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Chapter 1: The Threat Letter
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Everly Marlowe tapped her fingers against the marble kitchen island, each rhythmic beat syncing with the muffled thump of bass echoing from the rehearsal studio downstairs. Outside, the Los Angeles sky shimmered in hues of orange and violet, the final light of the day bleeding into dusk. Her penthouse was a fortress of glass and luxury, suspended above the city like a crystal crown. Yet despite the security systems, the high walls, and the armed guards on rotation, a folded piece of paper resting on the island had transformed that palace into a prison.

Her manager, Lauren, paced across the open-plan space like a woman mid-breakdown. “It was left in your dressing room, Everly. Do you understand how serious that is? That’s supposed to be a secure space.”

“I know.” Everly’s voice was barely above a whisper, her gaze locked on the note. No envelope, no name, just a carefully folded threat sealed with a bloody thumbprint. The kind of cinematic flourish that told her this wasn’t a prank. It was a warning.

Lauren stopped, hands on her hips, trying to mask the fear tightening her features. “I’ve already contacted the security firm. We’re upgrading everything. And until then, I want you off all public appearances for the week.”

Everly tore her gaze away from the note and turned toward the windows. “Canceling shows only gives them more power.”

“Being dead does too,” Lauren snapped. “Look, I’m not asking. I’m telling. You’re grounded.”

The words stung more than she’d admit. Everly had worked her entire life to earn this stardom—the tours, the album sales, the award shows. To be told to hide felt like retreat. But the threat had been clear: You step into that spotlight again, and you won’t step out alive.

She pushed off the counter and headed to the living room, where framed photos of her with music legends lined the walls. There were trophies from sold-out tours, a platinum record, magazine covers with her dazzling smile. All of it now cast in the shadow of that threat.

“What exactly did the security firm say?” she asked, curling up on the couch with her knees to her chest.

“They’re sending someone,” Lauren said with a tight breath. “He’s ex-military. Special Forces or something. Extremely vetted.”

Everly arched a brow. “You mean a bodyguard?”

“A professional protection specialist,” Lauren corrected. “The best. He’s worked with diplomats, foreign royalty, high-risk profiles. You’ll be safe with him.”

Everly sighed. “And let me guess—he’s all about rules and control and glaring at me from across the room while I try to live my life?”

Lauren smirked slightly. “Something like that.”

Everly tilted her head. “What’s his name?”

Lauren checked her phone. “Ronan Steele.”

The name landed with a certain weight, like steel itself—heavy, cold, unyielding. Everly felt a strange flicker of curiosity. Not fear, not annoyance. Intrigue.

“Fine,” she said after a moment. “Let’s see what Mr. Steele’s made of.”



The next morning, Ronan Steele stepped through the doors of Everly’s penthouse like a soldier entering enemy terrain. He was tall—maybe 6’4”—with broad shoulders that strained against a black tactical tee and dark cargo pants. His presence consumed the space, silent and commanding. Short-cropped dark hair, a sharp jawline dusted with stubble, and eyes like arctic ice. Unreadable. Unmoving. His every step was controlled, deliberate, as if he’d already memorized the exits, counted the cameras, and analyzed the structural weaknesses of the building.

Everly blinked. “You’re early.”

He gave a single nod. “Punctuality is a matter of principle.”

Lauren stood awkwardly beside them, clearly feeling like the human buffer zone. “Everly, this is Ronan Steele. Ronan, Everly Marlowe.”

Everly extended a hand, smiling brightly despite the nerves stirring beneath her skin. “Nice to meet you, Ronan.”

He didn’t take her hand.

Instead, his gaze flicked from her eyes to her surroundings and then back again, like he was assessing every variable. “We’ll begin by reviewing your existing security protocols. After that, I’ll conduct a sweep of the property.”

Everly lowered her hand slowly. “Wow. All business.”

He said nothing.

She crossed her arms, fighting the instinct to poke the bear. “Do you speak in full sentences, or are grunts your love language?”

Lauren stifled a laugh and muttered something about taking a call before disappearing down the hall.

Ronan finally looked her in the eyes. “I don’t need to like you to protect you.”

Everly tilted her head, lips curving. “But it would make things more fun.”

He didn’t respond. Just turned and started moving toward the security room.

Everly watched him go, a mix of irritation and fascination blooming in her chest. For someone so cold, he sure left an impression.



By the third day, Ronan had taken full control of her routine.

Her usual entourage was cut down to three. Every public movement was documented in advance. Her stylists and dancers were screened. No one entered or exited without his clearance. She had never felt so restricted—or so aware of a man’s presence.

He shadowed her every move like a ghost in black. Silent, alert, detached. And yet... she could feel him. In every room. Behind every glance. Like gravity.

She tested him, of course. Left the building without notice once just to see what he’d do. He found her in under twelve minutes, flanked by two backup operatives. The look in his eyes when he approached her on Melrose Avenue said everything.

“You endangered civilians,” he said quietly, not even raising his voice.

“I was getting coffee.”

“You left the secured perimeter without telling anyone.”

“I’m not a prisoner.”

“No,” he said, his tone colder than any prison cell. “You’re a target.”

And then he turned and walked away.

She didn’t see him for the rest of the day.



The fourth night, it arrived.

A second letter.

This one was different.

It was slipped under her bedroom door.

She woke to find it resting at the edge of the carpet like a dead thing.

She screamed.

Ronan burst in within seconds, gun drawn, sweeping the room in practiced arcs. He found nothing. But the letter—sealed with another blood print—was real.

He opened it with gloved hands.

Everly watched his jaw tighten as he read the contents.

“What does it say?” she whispered.

He looked up at her. “They know your schedule. Down to the second. You’ve been watched.”

Her throat went dry. “How? Who?”

“We’ll find out.” He folded the letter and placed it in a plastic evidence sleeve. “But from this moment on, you don’t go anywhere without me.”

She laughed, bitter and scared. “You were already everywhere I went.”

“Now I’ll be closer.”

She met his gaze, and for the first time, she didn’t feel irritated or defiant. She felt seen. Understood. Terrified.

And under it all, something else pulsed between them. A thread. A pull.

She stepped closer. “Ronan...”

He stopped her with a look. “Don’t.”

“But I—”

“This isn’t the time.”

The silence stretched, thick and aching.

Then he turned and walked out.

And she stood there, the threat letter on the table behind her, and the sound of his footsteps echoing like gunshots in her chest.
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Chapter 2: Enter Ronan Steele
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The echo of Ronan’s boots against polished marble was the only sound in the expansive hallway leading to Everly’s personal studio. He didn’t knock. He never knocked. He moved like he belonged everywhere he entered, like the space made way for him rather than the other way around. Behind him, the penthouse’s night staff remained frozen at their posts, silenced by his mere presence. In his black button-down and tailored tactical pants, he looked more like a man sent to destroy than protect, and in some ways, Everly suspected both things were true.

Inside the studio, the mood was an entirely different beast. Music pulsed through the walls in low vibrations, a beat Everly was fine-tuning with her sound engineer. Her back was to the door, long chestnut hair twisted into a loose bun, a hoodie draped over her slender frame. She swayed gently to the rhythm, lost in her own world.

Ronan entered without a word, taking up a corner near the door. He crossed his arms, watching her, studying her. It wasn’t the first time. But it was the first time she noticed.

Everly turned, mid-sentence, and froze when she saw him.

“You again.” She pulled the headphones off, her smile playful, laced with sarcasm. “Shouldn’t you be checking the roof for snipers or something?”

“I already did.”

The engineer, Derek, gave a nervous laugh and excused himself quickly, muttering something about updating mixes. As soon as the door clicked behind him, silence settled like a fog.

“You can’t just stalk me everywhere, you know,” she said, leaning back on the edge of the console.

“It’s my job.”

She rolled her eyes and walked past him toward the kitchenette in the corner, grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge. “You know, most people find me charming.”

“I’m not most people.”

“That’s clear.” She twisted the cap, took a sip. “You’re more brooding than my last three exes combined.”

Ronan didn’t respond. His eyes scanned the room methodically. The exits. The windows. The hidden angles. Everything. Always.

Everly watched him, arms crossed. “You’ve got the emotional range of a wet rock.”

“You don’t need me to be emotional. You need me to keep you breathing.”

Her smile faltered. Just a fraction. “You think someone’s really out to kill me?”

His gaze finally landed on her, steady and unflinching. “I think someone left a blood-marked letter in your bedroom. I think someone bypassed a security system that’s considered military-grade. And I think anyone who does that doesn’t plan to stop at threats.”

A chill spread up her spine. She looked away. “So what happens now? You lock me in a panic room and throw away the key?”

“No.” He walked closer, his voice low, deliberate. “I make it impossible for them to get close. That starts with controlling access to you, your routines, your people.”

Her brows lifted. “My people?”

He nodded. “That includes friends. Staff. Fans. Anyone who’s had unsupervised access to your environment.”

Her jaw tightened. “You think someone I know might be behind this?”

“I think nothing is off the table. Including inside jobs.”

She leaned against the counter, arms folded tighter. “Great. So I’m surrounded by potential traitors and babysat by a guy who makes statues look expressive.”

“You’re still alive. That means I’m doing my job.”

She met his gaze again, and this time it lingered. There was something in his expression—stoic, unreadable, but also... weary. Not tired, not bored. Burdened. Like he’d carried more than his share of ghosts.

“What about you?” she asked, the question slipping out before she could stop it. “Do you ever feel safe?”

He didn’t answer. Just turned toward the door. “Rehearsal ends in twenty. I’ll be in the hallway.”

She stared at the empty doorway long after he disappeared.



Later that night, Everly lay sprawled on her king-sized bed, sheets tangled around her legs, the city lights flickering through the wall of glass behind her. She couldn’t sleep. Not since the second letter. Not since Ronan’s voice echoed in her mind like a warning bell.

They know your schedule.

She replayed it over and over. Every glance over her shoulder. Every overly enthusiastic fan. Every crew member she didn’t personally hire. The paranoia was beginning to eat at her, burrowing into her bones.

She sat up, grabbed her phone from the nightstand, and typed a message.

EVERLY: You asleep?

She stared at the screen. No response. She chewed her bottom lip, then typed again.

EVERLY: Not that you ever sleep. Probably out doing one of your scary assassin sweeps.

Still nothing.

She tossed the phone aside with a huff, pulled the covers over her head, and groaned. Being shadowed by Ronan was frustrating enough. Being ignored by him was borderline infuriating.

Across the hall, Ronan sat in a black armchair facing the door to her room, a tablet in his lap displaying thermal sensor feeds and perimeter breach logs. His phone buzzed once, and he glanced at the screen. Her messages.

He didn’t reply.

Instead, he leaned back, eyes fixed on the screen. Watching. Waiting. Always alert.

Always too close.

And never close enough.



By morning, the tension between them had coiled tighter.

Their dynamic was growing more combustible by the hour. Every interaction was a spark. Every glance, a loaded silence. Everly wasn’t just annoyed by Ronan—she was drawn to him. That quiet control, that storm behind the stillness. It wasn’t just curiosity anymore. It was craving.

She walked into the kitchen wearing a silk robe and a smirk. “Good morning, sunshine.”

Ronan stood near the window, briefing two men in dark suits. When he saw her, he stopped mid-sentence.

“Am I interrupting?” she asked sweetly.

One of the men looked nervous. The other smirked.

Ronan’s voice cut through the space like a blade. “Go wait downstairs.”

The men nodded and disappeared quickly.

Everly raised an eyebrow. “Do I make your coworkers uncomfortable?”

“You make everyone uncomfortable.”

“Even you?”

He didn’t respond.

She stepped closer, deliberately closing the space between them. “I bet you hate this, don’t you? Having to follow someone like me around. All glitz and glitter and drama.”

“I don’t hate my work.”

“But you hate me.”

Ronan’s jaw ticked. “I don’t think about you enough to hate you.”

“Liar.”

That got a reaction. His eyes flashed with something she couldn’t name. He stepped closer, towering over her, heat radiating off his skin. She didn’t move.

“You want to make this harder than it already is?” he said quietly.

“I want to know what it takes to get a real reaction out of you.”

He stared at her for a long beat. Then said, “You won’t like it.”

Her heart slammed against her ribs. She took a shaky step back.

For the first time, Everly realized the danger wasn’t just outside her walls.

It was already in the room.



That night, another breach.

This time, the footage came from a street-level camera outside the studio compound. A figure in a hoodie, standing for thirty minutes in the alley behind the soundstage. No approach. No contact. Just watching.

Ronan didn’t tell her until the next morning.

“You should’ve woken me up,” she said, furious, pacing her bedroom. “You keep saying you need to control access and protocols and whatever, but you let me sleep through a potential stalker’s midnight hangout session?”

“I had a team on him,” Ronan said calmly. “He left. No attempt to enter the premises.”

“Still,” she said, her voice rising. “It’s my life we’re talking about.”

“And you were safe. That’s the point.”

She stopped pacing, turning to face him. “I don’t feel safe.”

Ronan stepped closer, his voice softer now. “I know.”

The admission caught her off guard.

He studied her, eyes more gentle than she’d ever seen them. “We’re increasing the surveillance grid. Adding facial rec software to all entries and exits. Doubling the staff. If they come closer again, we’ll know.”

She searched his face, wondering what it cost him to offer that softness.

“Why do you do this?” she asked suddenly.

He tilted his head. “Protect people?”

“No. This. The impossible jobs. The clients who push every boundary. Why not take the quiet ones? Why not walk away from all this?”

His eyes darkened. “Because the quiet ones still die. They just do it slower.”

She shivered. Not from fear. From the truth.

Ronan turned and walked away again.

She didn’t stop him this time.

But the space he left behind in her room felt less like distance.

And more like invitation.
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Chapter 3: The Hotel Suite Arrangement
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The black SUV pulled into the underground garage of the Conrad in Beverly Hills with all the smooth, unobtrusive efficiency Ronan demanded. It was past midnight, and the rain slicked the pavement like oil, the city lights reflected in glossy puddles. The tires hissed as the vehicle slowed to a stop beside the private elevator bank reserved for high-profile guests. Ronan stepped out first, his movements crisp, scanning the area with a glance that saw everything. He opened the back door without a word.

Everly emerged slowly, arms crossed, dressed in an oversized hoodie and dark sunglasses, though it was well past dark. Her hair was tied in a messy knot, and her mouth twisted with annoyance as she surveyed the garage.

“Is this necessary?” she muttered.

Ronan didn’t answer. He simply pressed the elevator call button, the low hum of the motor answering his silent command.

She sighed. “We left my apartment. We left my studio. And now we’re—what? Hiding in a luxury hotel with ten security checkpoints and no windows I can open?”

He turned to her. “There was a credible breach on the studio compound. This isn’t hiding. This is positioning.”

She rolled her eyes. “Is that a military term or just your way of saying ‘I’m the boss’?”

He didn’t blink. “Both.”

The elevator doors opened, and he gestured for her to step in first. She hesitated for a heartbeat before walking in, brushing past him just enough for their arms to graze. His reaction was immediate, visible only to someone watching for it. A tightening of the jaw. A breath held a second too long.

The elevator ascended in silence, broken only by the low beep of passing floors. Everly leaned against the mirrored wall, watching his reflection.

“You ever take a break, Ronan?”

“I’m on contract. Breaks aren’t part of it.”

She smirked. “So even robots get time off. Not you though?”

His reflection met hers. “I’m not a robot.”

She tilted her head. “Could’ve fooled me.”

The elevator dinged. The doors opened to a hallway as silent and pristine as a gallery. Two private suites sat at opposite ends. A single bellman waited with a cart of luggage and documents, including a heavy binder containing her new schedule, keycard access logs, biometric entries, and evacuation procedures.

Everly reached for the binder, but Ronan took it first, flipping it open, scanning.

She gave him a flat look. “You always read my itinerary before I do?”

“Yes.”

She let out a sarcastic laugh and started down the hallway toward her assigned suite. The bellman followed quickly, punching in the keycode and opening the door. She stepped into the space, stopping short just inside.

The room was beautiful. Opulent without being gaudy. Creams and golds, a wall of windows overlooking the Los Angeles skyline, a king-sized bed with intricate ironwork, a velvet sofa near a fireplace flickering with ambient light. The air smelled like lavender and luxury.

And yet it felt like a cell.

She turned back toward Ronan. “So where’s your room? Other side of the floor?”

He didn’t look up from the binder. “No. Adjacent.”

Her brows shot up. “Adjacent as in—what, next door?”

“As in connected. Through that.” He nodded toward a discreet door near the corner of the suite.

She stared at it. “You’re kidding.”

He closed the binder, handed it to the bellman, and dismissed him with a silent nod. Once they were alone, he stepped inside and walked past her, checking the windows, the door lock, the air vents, the cameras. Always moving, always working.

“I don’t need a babysitter on the other side of the wall,” she said as he crossed into her bathroom to check the interior security feed. “This is already suffocating.”

“You’re not being babysat. You’re being protected.”

“There’s a difference?”

He stepped back out and met her gaze. “One of them keeps you alive.”

She exhaled sharply and dropped her bag on the couch, frustration simmering under her skin. “I can’t even take a shower without knowing you’re five feet away, listening.”

“I won’t be listening.”

“Really? You’re not going to tap the pipes and measure my heart rate through water pressure or something?”

He almost smiled. Almost. “I trust the tech.”

She threw her hands up. “That makes one of us.”

He ignored the jab and turned toward the adjoining door. “You’ll have biometric access to lock this side from yours. I won’t enter unless there’s an emergency.”

She stared at him, arms crossed. “And what qualifies as an emergency, exactly? A weird text? A bump in the night? My mascara smudging?”

His voice dropped slightly. “Someone breaching your floor. A gunshot. A body on the security feed. Those are emergencies.”
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