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      They said it was just one weekend.  They said it would never happen again.  They lied…

      Twenty years ago, Alexander Holt and Victor Han were more than just teammates. More than just best friends. They were everything to each other—until one unforgettable weekend blurred the lines between love and duty. Two days of reckless passion. Two days of raw, unguarded truth. And then… two decades of silence.

      Now, Alex is back at Riverside University, not as a player, but as the high-profile head coach at the center of a media frenzy. But with the spotlight comes danger. Anonymous threats. A growing obsession. A stalker who’s watching his every move. His team isn’t taking chances. They hire the best.

      Enter Victor Han—ex-teammate, ex-best friend, the man Alex never stopped wanting. Retired Marine Corps General, now the owner of an elite security firm, Victor’s only job is to keep Alex safe. But from the moment he walks back into Alex’s life, protection isn’t the only thing on his mind.

      The heat between them is instant. Undeniable. Unfinished. As the threats escalate, so does the tension between them. Old wounds. Unspoken words. Unresolved desire.

      But this time, there’s no walking away. Because Victor isn’t just protecting a client. He’s protecting the man who was always his.

      [image: fire][image: fire] The past may be complicated, but what they have now? That’s simple. It’s heat, it’s hunger, and it’s long overdue. Hold on tight for this best friends to lovers, second-chance steamy hot romance that proves some things only get better with age. [image: fire][image: fire]
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      Alexander

      

      I breathe in the familiar Sunday smells—freshly brewed coffee, crisp bacon, toasted bagels—as sunlight spills across my kitchen counter, catching on the rim of my coffee mug. These brunches are sacred, a ritual carved out of busy schedules and competing priorities. Dr. Lenora Vaughn-Chen sits across from me, her dark eyes scanning the sports section while her husband Caleb taps away at his phone. The normalcy of it all—the comfortable silence, the unspoken understanding—feels like home. If only I knew how quickly that comfort would shatter.

      My kitchen gleams in the morning light—all clean lines and understated luxury. Nothing ostentatious, just high-end appliances and quality materials that whisper money rather than scream it. The open-concept design flows into the living area where floor-to-ceiling windows frame the mountains in the distance. It's a space that feels lived in without being cluttered, warm yet modern. Just how I like it.

      I stretch my legs under the custom walnut table and pop a bite of my  bagel with smoked salmon into my mouth, savoring the tang of capers against the creamy cheese.  Doc—I’m the only one who calls Dr. VC that—stirs her coffee with slowly, the spoon clinking softly against fine porcelain. Her military bearing never quite leaves her, even in these casual moments. Even retired from the Marines, she carries herself with that unmistakable discipline.

      "So, Alex," Doc says, looking up from her paper, dark eyes piercing in that way that always makes me feel like she's reading my every thought. "You didn't mention you had a secret admirer."

      I lift an eyebrow, mid-chew. "What?"

      She gestures toward the counter near my car keys where a single red rose rests. Its petals are still vibrant, barely beginning to curl at the edges. "I noticed it tucked under your windshield wiper when I walked out of my office Friday." Her expression doesn't change, but her voice carries a note of concern. "And, according to what you told Caleb earlier, that's the third one this week."

      I exhale, dismissing it with a wave of my hand. The rose has been bothering me more than I care to admit, but I'll be damned if I'm going to let anyone see that. "It's just a harmless admirer. Probably some student or a fan. Nothing creepy about flowers."

      Doc's expression remains unchanged as she taps her coffee spoon against the rim of her cup before setting it down with deliberate care. "Mmm. You know that's not ok."

      "It's just a rose," I insist, taking another sip of my coffee. The liquid burns down my throat, but I barely register it. "Comes with the territory. Former Hall of Fame shortstop turned head coach. We just won the NCAA championship. People get excited."

      Caleb finally looks up from his phone. His expression makes my stomach tighten. "Yeah? Then explain this."

      He turns his phone toward me, and my stomach doesn't just tighten, it fucking knots. Another red rose—fresh and delicate—has been placed carefully on the hood of my car, which is parked in my own damn driveway. Right outside. Right now.

      "What the fuck?" The words escape before I can stop them. For the first time since this started, something cold slithers down my spine.

      The first few roses were annoying but not alarming. They appeared on my car in the staff parking lot, always when I was coaching or in meetings. Fans can be overzealous. College students develop crushes. It happens. But this?

      "When did you take this?" I ask, my voice sharper than intended.

      "Just now. I went outside to take a call from my agent." Caleb's usual easy demeanor has vanished.

      "Alex, this is different."

      I shrug, trying to downplay it. "It's just another rose. Same as the notes, nothing threatening."

      That’s when Lenora exhales sharply, shaking her head.

      "Nope. That’s it." She sets her coffee down with a sharp click and stands, movements precise, controlled.

      "Whoever this is, they've just escalated. If they can get to your home, they can get to you.

      I glance at the rose on my counter again, seeing it with new eyes. Not sweet. Not innocent. A warning, maybe? A message? I don't know which is worse.

      Ok, maybe it is different. My house sits in a guard-gated community. More importantly, my driveway has a motion sensor alarm. Whoever left this managed to bypass both security measures without triggering anything. Without being seen.

      Caleb shakes his head, his jaw tight as he reaches for his phone. "That's it. I'm calling Victor."

      I freeze, my coffee mug suspended halfway to my lips. Wow. That's a name I haven't heard in a long time. At least, not in this context. Not as someone who might walk back into my life.

      Immediately, my mind flashes back—Riverside. Late nights on the field. Shared laughter, whispered confessions. A weekend that changed everything.

      Victor Han.

      My mouth goes dry. The same Victor who was always larger than life, even back in college. The same Victor who went on to become a decorated Marine Corps officer—a Lieutenant General by the time he retired. The same Victor who now runs his own high-level security firm, one of the most elite threat assessment and personal protection agencies in the country.

      If Victor is being called in, it means this is being treated seriously. And me? I'm not sure how I feel about that.

      "I don't want to make a big deal out of this," I say, running a hand over my face. The stubble on my jawline rasps against my palm. "It's probably nothing."

      "Nothing doesn't bypass security systems," Doc counters, her voice steady but firm. "Nothing doesn't track you to your private residence."

      "Besides, you don't have a say in this anymore. You’re clearly not taking this seriously," Caleb adds.

      I open my mouth to argue again, but before I can, my phone starts buzzing on the counter. The screen lights up with my agent's name. I sigh and answer it.

      "Alex, have you checked your IG?" My agent doesn't bother with pleasantries. "Someone's posted photos of you. Recent ones. From your run yesterday morning, from dinner Friday night at Marcelli's, even one of you getting coffee this morning before Dr. VC and Caleb arrived."

      My blood turns to ice. "What?"

      "It looks like the account was just created. Username: 'AlexHoltNumberOne.' They're tagging you in everything. It's getting attention."

      I hang up and immediately open Instagram. Sure enough, there they are—at least a dozen photos from the past week. All taken without my knowledge. All slightly from a distance. All showing me going about my private life.

      Not even thirty seconds after I end that call, my phone rings again—it’s the university president. Her voice carries that particular tone of concern that really means "this could be bad publicity."

      "Alex, I've just been made aware of a potentially concerning situation..." She begins, and I close my eyes, already knowing where this is heading. Yes, she cares about my safety—but she also cares about the university's image. About the baseball program. About homecoming weekend coming up and the alumni donations that will pour in.

      By the time I hang up the last call, I exhale, my shoulders tight enough to snap. The bagel I was enjoying sits abandoned, my appetite replaced by a churning unease.

      "Alright," I finally mutter, looking at the rose on the counter with new eyes. It's not romantic. It's a violation. "Fine. Call Victor. But just for his professional opinion—I don’t need a babysitter."

      Caleb nods and steps out onto the patio to make the call. Through the glass door, I watch him speak, his face serious. I tell myself it's just to get a threat assessment. Just to determine whether I'm in any real danger.

      But deep down? I know better. I know what it means to have Victor Han come back into my orbit after all these years. After everything.

      I reach for my coffee, finding it has gone cold. Just like the feeling in my gut.

      Doc catches my eye, her expression softening just slightly. "This is the right call, Alex."

      "I know," I admit, staring at the rose. Its red petals seem almost obscene now, like blood against the white counter. "But that doesn't mean I have to like it."
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        * * *

      

      Victor

      

      I am balls deep inside some twink I picked up at the bar last night, his face pressed into the pillow, ass in the air, when my phone starts blaring from the nightstand. Not my regular ringtone—the specific one I've assigned to family. I slow my rhythm but don't stop, hoping it'll go to voicemail. The guy beneath me makes a desperate sound, pushing back against me, wanting it harder. I grip his hips tighter, leaving fingerprints that'll bruise by tomorrow, and pick up the pace again. The phone stops ringing. Then starts again immediately. Fuck. That's the signal—it's important.

      "Don't stop," the guy moans, his voice muffled by the pillow. I can't even remember his name—Tyler? Trevor? Something with a T. It doesn't matter. What matters is the persistent ringing cutting through our heavy breathing and the wet slap of skin against skin.

      I thrust harder, drawing a sharp gasp from him, hoping to finish before whoever's calling tries a third time. But the sharp, distinctive ringtone blares again, slicing through the groans and gasps echoing off the walls of the bedroom.

      "Jesus fucking Christ," I mutter, slowing down again. I know that sequence. Family. Specifically, my cousin Caleb Chen, who's more brother than cousin, really. He wouldn't call three times in a row unless something was seriously wrong.

      "Fuck," I growl, reluctantly pulling out. The guy—Tim? Tony?—whines in protest, his body still arched toward me, seeking the contact I've just broken.

      "Seriously?" he pants, collapsing onto the mattress and rolling over to look at me in disbelief. "You're stopping now?"

      I barely spare him a glance as I reach for my phone on the nightstand. His eyes rake over my body—the tattoos covering my chest and arms, the scars from my military service, the still rock hard, condom-sheathed cock, glistening with lube. Yeah, I'm a fucking specimen, I know. But right now, I've got other priorities.

      "Yeah," I say, unapologetic. Because I'm an asshole. I've never pretended to be anything else.

      He groans, flopping onto his back with a huff of frustration as I swipe to answer. His hand slides down to grip his own cock, which is fine by me. If he wants to jerk off while I take this call, that's his business.

      "This better be good," I bark into the receiver. "Because I was in the middle of something."

      On the other end, I can hear Caleb's familiar sigh. "You mean you were in the middle of fucking," he corrects, his tone deadpan. "I swear to God, Victor, when you're not eating, shitting, or showering, that's all you do."

      I grin, pacing naked across the bedroom. Morning sunlight streams through the half-closed blinds, casting striped shadows across the rumpled bed and discarded clothes. "Not true. I work. And I like to read sometimes."

      Caleb snorts. "Man, seriously. You know you have a reputation."

      My grin widens as I glance over at the naked guy on the bed, still pouting, still waiting, his hand moving lazily over his cock as he watches me with a mixture of annoyance and lingering desire. "As a manwhore? Yeah sure, I know. 'Cause motherfuckers are jealous."

      The guy makes a disbelieving noise, shaking his head at my arrogance. I give him a half-hearted shrug. It's not my fault they keep coming back for more. I've never promised anyone anything beyond a good time. I'm upfront about not wanting relationships, about not calling after, about not remembering names. They know what they're getting with me.

      "Was there a reason for this call, or are you just shooting the shit while I stand here with blue balls?" I demand of Caleb, reaching down to stroke myself absently. If this call is just Caleb checking in, I'm hanging up and finishing what I started.

      There's a pause. A weight in the silence that makes me stop moving, stop stroking. I know this pause. This is Caleb weighing his words, which means this really is serious.

      "Well, go take a cold shower then because your dick and your blue balls are going to have to wait," he says, his voice losing its teasing edge.

      I go still, my entire body tensing. This is not how I wanted my Sunday morning to start. But something in Caleb's tone cuts through the haze of sex and annoyance. This is family business. This is important.

      I grab my jeans off the floor, already stepping into them as Caleb continues. No underwear—no time for that. "I need you to listen," he says, and I can hear the tension in his voice.

      "I'm listening," I reply, my voice dropping to that quiet, focused tone that made junior officers straighten their spines during my military days. "What's wrong?"

      Caleb hits me right in the chest with his next words, just like we used to do when we were teenagers, trading blows instead of words. "I'm calling about Alexander... Holt," he adds, as if I don't know exactly who the fuck he's talking about.

      The name lands like a sucker punch. Alex.

      Fucking, Alex Holt.

      We all went to Riverside together. We were tight—until we weren't. Until⁠—

      I push the memories away. Not relevant right now.

      "He has a stalker," Caleb cuts in before I can go down that road. "And he's not taking it seriously. But Len and I? We think he should. We think he's in danger."

      My free hand curls into a fist at my side. Someone is stalking Alex. Someone is threatening him. The protective instinct that's always been my weakness flares hot and immediate.

      I don't even hesitate. Caleb could have hung up right then, and I still would've already been moving.

      "Okay," I say, already pulling on my shirt, phone cradled between my ear and shoulder. "Give me thirty minutes. I'm on my way."

      "Don't you want details first?" Caleb asks, though I can hear the relief in his voice. He knows me well enough to know that I'd drop everything for this. For Alex, even after all these years.

      "Give me the basics while I drive," I say, already scanning the room for my shoes, my wallet, my keys. "What's happened so far?"

      The guy on the bed—fuck, I still can't remember his name—sits up, watching me with increasing indignation. "Are you fucking serious right now?" he demands. "You're just leaving?"

      I cover the mouthpiece of the phone for a second. "Emergency," I tell him, not bothering to elaborate.

      He stares at me, mouth open. "You don't even remember my name, do you?"

      I pause, weighing the value of lying versus the time it would take to deal with the fallout. "No," I admit. "I don't."

      "Motherfucker," he hisses, scrambling off the bed, yanking on his boxers. "It's Todd, you absolute piece of shit. And don't call me again."

      I shrug, already stepping outside.

      “Wasn’t planning to.” The door slams shut behind me.

      Harsh? Maybe. But I don’t do second rounds, breakfast after, or regrets.

      And Todd? Todd was never going to be the exception.

      "Sorry," I tell Caleb, returning my attention back to the phone. "Wrapping things up here."

      "Jesus Christ, Victor," Caleb sighs. "You're unbelievable."

      "Yeah, yeah. Tell me about Alex," I say, stalking down the hallway toward the exit.

      Caleb's voice turns serious again. "It started with roses left on his car. At first, he thought it was just a fan or a student with a crush. Then this morning, a rose appeared on his car at his place. Inside his gated community. No alarms triggered."

      "Fuck," I mutter. I’m now practically sprinting down the apartment building's stairs. "Security footage?"

      "Nothing yet. But that's not all. There's a social media account posting pictures of him. Recent ones. Candid shots of him going about his day. It's like someone's been following him for at least a week, documenting his movements."

      My jaw clenches. This isn't just a crush. This is deliberate. This is someone with resources and patience. "Any threatening messages? Direct contact?"

      "No, but the university president is already involved. Everyone's worried about bad publicity with homecoming coming up. Alex is..." Caleb hesitates. "Well, you know how he is. Doesn't want to make waves."

      I push through the building's front door into the bright morning sunlight, heading for my sleek black Range Rover parked at the curb.

      "I know exactly how he is," I say, the memory of Alex's stubborn pride flashing through my mind. Always trying to handle everything himself. Never wanting to accept anyone’s help. "Text me his address. I'm heading there now."

      "Victor," Caleb says, his voice hesitant. "There's something else you should know."

      I pause with my hand on the car door. "What?"

      "He doesn't know I'm calling you specifically. Len and I suggested getting professional help, a threat assessment, and he agreed, but..." Caleb trails off.

      "But he thinks you just called my firm and that I’m sending out someone from my team—he doesn't know it's actually going to be me," I finish for him. Of course. Of fucking course. Because why would Alex want to see me after all this time? After the way things ended?

      I slide into the driver's seat and start the engine. "Doesn't matter," I say, pushing down the twist of something in my chest. "He needs help, I'm coming. He can be pissed at me in person."

      "Thanks, man," Caleb says, the relief evident in his voice. "I'll let Len know you're on the way."

      I end the call and toss the phone onto the passenger seat, taking a moment to collect my thoughts before pulling away from the curb. Alex Holt. After all these years. The universe has a fucked-up sense of humor.

      My hands grip the steering wheel tight enough that my knuckles go white. I force myself to loosen my grip, to breathe. This is just a job. Just another client who needs protection. The fact that it's Alex—that it's the same Alex who occupied far too many of my thoughts for far too many years—doesn't change anything about how I'll handle this.

      I pull into traffic, already calculating the fastest route to the address Caleb has just texted me. How long has it been since I’ve seen Alex Holt face to face? A year? Before then..what? Five years? In the last twenty years, maybe a handful of times—Caleb and Len’s wedding, their twins’ high school graduation? And at none of those occasions did we ever once speak. Brief eye contact—a curt nod of acknowledgement, but we were both very clear about where the line had been drawn, and that it was essential distance be maintained.

      We ended things cleanly so things shouldn’t have turned out so complicated, but with us, the saying time heals old wounds, couldn’t be further from the truth. With us, the more time that passed, the more the resentment, the anger, the bitterness just festered. I knew the moment I moved back to the area that this could happen—not the stalking part, of course, but that our worlds would eventually collide. It was kind of inevitable. So you would think I would have a plan already mapped out on how to handle this, but when it comes to Alex, I’ve always been more emotion than logic.

      But I need to compartmentalize now, and push my emotions and my feelings about our past firmly aside. Because none of that matters now. What matters is that Alex is in danger, and I'm the best person to keep him safe. Everything else is just noise.

      I press harder on the accelerator, strategically weaving through Sunday morning traffic. Whoever is stalking Alex Holt is about to learn a very painful lesson about fucking with someone under my protection.
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      Victor

      

      I never back down from a fight. Not on the battlefield, not in the boardroom, and sure as hell not in the bedroom. I take control—it's what I've built my life on, what's kept me alive through three combat tours and what's made my security firm the most sought-after in the region. Control is my sanctuary. But walking into Alexander Holt's house today? That's going to test every fucking ounce of control I have left.

      I really should have passed it to one of my team. That would have been the sensible move. The professional one. Instead, I’m pushing eighty down the highway from my place in the city to the quaint college town of Riverside.

      Because that's the effect Alexander fucking Holt still has on me, even after all these years. One mention of his name and I'm throwing myself back into the fire.

      Years ago, there was a time when we could have had something real. Something dangerous and consuming, something neither of us would've emerged from unscathed. But we were both too scared, too driven and ambitious. Too arrogant to admit what we felt might actually be worth fighting for. So we walked away. Got married. Had kids. Became the men we were always told we were supposed to be.

      And while I don't know about Alex, I was cocky enough to believe I'd eventually meet someone else who'd make me feel that way again. What a fucking joke that turned out to be.

      I take my time getting to his place. After Caleb assures me Alex isn't in immediate danger, I swing by my office first to grab some gear and my encrypted laptop. Then I shower, change into fresh clothes—dark jeans, a charcoal Henley, tactical boots—and finally head over. The delay isn't just practical. It's self-preservation. I need time to armor up for this.

      The drive to Alex's place gives me too much time to think. My mind drifts to the life I've built since retiring from active duty two years ago. Downtown condo in the city, thirty minutes from Riverside. Walking distance to my security firm's headquarters. Weekly dinners with my adult kids who are both at Riverside U now. Regular catch-ups with Caleb and Lenora, visits with my parents and extended family.

      It's everything I wanted after decades of deployments and temporary duty stations—stability, family, purpose without constant danger. My ex-wife Simone says I've finally found my center, though she texted this wisdom from a yacht off Mauritius last week. She's remarried to some financial bro who just retired, and they're sailing around the world living their best lives.

      I still love Simone. Always will. She saw the truth about me before I could admit it myself. Ten years ago, she sat me down and said, "Real love is wanting the other person to be happy, truly happy, and you can't be happy, Victor, not if you're denying a part of yourself." She was right, of course. The divorce wasn't easy, especially with two kids caught in the middle, but somehow we navigated it and built a friendship most exes would kill for.

      Life is good now. I've got my kids, my business, my freedom. And despite what Lenora, Caleb, and even that dickbag Andrew (who somehow dragged me into his fantasy football league) say about my "fuck boy lifestyle," I'm perfectly content. I settled down once. It was fine. Actually, it was pretty great. But I like my life just fine now—uncomplicated, on my terms. And I believe all of that right up until I park outside Alexander's home.

      My hands grip the steering wheel too tight. I take a deep breath, force myself to loosen my grip. One more mission. That's all this is.

      The front door opens before I knock. Caleb stands there, my cousin looking both relieved and slightly amused, the bastard.

      "Took you long enough," he says.

      "Had things to wrap up." I step inside, scanning the entry hallway automatically. Nice place. Modern but comfortable. Photographs of what must be his kids on the walls. Baseball memorabilia tastefully displayed.

      "He's in his office taking a call. Lenora's in the dining room." Caleb leads me through to a spacious open-plan area where Dr. Lenora Vaughn-Chen sits with a laptop open in front of her, glasses perched on the end of her nose.

      Even now, nearly twenty-five years after we first met, Lenora still carries herself like she’s three steps ahead of everyone else in the room—and she usually is.

      She’s a striking woman, her deep brown skin radiant, cheekbones sharp enough to cut, full lips painted in a dark red that means business. Her hair is sleek, dark, and impossibly shiny, falling in gentle waves over her shoulders and down her back, framing her face in a way that makes her look effortlessly composed—like nothing and no one could ever rattle her.

      But it’s her body language that tells you everything you need to know—the unshakable confidence, the steel in her spine, the way she looks at you like she’s already dissected your entire life story and knows exactly where to hit if she ever needs to take you down.

      Former military, now one of the most sought-after sports psychologists in the country, Lenora never softens her edges for anyone, except maybe Caleb, Alex, and me. And even then, you still have to earn it.

      She may be brilliant, shrewd, and tough as nails, but at her core, she’s loyal—the kind of loyal that can’t be bought, can’t be swayed, and damn sure can’t be broken.

      Because when we met all those years ago, before the degrees, before the accolades, before the world learned her name—we saw her. Not as the scholarship kid.  Nor as an outsider in a space that wasn’t made for her.

      Just Lenora. Our Len. Our family.

      And if there’s one thing Lenora Vaughn-Chen has always known how to do, it’s protect her family.

      “Victor.” Lenora looks up, arching one perfect brow, her lips already curving like she knows exactly how this is about to go. “You actually showed up. Should I be honored?”

      I stride over and kiss her on the cheek, then drop my gear bag by the door with a heavy thud.

      “Oh, baby, you should always be honored when I show up.”

      She exhales sharply, shaking her head, but there’s a tiny flush creeping up her neck, and I live for that shit.

      “Jesus Christ,” Caleb mutters from beside her. “Why do you always have to make it weird?”

      “Because I like to remind my favorite cousin-in-law just how much she settled by marrying you.” I wink at Lenora, leaning in slightly. “I mean, we could’ve had something real, babe.”

      She lets out a low, unimpressed hum, tilting her head.

      “Yeah? What’s ‘real’ about a man who can’t even remember the names of the men he fucks?”

      Caleb chokes on his coffee.

      I laugh, full and deep. “Ouch, Len. That’s savage.”

      “You’ll survive.” She tosses her glasses onto the table, finally giving me a look that’s all business.

      “You could’ve said no to this, but you didn’t.”

      For a second, I don’t answer. Because we both know why I didn’t.

      I just shrug, smoothing a hand down my shirt, pretending like it’s nothing.

      “What can I say? I’ve got a soft spot for the family disappointment.” I nod at Caleb, who just flips me off.

      I stifle a grin—some things never change. No matter how old we get, we’re still just two overgrown juveniles.

      Lenora snorts, shaking her head. “If I had a dollar for every time you said that, I could retire today and be sitting on a beach right now sipping cocktails and ignoring your calls.”

      I grin. “C’mon now, don’t lie to yourself like that. You’d still answer. ‘Cause you love me.” I tell her, because it’s true.

      She just rolls her eyes, but there’s a smirk tugging at the corner of her lips. “Against my better judgement.”

      “If you’re done being an ass…” Caleb interrupts, handing me a coffee—black, no sugar, just how I like it. He then proceeds to fill me in on what they know so far.

      The stalking started with emails three months ago. Progressed to roses left on Alex's car, then outside his office. Last week, there was a note in his office mailbox. And today, the rose at his home.

      "Police are treating it like an overzealous fan," Lenora explains. "But the latest messages have turned dark. Possessive. Whoever this is doesn't like that Alex has started dating again."

      This information hits me like an unexpected punch. Of course he's dating. Why wouldn't he be? He's Alexander fucking Holt. I keep my face neutral, take a sip of coffee.

      "You think it's someone connected to the university?" I ask, all business.

      "Possibly," Caleb says. "Could be someone on staff, a student, anyone with access to campus. His coaching has turned the baseball program around completely. He's got a high profile here."

      I nod, reach for my laptop. "I'll need access to his email accounts, phone records, security system if he's got one. Need to set up surveillance, maybe⁠—"

      That's when I hear footsteps. My instincts snap to attention before my mind catches up. I know those footsteps. I'd know them anywhere.

      The air freezes in my lungs.

      Time hasn't done a goddamn thing to Alexander Holt. If anything, it's made him more devastating—like some cruel cosmic joke at my expense.

      He walks into the room with that same confident stride that used to make me hard just watching him cross a locker room. Purposeful. Powerful. Commanding. He owns the space without even trying, and my body remembers exactly what that feels like up close.

      His dirty blond hair is shorter than I remember, but it suits him—neat but not fussy. Just enough styling to say he gives a shit about his appearance but not so much that it says he cares what people think. It's threaded with a few strands of silver at the temples, and fuck me if that doesn't make him even more attractive.

      His face is still gorgeous enough to stop traffic. I remember when my kids were growing up and they were into those Divergent movies, and I couldn’t help but think that Theo actor, the one who played Four, that he could be Alex’s twin.

      Man, I fucking hated those movies.

      Alex is still classically handsome—chiseled features, strong jaw, serious brow, and long lashed bedroom eyes that used to see right through me. But now there’s something rougher, more mature about him. A man who’s lived, who’s won and lost and rebuilt. The years have etched themselves into him, not in a way that diminishes him, but in a way that adds weight, depth, something earned. Lines around his eyes that speak of both laughter and hardship. A small scar near his right eyebrow that wasn’t there when we first met.

      Proof that time has touched him.

      But not enough to take away what makes him Alex.

      And then there’s his body. Jesus Christ.

      He was always athletic—had to be, as a professional baseball player—but the years have refined him, layered mature strength onto his frame. Broad shoulders fill out a forest green polo that pulls slightly across his chest. Muscular arms visible below the short sleeves. A hint of chest hair peeking from the top of his collar. He's not ripped like some gym rat; he's solid, substantial, real.

      Something shifts in my chest, a feeling I'm not prepared to name.

      His eyes meet mine, and for a split second, I see it—the same flash of recognition, of heat, of memory. Then it's gone, buried under a carefully neutral expression that I recognize because I'm wearing the exact same one.

      Now that’s more like it—how we typically look at each other during these forced encounters. Initial heat, it quickly cools, right before we detach and look away.

      "Victor," he says, voice deep and steady. "Good to see you."

      He extends his hand, and I unfold myself from the chair, acutely aware of every movement. As our palms meet, electricity shoots up my arm. His grip is firm, warm, familiar in a way that makes my stomach tighten. I hold on a fraction too long, my thumb brushing across the back of his hand—a momentary lapse in control that I immediately regret.

      "Alex," I reply, keeping my voice even. "Same."

      I release his hand and step back, creating necessary distance. "Caleb and Len gave me the rundown, but I need you to walk me through what's been happening. You think you have a stalker?"

      Just like that, I'm General Victor Han again, all business. It's easier this way. Safer. Professional Distant.

      But as I watch him gather his thoughts, I know this is going to be the hardest assignment of my goddamn life. Because no amount of tactical training prepares you for protecting the man who could have been your everything—the man who still haunts your dreams even when you're awake.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alex

      

      Before I even step into the dining area, his voice hits me like a physical force—deep, rich, resonant, filling my home like it belongs here. I freeze, breath catching. It's been over a year since I've heard that sound up close, but my body remembers. Every cell remembers Victor Han.

      I pause in the hallway, gripping the edge of the wall. I need a second to compose myself because that voice carries twenty-five years of history between us. College roommates, teammates, best friends, secret lovers—all of it slams into me at once, knocking the air from my lungs.

      When I finally round the corner and see him, it's as if time folds in on itself. The past and present collide with such force that I almost stagger. He's sitting at my dining table, coffee mug in hand, looking so fucking comfortable in my space. My private sanctuary. Like it was designed with his presence in mind.

      I'm hit with a flood of memories—his body pressed against mine in our dorm room, stolen moments between practices, nights when we couldn't keep our hands off each other but still maintained the fiction that we were just friends who occasionally fucked. The way his eyes would lock with mine across a crowded room, communicating everything we couldn't say out loud.

      And that weekend—our last weekend together. The cabin we rented in the mountains to celebrate graduating, me getting drafted to the majors, him becoming a commissioned officer in the Marines. We'd gone up there still denying the deeper meaning of our attraction, still pretending that what burned between us was just physical, just convenient.

      I can still taste the whiskey on his lips that first night, when the pretense finally fell away. We'd been sitting by the fire, talking about the future—our separate futures—when he'd suddenly gone silent. I remember the way the firelight had played across his face as he'd looked at me, really looked at me, and said, "I’m tired of pretending this isn’t something real, Alex. Aren’t you?" And then he'd kissed me, not the hurried, desperate kisses we'd shared before, but something deeper, something that acknowledged what we'd been avoiding.
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