I was done playing errand boy in a corrupt empire I didn’t ask to be part of.

My phone rang. Great. I glanced at the screen and sighed.

Ma.

“What’s up, Ma?” I answered, trying to sound warm.

“You don’t sound too thrilled to hear from your mother,” she replied.

Truth was, I wasn’t.

“I’m good, Mama. You okay?”

She was the only person in that house I still had any soft spot for. My dad? Different story.

He used to be someone I admired. Now? He was a power-drunk tyrant who’d torched everything in his path, including us. Ma never left, though. Loyal to a fault. I wish she’d grow a damn backbone and walk away.

“I’m alright, baby,” she said. “I’d be even better if you came home.”

Sigh. I knew it was coming.

“Hell no. I’m sorry, Mama, but I’m done with that shit.”

“Your father wants to talk to you,” she added softly.

“Of course he does,” I muttered. “There’s always something. That man don’t miss a beat.”

“He’s still your father, Jackson. He loves you, even if he doesn’t show it well.”

“Sometimes,” I said flatly, “it’s safer to love people from a distance.”

She went quiet for a second. “He wants you to come home.”

I actually laughed. “You serious? He knows I’m still tangled in the bullshit whether I’m living there or not. What more does he want? My soul?”

“Just... hear him out,” she said gently.

“Yeah. Maybe. But first, I’m hitting the gym.”

Thank God this building had its own setup. No chance in hell I was going back to that house anytime soon.

I walked into the gym and there she was.

Damn.

Beautiful didn’t even cover it. She was caramel-toned, slim thick, with curves in all the right places. That ass? Whew. She wore tight workout shorts and a sports bra, hair pinned up, headband holding back those edges like a crown. And she was putting in work on that punching bag like she had a vendetta against the world.

I couldn’t stop staring.

Then she caught me.

Shit.

Guess I had no choice but to speak now.

“You keep punching like that, they’ll be dead soon,” I said, smirking.

She shot back, “Yeah, well maybe he should be.”

He? Interesting.

“I can take care of him for you, baby girl. He won’t bother you again,” I offered.

She pointed dead at me. “I don’t need you to do a damn thing for me.”

Whew.

Ruthless.

And sexy as hell.

“Ouch,” I said, laughing. “That hurt my heart, baby girl.”

“Can I help you with something? I’m kinda busy.”

She didn’t even look at me when she said it. Just kept punching. That shit had me turned on in ways I wasn’t ready to unpack.

“My name’s Jackson. Just moved in the building. And you are...?”

She spun on her heel. “I’m gotta go.”

Then stormed off.

I couldn’t help but laugh. She tried to act unbothered, but I saw it. The stare. The tension. She was just as intrigued as I was. And now? She was stuck in my head.

After the gym, I hit the shower and tried to decompress.

My phone rang again.

Sasha.

“Yeah?” I answered, already annoyed.

“I’m horny, baby,” she purred. “Come make me cum.”

Ugh.

I didn’t want her. Not really. But after seeing her today, I needed a release. Sasha could be a placeholder until I got the real thing.

“Fine. Come through. But once I’m done, you’re out. No staying tonight.”

Thirty minutes later, she showed up, already trying to kiss me. I blocked her with my hand.

I don’t kiss these women.

Especially not this one. Sasha had already tried trapping me once. She’d never be more than a warm-up act.

She dropped to her knees, trying to work me up — but she wasn’t doing it for me. My mind drifted to mystery girl. Only then did I start to rise.

She took all of me in her mouth. I gripped her hair and guided her pace. After a few minutes, I pulled her up and flipped her over, grabbing a condom. She moaned, playing with herself like she thought this was a romance.

It wasn’t.

I slid in and closed my eyes, picturing her. The one from the gym. The one with fire in her eyes and a body made to be worshiped.

Each stroke got harder. Rougher. And then—

“Fuck... baby girl,” I moaned as I came.

Not Sasha. Her.

Sasha sat up, pissed. “Seriously? I didn’t even get mine.”

I wiped my chest. “Yeah? Don’t forget your shit on the way out.”

“Fuck you, Jackson.”

“You already did.”

She slammed the door on her way out.

I exhaled. I can’t keep messing with Sasha like this. She was too dangerous in all the wrong ways. I needed to let that go for good.

Only person I wanted to please now was mystery girl. I washed up, threw on a shirt, and stepped out into the hallway.

And there she was.

My fucking neighbor.

She looked even better up close.

“Hey, neighbor,” I said, waving.

She turned and blinked. “You again?”

God, even annoyed she was fine.

“You know, for such a good neighborhood, the neighbors really aren’t that friendly,” I teased.

She laughed.

Got her.

That laugh? I wanted to hear it on repeat.

I stepped closer. “Let’s try this again. I’m Jackson. It would be a pleasure to meet you... unless you gotta go.”

I winked.

She sighed. “Do you flirt with all the neighbors you meet?”

“Only the beautiful ones.”

Her arms crossed. “Is there something I can help you with, Jackson? Or do you just enjoy wasting my time?”

I studied her face, then her eyes. She wasn’t just beautiful. She was calculated. Powerful. I could tell she was used to being in control—and I liked that.

“You like what you see, baby girl?” I asked, bold as hell, blowing her a playful kiss.

She opened her mouth. “Jackson, look—”

I didn’t let her finish. I stepped forward and kissed her.

Hard.

What the hell was I doing? I don’t kiss women. But I had to know if her lips were as sweet as they looked.

They were.

Soft. Warm. Addicting.

She didn’t stop me.

And when I slowed it down—turned that fire into something sensual—I knew I had her attention. But I backed off before I got carried away.

She whispered my name.

“Jackson.”

Fuck. That voice? I needed to leave before I lost all self-control.

I turned back. “I’m gotta go,” I said, mocking her with a wink before heading inside.

“Payback’s a bitch, Jackson!” she called out behind me.

I laughed all the way into my condo.

That laugh?

Yeah. It was real.

Hadn’t felt that in a long time.

But now?

I was hungry again.

And not just for food.
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LEAH

I blend in like it’s second nature.

Just another woman out grabbing her morning coffee, walking like I’ve got a nine-to-five, with nothing more on my mind than caffeine and headlines. I even sit down with a newspaper—classic move. People never question what they recognize.

And that’s the trick, isn’t it?

They pass by me without a second glance. To them, I’m harmless. Just one more face in the crowd. But if they only knew... they wouldn’t dare let their eyes slide past me so carelessly. Because I’m not just another woman trying to make it to Friday. I’m the one they send when justice fails. The one who finds monsters in daylight and puts them down in silence.

Still, I don't cause trouble unless it's deserved. If you live clean, you live free. But if you hurt women, children, or the innocent?

I will find you.

My mornings always start the same: a brisk walk through the quiet side streets, breathing in the city’s tension like perfume. The local coffee shop is my spot—a tucked-away little corner of warmth with fogged glass windows and the comforting scent of roasted beans drifting outside the door. Familiar. Cozy. Deceiving.

The bell above the door jingles as I walk in. I join the line without making eye contact, chin slightly down, posture neutral. The barista smiles at me like I’m a regular.

“Vanilla oat milk latte,” I say calmly, slipping a ten across the counter.

I take the coffee, give her a polite smile, then head to my usual table in the back. It’s angled perfectly so I can see both exits and the street through the window.

I unfold the newspaper like I’m interested in the latest politics. Truthfully, I’m watching everything—every movement, every shift in conversation tone, every man with too much nervous energy. I look like I’m relaxed.

But I’m ready to snap a neck at a moment’s notice.

I sip slowly, letting the warmth calm the edge of my nerves. The caffeine sharpens my mind. Outside, people rush by—late for work, juggling briefcases and baby strollers, shouting into phones about deadlines and promotions. They don’t know that someone like me exists in their world.

They don’t know that I could be inches away from ending someone’s life—and still be polite enough to smile while doing it.

But I don’t do this for fun.

I do it for the ones who can’t fight back. The ones who never make it home. The ones nobody listens to until it’s too late.

And just like that, my target walks past my table.

Dave Gordini.

Wearing an unbuttoned shirt, untucked like he woke up in a frat house, barking into his phone like the city owes him silence.

“You better find them, or you’ll have an even bigger problem when you have to face me,” he growls, face twisted in frustration. “I’m heading to the hotel to freshen up. Don’t call me unless it’s good news.”

He hangs up and keeps walking, not even realizing how close he is to his final mistake.

I toss back the last sip of my drink and rise, casually folding the paper. My steps are quiet but deliberate as I trail him outside.

Then the dumbass nearly gets himself killed.

A car screeches to a halt, horn blaring.

“Are you crazy?! Get outta the way, asshole!” the driver yells.

Dave barely reacts. Just keeps walking like the world can’t touch him. Arrogant. Reckless.

He’s mine.

We both step into the hotel lobby, and wouldn’t you know it? He’s at the front desk now, complaining like it’s everyone else’s fault he can’t keep track of a damn room key.

“I dropped it outside,” he tells the clerk, oozing fake charm. “Pretty sure it got run over. Can I get another one?”

The woman behind the counter looks tired of his shit.

“Sir, this is your third replacement. Our policy only allows for two.”

He leans in like she’s supposed to swoon. “Please, miss. I’m checking out in the morning. I won’t even leave the room again. Just do this one thing for me.”

She sighs.

“Fine. But this is the last one.”

“Thank you, beautiful. Really appreciate it.”

Pig.

“Room 1536,” she says.

Bingo.

I don’t even need to follow him anymore. I’ve got what I came for.

But before I take care of business, I’ve got one more itch I need to scratch.

Once I reached our floor, I stopped just short of his door, heart tapping a nervous rhythm against my chest. For five solid minutes, I stood there like a fool, questioning everything I thought I had figured out. My knuckles hovered inches from the doorbell, but my hand wouldn’t move.

I hated this feeling. The nerves. The heat rising in my throat. I’d walked into traps more dangerous than this with steady hands and a flat pulse. But something about Jackson stripped all that control away. He was magnetic. Reckless. Unapologetically bold. Everything I had no business being attracted to.

Still, I pressed the damn button.

The door swung open, and any trace of composure I had left started to unravel.

Jackson stood there in nothing but a towel, slung low on his hips like he didn’t have a care in the world. His skin still glistened with water, trails carving paths down every defined line of muscle. His chest rose and fell with slow, easy breaths—like this was routine. Like opening the door half-naked to a woman was just part of his Tuesday morning.

My eyes dropped against my will. What I saw made my lips part slightly. And let’s just say... he was packing more than just charm.

I forced my gaze upward, locking onto his eyes. I refused to blink. Refused to show weakness.

Don’t give him the upper hand, Leah. Keep your cool.

He smirked, that lazy, confident grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Well, if it isn’t Gotta Go. I’m surprised you’re here.”

With a casual step back, he gestured toward the open space. “Come in.”

I hesitated for a split second—just long enough to curse myself for even being here—then walked inside. His scent hit me first: clean soap, cologne laced with something dark and expensive, and underneath it all... him.

Jackson.

He closed the door behind me and leaned casually against it, arms folded over that still-wet chest like he wasn’t standing there damn near naked. He knew exactly what he was doing. The confidence rolled off him in thick, unapologetic waves.

I tried not to stare. Failed.

Clearing my throat, I forced my voice to stay level. “Hey, Jackson. I was wondering if you had some sugar.”

Smooth, I thought. Real smooth, Leah. But it was the best I could do under the circumstances.

He didn’t answer right away. Just stared at me—slow and thorough. Like he was undressing me with his eyes while memorizing every detail of how I stood, how I breathed, how long I held his gaze.

I shifted, uncomfortable but refusing to show it.

“You just gonna stare,” I asked, raising a brow, “or go get the damn sugar?”

That woke the smirk. “So, you think I’m sweet, huh?”

I rolled my eyes, folding my arms to stop myself from doing anything stupider—like touching him.

“Well, should I take my business to the store instead?”

He chuckled, low and deep, that sound settling into my bones. Then he stepped forward—slow, smooth, a calculated stalk rather than a casual walk. My spine straightened instinctively, but I didn’t move. Couldn’t.

By the time he closed the distance, I was backed against the wall with nowhere to go.

The air between us thickened. My heartbeat stuttered.

“Jackson... what are you doing?”

His voice dropped as he leaned in; his breath warm against my ear. “You came for business,” he whispered, “so let’s talk business.”

A shiver slid down my spine.

“I’ll play whatever game you want, baby girl. But I should warn you... I always win.”

My lips parted to say something smart, something to reclaim control—but my brain was short-circuiting.

“You’re pretty full of yourself,” I managed to say, though the confidence in my tone was shaky at best.

He leaned even closer. “I’m full of a lot of things. None of them in you yet... but I’m working on that.”

Fuck.

I nearly choked on the yes, daddy that tried to crawl out of my throat. I had to pull it together, fast.

“You just want to sleep with me,” I muttered, trying to shift the dynamic, push it back to safer ground.

But Jackson didn’t miss a beat.

“That’s not my only goal.” His tone was softer now. Realer. “I want to get to know you, too.”

My breath caught.

“You don’t want to know me,” I said, voice quieter. “There’s nothing to know. I’m boring.”

“Somehow I find that hard to believe,” Jackson said, his curiosity clearly piqued. He looked at me like I was a puzzle he couldn’t wait to solve.

I dropped my gaze, then quickly pulled it back up.

“I’m a very private person,” I confessed, barely above a whisper. “I don’t usually reveal things about me.”

As I spoke, I started to rub my arms without even realizing it—nervous habit. One I hadn’t done in years.

His eyes stayed locked on mine. “And yet,” he said confidently, “there’s nothing you could reveal about yourself that I wouldn’t want to know.”

There was something in his tone that held power. Like he believed it—every word. Like he knew he’d unravel me eventually, and that scared me more than I wanted to admit.

I exhaled slowly. He had a way with words. A rhythm to his charm that made you want to say yes to things you didn’t even realize were on the table. He was a smooth operator, no doubt about that.

I needed to go.

“I should go,” I whispered, turning to walk away.

“Wait. Don’t.”

He reached for my waist, hand firm but not forceful. I froze.

I let him.

His hand was warm. Firm. Familiar in a way that made no damn sense. He pulled me back gently, and I didn’t resist. He smelled too good, felt too solid, and there was something about him that made breathing feel easier. Like his nearness might become something I’d need to survive.

I sighed, caught off guard by that sensation.

“Is running away your thing?” he whispered, lips brushing close to my ear.

A shiver rolled down my spine, and I turned to face him slowly. His eyes met mine with an intensity that left no room for games.

“Yes,” I whispered.

His stare didn’t waver.

“I know I just met you, but I can’t stop thinking about you,” he said. Quiet. Honest.

The confession caught me off guard. I swallowed hard, torn between every instinct screaming to shut him out and something softer whispering to give in.

“I don’t have anything to offer you,” I said truthfully. “I can be your friend...”

I paused, let a smirk tug at my lips.

“With benefits—if you behave.”

His grin spread like wildfire. “You won’t regret it, sweet cakes. I’ll be all yours... if it leads to—”

“It won’t.”

He laughed. That bold, cocky, delicious sound that was going to be the death of me.

And right then, I knew—I never should’ve walked through that door.

Jackson wasn’t a game. He was a distraction. A storm. A test I wasn’t sure I wanted to pass.

He was everything I didn’t need, wrapped in a towel and looking like a problem I’d solve with my mouth if I didn’t walk away fast.

“My name is Leah.”

The moment I said it, something shifted in his face. His body tensed, like he’d just heard a name he’d buried deep.

He let go of me.

I stepped toward the door, grabbed the handle, and made myself leave without looking back.

If I stayed even one more second, I’d give in.

And I don’t lose control for anyone.

Later that night I got ready for my mission. I called Coop to tell him it was all clear so he could wipe me off the street video footage and shut down all hotel security cameras. It was finally time to put an end to this asshole.
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4 PEACE & QUIET
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LEAH

There’s always a thrill that kicks in right before a hit. Not fear. Not anxiety. Something sharper. Like a drug you don’t admit you’re addicted to. By the time I stepped out of the elevator, that familiar charge was already dancing along my skin. The corridor was quiet, sterile. Carpeted floors muffled my footsteps as I scanned for the number.

	


When I saw the door cracked wide open, I actually stopped. My brows lifted in disbelief. This was the man who thought he could outmaneuver me? He couldn’t even close a damn door. I shook my head, already annoyed. Either he was too arrogant to care or too stupid to survive long anyway. Either way, I was here to finish what I started.

I slipped inside like a shadow, quiet and smooth. I shut the door behind me with practiced silence, letting it click into place as my eyes adjusted to the low lighting. Dave’s voice echoed from the far side of the suite—loud, frustrated, and completely unaware of the storm creeping up behind him.

“You had all day and no one can give me any answers!” he snapped, tossing his phone onto the bed with a muttered curse.

I stepped closer, raising my gun and clicking the safety off in one fluid motion. “Not if I kill you first,” I said quietly, my voice like ice behind him.

He froze. His shoulders stiffened before he slowly turned his head, his face draining of color. That fear—the kind that only surfaces when a man realizes his time’s up—washed over him like cold water.

“Oh, now you want to scream?” I sneered. “Where was that empathy when those women were crying for help while you drugged and raped them? Where was your humanity then, Dave?”

He stuttered; hands raised. “P-please, don’t kill me. I—I let them go. I swear I don’t have anyone anymore—”

“You didn’t let shit go,” I cut him off, stepping forward until the barrel of my gun was pressed against his temple. “We have the women. They’re safe. You won’t be.”

“I can pay you,” he whimpered. “Anything. Whatever you want.”

I chuckled, not out of humor—but disgust. That offer always came at the end, like it meant something. Like money could rewind horror. “I’m already rich,” I told him. Then I pulled the trigger.

The sound was quick, loud, final.

He hit the ground hard, one arm folded awkwardly beneath him. I waited for the stillness, that death hush. Then I crouched down, two fingers to his neck. No pulse. No twitch. Just silence.

Good.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out my signature—my calling card. A kiss-shaped stamp, pressed gently against the center of his forehead. Crimson lips marking the end. “The kiss of death.” They’d talk about it in whispers again. They always did.

I headed back to the headquarters to meet Cooper.

"Good job out there, boss said he already sent your payment." Cooper said.

"I'm not worried about it; I know he will pay me. So how are the women doing?" I asked.

"As to be expected really. Some of them are really traumatized and may need counseling. A lot of their families gave up on trying to find them. It's so fucked up." Cooper said sadly. 

"Let's just hope they get the help that they need to get through this mentally, because the mental state is the biggest battle." I replied. I can't help but to wonder why Cooper keeps looking in his phone instead of giving me eye contacted. I stared at him for a moment.

I stepped into headquarters, still coming down from the hit. My mind was clear, steady, sharp—until I saw Cooper leaning against the edge of the command table with his phone in hand, tapping like he was avoiding something. His lips curled into a half-smile as soon as he looked up at me.

“Good job out there,” he said casually. “Boss said your payment already dropped.”

I shrugged, brushing off the praise like I always did. “I’m not worried about it. I know he’ll pay me. How are the women doing?”

Cooper’s smile faded as his fingers slowed on the screen. He sighed, glancing up just briefly before looking back down. “As expected, really. Some of them are traumatized as hell. A few are strong... but a lot of their families gave up looking for them. That shit’s so fucked up, Leah.”

I nodded slowly, swallowing down the lump building in my throat. “Let’s just hope they get the help they need. That mental shit... that’s the real battlefield.”

He nodded too, but his attention still wasn’t fully on me. I tilted my head and narrowed my eyes. He hadn’t made full eye contact since I walked in.

“You good?” I asked.

He didn’t answer.

I folded my arms and leaned against the wall, letting my stare linger on him just long enough to make him uncomfortable. It worked.

He looked up, blinking. “Why are you staring at me?”

A smile tugged at my lips before I could stop it. “You’re very handsome, Cooper.”

He gave me an exaggerated look of disgust. “Bitch, I am not sleeping with you. I don’t care how many compliments you throw.”

We both burst out laughing, and the sound filled the space, softening the edges of everything we’d just talked about. It was a reminder that even in the chaos, Cooper could still make me laugh when nobody else could. He was more than a friend—he was family. The kind that didn’t ask questions, didn’t flinch at the blood on my hands, and didn’t let me drown in silence.

“That’s too bad,” I said, lacing my fingers together and swaying slightly in place. “Because Jackson does.”

His head snapped up so fast it was comical. “Who in the hell is Jackson?”

The smirk spreading across my face gave me away before I could even answer. Cooper stared at me, eyes wide like he was piecing together a scandal in real-time. Then, out of nowhere, he clapped his hands together and exploded into a mixture of applause and mock outrage.

“Oh my God,” he gasped. “You dirty little whore. Is that the jackass’s name?!”

I tilted my head smugly. 

“You damn right it is. He’s sex on legs, Coop. And I swear, I cannot seem to help myself.”

He looked like he was about to fall out from laughing. “You? Miss ‘I’m immune to everything with a dick’? You met your match, huh?”

“This asshole got me all the way fucked up,” I said, throwing my hands up. “I met him yesterday. Yesterday, Cooper. And already, he’s pulling shit on me that nobody else even tries.”

Cooper raised a brow, still cracking up. “Wait. Wait a minute—run that back. How do you even know where this man lives? And pay him back for what?”

“I guess I forgot to mention he lives in the apartment next door to mine,” I said like it was casual, but even I knew it wasn’t. “And I wasn’t about to let his little stunt from last night slide. He kissed me... then left me hanging.”

The way Cooper doubled over laughing made me roll my eyes. “I’m serious,” I said. “This just doesn’t happen to me. I should kill him.”

“You’re not gonna kill him,” he said between laughs. “You’re too busy falling for him.”

I sucked my teeth. “Don’t play with me.”

“I’m not,” he said, holding his hands up in surrender. “But I am saying... you met your match, Leah.”

I breathed, leaning on the edge of the table. “Today, I went over there to ask him for some sugar—literally. You know, get a little revenge, throw him off his game.”

“And?”

“This cocky bastard really had the nerve to ask me if I thought he was sweet,” I said, shaking my head as Cooper wheezed beside me. “Then he walks up close, starts whispering shit in my ear like he ain’t just a neighbor with a towel and a dream. So, I asked him straight-up—was the goal just to sleep with me?”

Cooper was barely holding himself together, face red from laughter. “Oh my God, what did he say?!”

“He said no. Said he wanted to get to know me,” I replied, deadpan.

That shut Cooper up. His jaw dropped, hand clutching his chest.

“As if I would ever let that happen,” I continued, throwing up my hands. “Then when I tried to leave, he came up behind me smelling like every good decision I ever avoided and said he can’t stop thinking about me.”

Cooper stared like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Leah.”

I groaned hard and looked away. “He’s going to be a distraction, Coop. And I don’t know what the hell to do about it.”

Without missing a beat, Cooper started clapping again. That slow, sarcastic kind of clap that made me want to smack him just a little.

“What the hell are you clapping about?” I asked, already annoyed.

He stood there, beaming. “Because he is exactly what you need.”

I groaned and turned to walk away. “Goodnight, Coop.”

He laughed behind me, loud and proud like he’d just won an argument I never agreed to have.

“Wait!” he called after me. “Did you ever get the sugar?”

“Go to hell, Coop.”

His laughter followed me all the way to the elevator. And despite myself, I caught my own smile on the way out.

The sky stretched above me like ink, stars scattered across it like glitter tossed by a careless god. I sat on the edge of the Coney Island pier, my arms resting loosely on my knees, eyes locked on the endless black water that moved with a quiet power. The air was cool, tinged with salt, and every gust of wind felt like it was trying to carry something away from me—maybe the weight on my chest, maybe the ache I refused to name.

The sound of waves crashing against the wooden beams below was steady, rhythmic, almost like a lullaby. I closed my eyes for a second, letting the breeze push strands of hair across my face. It was the kind of peace I didn’t find often. Not in my line of work. Not with the blood I’d spilled or the lies I’d lived.

Out here, I wasn’t a killer. I wasn’t a mission. I wasn’t a weapon.

I was just Leah.

Breathing.

I didn’t come out here because I liked being alone. I came because it was the only place I could fall apart without anyone seeing the pieces. The pier had been my sanctuary for years. Long before the missions, long before the scars. When things got too heavy—when the weight of my choices started pressing into my ribs—I came here to let the ocean remind me I was still human.

There was something about the way the moonlight shimmered over the water, like it was painting secrets onto the waves. The cold air pressed against my skin, but it didn’t make me shiver. It made me feel. And sometimes, that was the most dangerous thing of all.

I tilted my head back, staring into the void above me, letting my thoughts drift to the one person I couldn’t stop thinking about—Camille.

My sister.

My blood.

The absence of her presence sat in my chest like a brick. I hadn’t heard her voice in so long I wasn’t sure if I remembered the sound right. Every mission I completed, every target I took out—it never erased the truth that she was still gone. Somewhere. Maybe alive. Maybe not. That uncertainty? It killed me slowly. Quietly.
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“You see, he's too damn smooth. And that
scares the shit out of me. Because that kind
of charm? It’s a weapon.”
~ Leah
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