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			Dedication
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			CHAPT​ER 
One

			​FIREWALL AND FLESH

			[image: ]

			SLOANE

			The first bullet missed Sloane Carter by inches, a warning shot, or perhaps a message from the shadowy figure she’d exposed last week in the cybersecurity audit.

			Someone wasn’t just angry. They were hunting her.

			The sound was sharper than a breach alarm, closer than a heartbeat glitching during a system hack.

			Her heels clacked against the pavement as she bolted down the polished steps of the Carter Tech building, pulse hammering in her ears.

			Security lights flared across the courtyard.

			Shouts.

			

			Scramble.

			Chaos.

			Then he was there.

			Sloane’s breath caught in her throat.

			Her pulse spiked, vision narrowing as instinct collided with disbelief.

			Time warped, stretching the moment into a long, crackling second as her body registered safety and threat all at once.

			A wall of muscle.

			Hard, silent, absolute.

			He slammed into her, taking her down with brutal efficiency just as another shot rang out.

			The force of his body was a freight train, hard muscle and raw urgency.

			Her back hit the pavement with a jarring thud, her skin scraping the concrete, the scent of motor oil and blood sharp in her nose.

			For a split second, the panic wasn’t just about bullets; it was a flashback to her sister’s funeral, the overwhelming scent of lilies cloying in the chapel, the crushing silence of finality, the weight of her father’s unreadable expression.

			That same helplessness clamped down on her chest now, echoing the last time she’d been pinned by forces beyond her control.

			They landed hard on the concrete behind a reinforced SUV.

			His body blanketed hers, the impact jarring the air from her lungs.

			“Stay down,” came the growled command by her ear.

			Cold. Controlled.

			She struggled under his weight, the scent of him dizzying.

			Gunmetal.

			Cedar.

			Danger.

			

			“Who the hell are you?!”

			“Your last line of defense,” he answered flatly.

			The barrel of his sidearm tracked the rooftops, eyes scanning every movement, every shadow.

			Sirens screamed in the distance.

			Before she could question further, he hauled her to her feet and shoved her inside the SUV.

			The doors locked with a mechanical hiss.

			Glass, bulletproof.

			The moment they were sealed inside, he turned to her with eyes like forged steel.

			“You’re under Wolfe Security protection now. Name’s Ronan Wolfe. Ex-SEAL. You’re on lockdown. Effective immediately.”

			Ten minutes later, she was still vibrating with adrenaline.

			They sped through the city, the SUV a black phantom against the night, driven by a silent driver with Wolfe in the passenger seat and her caged in the back like a high-profile witness.

			Sloane Carter was the daughter of Carter Tech billionaire Miles Carter.

			Even now, hearing her last name in Ronan’s mouth made her skin prickle.

			It reminded her of that awards gala at eighteen, when her father’s introduction had turned her into a brand, not a person,’Miles Carter’s daughter, the wunderkind.’

			No one had asked her name​.

			Just who she belonged to.

			It felt like being reduced to a legacy instead of a woman.

			The chill of the leather seat pressed against her back, a quiet reminder that her birthright had always come at the cost of warmth.

			Being a Carter meant building walls, never windows.

			

			And yet, she rarely felt like she belonged to that empire.

			Growing up under Miles’s command was less about affection and more about performance metrics.

			Success wasn’t celebrated; it was expected.

			Weakness? Unforgivable.

			Once, when she froze during a demo in front of the board, her father hadn’t spoken to her for two weeks.

			Not a word.

			Just that look, ice behind glass, told her she had to improve.

			Had to be more.

			She learned early how to code, conquer, and lead rooms filled with men twice her age.

			But she never learned how to cry without consequence.

			Never learned how to rest without guilt.

			Her father’s praise came in the form of budgets, headlines, and quarterly earnings.

			And lately, his protection came dressed in tactical black, with a jaw like cut steel and eyes that watched her every move.

			Wolfe wasn’t just here to guard her.

			He was her father’s control made flesh.

			Her breath caught.

			Because if Wolfe’s presence was just business, why did it feel so personal?

			But more importantly, she was the youngest lead systems architect to launch a global AI security protocol before age thirty, a feat overshadowed far too often by her last name.

			A tech prodigy, a coder genius, she wore both titles like armor, forged not from privilege but precision and relentlessness.

			It impressed some, intimidated others, and left her isolated more often than not.

			

			The higher she rose, the fewer people truly saw her, and the more they assumed she didn’t need to be seen.

			And right now?

			A target.

			“I didn’t authorize this,” she snapped, clutching the seat in front of her.

			“Your father did.”

			“You don’t work for me.”

			He glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “No, I work around you. Above the threat, above the chaos. There’s a difference.”

			Her jaw dropped. She bit back the first reply that came to mind.

			Arrogant. Overbearing. Alpha gorilla.

			Of course, her father would hire someone like this. The man was textbook intimidation: Ex-SEAL, short-cropped hair, a scar trailing down his neck like a warning. He radiated precision, control, the kind of calm that didn’t ask for obedience and demanded it.

			And she was already cracking.

			The car jerked slightly as it turned into the private garage.

			Sloane’s pulse jumped, a flicker of claustrophobia tightening in her chest.

			The thick silence, the sealed metal gates, everything about this moment pressed down on her like a lid snapping shut.

			She wasn’t just under protection.

			She was being contained, a sleek, steel-cased kind of prison wrapped in security protocols and stone-faced silence.

			It reminded her of the way her father used to close doors mid-argument: final, firm, and without her input.

			Like her voice didn’t matter.

			Like her will didn’t count.

			The air shifted from adrenaline to suffocating.

			

			Her breath snagged, shallow and unsure, like the oxygen had thickened with all the decisions she no longer controlled.

			“I’m not living in a panic room,” she warned.

			“You are now,” he said.

			The penthouse was pristine.

			Chrome and glass.

			Cold like the man who escorted her through it.

			“I don’t need babysitting,” she muttered, brushing past him toward the open kitchen.

			Ronan followed, silent and watching, his jaw clenched as she moved with careless defiance.

			She reminded him of someone he once lostreckless, brilliant, untouchable.

			And it rattled him more than he let show.

			She reached for a wine glass, not out of thirst, but defiance.

			Her nerves frayed; her pride bruised. This was about control.

			About proving to him, to herself, that she still had agency.

			Even if it was only in the shape of a stemmed crystal and the vintage within.

			“No alcohol.”

			Her fingers froze. “Excuse me?”

			“You’re under active threat. Everything you consume, wear, post, say; I vet it.”

			She turned slowly, the glass glinting in her hand like a challenge. “So, you’re a prison guard now?”

			“I’m the wall that keeps you alive.”

			He installed sensors, set cameras, and swept for bugs.

			Sloane trailed behind him at first in stunned silence, then pacing with rising irritation.

			

			Every click of his equipment felt like an erasure of her space, her rules.

			The penthouse had always been hers, a sleek sanctuary of order and solitude.

			Now it was a live command post, invaded, transformed.

			She hated how his presence felt permanent, like security had roots, eyes, and a body that breathed beside hers.

			Everywhere he moved, his body owned the space.

			Tactical.

			Silent.

			Commanding.

			It used to feel like hers alone, clean, untouched, a haven of logic and quiet.

			Now it felt claimed.

			Disrupted.

			Like every surface had been rewritten in his language of vigilance and power.

			And still she taunted him.

			Later that night, she slipped into the living room in nothing but a silk robe and attitude. Midnight-blue. Slit high.

			“Problem?” she purred, stretching like a cat, walking to the couch.

			Ronan didn’t even blink. He stood across the room, arms crossed, muscles taut under a black shirt. The stillness of him, so complete, so unshakable, sent a tremor down her spine. Sloane hated how it made her pulse kick, how the silence between them sharpened into tension she could taste.

			“Put something on.”

			She cocked her head. “Afraid of what you might see?”

			He stepped forward. One step. Two. Then stopped.

			“You don’t want to play this game with me, princess.”

			

			She was fire and fury, desperate for control in a world unraveling. He was ice and iron, built to protect.

			The tension between them cracked like a live wire.

			She sauntered closer, the robe gaping slightly.

			He didn’t move. Didn’t flinch. But the flicker in his eyes was undeniable.

			He wanted her.

			And that was the problem.

			“You don’t scare me,” she whispered.

			His voice was low. “Good. Because I’m not here to scare you. I’m here to own every threat that gets close to you.”

			“Including you?”

			For one breathless second, silence.

			Then his hand was in her hair, pulling her head back with firm control.

			Not brutal. Not soft. Just... certain.

			A sharp inhale caught in her throat, not from pain but from the delicious shock of surrender. Her scalp tingled where his fingers tightened, her breath stuttering as her body lit up in places she hadn’t known were waiting for him.

			“Careful, Sloane. You keep pushing, and I’ll push back.”

			Her heart thundered.

			“Show me.”

			He kissed her.

			Hard. Claiming. Hot.

			She gasped as his mouth devoured hers, as he backed her into the kitchen counter. His hands slid under the robe, gripping her thighs, lifting her onto the cool marble. The contrast made her moan.

			“You sure about this?” he murmured against her throat.

			“Yes.”

			

			He shoved the robe aside.

			She was bare, exposed, open to him.

			His mouth found her neck first, where her pulse raced beneath the skin.

			He lingered there, kissing a trail downward, heat building with every pass of his lips.

			He moved to her chest, letting his breath tease her already-sensitive skin, the graze of his stubble sending shivers through her.

			When he reached her inner thigh, she felt more than just his touch; she felt seen, claimed, cherished in a way that rattled her to the core.

			His touch was worshipful, a slow unraveling of every defense she’d ever built.

			Reverent in its pace, deliberate in its effect, he handled her like he knew exactly how much strength she pretended to wear.

			It unnerved her how gentleness from someone so dominant could shatter her walls faster than any force.

			She wasn’t used to being touched like that, like she was something rare, something worthy.

			It stirred something dangerous inside her.

			A forgotten feeling.

			Like being seen for the first time, not just as a CEO, or a Carter, or a target, but as a woman who deserved softness too.

			It scared her more than the danger outside.

			He devoured her like she was the first light after years in the dark.

			And just as she spiraled toward release, he stopped.

			She blinked down at him, breathless, aching.

			He looked up, smug and infuriating. “Not yet.”

			Ronan stepped back, straightened his shirt, and walked away like he hadn’t just upended her sense of control, left her nerves thrumming, and every inch of her skin aware of the space he no longer filled.

			

			“Are you kidding me?”

			“Sleep well, princess.”

			She cursed his name as he vanished into the shadows.

			She’d expected him to stay, to finish what he started. To lose control like she had.

			But instead, he’d walked away without looking back, leaving her breathless and burning.

			She hated how that twisted something deep inside her.

			Don’t you dare walk away from me.

			Every step he took away from her echoed like a dare.

			Her breath stuttered. Her fists clenched.

			Heat bloomed in her cheeks, not just from humiliation, but something darker, deeper.

			A craving she couldn’t justify.

			Her thighs pressed together. Instinct. Heat.

			Her pulse fluttered in betrayal, echoing a deep, restless tension she didn’t want to name.

			She hated that it felt like longing.

			I hated it more because it didn’t feel like enough.

			She wanted to chase him. To demand more. To surrender less.

			Her feet almost moved, just one step forward, just one second closer.

			Her fingers twitched at her sides, aching to grab his collar and pull him back.

			To rewrite the end, he dared to leave it unfinished.

			Slap him. Kiss him again.

			She was torn between rage, humiliation, and a deep, maddening ache she couldn’t shake.

			Why did his touch linger longer than his presence?

			Why did she crave the control she swore she’d never surrender?

			

			She wanted to hate him.

			Needed to.

			But her body had other plans.

			That was the truth in her bones, wanting him even when she shouldn’t.

			Even when every part of her pride screamed no, her pulse whispered yes.

			And for the first time in her life, she was completely undone.

			The next morning, she crept toward the kitchen, phone tucked in her hand, thumb poised to dial.

			Her bare feet made no sound against the tile, but her pulse pounded loud enough to betray her.

			Her hand trembled slightly, the screen wobbling in her grip.

			Every step felt like a risk she couldn’t name yet, like she was about to cross some unspoken line and lose something she hadn’t meant to give.

			But before she could press the screen, Ronan appeared in the doorway.

			Silent. Inevitable.

			He took the phone from her fingers and, without a word, shattered it against the marble counter.

			His jaw was tight, a muscle ticking beneath his cheekbone, like every ounce of control he held was pressed into silence.

			That restraint hit harder than the sound of the break.

			He didn’t move for a moment, just stood there, breathing slow and tight, as if it had taken everything in him not to say more.

			The swift, decisive gesture jolted her, sparking memories, her father yanking a tablet from her hand when she was thirteen, erasing her code with a single swipe.

			He’d told her control wasn’t earned; it was seized.

			That same fire ignited in her chest.

			

			A volatile mix of defiance and desire surged through her, rising like a tide she couldn’t hold back.

			The sound echoed through the kitchen like a gavel dropping in a courtroom, sharp, final.

			Sloane flinched.

			Heat surged into her chest, part indignation, part thrill.

			Her fingers twitched with the phantom buzz of lost autonomy.

			She wanted to scream.

			She wanted to obey.

			And that terrified her more than anything.

			“You run through me now,” he said, low and lethal.

			Her breath hitched.

			Not just from fear or defiance, but from the way his words echoed in her chest, deep and undeniable.

			Her fingers twitched, curling inward like her thoughts.

			A tightening sensation coiled around her ribs, making it hard to breathe.

			For a woman who had always written her own code, her own path, the realization was a shock: Ronan Wolfe had become the firewall around her life.

			And maybe, just maybe, she wasn’t ready to break free.

			And just like that, her world shifted again.

			Her breath came slower, shallower.

			The sunlit kitchen around her felt colder somehow, as if the room had registered the same truth she had just had, that nothing about her world was hers anymore.

			The faint hum of the refrigerator buzzed louder than it should have, filling the silence like static.

			Even the sunlight, pale and soft across the counter, felt like it belonged to someone else.

			What happens when even safety feels like surrender?

		


		
			​CHAPTER 
Two

			​THE WOLF’S COMMAND

			[image: ]

			RONAN

			The lock clicked into place.

			Not just the physical one bolted into the penthouse door, but the one in my chest. The kind that sealed away all impulse, all weakness, all want.

			Because Sloane Carter? She was danger wrapped in silk and defiance, the kind of woman who reminded me of every mission that had gone sideways, every teammate I couldn’t save, every line I swore I wouldn’t cross again.

			She wasn’t just a client.

			She was a trigger.

			

			A temptation.

			A reminder that beneath this suit and protocol, I was still human. Still capable of wanting.

			And that made her lethal.

			Just like that rainy night in Jakarta, when a hostage’s whispered plea cut through my tactical calm, raw, unexpected, human.

			The feel of her skin under my hands brought that memory back in a rush.

			Not fear. Not strategy.

			I hadn’t felt instinct, heat, and the dizzying loss of control since.

			And I’d already let myself get too close.

			I’d tasted her. Felt the tremble in her thighs when I had her perched on that counter, desperate, unraveling, no. Not unraveling. That word didn’t suit her.

			Sloane was forged. Tempered steel.

			And touching her was like brushing against live voltage.

			My jaw tightened with the memory, a bead of sweat slicking down the back of my neck.

			It took me back to that alley in Kabul, where one wrong step cost Rico his leg. One breath too fast, and I’d lit a tripwire.

			That current, the electric crackle of life or death, had never left me.

			Until her.

			Sloane’s touch didn’t scream danger in the traditional sense.

			It whispered.

			In the way she defied, in the way she dared.

			And just like that night overseas, I was wired, hyperaware, on edge, every nerve bracing for impact, ready to fall and not caring if I did.

			And still, I wanted more.

			She was barefoot now, padding across the hardwood, each step whispering against the floor like silk sliding over skin.

			

			The cool surface met the heat of her soles, sending a subtle shiver up her calves.

			I caught the faint scent of her, something like warm vanilla and defiance, and it clawed straight through my restraint in a tank and soft sleep shorts.

			Midnight light traced the edge of her thighs, the swell of her hips, the tension in her spine.

			She thought I couldn’t see her looking back.

			But I did.

			Always.

			I’d been watching her like this for weeks now, months, if I was honest with myself.

			Telling myself it was about perimeter security, about threat vectors and exits.

			But it wasn’t.

			It was her.

			The realization landed like a gut punch.

			I remembered the first time I saw her, really saw her, not as a client, not as a mission, but as a woman I couldn’t stop watching.

			It was during her pitch to the board, when she stood in a black dress and fire in her voice, shredding through corporate double-speak like it offended her personally.

			The air had gone electric.

			I’d felt it under my skin, like an old scar flaring in the rain.

			And now, it was back, stronger, sharper.

			A sensory overload that had me bracing for impact, I couldn’t avoid.

			The curve of her spine, the tilt of her head when she challenged me.

			The way she filled every room without trying.

			

			And God help me; I couldn’t look away.

			She flicked on the kitchen light, poured water, and ignored me like I hadn’t had my mouth on her hours ago. Like she hadn’t moaned my name.

			I leaned against the wall, arms folded. Silent. Watching.

			“You know you can’t just kiss someone like that and walk away.”

			Her voice was low. Dangerous.

			“I didn’t kiss you. I devoured you,” I replied. “That’s different.”

			She turned, spine straight. “And why stop? Cold feet, Wolfe? Or just another way to control me?”

			I crossed the room in three slow steps.

			“Because if I’d kept going,” I said, voice low, “you wouldn’t have walked straight for a week.”

			Her lips parted. Not in shock, but anticipation.

			And damn me, I wanted to make good on the threat. My imagination raced ahead of me, her back arching, lips parting, my name a broken sound in her throat. I could see it all before I touched her again. The slide of silk against her skin. The tremble in her voice. The look in her eyes when she realized I wasn’t going to be gentle; I was going to be real. The kind of real that stayed with you long after the touch was gone.

			But I was here to protect her. Not to break her.

			Except... she wanted to be broken. Just a little. Just enough to forget the weight she carried. To feel something real in a world built on pressure and perfection.

			She closed the distance.

			“Do it then,” she whispered. “Show me what happens when you stop being the wall and start being the man.”

			I kissed her.

			No hesitation. No strategy. I’d thought about it weeks ago, late one night while she was arguing with her father over encrypted protocols, her voice sharp, her spine straighter than her code. That fire had gutted me, made me imagine what it would feel like to be close enough to burn. Just raw, brutal need pulsing through me.

			She gasped, and I caught it with my mouth, swallowing the sound like it was oxygen. It hit me hard. This wasn’t just chemistry. It was a surrender. The kind that cracked through armor I’d welded shut for years. My hands spanned her waist, fingers dragging across skin like I was memorizing her. She was silk and heat, and when I lifted her onto the counter, it was with reverence and hunger both.

			Her hands fisted in my shirt.

			“Don’t stop this time,” she breathed.

			“Not planning to.”

			My mouth was on her again, starting at her throat, where her pulse beat wild and fast, as if her body had already surrendered before her lips had a chance to say yes.

			I paused there, breathing her in, letting the moment stretch as I tasted the soft curve of her neck.

			What was I doing? This wasn’t just physical; it couldn’t be. Not with the way she looked at me. Not with the way her fingers trembled in my hair, like she needed this as much as I did. Like she needed me to make her forget the world.

			I kissed lower, where her pulse thrummed like a war drum under my lips.

			I kissed lower, slower this time, letting my tongue taste the salt of her skin, tracing a lazy path across her collarbone before moving down.

			Her breath hitched with every inch, like my touch was tracing the edge of a live wire, each nerve lighting up under my mouth as if I were setting her to flame from the inside out.

			My pace was a promise, deliberate, torturous, unrelenting.

			Each press of my mouth earned a whimper, a gasp, a plea. And with each sound she gave me, something inside me fractured further, like her surrender was peeling back every layer of restraint I thought I still had.

			I didn’t rush. I savored.

			Because claiming her wasn’t about haste. It was about precision, the kind of precision drilled into me during black ops missions, when one wrong breath could blow a whole operation.

			She had no mission.

			But my body treated her like one.

			Every move calculated. Every touch deliberate. Not just to possess her, but to honor every fragile piece she didn’t know she was showing me.

			I glided lower, tracing the valley between her breasts, where her breath caught and her fingers curled tighter into my hair, a silent plea, a surrender I felt not just on my skin, but under it, somewhere raw and unguarded.

			I continued down, savoring each inch of heated skin.

			I pushed her shorts aside, my fingers finding the pulse point between her legs.

			She arched. Her breath caught.

			“Say my name.”

			“Ronan.”

			Again. She gasped it. Moaned it. Shouted it.

			She shattered in my arms.

			For a second, I couldn’t breathe. Not because of the heat, or the sound of her moan curling in my ear, but because I felt it too. The crack in my control. The way her body gave in like a wave collapsing onto shore, undeniable, and for the first time in years, I felt what it was to let go.

			To surrender to something not born of violence or protocol, but of trust.

			Of heat.

			

			Of her.

			Unstoppable.

			I wasn’t supposed to feel anything. But holding her like that, hearing my name on her lips, it felt like something inside me had shifted. And I didn’t know if I could ever shift it back.

			I held her through it, lips at her temple. Soft. Grounding.

			But it wasn’t over. Not yet.

			I carried her to the bedroom, her body pliant, breath ragged.

			And I showed her exactly what I meant when I said she’d feel me for days, not just in her body, but in every thought, every breath. Like the imprint of a storm, you never saw coming but couldn’t forget.

			And somewhere inside me, I knew, I’d never be clean of her again.

			SLOANE

			When I woke, the bed was empty.

			Sheets warm, body sore in all the right ways.

			A delicious ache bloomed beneath my skin, the kind that whispered of surrender and satisfaction. But beneath it, a flicker of unease curled tight in my chest.

			What did it mean that I’d let him in, even for one night? That I wanted more, even when I swore, I didn’t need anyone?

			The vulnerability unsettled me more than the memory thrilled me. Because the last time I let someone close, they shattered me.

			He’d left without a word.

			Typical.

			I slipped on his shirt, black, soft, and just loose enough to skim the tops of my thighs.

			The hem brushed against my skin like a whispered secret, warm from his body, smelling like cedar, fire, and something unmistakably male.

			

			It overwhelmed my senses, his scent in my nose, his heat still clinging to the fabric.

			I pressed my face to the collar for a breath longer than I should have, inhaling the trace of him like it could explain what last night meant.

			The cotton was worn in all the right ways, molded by the way he moved. It was a second skin that had become mine for the morning.

			Something about wearing it made me feel seen, claimed in a way that settled beneath my skin, like the shirt wasn’t just his, but ours now.

			My legs were jelly, my heart even worse.

			He hadn’t just touched me.

			He’d branded me.

			And if he disappeared now, I didn’t know if I’d survive the burn he’d leave behind.

			Because wanting him felt like standing too close to something I couldn’t keep, and not caring if I got scorched.

			Every part of my body hummed like it had been rewritten with his name.

			But when I walked into the living room, he was there.

			On the floor.

			Lifting weights. Shirtless. Sweat was trailing down his spine.

			I stood frozen, pulse stuttering.

			“Morning,” he said without looking up.

			“You left.”

			“Security sweep.”

			“And not...”

			He looked up then, slowly, deliberately, like he was trying to read between the lines of everything I hadn’t said aloud.

			I wondered if he saw the cracks I tried so hard to seal.

			

			Did he know how terrified I was that this wasn’t just about lust? That I’d handed over more than my body last night? That maybe, just maybe, I wanted him to stay.

			The weight of whatever he’d seen in me during the night hadn’t quite settled yet.

			It reminded me of when I was eight, hiding under my father’s desk as he took a call that ended with someone fired and a contract shredded.

			I’d held my breath, pretending I wasn’t there, hoping to stay invisible.

			The same feeling wrapped around me now, tight and pressing.

			Like I’d let someone see too much.

			My fingers twitched at my sides, a tell I couldn’t control.

			My breath caught, shallow and sharp, and my shoulders tensed like I was bracing for an impact I couldn’t see coming.

			I looked away, jaw tight, trying to mask the storm clawing through my chest.

			Was he already regretting it?

			Or was he feeling what I was, something too big, fast, and dangerous to name?

			And it hovered between us now, unspoken, but felt like a shift in gravity.

			And those eyes; God, those eyes, raked over me in his shirt, bare legs, sleep-tousled hair.

			“Don’t finish that sentence unless you want me to take you on this floor.”

			My knees nearly gave out.

			We didn’t talk about what happened. Not in words.

			But that night, when I found a handwritten note on my pillow.

			“I’m not your captor. I’m your firewall. Sleep easy.”

			I realized I was already in deeper than I’d ever meant to go.

			

			And I didn’t want out. Not even a little.

			But as I stood there, the image of my sister’s funeral flickered behind my eyelids, lilies too white, silence too loud.

			I remembered the press of my father’s hand at the small of my back, steady and cold, as he guided me past cameras and mourners.

			The way I’d worn grief like armor, swearing never to let anyone that close again.

			Until now.

			Until him.

			And that scared me, because things that feel this good never last.

			Not in my world.

			Not with secrets still buried and danger circling like smoke.

			Because I’d seen how fast things burn when you let your guard down.

			And somewhere out there, the next fire was already lit, waiting.

			Jax’s smirk haunted the corners of my memory.

			Or maybe it was my father, always three steps ahead, always ready to sacrifice the queen to protect his crown, for the right spark to catch.

			Waiting for me to forget that danger never really leaves.

			It just waits.

		


		
			​CHAPTER 
Three

			​FIRST BLOOD, FIRST KISS

			[image: ]

			SLOANE

			I woke with the kind of ache that had nothing to do with soreness and everything to do with confusion.

			The sun slanted across the penthouse floor in sharp lines, light that filtered through the same window Ronan had pressed me against hours ago, his breath hot against my skin, his voice a growl in the dark. Now, that light looked sterile instead of warm like truth exposed under a microscope.

			I was still in his shirt.

			Still barefoot.

			Still trembling in places I hadn’t known could tremble.

			And Ronan Wolfe, the gruff, hard-bodied, ex-SEAL turned billionaire bodyguard, whose net worth had once flashed across a Forbes ticker while I was coding a patch for a Carter Tech vulnerability, that was the moment I realized my father hadn’t just hired protection, he’d handed me over to a man with the power to own the building we were standing in. A man who’d touched me like I was a prayer he’d stopped believing in.

			He was nowhere to be found.

			Again.

			The sheets were cool beside me. The coffee machine wasn’t humming. No sound of the treadmill he usually punished every morning before sunrise. Just silence. Sterile. Clinical.

			I hated how empty it felt.

			The problem with last night wasn’t that we had sex. It was that I’d let someone get past every firewall I’d ever built, emotional, physical, and psychological, and I wasn’t sure if I could survive that kind of exposure again. I’d spent years training myself not to need anyone, to code around pain, to encrypt my heart so deeply no one could ever hack it open. But Ronan didn’t need a password; he bypassed every layer like a ghost through a firewall, navigating my emotional encryption as if he’d written the code himself. Where others tripped security protocols, he slipped through unnoticed, triggering access logs I didn’t know existed. He just looked at me, touched me, and everything I’d buried rose like smoke through cracks I couldn’t patch. Vulnerability wasn’t just inconvenient. It was lethal.

			It was that we didn’t just have sex.

			He’d seen me.

			I’d let him.

			And now he was gone.

			The burn of his mouth still ghosted over my skin. The places where his fingers had claimed me still felt red-hot and sacred. He’d kissed me like I was the only thing that could make him breathe again.

			And then he left.

			

			Typical. Just like my mother, just like every man who ever praised my brilliance but couldn’t stand in its shadow. Leaving wasn’t just familiar, it was expected.

			I padded out into the living room, half hoping he’d be there, maybe doing recon or installing another one of those cameras he didn’t tell me about until after the fact.

			But instead, I found the man I hadn’t expected to see until my worst nightmares came true.

			Jax.

			Sitting on my white leather couch like he belonged there. Like we hadn’t ended with betrayal and a blackmail video.

			“Hello, princess,” he drawled, his smirk oily. “Miss me?”

			I didn’t scream.

			Didn’t move.

			Didn’t even breathe.

			Because that would be what he wanted. A reaction. An emotional glitch he could exploit.

			“How did you get in here?”

			He looked around, fingers laced together like he owned the skyline behind him. “Funny thing about code, Sloane. It always has a backdoor. Even yours.”

			My spine stiffened.

			Ronan’s shirt clung to me like armor that suddenly didn’t feel strong enough.

			I should have listened when he told me to lock everything. I should have believed him when he said the threat wasn’t outside but already inside.

			Jax rose. Slowly. Deliberately. My heartbeat pounded in my ears, a sharp, erratic rhythm that drowned out everything else. I tasted metal, fear, maybe, or memory. For a split second, I wasn’t standing in my penthouse. I was thirteen again, watching paramedics wheel my sister’s lifeless body through our foyer, helpless. Frozen. That same helplessness clawed up my throat now, thick and choking. I forced myself not to flinch.

			His movements were too casual. Too confident.

			And I knew that look. I’d seen it the day he presented my algorithm to the Carter Tech board as his own. The same smile. The same smirk. The same disgusting confidence that said he’d never face consequences.

			Until now.

			“Ronan,” I said, barely above a whisper.

			Jax laughed. “Oh, he’s not here right now. But don’t worry. I left him a little surprise.”

			I moved. Fast.

			Bolted for the hallway.

			Jax was faster. I gasped as he closed the distance in two long strides, the slap of his shoes echoing behind me like gunfire. My breath hitched, throat tightening with panic. The floor blurred beneath my feet, and my ankle wobbled as I skidded into the corner, catching myself on the wall just before he grabbed me.

			My heart stuttered, a cold thread of panic unraveling through my chest. What if Ronan didn’t make it back in time? What if Jax was here to finish what he started, to ruin me, not just professionally but personally? The thought struck like a whip: I wasn’t just afraid of being hurt. I was afraid of being powerless again, just like I was the day my sister died. And I couldn’t live through that twice.

			He grabbed my arm, yanked me back.

			I didn’t scream.

			I punched.

			Fist to his jaw.

			My training with Ronan hadn’t just been cardio and drills; it had been personal. Precise.

			He stumbled. Just enough.

			

			I sprinted into the panic room.

			Slammed the door.

			Locked it.

			My hands trembled as I hit the silent alarm.

			Then I turned to the camera feed.

			Jax was back on the couch.

			Grinning.

			Like he knew something I didn’t.

			And then

			The front door blew open.

			A black figure stepped inside.

			Ronan.

			Not just a name. A stormfront in human form. He looked carved from shadow and steel, moving with the fluid grace of someone trained to end threats without hesitation. In the haze of panic and adrenaline, he was the only thing in focus, his frame wide, presence absolute, the air around him bending like it recognized its alpha. My pulse spiked, not just from fear, but something more primitive. Awe. Heat. Relief. It was like waking from a nightmare into the arms of the one person who knew how to fight monsters and wasn’t afraid to become one if it meant saving me.

			Every muscle in my body coiled, instinct overriding thought. I scanned the room in a millisecond, door breached, threat on target, Sloane out of view. I moved fast and clean, like I’d trained a hundred times before. But this wasn’t some classified op in Kandahar or a cartel extraction in Bogotá. This was personal. This was Sloane. And the second I saw her name on that panic room monitor, my pulse went feral.

			I’d faced armed insurgents with less rage.

			My boots barely touched the marble before I was on him.

			He moved like a storm. Silent. Controlled. Lethal.

			

			One second, he was standing.

			His jaw was clenched, eyes locked on Jax, and for a heartbeat, I saw not just a bodyguard, but a man on the edge of something primal. Awe surged through me, tangled with fear. He looked like vengeance made flesh, a force of nature unleashed for me, because of me. That realization made my breath hitch in a way danger never had. His gaze was so focused it didn’t seem human. Yet there was something behind it, too, a flicker of fear that mirrored mine. A flicker of panic barely restrained. Like in that moment, Ronan wasn’t just fighting a threat; he was fighting the thought of losing me. And somehow, knowing he feared that as deeply as I did made my knees go weak. It wasn’t just protection anymore. It was possession. It was a promise.

			In the next instant, Jax was on the floor.

			Blood.

			Cuffs.

			A roar that wasn’t quite human ripped from Ronan’s throat as he slammed Jax against the marble wall.

			“Touch her again, and I’ll make sure no one finds the body.”

			Jax coughed. Smiled. “You already did. You just don’t know it yet.”

			RONAN

			I didn’t kill him.
But it was close.

			The second I saw Sloane’s bare feet vanish into the panic room on the monitor, something inside me cracked wide open. Every ounce of control I’d built over years of discipline and detachment, gone.

			And I let it go.

			Because that woman wasn’t just a mission anymore, she was the boundary I swore never to cross, and I didn’t care that I already had.

			All my protocols and every line drawn in blood after Prague didn’t matter the second I saw her run.

			I wasn’t supposed to burn. I was supposed to protect.

			

			But with Sloane, every instinct I’d buried screamed one thing: I couldn’t let her face that hell alone.

			And maybe that truth scared me more than anything I ever saw in combat.

			She was mine.

			Not in the brutal, possessive way men like me usually mean.

			Mine, like a part of me I thought had died years ago.

			The part that still remembered how to hope.

			She opened the panic room door after the authorities arrived. Her hand hovered over the release panel too long, like her body was still trapped in the moment, even after the threat was gone.

			But when she saw me waiting, eyes locked on hers, the ground didn’t feel like it was falling out from under her anymore.

			She wasn’t falling. She was flying back to me.

			She didn’t speak.

			Just stared at me with eyes wide and wild and afraid, not of Jax, not of death.

			But of what she felt for me.

			What I felt for her.

			I reached for her.

			She let me.

			And when I held her that night, it wasn’t about protection.

			It was about the fact that we’d already gone too far to turn back.

			SLOANE

			That night, I kissed Ronan like I’d never get the chance again.

			Because part of me still believed I wouldn’t.

			His hands were gentle, reverent, nothing like the urgent grip from the night before. This time, they lingered, explored, and worshipped. His touch wasn’t about claiming; it was about memorizing. The calluses on his fingers skimmed my skin like he was learning the language of me all over again, slower now, deeper. The difference made me ache in a whole new way. It was the opposite of everything they’d been the night before, and somehow even more dangerous.

			He touched me like I was breakable.

			And I hated it.

			Because I wanted to be destroyed.

			By him.

			By the man who knew how to take me apart in silence and put me back together in the dark.

			But instead of taking me to bed, he led me to the kitchen.

			Placed me on the counter.

			And knelt.

			There was a beat of silence, thick with anticipation, with all the unsaid things neither of us dared voice. My heart thudded so hard it felt like it might bruise my ribs. And then

			His mouth claimed me.

			Slow. Worshipful. The warmth of his tongue slid over my skin like silk heated in candlelight, every brush setting off a cascade of tingles that pooled low in my belly. The texture of his stubble scraped gently against my thighs, just enough friction to make me whimper. I could taste my own breath catching on the back of my tongue, feel my hands threading through his hair, anchoring myself to the man who unraveled me without a single word. It wasn’t just pleasure, it was reverence. A kind of intimate precision that left me dizzy, teetering on the edge of something vast and unnamable.

			He didn’t speak.

			He didn’t have to.

			His tongue told me everything.

			That I was more than a client.

			More than an assignment.

			

			I was the only mission that mattered.

			And when I came undone for him, it wasn’t just about release but about surrender. I’d built an empire on control, precision, and logic. In code, in business, in life. And yet here I was, unraveling under the pressure of his mouth and hands, yielding not just my body but the armor I wore every day. Coming undone meant trusting him with the chaos inside me. And that terrified me more than any threat outside these walls. I trembled, clutching his hair, whispering his name like it was the only word I remembered. And in that moment, I knew.

			I was falling in love with Ronan Wolfe. The realization hit not like a sweet surrender, but like a jolt, raw, sharp, and completely consuming. My breath caught as if my body knew before my mind did. My fingers still clutched his shoulders, nails biting into skin I didn’t want to let go of. My chest tightened, not with fear, but with the weight of knowing I was already his, claimed in a way that had nothing to do with possession and everything to do with trust. Being his meant I couldn’t go back to being just Sloane Carter, the ice-veined coder and legacy CEO. It meant letting someone in past every firewall I’d spent a lifetime building. It meant risking everything, my name, company, control, for a man who made me feel more alive than anything else ever had, even if I hadn’t admitted it out loud. I tried to push the thought away, rationalize it, explain it, but all I could feel was the press of his mouth, the tremble in his hands, the way his gaze saw me like no one ever had. And in that seeing, I was already undone.

			God help me, I already had.

			The quiet after was a cocoon, our breaths the only sound, the city hushed beyond the penthouse glass. Ronan didn’t pull away. He stayed nestled between my thighs; his forehead pressed to my stomach like he was holding on to the only steady thing in his world. I ran my fingers through his hair, not to soothe him, but to remind myself he was here, that I wasn’t alone in this. That someone fierce and broken had chosen to kneel for me, to hold me when I came apart.

			Eventually, he looked up, his eyes darker than the night skyline behind him.

			

			“You scare the hell out of me, Sloane.”

			“Because I’m reckless?”

			He shook his head slowly.

			“Because I want everything with you. And I’ve never wanted anything permanent. Until now.”

			The words lodged in my throat, unfamiliar and too big to swallow. A version of me, the strategic, guarded CEO, might’ve pulled back. Might’ve changed the subject, hidden behind sarcasm or control. But that version had cracked.

			I leaned forward, cupping his face.

			“Then stay.”

			His exhale was rough.

			“I already have.”

			And when he stood and swept me into his arms, carrying me to bed like I weighed nothing, like I was everything; I let him. I buried my face in his neck, felt the pulse that ran just beneath his skin, and knew something inside me had shifted permanently.

			Whatever storm was still coming... we’d face it together.

		


		
			​CHAPTER 
Four

			​CONTAINMENT BREACH
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			RONAN

			I knew something was wrong the second I saw the perimeter light flicker on the exterior feed. A faint hum buzzed in the air, like electricity bracing for impact, and the hairs on the back of my neck rose before my mind caught up. The atmosphere shifted, charged, expectant, the kind of quiet that only exists right before everything breaks. This wasn’t just a system glitch or a shadow. This was a breach.

			Instinct moved faster than thought.

			I slid the Glock from under the nightstand, scanned the room, and crossed the penthouse in six steps flat. Sloane was still asleep, curled on her side, the hem of my black T-shirt hugging her thighs. She looked peaceful. Too peaceful, like the breath before a glitch in the system, the pause before another bullet tears through the air.

			

			That same silence crept in, colder, sharper, humming with threat just beyond the edge of breath. Like danger was just outside the frame again. Closer this time. Stillness that hummed with incoming chaos, like a countdown ticking just beneath the surface of serenity.

			I didn’t wake her.

			Not yet.

			Instead, I activated the emergency lockdown sequence. Steel panels slid into place over the windows. The air hissed as the reinforced door sealed shut. Panic room engaged. For a flash, I saw another lockdown, Kandahar, night op gone sideways. Same hiss of steel. Same knot in my gut. Back then, the walls kept a civilian girl breathing. Tonight, it was Sloane. Different battlefield. Same stakes.

			I turned back to her. She looked so still, so untouched by the chaos I’d just sealed outside. And for a breath, I hated the world for daring to threaten this moment, this woman. The contrast between the threat outside and her softness was enough to punch the air from my lungs. I hadn’t realized until right then how much of my calm had started to tether to her heartbeat.

			She stirred, sensing the shift. “Ronan?”

			I moved fast, crouching beside the bed. “Stay here. Don’t move. Eyes on me.”

			The moment her gaze met mine, everything else stilled, like the air dropped out of the room, sound vanished, and my pulse roared in my ears like distant thunder closing in. I didn’t have time to explain what I saw. Didn’t have time to tell her I would tear the world in half before letting anyone hurt her.

			I handed her the second sidearm, safety on. Her eyes flicked up to mine, wary, steady, something raw flickering in their depths. A flash of memory rippled through her features, like she was back on the range with me, sweat at her brow and fire in her spine. For a beat, she didn’t move. Then she took it, fingers tightening like she was choosing trust, and me. She wrapped her fingers around the grip with steady precision, her movements clean and decisive, reflex sharpened by training, anchored in trust. And for a split second, I remembered the night I trained her how to use it, her stubborn glare under the fluorescent range lights, and her hands trembled until they didn’t. That moment had changed something between us. She never looked at me the same way after.

			“If I don’t come back in two minutes, activate the second fail-safe.”

			She blinked. “What”

			I leaned in, kissed her forehead. “Two minutes.”

			And then I was gone.

			SLOANE

			The silence after he left was deafening.

			I sat up slowly, the sidearm in my lap like a hot coal, burning into my skin with its weight. Every breath I took felt thinner, stretched tight with dread.

			Two minutes.

			That was the number he gave me.

			And the longest damn countdown of my life.

			I moved toward the closet, toward the secondary panic panel hidden behind the false shelving, the same one Ronan had shown me during the first week of lockdown, his voice clipped and unreadable as he drilled me on escape protocols like my life depended on it, because it did. My fingers trembled over the biometric pad. For a flash, I was back in the training room with Ronan, his voice low, steady, guiding my shaking hand over a cold steel trigger. “You don’t wait for permission,” he’d said. “You take it.” That memory, buried under layers of defiance and distance, surfaced now like a lifeline. It steadied me, barely. The sensation of lilies, too sweet and strong, filled my nose for a moment. My sister’s funeral. My father’s cold grip on my shoulder. The same helplessness, sharp and sudden, now clutched at my chest like a vice. It blinked red once, then green.

			Locked.

			I exhaled, just barely.

			

			That was when the lights died.

			Complete blackout.

			I froze; breath caught in my throat.

			And then the emergency lights flickered on. Dim. Blood-red.

			Like the building itself had started bleeding, and maybe I was too, inside, the fear cracking through my ribs in quiet rivulets, just as red and just as unstoppable.

			RONAN

			Two hostiles.

			Not Jax.

			These were pros: body armor tight against their frames, tactical gloves, and visors that glinted with embedded HUD tech. Their movements were coordinated, disciplined. The kind of men who didn’t improvise, they executed. Fast, clean, precise.

			I dropped the first at the hallway entrance with a clean shot to the shoulder. Not fatal, but enough to disable. The second tried to circle the kitchen, a dumb move. I grabbed him by the throat, slammed him into the marble counter, and pressed my forearm to his windpipe.

			“Who sent you?”

			He coughed, spat blood, and muttered, “The one she trusts.”

			I squeezed harder. “Name.”

			He passed out before I got it. I stood there for a beat longer than necessary, jaw clenched so hard it ached. My fingers twitched against the weight of restraint. I wanted to drag him back to consciousness and get the name. But control was the difference between soldiers and savages. And I hadn’t come this far to forget which one I was.

			But I knew.

			This wasn’t Jax.

			This was her father.

			

			SLOANE

			I bolted from the room the second I heard the all-clear buzz. The hallway was littered with bodies, alive, restrained, and bleeding.

			The camera in my mind panned through the hallway in slow motion. Bodies slumped against walls, zip-ties biting into wrists, red smears trailing like breadcrumbs of violence. And at the center of it all, framed by chaos and flickering emergency lights, stood Ronan. Still as a statue. Blood-streaked. Breathing hard. A sentinel who didn’t need to speak to own every inch of the room. He wasn’t just in the middle of it; he was the storm’s eye, the one place where everything else stilled. Around him, the chaos seemed to bow, held in check by the force of his presence, commanding, immovable, and utterly unshaken.

			Calm. Deadly.

			And covered in blood.

			He turned toward me slowly, breathing hard, a thin line of blood trailing from his temple, and his left hand trembling just enough to betray the toll.

			“I told you to stay in the room.”

			“You didn’t come back.”

			He crossed the space between us in three strides, grabbed my face with both hands, and kissed me. Relief surged through me like a drug, numbing the edges of my fear. My knees wobbled, breath catching in my throat, and a quiet shiver danced down my spine like my body was trying to believe safety could feel this good. Then the numbness gave way to something electric, alive, fierce, and undeniable. Hard. Like a man reminding himself, I was real.

			“Your father sent them.”

			I didn’t flinch.

			Because I already knew.

			“He doesn’t want me safe,” I said. “He wants me silent.”

			

			RONAN

			I carried her to the shower. Her arms wrapped around my shoulders without hesitation, her breath shallow but steady, and something in her eyes, wild, glassy, needing, made the urgency in my chest twist into something deeper. Not just desire. Not just fear. But that raw, silent plea for connection. For something that felt like home amid the chaos. My arms ached from more than the fight. I was carrying the weight of needing her, and I hated how badly I needed the anchor of her skin against mine to remind me I was still standing, that I hadn’t lost her. That I wasn’t slipping into the man I used to be.

			Not because she needed it.

			Because I did.

			I needed to feel her under hot water, breathing, alive, trembling not from fear but from need.

			We stripped in silence, but it wasn’t just about desire; it was a ceremony, a shedding of armor neither of us wore lightly. Every piece that fell to the floor felt like surrender, not just to the heat, but to something terrifyingly real between us.

			Steam filled the glass enclosure, curling along the glass like silk unraveling. The heat stung our skin in waves, sinking into muscle and memory until sensation blurred with longing. The heat licked across our skin, clinging to every line and hollow, fogging the world outside until only we remained, blurred, breathless, and burning.

			The second the water hit her back, she melted.

			I pinned her to the tile wall, mouth on hers, hands in her hair.

			“This ends now,” I said.

			“What does?”

			“You’re running from what this is.”

			She didn’t answer with words.

			She answered with her mouth.

			We kissed like it was the only truth left.

			

			Like the storm outside didn’t matter.

			Like we could rewrite the rules in steam and skin.

			I lifted her leg around my hip, her nails dragging down my back. Her gasp was all the permission I needed.

			There was no teasing this time. No slow burn. None of the sharp-edged flirtation or tense standoffs that had defined every step of our collision so far, just the raw aftermath of a night that had finally broken us open.

			Just fire.

			I entered her in one smooth thrust, her cry echoing against the tile.

			She clung to me like I was the only thing holding her together, like the code in a critical system, the last string before total collapse. The same way she gripped me that night in the kitchen, when need overrode fear and surrender became survival.

			I moved with slow precision at first, letting her adjust around me, savoring the heat of her and the way she opened for me without hesitation. She arched under my touch, her fingers skimming my spine, breath catching every time I thrust deeper.

			“More,” she whispered.

			I gave her more.

			We found a rhythm that was all heat, hunger, and something deeper I couldn’t name. I kissed her jaw, her throat, the hollow beneath her collarbone. She trembled with every pass of my mouth, and I realized I wasn’t just claiming her body, I was anchoring myself to the only calm I’d felt in years.
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