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“There is no trap so deadly as the trap you set for yourself.”

― Raymond Chandler, Long Goodbye
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The Ex-Assassin

Eli

Before Erin

––––––––
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HEART RACING, I CRAWLED across the grassy canopy under the shroud of night. My target was close, hidden in the confines of the metal bunker, yet almost within my reach. All I needed to do was take out the pitiful line of security surrounding him and put a bullet in his brain.

So far, so normal.

Eliminating so-called enemies of the state was what I did, what I’d been trained to do, and my target was only the latest operation in a long line of nebulous objectives I’d been taught not to care about or consider. 

Just another mission.

Nothing special.

But closing the distance on my belly, it was different. 

Everything was different.

How? My brow furrowed at the intervening query, reminding me that the bunker was no longer in front of me, the memory playing out only in my mind. How was it different?

The air that night had been heavier somehow, as though the nature around me could sense the alteration and was tacit in its complicity, the oppressive atmosphere pushing me down into the dirt, but I never noticed it in real time. Only hindsight and months of overthinking had revealed those changes. Only standing there in front of my superiors had compelled the clarity.

At the time, I’d been on autopilot. I’d been trained not to think. The state didn’t want critical thinkers amongst their ranks. It wanted obedience. Closing my eyes, I returned to that darkness, capturing its lucidity with ease until the scent of the dank air caught in the back of my throat.

I’d been crawling toward the bunker as planned, but then something happened, something that sent me into a panicked spiral and propelled my face into the mud.

What was it? I struggled to recall. A sound, maybe? 

Straining my mind to recollect, I vaguely remembered an unexpected noise that had left me reeling. Anxiety tightened in my stomach at the memory. I’d heard something—someone—interfering in the mission and drawing my target’s attention to my presence, but despite my senior officers blaming that sound on me, I hadn’t been the cause.

Things had unraveled fast after that, and in the haze of recriminations, I hadn’t identified the culprit—or culprits—who’d intervened to the top brass. My boss, Hawkins, had told me it was my error, dismissing my blurry recollections as shock and guilt, and, well-trained little pet that I’d become, I’d been ready to believe it was my failure.

I must have made the noise. It was an incredible error for someone so experienced, yet the fault must have been mine.

––––––––
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“COMMANDER ROSEN.”

My head lifted at the sound of my name, and all at once, the freezing dirt was gone, replaced by the dull, pale interior of the civil service boardroom. 

“Yes, sir.” Chin rising, I stood straighter to attention, my gaze drilling past the tedious man who was technically my superior.

The memory of that night had been so real I’d almost believed I was there, but the monotonous suspense of the gray room brought me crashing back to reality.

“The panel has met to consider your conduct during Operation White Out.” 

White Out. 

I fought the urge to snigger at the preposterous name. As I recalled, there had been nothing white about that night at all. They should have called it Operation Mud Everywhere.

“The committee found that, on the evening of March 2nd, 2016, Commander Rosen was culpable for the outcome of the failed mission.”

Culpable.

The word burned into my psyche, muting the ashen man’s moaning monologue until I couldn’t focus on anything else. 

I was accountable. It was my fault.

“... prior infringements on his record forbade a return to active service...”

Tuning in just long enough to get the gist, my stomach sank. If I wasn’t authorized to return to active service, then why was I even there? They could have sent me an email to tell me it was over. That would have been kinder, but then, the security services had never been known for kindness.

––––––––
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“THERE!” THE HOLLER came from the other side of the bunker, my eyes squeezing closed as the enormous searchlight held me in its sights. “I see him!”

Running on adrenaline, I was on my feet in seconds, weapon locked and loaded, aiming at the unknown adversary. 

The next few moments were murky in my memory, but I remembered the screech of gunfire, though whether it came from my gun or his, I couldn’t say for sure. The volley lit the black like trails of fireflies, fleeting and ferocious. In those protracted seconds, my dread nearly overcame all those years of drills I’d been forced to endure, but somehow, I kept it together, taking out at least three foes before the searing pain of the gunshot wound scorched my skin.

The guttural screech that left my lips filled my ears, but I stumbled on in spite of the hurt. All I knew as I ran toward my fate was that I’d made a huge mistake and we were all going to pay for it.

––––––––
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“DO YOU HAVE ANYTHING you’d like to say for the record, Commander?” The tiny man peered over his spectacles at me, his stare reminding me again of where I was.

Still on parade in the nicotine-stained room—all eyes drilled on me.

“No, sir.”

I hadn’t even been listening, so saying anything at that juncture was out of the question. Besides, at that moment, I believed the narrative Hawkins had forced me to swallow. 

It was my dereliction of duty.

I deserved to be punished.

“I accept full responsibility.” There was no point blowing smoke up his ass. Everyone in the room knew what I’d done and why we were there.

Rosen had messed up, and he’d have to pay.

“Understood.” The gray man glanced down at his paperwork, though I wasn’t sure why. The decision had already been made. “Your country appreciates your service, Commander, but we won’t be renewing your license.”

“Yes, sir.”

All those years of responding to futile orders had conditioned me so well that, even in the face of the rebuke that curtailed my entire career, all I could do was parrot the required response back to my superior.

“Thank you, Commander.” He nodded in my direction, his grimaced expression slightly more relaxed than before. “These proceedings are over.”

Standing there as the court-martial dissolved around me, I was struck by how the insignificant man had continued to use my title.

Commander.

Was I still one of those after being summarily dismissed from duty?

“You’re done, Rosen.” My boss’s boss, Baron, moved in beside me, whispering into my ear. “This is over.”

No words had ever been truer.

“Where do I go?” 

Disorientated, I glanced around as though I didn’t know the place when, in truth, I’d been based at the London site for nearly a decade.

“Come with me.” Baron tugged at my jacket, persuading me to turn and face the virtually empty room. “You look like you need a drink.”

“Right.” I’d managed to terminate my career as a state-employed assassin—the only thing I was qualified to do—while I was still in my prime. It was going to take more than a drink to remedy the void opening up in my so-called existence. “Sounds good.”

He led me from the room, out into the stony silence of the beige corridor, and eventually, to his office. 

“You’ll need to pack up your stuff.” His gaze was steely as he opened a cabinet and retrieved a bottle of an expensive-looking liquor. “They’ll want you off-site by the end of the day.”

The end of the day?

My focus flitted to the small, black clock ticking on the wall behind him. How dare it tick so happily when my entire world was imploding?

“And then what?” 

My wistful question was more rhetorical than real, but pouring the amber liquid into two crystal tumblers, Baron seemed hellbent on answering.

“It’s up to you.” He thrust a glass at me. “I’ll provide you with a stellar personal reference if it helps.”

“Thank you, sir.” Accepting the tumbler, my fingers wrapped around its girth as my nostrils inhaled the potent aroma. 

He didn’t have to help me, and doing so wouldn’t win him much favor with the hierarchy. Vaguely, I knew I should have been more grateful, yet it was as though I couldn’t muster the emotion. 

Numbness had spread over me, starting as shock in my chest and reverberating out to all four limbs. I’d got so good at building up walls that I couldn’t feel—it was essential in my profession—but the unsettling sensation was something new. Dimly, I was cognizant of the burning liquid as I tipped it past my dry lips, but I couldn’t say I felt it. It was as if someone else was tasting the alcohol, and I was merely watching his experience through the lens of a camera.

“I didn’t think it would come to this.” 

Though, as my gaze settled on the window behind his desk, I knew that was a lie. The odds of the proceedings ending that way had been clear to me from the get-go. All the gray men had done was verify my suspicions with grunts and paperwork.

“You’ll be okay.” Baron’s well-practiced consolation swept over me. “You’re a smart guy, Rosen. The world is your oyster.”

“I’m an ex-sniper with a God complex.” I shook my head at his sunny analysis. “Who would possibly want to employ me?”

“Well...” Baron chuckled. “Maybe leave that out of your biography when you apply for something new.”

“Yeah.” 

Something new. 

My head fogged at the mere idea. It seemed that expecting the outcome hadn’t prepared me to manage it.

“Chin up. You’ll think of something.” Moving closer, Baron patted me on the shoulder. “You always do.”

“Yeah.” I forced my lips into a feigned smile.

I always do.
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Chapter One
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Ally

Eli

––––––––
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THE LOOK ON ERIN’S face was priceless.

There she was, all riled up in an act of ridiculous rebellion, hellbent on leaving after everything I’d done for her, but when she’d thrust open the door to embark on the audacious adventure, nature had other plans.

The drifts blown against the side of the cabin had frozen, creating a wall of ice and obstructing her exit. No one was going anywhere for the time being; not without the right equipment, at least.

“Close the door, little girl.” As well as being keen to get her back inside, I was also aware of the little warm air the fire had produced vanishing into the freezing ether.

“What?” She looked shell-shocked, as though she couldn’t understand how Mother Nature had turned on her so cruelly, though after everything that happened in the last day, I was surprised at her naivety. 

“You heard me.” My hands rose to my hips as my patience thinned. “It looks as if we’re going to be here a while longer, so close the door. You’re letting the cold in.”

Beckoning her forward with one finger, I couldn’t resist smiling. She was so beautiful, yet apparently, completely overawed by her surroundings. It seemed she hadn’t been lying when she’d said she hadn’t spent much time in the wilderness. If she or any of her party had done their homework, they’d have realized snowstorms, although infrequent, were not so rare in those parts.

“I...” Her gaze darted around the tiny lodge as though a new escape route would suddenly just appear. “I can’t believe this.”

“Shut. The. Door.” Punctuating each word, I strode past her and closed it myself, irritated that she hadn’t heeded my instruction. “We don’t have much wood, remember?” I signaled to the small stack of firewood against the opposite wall. “Better that we keep the cold out.”

“Right.” She backed away. “I didn’t think.”

It seemed to be becoming a habit.

“So, what’s your plan now?” Leaning against the door, I folded my arms across my chest. Without my shirt, the icy blast of cold air should have chilled me, but seeing her growing discomfort was warming me from the inside. 

Who would have thought the same storm that had caused so much hassle would turn out to be my ally? Without the frozen obstacle beyond the door, I was sure she’d have been off and out in the snow like a wild animal, but we both knew she wouldn’t have lasted long. I’d have had to chase after her and drag her back to the cabin, endangering us both and soaking our only recently dried clothing.

It didn’t seem as though Erin had a tangible plan.

“I don’t know.” Her gaze fell to her boots.

“Forgotten how to address me already?” My foot tapped against the wooden floor with impatience. After her repeated lessons, we should have been beyond her insolence.

“I don’t see why I should have to call you sir.” Her sneering tone was as stinging as it was unexpected. 

“Excuse me?” 

It hadn’t been that long since I’d last punished her, but at the rate she was going, she wouldn’t be sitting down for days. 

“I’m just saying, you don’t own me.” She slid her bag from her shoulder, the gesture belying her defiant tone. She wanted to sound tough, but she’d already decided to stay.

She has no choice.

“I will have your respect, Erin.” We’d been through this. “Or there will be consequences.”

“Fine,” she snapped, turning away. “I’ll call you sir, but you can’t make me like it.”

“Good enough.” For now.

I smirked as I pushed away from the door and walked around the bedside unit. It didn’t take much effort to slide it back into place, blocking her exit. Catching sight of the pot she’d been perching on not long before, I was reminded of her apparent need.

“Do you still need to go?” I motioned to the vessel, enjoying the way her face blanched at the visual reminder.

“Yes.” Her palm rose to her face as though peeing into a pot was the most heinous act she’d ever been forced to contemplate. 

“What was that?” I cleared my throat intentionally, noticing the way she jumped at the volume.

“Yes, sir.” She hissed the final word. “But I’ve tried, and I just can’t!”

“Can’t isn’t a thing.” It was going to be a long and frustrating stay for her if she couldn’t relent on something so straightforward. “It’s mind over matter, Erin, and if you need to go, then you need to go.”

She pressed her lips into a line, as though she was holding back the remark floating through her mind. “This is a nightmare.”

Laughing softly at her catastrophizing tone, I tried to help her see reason. “There are worse things, little girl. Like what James and Miles went through for starters.”

I regretted mentioning their names immediately, her frown amplifying my remorse. The last thing I needed was her melting down about Chelle again. Her friend had made her choice. It was on me to ensure Erin didn’t do anything so stupid.

“You’re right.” She staggered toward the bed as though she’d been shot. “I’m being an idiot.”

“Not an idiot,” I clarified. “I’m just asking for a little perspective. We’re stuck here for now, so let’s make the best of it.”

I was sure I’d told her something similar before, but the large, green eyes that met mine made me wonder whether that moment was the first time she’d truly heard me.

“This has all been a lot...” She gulped, her chest rising and falling faster than before.

“The storm?” I probed. “Or what’s happening between us?”

“Both,” she squeaked. “I didn’t expect either, sir.”

My lips tugged as she finally yielded of her own free will. “I’ll take care of you, but you have to learn to obey.”

“Obey?” She tutted, crossing her arms beneath her fabulous breasts. “I’m a grown woman, remember?”

Oh, I remember... 

Every detail of her wonderful body was etched into my memory for all time.

“A grown woman who paid me to help her.” I arched an eyebrow, reveling in the way she shivered at the gesture. “Because she didn’t know how to cope out here on her own.”

“Paying you for a service doesn’t mean I surrender to your every whim, sir.”

“I’m sure you didn’t mean for that to sound as hot as it does.” I chuckled.

“Stop it.” Her tone was wry. “I’m thankful for your help, Eli, and yes, the sex was great, but I’m not okay with being spanked.” She fidgeted from one foot to the other. “Or being ordered around by you all the time.”

“You enjoyed it.” 

I shook my head at her complaint, recalling all too easily how much her body had ultimately betrayed her need when I’d disciplined her. She might not have liked the idea of being aroused by my authority, but after hours trapped in the cabin with her, I knew better. 

“That’s not the point.” She brought her boot down hard on the floor in protest. “It’s difficult enough being stuck here without cowering to you as well.”

My lips twisted. Cowering. 

I liked the way she put that. 

“I’m your master until we get out of this.” I wandered toward her. “And I don’t just mean the cabin, little girl. Until you’re safe and sound, I’m in charge.”

I didn’t like to think of a time when she’d be safe somewhere without me, but I supposed that time was lurking just around the corner. We probably had one day—two at best—before the wood ran out and the weather cleared enough to get her back to base, at which point, I’d have no sway over her whatsoever.

A stabbing pain ached in my chest at the debilitating thought.

“I’ll play along.” The anger in her eyes had faded when she met my gaze again. “But don’t forget respect works two ways, sir. You might be stronger and more knowledgeable than me, but I’m not hapless or helpless. I’m capable and I can get out of here.”

“I know.”  I recalled the way she’d handled herself around Chelle’s useless boyfriend before he’d plummeted to his fate. Erin was far from incompetent. “I didn’t mean to imply otherwise.”

“I don’t know what’s going on between us.” A small smile tugged at her lips as, sighing, she perched on the edge of the bed. “I don’t know how long the snow will last or whether we’ll freeze to death before we find out.”

Reflexively, my gaze flitted to the remaining logs, anxiety rising in waves at her inference. She had a good point. Whatever happened with the thaw, we had an immediate problem with running out of heat, and with feet of frozen snow piled up outside, there was no access to any fresh, dry supplies.

“All I know is that this has been the most intense twenty-four hours of my life.” Her brow furrowed. “I watched two people die, and I miss my friend.” 

Yeah. It hasn’t been my greatest day as a guide.

“And now this thing between you and me.” Her teeth tugged at her lower lip.

“So, it’s not all bad then?” I couldn’t resist my cocky tone.

“Maybe not.” Her grin was mischievous. “But you throwing commands around won’t make the snow melt or help me to know if Chelle made it.”. 

I hoped my rising disdain didn’t show on my face. The last thing we needed was to fall out again in another spectacular display of opposing views, but her obsession with her friend’s decision to leave wasn’t going to get us out of there.

“We’ll be okay.” 

I had no idea if that was true as the vow left my lips, but I sensed it was what she needed to hear. I didn’t know where our dynamic could lead, but I hadn’t contrived the chemistry. The tug between us was real, and I knew she felt it too. Perhaps it would be enough to pull us out of our snowbound dilemma.

I had to admit, though, if there had been enough wood, I’d have happily kept her there as my willing captive. My swelling cock would have kept her occupied. 

“We’ll get through this if we stick together.”

“Stick together?” She sniggered. “Is that what we’re doing, sir? I thought we were intermittently fucking while you held me hostage.”

“Held you hostage?” I sat down beside her. “I don’t remember demanding a ransom.”

She laughed, the noise hollow. “There’s no one to demand one from. Besides Chelle, I don’t exactly have the widest social circle.”

“You have me.” I turned to face her. “To get you out of here and for whatever else you need afterward.”

“Whatever I need?” Her tone was sardonic, goading me into the idea of spanking the sarcasm out of her. 

“That’s right, little girl. Don’t doubt it.” 

The notion of pulling her over me for punishment was tempting, but not until I’d gone some way toward consoling her. I’d seen enough of the hysterical version of Erin to know we’d do better without her. I much preferred the calmer, more loving facet of the woman. 

She shook her head. “But I don’t even know you.” A blush crawled along her neck as she glanced away. “Just because we’ve...”

“Fucked?” I interrupted. 

“Yeah.” Her awkward smirk was delightful. “It doesn’t mean I can trust you. We’re not engaged or anything.”

“You’re hilarious.” Wrapping an arm around her shoulder, I pulled her close and was pleased she didn’t try to fight me off. “I’m just saying, you’re not alone.”

“Thanks.” Her brow rose. “It’s just, all I really know about you is that you’re a tour guide who used to be a park ranger. You could be anyone!”

“Like a serial killer, you mean?” My laughter was dark, mirroring the grains of truth in my question.

I wasn’t a serial killer, but only because of a technicality of definition. My acts had been state-sanctioned, but technically, I’d killed more people than most serial killers.

“No!” She struck my chest playfully. “Nothing like that. I’m just saying, you like to get your own way. How do I know I’m safe?”

I chuckled at her accurate analysis. She’d known me for such a short time, yet, instinctively, she seemed to understand me.

“I do like getting my own way, but I won’t harm you, little girl.” 

How could she even think otherwise?

I’d been a bad man, paid to do bad things, but I’d never maltreated a woman.

I never would. 

Erin knew nothing about the things I’d done, though. No doubt she’d have thought twice about being so close to me if she had.

“You spanked me!” Her tone oozed with indignation. 

“Because you deserved it.” My laughter deepened. “And you responded, Erin, almost as though you’d been waiting for someone to give you those boundaries your whole life.”

“That’s rubbish,” she muttered, shrugging away from my embrace. “You hurt me, and you had no right.”

“I spanked you.” My dick throbbed at the delicious recollection. Taming her had been one of the greatest highs of my life. “But I never harmed you, Erin. I would never harm you.”

“What’s the difference?” She scowled.

“There’s a world of difference, believe me.”

“If you say so.” Her jaw tensed. “It sounds like convenient semantics to me.”

“It’s not.” I balled my free hand at my side, trying not to think about the people I’d really hurt. 

Sometimes, I had seen their faces in faded photographs clipped onto the corner of paper files. Sometimes, I’d only been given their name—an anonymous identity which meant nothing—but sitting there, I realized my view had been slanted. Every one of those people had been someone. They were all someone’s father or brother—someone’s child. “I know you have no reason to trust me, but you can.”

“Yeah, well...” She glanced my way. “I guess I don’t have much choice, do I?”

“Not really.” I stifled my amusement. “You’re stuck with me, Erin. For the time being, at least.” 
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Chapter Two
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Strangers

Erin

––––––––
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SCANNING HIS PROFILE, I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Certainly, the brooding hulk of a man at my side had inspired both emotions and a whole lot more, and I was struggling to get my head around everything that had happened.

He’d seemed so enigmatic at first, his knowledge and authority so damn alluring as he’d led me around the forest, but feeling like a prisoner in the suffocating little lodge hadn’t turned me on half as much as I’d thought it would. It was one thing being overpowered by a strong, dominant man—and I had no regrets about ultimately surrendering to his dick—but quite another to be his captive. I couldn’t survive like that. It was as though his constant orders were sucking the oxygen from the increasingly claustrophobic cabin.

“So, tell me about the man I’m stuck with.” I shifted to look at him, conscious of his arm around my back where I’d shrugged it from my shoulders.

Staring into his gray eyes, I couldn’t decide if I was really interested in his back story or whether I just needed a distraction from the encroaching threats of depleting wood and food supplies.

“What do you want to know?” He tilted his head at me.

“I don’t know.” My heart rate accelerated at his insistent gaze. He seemed to have the ability to see straight past my blushes into the inner reaches of my soul. It was downright unnerving. “What did you do before you were a park ranger, sir?”

Addressing him that way irked me less than it had before. The truth was, I had relied on Eli’s experience to get me to the cabin, and whether I liked it or not, I would likely need his expertise to get me back home. I respected that, so long as he didn’t try and pull another stunt that saw me face down over his thighs.

Even though I really enjoyed being there. 

I swallowed at the knowing voice in my head, squeezing the intimate muscles between my legs. Being disciplined by him had been an outrageous liberty, but I couldn’t deny the way the ordeal had affected me. Instead of producing anger and upset, his palm had managed to evoke slick, hot need, the likes of which I’d never known until then.

“Before?” He smirked. “Trust you to ask about that.”

“What?” Bewilderment resounded in my voice. That wasn’t the reply I’d expected. “What does that mean?”

“It means you’re prying into a past you might not like, little girl.” His arm snaked around my middle. “I didn’t always help people like this.”

Like this? 

I bit back on the idea that being hauled over his lap for a spanking had helped me, though I accepted I’d have probably frozen to death out there had he not located the lodge. Eli had saved me, but his care had come at a cost.

Fleetingly, my gaze flitted to the frozen window, an image of Chelle bursting into my mind. My friend had become collateral damage, and I recalled the ghostly dreams I’d had about her with disturbing ease. A manifestation of my guilt, I assumed, but a valid one. There was no way of knowing what had happened to Chelle, and staring at the frosted glass, I didn’t know if I ever would.

“Erin?”

Turning back at his nudge, I sensed my rising emotion. Chelle would continue to haunt me until I knew her fate, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.

I deserve it. I glanced down, my hand rising to catch my initial tears. I let her go alone, and if anything happens to her, then...

“Hey!” He reached for me, stroking the back of my hand as I heaved in a breath. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s just Chelle.” I flinched, knowing already how little Eli appreciated the topic of conversation. “I’m worried about her, sir.”

“I know.” He edged closer, his silver eyes flashing with concern, and for the first time, I didn’t acknowledge any judgment in his voice. He’d been so annoyed when Chelle had stalked off alone and so irritated whenever I’d raised the subject, but finally, I sensed compassion. “I’m sorry I couldn’t do more to help her, too.”

“It’s not your fault.” I smiled despite the tears. “She wouldn’t have listened anyway. Chelle was always so strong-willed.”
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