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People know my name. Colt Hunter. When you need a job done—clean, fast, no questions asked—you call me. I don’t hesitate. I don’t second-guess. I take what I want, and I don’t lose sleep over it. That’s the man life made me. Cold. Calculated. Unshakable.

But for Mila Garcia, I’m about to be just Colt.

She wasn’t supposed to matter. Just another face, another person passing through a world I control. But there’s something about her—something I can’t ignore. She’s reckless, mouthy, and too damn fearless for her own good. She doesn’t bow. Doesn’t scare easy. And that makes her dangerous.

She doesn’t know it yet, but she’s already mine.

She can try to run, pretend she has a choice—but I don’t lose. And I never let go.
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COLT P.O.V.

A little girl’s giggles, like tinkling bells, drifted through the warm, sunny air, mixing with her mom’s softer, kinda breathy chuckles over by the hot dog stand.  A dude, totally engrossed in his newspaper, was parked on a nearby bench, catching some rays. Joggers, looking like a blur of spandex and sweat, zipped past, making a beeline for the big, green part of the park. Just another typical Tuesday in the city, looked like a picture postcard, seriously.

I zeroed in, just a tiny, little adjustment. Couldn’t mess this up, no way. The cash was practically in my pocket. No need for a snapshot, my memory was my freakin’ superpower, a crazy gift I was lucky enough to be born with. Photographic?  Nah, that didn't even begin to cover it. I could rewind moments in my mind like a movie, details way sharper than real life.  I locked onto my target, a black sedan easing into a parking space. Four guys climbed out, suits looking sharp, eyes even sharper.

“What’s the deal, Harry? Getting the jitters or something?” one of them said, drawling it out, showing off a smile that looked like a shark.

Another car, a twin to the first one, pulled in right behind. Two more guys got out, built like freakin’ tanks, probably all pumped up on steroids from the gym. I kinda groaned to myself.

“The best of the best, huh, Harry?” Another voice, full of amusement.

The club’s big, heavy oak door swung open and the target stepped out.  Bodyguards, all puffed up like pigeons, acting like they were protecting their boss from a mob of paparazzi, not a bullet. I let out a slow breath, closing my eyes for a quick sec. Harry, his briefcase gleaming in the sun, strolled right into my sights.  My finger tightened on the trigger, a gentle squeeze. The rifle made a quiet thump, a little noise that was barely noticeable over the sounds of the city. The bullet found its mark, hitting Harry right in the head. He dropped like a puppet with its strings cut, a messy pile on the clean sidewalk.  Everything went crazy. Cops everywhere, sirens wailing, a whole lotta flashing lights and yelling, everyone looking for someone who wasn't there. I leaned back against the cool brick of the building, rifle resting comfortably in my hand, a slow, satisfied smile spreading across my face. Perfect hit.  By the book. Time to disappear.

“Coin in my palm, from my creator, giving me life right now...” I started humming the tune, a weird little song that always popped into my head after a good hit.  I packed up my gear, quick, practiced moves I’d perfected over the years.

“Show me how to live...” A voice I knew, smooth as whiskey, cut through the air, stopping me in my tracks.  I felt the cold steel of a gun barrel against the back of my neck. “Nice tune, Colt,” the voice said, a chilling amusement in it.

Crap. This was messed up. Really messed up.

“Hey there, Mike,” I said, keeping my eyes shut, forcing a casual smile.

Mike with a gun to my head? What that meant: my bosses had decided they didn't need me anymore.  Game over.

“I dig you, Colt, always have.  But it’s strictly business, you understand.”

“Why you, Mike?  Couldn’t they have sent somebody else?” I slowly stood up straight, testing the situation, wanting to turn around, but the gun barrel pressed harder, a clear warning.

“On your knees, Colt. Please,” he said again, the ‘please’ sounding icy.

Stay calm.  Part of the job.  That's how things worked. I knelt down, no fight left in me. Didn’t think I’d be checking out at thirty, but as I closed my eyes, everything went black. Just like that.

Victoria’s fist squeezed tight, knuckles white, as she looked at her brother, all tangled up in tubes and wires, hooked up to some crazy machine.  She fought back the rising panic, the urge to just collapse right there on the cold floor.  Wouldn't be his way.  Straightening up, she backed out of the room, took a deep, steadying breath, and walked over to the doctor waiting outside.

“Doctor,” she held out her hand, her voice steady even though she was shaking inside, “I’m Victoria Hunter. Colt’s sister.”

“It’s good to meet you, Ms. Hunter,” he replied, his professional face firmly in place.

“How’s he doing?”

“We’ve got him sedated, keeping him stable.  Had to do two surgeries already.”

“The bullet... did it do a lot of damage?” she asked, the question burning in her throat.

“Too soon to tell for sure.  The next seventy-two hours are really important,” he said, his face serious as he looked back at Colt through the glass.  “He’s... incredibly lucky, you know.”

Victoria bit her lip, a nervous habit she’d never gotten rid of.

“Lucky?” she said, sounding like she didn't believe him.  “Someone shot him in the head.”

“Yes, but... whoever shot him, they were aiming to just knock him out, not kill him.  It was a precise shot, meant to incapacitate, not kill. ” He paused, a thoughtful frown on his face. “If you’ll excuse me, Ms. Hunter, I have other patients I need to see.”  He gave a quick nod and walked down the hallway.

Victoria went back to her brother’s room, her reflection looking back at her from the glass.  She leaned close, kissing his pale forehead.

“Come back to me, little brother,” she said softly, the words catching in her throat.

(...)

ONE YEAR LATER...

Victoria walked into Colt’s apartment, the place spotless, super clean.  Music blasted from the speakers, some crazy thrash metal that made her cringe.  She grabbed the remote, turned the volume way down, and went out to the balcony.  There he was. Colt, hanging off the railing like some kind of daredevil.  Holding on tight, muscles all tense as he did pull-ups, feet dangling over the city spread out below.

“Knock it off, that’s totally dangerous,” she said, her voice sharp with a sister’s worry.

He swung himself back onto the balcony, landed easily, spun around, sweat all over his skin, and gave her a mischievous grin.

“Morning, sis.”

She threw a towel at him, feeling irritated underneath.

“Be careful, Colt,” she snapped. “It wasn't that long ago you got shot and almost died, remember?”

She marched off towards the kitchen, Colt’s bare feet padding softly behind her.

“Nice shoes,” he said, looking at her stilettos, designer labels all over them.  They looked totally out of place with his sweatpants and bare chest.

“Stop. Just... freeze right there, okay?” She ordered, holding up a finger, stopping him in his tracks.  He poured himself some coffee, leaning against the counter, looked at the tray of pills on the table, his daily brain meds.

“You taking those?” she asked, watching as he tossed the empty water bottle towards the trash.

“Every single day,” he replied, catching the bottle in the air and putting it neatly on the tray.  “Vic,” he said, his voice softer, looking her right in the eye.

“Don’t call me that. You know I can’t stand it,” she shot back, the nickname a leftover from when they were kids.

“Little sister, I’m fine, really,” he said, pulling her into a quick, tight hug.  Even though she was three years younger, she’d always been the super protective one.  They’d grown apart for a bit, years lost in the blur of being adults and living separate lives, but that was all in the past.  He let her go, stepping back.

“I’m gonna pretend I didn’t notice you’re all sweaty and that you actually hugged me,” he said, wrinkling his nose like he was disgusted.  Colt just winked, a silent understanding passing between them.

“I’m taking a shower, happy now?”

COLT P.O.V.

Victoria stood on the balcony, looking amazing.  All sharp angles and cool calmness, a really beautiful woman. Mom would have been so proud if she could see her now.

“I’m clean.  Happy now?”  I lifted my arms, pretending to be innocent, a dripping wet, silly showman.

“Hilarious.  Here.” She handed me a thick paper envelope.  Standard stuff. This was my life these days, had been for the last few months – freelance hitman.  Funny thing? I was working outside the very agency where my sister was an agent.  But when they needed something done quick, no questions asked, no red tape, they called me.  Pay was crazy good, couldn't complain.

“Your next target,” she said, her voice short, professional.

“Cute.” I tossed the envelope onto the glass table, scratching absently at the scar on the back of my head, a phantom itch that had become a habit.

“Gotta go,” she said, turning to the door.  “I’ll be away for a week, at most.  If you need anything, call Nick.”

Nick.  Tech guy. My connection to the digital world, he got me anything I needed, from untraceable phones to ghost software.

“Okay. Where are they sending you this time?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” she replied, a playful smirk on her lips. She leaned in, kissed my cheek, and left.

She was the good thing in my messed-up life. Anyone who even looked at her the wrong way would have to deal with me.  I ripped open the envelope, a glossy photo inside.  Arthur Bancroft. Billionaire. Drug dealer.  And even worse, suspected of trafficking girls.  Scumbag. I held the photo over the balcony railing, flicked my lighter, watched it curl and burn to ashes in the wind.  Lucky for me, the headshot hadn't messed up my memory thing.  Still sharp as ever.  I dug through my closet, pulled out some decent clothes, and a slow smile spread across my face.  Time to get to work.

The Medley Hotel.  Fancy, five-star, the kind of place where rich guys like Arthur Bancroft felt comfortable doing their dirty deals. He was in town for some business thing, info courtesy of my sister.  Suite 213, eighth floor.  I strolled through the lobby, all fancy marble and quiet elegance, walked up to the front desk.  Brunette behind the counter, lips painted a grape color that looked delicious, gave me that practiced customer service smile.  But when a guy like me came up, the smile changed, like gears turning, calibrating, switching to “flirty smile” mode.

“Dude, you’ve totally got her hooked,” Nick’s voice crackled in my earpiece, amusement in every word.

“Good morning,” I gave the woman a charming smile.

“How do you do it, man? They all fall for you,” he asked from the digital world.

“Good morning, sir.  How can I help you?”  Her smile was practically a full-on flirt now.

“I’m here to see Mr. Arthur Bancroft. Suite 213,” I said, glancing at my watch like I was important.

“Just a moment, sir.  Let me see if he’s available.”

“Nice... um... neckline,” Nick murmured, sounding kinda creepy.

“Shut up,” I muttered through gritted teeth, keeping the smile plastered on my face.

“Mr. Bancroft isn’t in his room right now, sir.  But it says he’s at the hotel pool.”

“Thank you,” I said, my voice smooth, suave.  She blushed, a light pink spreading up her neck.

“Congrats, you’ve got another fan,” Nick chirped.

“Why do I even talk to you?” I said, feeling annoyed.

“Because you secretly love me,” he answered, dripping with sarcasm.

I stepped into the elevator. The pool was on the mezzanine level. The elevator doors opened and a few people shuffled in, crowding the small space. I stepped back, staying near the back.  Suddenly, the elevator jerked, a hard jolt that made everyone lose their balance. A sleek body bumped into mine, soft curves pressing against me. I looked down and saw wide, startled brown eyes, a face flushed with embarrassment. The elevator started moving again, but my mind was elsewhere.

“Sorry!” the girl stammered, her voice breathless, apologetic.  “I’m so clumsy, I’m really sorry.”

“It’s okay. Stuff happens,” I replied, my voice deeper than I meant it to be, a low rumble in my chest.

I caught another whiff of her perfume, a light, nice vanilla scent.  The elevator doors opened on the mezzanine floor.

She disappeared into the crowd before I could even really see her face.  I kept going, pushing the unexpected run-in out of my mind. Focus, Colt.  Focus.

I soon spotted the target. Arthur Bancroft, lying by the pool, a fat, sunburned slob in designer swimwear.

“He’s got two thugs watching him,” Nick reported, giving me a view from the hotel’s security cameras.

“You know me. Amateurs,” I muttered, pulling out my weapon, screwing on the silencer like it was second nature.  “Ready?” I asked the voice in my ear, the voice in my head.

“It’s showtime. My favorite part,” he answered, sounding thrilled.

Arthur Bancroft was sitting on the edge of the pool, totally clueless. I walked towards his bodyguards, silent, deadly. They saw me a second too late. Before they could do anything, before they could even grab their weapons, they were down. Two quiet thumps. One bodyguard fell onto the tiles, the other fell into the pool, a red stain spreading in the turquoise water.

“What the...” Arthur yelled, finally noticing the chaos around him.

“Run, fatty, run!” Nick taunted, sounding cruel.

Soaking wet, panic all over his face, the jerk tried to run.  I fired, one shot, hitting him right in the thigh. He fell with a yell of pain, landing on the wet tiles.

“You...” he spat, grabbing his bleeding leg.

I dragged him across the pool deck, ignoring his whimpering, and shoved him into a poolside chair.

“Who sent you?!” he gasped, pressing uselessly on the wound.

“The devil,” I replied, using Nick’s line, my voice flat, emotionless.

“Arthur, Arthur, Arthur,” I said, waving the gun around, tracing circles in the air.  “You’ve been a bad boy.”

“What do you want?!” he groaned, his face twisted in pain.

“I want names. Your buyers. Give them to me, and you might, just might, live.  Easy deal.”

The guy actually had the guts to give a weak, pathetic laugh.  “No way!”

“Okay then.” I shot him in the other leg, right next to the first wound. He screamed, a loud, animalistic sound.

“You crazy...!” he shrieked, yelling insults through the pain and fear.

“That’s gotta hurt,” Nick said, sounding almost bored.

“I’m not asking again, Arthur.  The list.  Or next time...” I lowered the gun, pointing it at his groin.

“Wait! Wait!” He finally broke, his tough act crumbling.

“I’m listening,” I said, leaning in close, playing the good cop.

“In my room... a USB drive... It’s all there.  Everything.”

“Perfect!” Nick sounded genuinely impressed.

“Now call an ambulance, you sick...” He snarled, still insulting me even as he begged for mercy.

I stood up, putting my weapon away.

“Uh oh,” I heard Nick’s voice change, a warning in it.

“You’re going on my list of people I hate,” Arthur whimpered.

I shot him right between the eyes. Clean.

“Great shot, partner!” Nick congratulated me, sounding excited again.

“Thanks.  Let the cleanup crew know.”

“Already done.  They’re on their way.”

“That’s why I like you, kid,” I told him, actually meaning it for once.
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MILA P.O.V.

“Mila? Yoo-hoo, Mila, hello? Anybody home?”

I jolted awake, Marie’s playful smirk slowly coming into view.

“Oh, uh, sorry,” I mumbled, feeling my cheeks turn bright red.

She kinda giggled.

“So, come on, dish. Whatcha dreaming about this time, huh?” She gave my shoulder a playful nudge.

I rolled up another fluffy white towel, adding it to the neat stack on the shelf.

“Take a guess,” I laughed. Her silly antics always managed to break up the boring routine of this hotel job.

“Hmm... let me give it a shot.  Thinking about that mysterious hottie in the elevator? The one with the rock-hard abs and totally ripped bod who caught you when you fell?” She bit her lip playfully, putting on a super exaggerated seductive pout.

“Oh, stop it!” I laughed again, giving her arm a light swat.

I felt so silly, obsessing over such a quick moment, a complete stranger in an elevator.  Seriously, what were the chances I’d ever run into him again?  The total embarrassment of my clumsy fall still burned in my cheeks, I hadn't even really seen his face.
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